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Preface

Human beings spend their lives surrounded by things. Sometimes these objects are util-

itarian, such as the cars we drive, the beds we sleep on, or the shoes we wear. Others

may represent something more unique and personal, like a gift from a beloved friend or

relative. Still others reflect the society in which we live or our value systems and beliefs.

Whether we are considering the objects that help us to do our work or those that reflect

our choices, passions, and decisions, we all understand that these things say something

about us and our identity, often more powerfully than words. This encyclopedia tries to

capture the material culture of slavery. Until recently, scholars, museums, and the gen-

eral public thought that little tangible evidence remained from those 200-plus years of

U.S. history, other than a detailed documentary record that reflects almost entirely the

slaveholders’ perspective. Thanks largely to recent archaeological investigations con-

ducted across the plantation South, the Chesapeake, the Upper South, and sites in

New England and the Mid-Atlantic, new museum collecting practices, and a renewed

interest in and access to the oral histories collected from former slaves by the Federal

Writers’ Project of the Works Progress Administration in 1936–1938, we know more

about what slaves surrounded themselves with than ever before. The entries collected

here use objects as a prism for understanding both the complex institution that was

American slavery and the individual experiences of the people trapped within it. The

items that brought joy and preserved culture get as much attention as those that

inflicted cruel punishments or extracted long hours of backbreaking labor.

As much as possible, it is the story of the enslaved that we try to tell, and it is their

world that we explore throughout the encyclopedia. The focus is on the enslaved in all

of the areas where slavery was to be found, from the North to the South, and west to

Texas, and from the 17th century through Emancipation. In addition, many entries

discuss how the West and Central African traditions and customs brought by those

torn from their homelands continued to manifest themselves in the everyday lives of

African Americans even through the difficult years of slavery. This melding of cultural

traditions and influences resulted in new practices and beliefs, called creolization,

which enabled enslaved Africans to use the objects they found in their new locations

and the ideas that they learned to make sense out of experiences that were demeaning

and painful, and lives that were marked by unrelenting labor and unpredictability.

Although thousands of books have been published about slavery, this is the first en-

cyclopedia to focus on the material culture of slaves in the United States. It covers



the everyday lives of the enslaved: what they wore, saw, and looked at; played and

played with; ate and drank and smoked; worked on and in; heard, read, used, made,

touched, hid away, lived in, built, were given, slept on, carried, raised, and cultivated;

were sold on; and much more. The experiences of the enslaved are the principal topic,

but a great deal is revealed about the white and slaveholding society as well. Much of

the information contained in the entries has not been published before in this format.

Hopefully, this reference will serve as a springboard for future investigations and new

discoveries about this important subject.

The encyclopedia includes more than 170 entries arranged alphabetically. Readers also

will find a topical list of entries at the front of the book so that they can quickly find topics

of interest. Two broad essays on music and dance and on literacy and orality appear before

the encyclopedia entries as necessary context for readers to understand the wider material

culture. The individual entries include suggestions for further reading, and cross-references

are given to related entries, either as bolded topics in the entries or following ‘‘See also’’ at

the end of the entry. The volume ends with a selected bibliography that will lead readers to

substantive books and articles as well as Web sites. Contributors are experts drawn from

academia, historical archaeology, museums, and public history who work in this field.

The encyclopedia boasts a large number of images selected frommuseum and library col-

lections to illustrate the entries. The photographs of now-vanished slave quarter houses,

the watercolor portraits of the enslaved, and the archaeological survivals from slave-

related sites chosen for this encyclopedia are but a sample of what has survived and been

documented for posterity. We have tried to be as wide-ranging as possible, realizing that

examples from archives of material slave life are anything but generic; architecture and

objects were as varied as the plantations and states in which enslaved African Americans

lived. For example, slave housing looked very different in Virginia, New Orleans, and

Tennessee and even from plantation to plantation to less grand slaveholdings, depending

on local vernacular and resources, degree of wealth, and architectural ambitions.

Many entries are accompanied by sidebars that offer complementary testimony from

the Federal Writers’ Project slave narratives. The narrative excerpts taken from inter-

views with former slaves usually were transcribed in vernacular speech with unusual

spelling and grammar, and they use language that some modern readers may find offen-

sive. As many historians note, these interviews are problematic in that the individuals

who were interviewed for the project were mostly young children as slaves. Their mem-

ories were also shaped by the era in which the interviews were conducted, the Great

Depression. Many of the people interviewed in 1936–1938 were old, hungry, and living

in poverty. The interviewers, most of whom were white, asked leading questions and fre-

quently patronized their subjects. Nonetheless, these accounts often are detailed, and

they offer the most direct record that we have of the world of a slave. Fisk University

Social Science Institute staff member Ophelia Settle Egypt was a rare example of an

African American interviewer. When she interviewed a former slave in 1929 or 1930,

she was told, ‘‘If you want Negro History, you will have to get [it] from somebody who

wore the shoes.’’* This encyclopedia offers readers a chance to put on those shoes.

*In Rawick, George P. The American Slave: Oklahoma and Mississippi Narratives, Vol. 7
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972), pp. 45–46.
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Introduction

The study of human experience through objects and their context is called material

culture. According to the pioneering scholar of material culture, Thomas Schlereth,

the methodology that underlies the study of material culture is that ‘‘objects made or

modified by humans, consciously or unconsciously, directly or indirectly, reflect the

belief patterns of individuals who made, commissioned, purchased, or used them, and,

by extension, the belief patterns of the larger society of which they are a part.’’1 In the

case of enslaved African Americans, these objects can be as large as a house that sur-

vives from the 1800s or as small as a fragment from a ceramic plate recovered from a

slave quarter after being buried for more than a century. Some objects are more

ephemeral: while they might have survived slavery, their meanings have slipped away

in modern life, and archaeologists are only now beginning to unravel them.

This encyclopedia takes a broad look at enslaved experiences over the more than

250 years between the establishment of the first colonial settlements and the Civil

War that ended chattel slavery in the United States. The work concentrates on the

American South. This is where the largest enslaved African American populations

resided, over the longest period of time. By 1861, some 4 million enslaved individuals

lived in the region, about half the total population of the South. Our entries try to

cover everything used by slaves, whether that is the goods found in their dwellings;

their work tools; the furniture, textiles, and other goods used by them in the course of

their day; or the houses in which they lived and worked as well as the landscapes in

which they were situated; the clothing they wore and how they wore it; their food

and how they prepared it; even their hairstyles and oral traditions. From the emerging

field of slave archaeology, we find tantalizing evidence that some things, which

remained largely invisible to whites, reflected the belief systems that accompanied

captive Africans to the Caribbean and Americas, but often were adapted or changed

in the face of their altered circumstances. Slaves came into contact with other objects

too, ones that we associate with the oppression that marked their chattel status,

including those that were used to inflict the cruel punishments that many slaves

feared or experienced. For all its bleakness, slavery was far from monolithic. We know

that enslaved African Americans were able to purchase fashionable items at stores as

consumers as well as make or repurpose objects for themselves. These modest endeav-

ors suggest the ways that material goods added richness and color to an individual’s



life and contributed in no small measure to creating and maintaining personal and

collective identity. All this was a part of ‘‘the World of a Slave.’’

Although the characteristics of enslavement varied from place to place and

changed over time, all slaves occupied two distinctive and complex worlds: the one

that was dictated to them and controlled by whites, which they needed to traverse

and survive daily, and the one that they fashioned for themselves within their families

and their communities that existed apart from whites. Our contributors address both

the ways that particular objects functioned in these two worlds, and the different

kinds of meaning that those items might have embodied for enslaved people.

Nearly 200 years stretch between 1619, when the first Africans arrived in the

Virginia colony, and the official end of the U.S. slave trade by Congress in 1807.

Although estimates by scholars vary, more than 12 million captive Africans were

transported to the Caribbean, South America, and mainland North America over this

time span. Still others were brought illegally, despite the ban, right up until the Civil

War. This movement of Africans to the Americas has been called the largest forced

migration in world history. Some African captives were themselves the victims of

tribal wars in their own countries; others were people who had been kidnapped either

by slave traders or their African agents and sold into slavery. Most could trace their

origins to the wide swath of what is identified in the 21st century as West and Central

Africa, although individuals were transported to coastal slave markets from locations

much farther away. To a large extent, the Africans who came to what became the

United States were from West Central Africa. Yet they spoke assorted different lan-

guages and dialects and held many different beliefs and traditions. In fact, it is thought

that some already knew a version of the creolized form of English learned from

Europeans that is preserved in the Gullah language found in the Georgia and South

Carolina Sea Islands. Seeking agricultural workers for their colonial holdings, and

especially valuing individuals with experience in the crops that they hoped to exploit

like tobacco, sugar, or rice, many European countries, including Great Britain,

Holland, France, and Portugal, participated in the African slave trade until well into

the 18th century. According to the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, more than

40,000 voyages from Africa by slave-trading vessels are documented.2

Those individuals who survived the terrible trip across the Atlantic known as the

Middle Passage spent upward of 45 days together below deck in close quarters with

inadequate food, water, and exercise. On some ships, even while outfitted in heavy

chains, slaves were forced to dance, sing, or drum for the crew’s amusement—and were

whipped if they refused. Some captives carried out mutinies against their captors and

others jumped overboard in desperation. The trip, too, was subject to the vagaries of

weather, including terrible storms. By a recent estimate, some 10.5 million Africans

probably survived the Middle Passage.3 After arriving in the Caribbean or North

America, individuals could be sold several times over and travel considerable distances

before they reached their final destinations.

The brutality associated with the African slave trade makes it relatively certain that

few, if any, enslaved individuals transported personal belongings with them to the New

World. Although most captives reportedly were stripped of their clothing before the

voyage, a cowry shell tucked away in hair or perhaps a bead necklace might have trav-

eled across the Atlantic Ocean on a slave ship and thus into the colonial South. It is
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more likely that slaves acquired such items on board ship. Slavers often carried goods

for trading that included glass beads. The Henrietta Marie, which sunk off the coast of

present-day Florida in 1701, had thousands of glass beads in its cargo hold, along with

shackles and chains. African women possibly were given beads on board ship as a diver-

sion. James Penny, an English slave trader in the 1770s and 1780s, reported that he fur-

nished captives with pipes and tobacco as well as musical instruments. He noted that

‘‘the women are supplied with beads, which they make into ornaments.’’4

With the exception perhaps of some scattered trinkets recovered by archaeologists

at different sites associated with slavery, what nearly all Africans brought with them

stayed alive only in their memories, perhaps later reinforced by oral traditions that

were repeated and passed down within the groups or communities that colonial

enslavement created. This included information on how to grow and harvest certain

African crops; what foods were preferred and how to cook them; medical and health

practices; the shapes and materials that composed once familiar household objects;

the perpetuation of sacred forms that were imbued with spiritual meaning and power;

and traditions related to the built environment. These were all they had to help them

make sense of their lives in a very foreign place, under circumstances that, by and

large, robbed them of their names, families, and societies. This process, which, in fact,

occurs with all people who move to a new culture, was continuous and changing. Sec-

ond-, third-, fourth-, and even fifth-generation people of African descent became

more and more acculturated, and they were as familiar with their material environ-

ment as people in the 21st century are with theirs. Throughout the 18th century,

newly arrived Africans brought reminders of old traditions to their new homes, but

they soon learned the ways of the European colonists who now owned them and

became accustomed within several generations to their new environments.

The material objects that are the easiest to associate directly with American slavery

across its entire time span are those related to work. They are the hoes, plows, and

other implements that worked the fields, the looms that made cloth, the needles and

thread that sewed or repaired clothes, the pots that cooked food and the plates that it

was served on, the variety of tools that crafted everything from silver cups to manacles,

the chamber pots that had to be emptied each morning, the saddles that needed clean-

ing or repair—the list goes on and on. Although building techniques and forms varied

across the region, from shotgun houses to one-room cabins, enslaved individuals con-

structed both the buildings in which they lived and those in which they worked.

Slaves used a diverse range of objects to perform work that varied in terms of quality

and quantity, depending on their owners’ economic level. A farm where two or three

slaves resided presented a different living situation and level of material comfort than

a plantation with several hundred workers in residence. Similar modifications are

found in Southern cities, where most enslaved individuals lived in proximity to their

owners. In some cases, enslaved African Americans not only used these objects to do

the jobs required of them by whites, but crafted them as part of their labors as trades

workers. The domestic workforce handled different objects than did the field hands.

Yet, even given these many distinctions, doing work day in and day out for someone

else, without choice or precious little recompense, was a condition that all slaves

shared. Regardless of location or time period, the white and the black worlds inter-

sected over work. Through their daily use of the implements that performed every type
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of job imaginable, enslaved African Americans learned much of what they knew about

the world of their white masters. And whenever possible or desirable, they acquired or

replicated these objects for themselves. The pallets, benches, stools, and iron pots that

furnished many slave quarters were homemade or readily available and looked the

same as those used by lower-class whites or free blacks.

To many readers, the notion that enslaved people slept in beds, lived in houses

with wood floors, cooked with a variety of equipment, and wore clothing that spanned

the range from coarse linen shirts and trousers for work in the fields to dresses of

printed cottons or suits of fine livery may seem strange. After all, being a slave implies

that someone owns not only one’s physical body but also anything else that one might

have, from the clothing one wears to the food one puts into one’s mouth to the bed

one sleeps in—whatever that bed might be—to the utensils one cooks with. It implies

a material status so low that only the most basic of food, shelter, and clothing is pro-

vided. Yet the evidence we have, both archaeological and documentary, shows time

and time again that slaves in the 18th century and 19th century lived within a fairly

wide range of material levels, from those who truly did have only the most basic of

the necessities of life, to those who managed to acquire goods that were equal to or

better than those that poor to middling whites could obtain.

How did slaves accumulate these goods? Were they yet another facet of the nego-

tiation historians described that occurred regularly between master and slave that

characterizes other aspects of enslavement? If slaves had no legal right to own these

items, why were they not required to give them up to their owners? And if American

slavery was not denoted by having few, if any, possessions of one’s own, then how was

it characterized?

The last question is probably the easiest to answer: simply, that these people of

African descent were slaves by virtue of laws, enacted beginning in the late-17th century,

that delineated their status and reflected long-time prejudices, not because these laws dic-

tated levels of material goods. The law said they were chattel, and the law provided the

ways in which they could cease being slaves. Over time, these laws were modified,

repealed, and reenacted. Sometimes they specified what slaves could and could not pos-

sess, like guns, liquor, or dogs. In these cases, the laws reflect what enslaved individuals

actually did possess or had access to and, therefore, what slave owners were unhappy

about them possessing and wished to prohibit. But, by and large, these laws were enacted

to regulate behavior and legal status, not consumption.

How slaves acquired goods is also relatively easy to answer, because of the wealth of

primary sources—letters, diaries, business records, legal records, runaway slave adver-

tisements—that provide the information. Masters issued clothing, blankets, and food

on a semiregular schedule: clothing was issued in the spring/summer and fall/winter or

once a year on New Year’s Day, blankets usually in the fall, and food was distributed

weekly as well as seasonally. It appears from the available documentation that, once

these goods were issued, masters as well as slaves considered these goods to be the slaves’

property. Masters also supplied slaves with the tools necessary to do their jobs, although

these remained the property of the master and are the items most likely to be found

listed in probate inventories of slaveholders as the property of the deceased’s estate.

Although not well documented, some slaves received hand-me-down cooking

utensils, furniture, and clothing from their masters. This, however, was not a usual
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practice. They also picked up items discarded by whites, repaired them and put them

to their own purposes. They obtained goods by theft, usually from their owners, a

crime for which, if discovered, they were punished and sometimes legally prosecuted.

That many masters or overseers kept a close eye on the tools and supplies used by

their enslaved workers, scrutinized their return carefully, and kept them under lock

and key suggests that stealing was a widespread problem. On the other hand, enslaved

individuals understandably displayed little remorse over these appropriations, think-

ing perhaps that they had earned these items.

Slaves made things for themselves and bartered and sold these goods to their mas-

ters, to white neighbors, and on the open market. Especially on rural plantations, slaves

had their own plots of land called ‘‘patches’’ and grew their own produce, and they also took

advantage of nearby streams, rivers, and woodlands to catch fish and trap animals. Slaves

acquired goods by purchasing themwithmoney they earned from tips or gifts, from the sale

of produce or animals, primarily chickens, from the sale of their own products, like baskets,

or from their own labor. In urban settings, greater opportunities existed for enslaved indi-

viduals to earn money, including by selling produce or other items at city markets. By the

end of the antebellum period, the hiring-out system had evolved in such a way that many

enslaved individuals were permitted to keep some part of their wages. With cash accumu-

lated over many years, some slaves hoped to buy their freedom or that of family members,

but many others used their money more immediately, to purchase a variety of goods, rang-

ing from fabrics and ribbons to tools, liquor, and food. These purchases are well docu-

mented in surviving store account books; in both early Maryland and Virginia, for

instance, these records often appear as credit accounts in the slave’s own name.All of these

goods were the same types of things bought by whites and free blacks.5

As for why slave owners allowed their slaves to keep their goods, one answer may

be found in a principle derived from ancient Roman law, called the peculium, that was

well understood by most slave owners. According to this principle, slaves were

allowed to accumulate property but that property was subject to appropriation by the

master at any time, although in practice, the appropriation of the goods may have

happened infrequently, if at all. Thomas Jefferson makes it clear that he understood

this principle in a letter that he wrote to his son-in-law, Thomas Mann Randolph, in

1798, thanking Randolph ‘‘for putting an end to the cultivation of tobacco as the

peculium of the Negroes. I have ever found it necessary to confine them to such

articles as are not raised on the farm. There is no other way of drawing a line between

what is theirs and mine.’’6 Historian Orlando Patterson writes that the peculium

solved the most important problem of slave labor: the fact that it was given invol-

untarily. It was the best means of motivating the slave to perform efficiently on his

master’s behalf. It not only allowed the slave the vicarious enjoyment of the

capacity he most lacked—that of owning property—but also held out the long-

term hope of self-redemption for the most diligent slaves. The master lost nothing,

since he maintained an ultimate claim on the peculium, and he had everything to

gain.7

From the point of view of the slave owners’ self-interest, allowing slaves to accumulate

goods made good management sense: slaves who stood to lose a lot materially by
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rebelling might think twice about doing so if it meant losing the property they had

worked long and hard to accumulate. Therefore, for all practical purposes, it is most

likely that slaves’ personal goods were considered by both blacks and whites to belong

to the slaves and therefore not subject to inventory or other accounting as part of the

possessions of the slaves’ owner, although the real possibility exists that white slave

owners, at least initially, felt that the items owned by their slaves were of no real value.

In the antebellum period, when the institution of slavery came under greater threat,

some slaveholders did express concerns about whether enslaved individuals should be

allowed to spend the money they earned as they pleased and choose their own posses-

sions. Not only did slaveholders wish to reinforce their control and authority over their

slaves whenever possible, but they increasingly perceived that any means by which

enslaved individuals could carve out some measure of autonomy for themselves was

dangerous to the entire system. ‘‘Money is power,’’ an Alabama planter astutely

observed in 1858. He suggested ‘‘cram[ming] negroes’ pockets with strings, old buckles,

nails, &c. instead of silver dollars.’’8 But by the 1850s, enslaved individuals certainly

were too sophisticated as consumers to be satisfied with any old castoffs. Even if the

amount of money that slaves had was not great, it still permitted them the ability to

acquire possessions that they could use in any way they saw fit. Through goods,

enslaved African Americans found one means with which to thwart the threadbare life

accorded them by whites and craft a distinctive identity.

While archaeological excavations have found evidence of guns and other weap-

ons in slave quarters, the objects associated with reading and writing that have been

uncovered might be considered more seditious. By the outbreak of the Civil War,

because Southern whites were increasingly fearful of anything that might provoke

dissention or violence among their slaves, enslaved people were legally prohibited

from learning to read and write. By these laws, whites hoped to limit slaves’ access

not only to books, but also to newspapers, auction posters, and the rare anti-slavery

tract. Some slaveholders, who were motivated by their religious beliefs, taught

their slaves to read the Bible regardless, but undoubtedly some individuals, such as

Frederick Douglass, who escaped from slavery in Maryland and went on to become one

of the most famous black abolitionists, learned on their own. The pens, pencils, ink bot-

tles, and slates found by archaeologists tucked behind walls and secreted in other loca-

tions on slave-occupied sites offer a tantalizing clue that some enslaved individuals

pursued these skills, regardless of the risk. It is significant that in their testimony given

before the Freedmen’s Bureau at the Civil War’s end, many former slaves declared

emphatically that their first act in freedom was to learn to read and write.

In the words of an ancient Yoruba proverb, ‘‘However far the stream flows, it never

forgets its sources.’’9 Although the Africans who came to the New World as slaves

possessed backgrounds as different as the languages that they spoke, they sought and

found areas of common ground. Africa clearly provided a critical element that shaped

enslaved material culture over several generations. To have some stability in their

lives, enslaved people had to make some sense of the chaos around them. One way

they did this was to take the objects they had, both manufactured and natural, and

impose upon them the usages and meanings that similar objects carried in Africa.

They also made objects with materials found in the United States that in form and
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function resembled those that they knew from their homelands. Archaeological evi-

dence suggests that even as they acculturated, enslaved individuals retained some cul-

tural traditions. While the form and meaning changed over time, ideas about the

innate power of certain objects—pierced coins worn as charms, crystals placed under

kitchen floors, or pottery marked with cosmogram symbols—and their ability to pro-

tect and transform were preserved and handed down to descendants. African elements

likewise remained alive in many facets of slave life: in the music they played, the

songs they sang, the dances they performed, the food they ate, the stories they told,

the hairstyles and adornments they wore, and the ways in which they buried their

dead. In areas such as the Sea Islands of South Carolina and Georgia, where enslaved

African Americans lived together in large groups with limited contact with whites,

these traditions and practices stayed intact into the 20th century.

Many 21st-century Americans recognize that this country is far richer for the contri-

butions made to it by enslaved African Americans. This powerful legacy has trans-

formed American culture. We can see, hear, and taste it every day, through the foods

we eat, the landscape that surrounds us, the words we hear, and the music, art, and

dance that we enjoy. It is harder to experience enslaved material culture, although it

forms a distinctive element in this story of survival and change. While slavery is inter-

preted at many museums and historic sites in the 21st century, original objects with

enslaved provenance are few, and archaeological materials are seldom displayed.

Whether they purchased, found, or appropriated them, African Americans adopted

the familiar objects that signified the white world and brought them into their lives.

Despite the fact that these items made their lives more comfortable and bearable,

they must have served as poignant reminders of what free people could possess.

At the same time, as terrible as slavery was, it did not truly rub out what enslaved

African Americans were as a people. Archaeology in slave sites across the South

shows that the old ways persisted in secret, not only because whites found them sub-

versive but also because enslaved individuals thought it was important to preserve

them at any cost.
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Dance and Music

Jurretta Jordan Heckscher

Dance and music were activities of life-sustaining importance to the people enslaved

in the American South. From the 1620s to the 1860s, on small farms and great plan-

tations, in village workshops and city factories, from southern Delaware to eastern

Texas, slaves made music and danced. They sang songs to pace their grinding agricul-

tural labors, remember their ancestors, mourn those who had died or been stolen from

them, mock their oppressors, and worship the divine; they danced to strengthen the

bonds of kinship and community, to find love and pleasure, and to experience their

bodies in ways that did not belong entirely to someone else. To understand what slav-

ery meant to slaves means to understand their dance and music and to understand

American dance and music means understanding how much these art forms owe to

those who were enslaved in the United States.

SOURCES AND STEREOTYPES

Because most history is based on written records and slaves were legally forbidden to

read or write throughout most of the 19th century, the history of slave dance and

music depends largely on documents left by white people. The major black sources

are slave narratives and the interviews undertaken by the Federal Writers’ Project in

the 1930s, asking elderly African Americans to recall their early lives in slavery many

decades before. Most interviewers were white, and there was plenty of room for mis-

understanding on both sides.

Some contemporary white observers were quick to interpret slaves’ love of dance

and music as evidence that they were happy in slavery. By the antebellum decades,

too, a highly popular form of entertainment—the minstrel show—was showcasing

stereotypes of contented slaves dancing and singing for white audiences throughout

the United States. Theatrical performances and motion pictures projected the same

images far into the 20th century.

The former slave and noted abolitionist Frederick Douglass (1818–1895) went to

great lengths to set the record straight. It would be a grave mistake to understand

slaves’ songs ‘‘as evidence of their contentment and happiness,’’ wrote Douglass. ‘‘But

for these [dancing and music], the slaves would be forced to the wildest desperation,’’

Douglass explained; when a slave dances or sings, such expressions ‘‘represent the sor-

rows, rather than the joys, of his heart; and he is relieved by them, only as an aching



heart is relieved by its tears.’’1 Careful examination of the evidence confirms Dou-

glass’s insight: slaves danced and sang not to express happiness but because life other-

wise would have been unbearable.

AFRICAN LEGACIES AND THE 18TH CENTURY
The men and women forcibly enslaved to North America brought with them the cul-

tural diversity of a far-flung range of nations across West and Central Africa. In nearly

all these nations, dance and music were essential components both of the great pas-

sages in the individual life cycle and of all life in community. The noted African Brit-

ish abolitionist Olaudah Equiano (ca. 1745–1797) summarized the heritage of most

Africans when he characterized his ancestral Igbo homeland as ‘‘almost a nation of

dancers [and] musicians.’’2 It is equally certain that these ‘‘nations of dancers,’’ diverse

though they were, shared deep structural similarities in their dance and music tradi-

tions that facilitated the formation of the earliest African American dance and music

cultures in the 18th century.

Most important, most traditional African music could not and cannot usefully be

distinguished from dance. Musicians and dancers participated equally in a single

mutually responsive conversation: dancing made music visible; music sounded the

dance; and music-making, whether vocal or instrumental, required intense and skillful

bodily engagement that amounted to a form of dancing. The two phenomena

‘‘The Old Plantation,’’ unknown artist, probably South Carolina, ca. 1795, watercolor on laid paper. Enslaved
men and women dance to the music of a gourd banjo and hollow gourd drum. (Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk
Art Museum, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Gift of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller.)
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essentially were inseparable, and for this reason, it is more historically accurate to

speak of African and African-derived dance and music together than separately.

Other widely shared features of dance and music in Africa are as follows: their per-

vasive presence in everyday life and its importance in building and sustaining commu-

nity; inclusive performance practices that obliterated distinctions between performers

and audience; rhythmic complexity as the dominant structural principle, and the con-

sequent importance of percussive sound and movement; structural formations that

emphasized contrastive interchange, rather than unity, among groups or between a

group and an individual (men and women danced apart from each other, often inter-

acting playfully without touching, and individuals emerged from group formations to

execute solos or lead responsive dialogues as in the musical pattern known as call-

and-response); incorporation of a wide and inventive range of textures, dynamics,

pitch, and movement scope, from the most subtle to the most virtuosically energetic;

angular and asymmetrical dispositions of the body; placement of the body’s center of

gravity low, in the hips and pelvis, thereby enabling the dancer to emphasize the in-

dependence of different body parts and to use them to sustain simultaneous multiple

rhythms, or ‘‘polyrhythm,’’ with visible precision; high value accorded improvisation

within the bounds of tradition and distinctive personal creativity within the frame-

work of the group, principles related to the structural paradox of emphasis by absence,

so that, for example, one located the beat through syncopation, or ‘‘heard’’ it best

when it was not sounded but shaped in the dancer’s gesture or in the hearer’s mind.

These elements formed the foundation for the development of African American

dance and music in slavery and since.

REGIONAL FOUNDATIONS AND HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT
Although they built on ancient and widely shared African foundations, slave dance

and music always varied significantly both geographically and temporally. Neverthe-

less, the forces of history and geography had converged sufficiently by the time of

emancipation to produce something approaching a common Southern black tradition

that later became the single greatest influence on the dance and music practices

shared most widely among all Americans.

Geographically, slave dance and music developed in three source regions, or ‘‘culture

hearths,’’ each of which established an important variant tradition. One was Louisiana,

where slave culture was influenced by its proximity to French and Caribbean cultures and

reshaped by the influx of French Caribbean slaves following the Haitian Revolution of

the 1790s. The resulting dance and music culture remained distinct from that of the rest

of the slave South. It included both unique creolized dances and dance types—Calenda

(or Calinda), Counjaille, Chica (or Bamboula), among others—and uniquely persistent

African practices, such as the gatherings at the Place Congo in New Orleans, where well

into the 19th century hundreds of slaves assembled on Sundays to dance in ethnic ensem-

bles according to the acknowledged traditions of their ancestors.

A second cultural hearth for slave dance and music was the coastal Low Country of

South Carolina and Georgia. Here the demands of rice cultivation concentrated

slaves from Senegambia and encouraged the development of large plantation com-

munities where African cultural traditions could persist in relative isolation from

white influence. The associated dance and music culture is less visible in the historical
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record there than in Louisiana, but what may be the richest and most complex of all

slave cultural expressions—the sacred dance type known as the Ring Shout—took

deepest root in the Low Country and may well have originated there.

Yet Louisiana and the Low Country eventually proved to be historical backwaters

to the broad dance and music mainstream emanating from the Chesapeake. That

region, bounded on the east by the coast between southern Delaware and the Cape

Fear area of North Carolina and to the west by the Appalachians, became the primary

cultural hearth for slave dance and music throughout the South.

The reasons for the Chesapeake’s preeminence lay first in the region’s staple-crop

economy of tobacco and, later, wheat. From the beginning, these crops permitted the

establishment of small slaveholdings that brought blacks and whites into constant

contact, thereby ensuring the earliest and most thorough creolization of European

and African cultures in North America. After the American Revolution, tobacco’s

legacy of soil exhaustion and wheat cultivation’s more modest work demands reduced

Chesapeake slaveholders’ need for labor. They began to sell their ‘‘surplus’’ workers to

the Deep South or to immigrate there with their bondsmen, thereby ensuring that the

regional Chesapeake slave culture of the 18th century would become the mainstream

Southern slave culture of the 19th. By 1845, a white observer could conclude that

‘‘[t]he greater portion of our national poetry [art] originates in Virginia, or among

involuntary Virginia emigrants,’’ because

[e]very year thousands are sent to the far south and southwest for sale. The

Virginian type of negro character therefore has come to prevail throughout

the slave states, with the exception of some portions of Louisiana and Florida.

Thus everywhere you may hear much the same songs and tunes, and see the

same dances, with little variety, and no radical difference.3

Yet the vigor and creativity of Chesapeake slave culture were hardly the inevitable

effects of economic necessity. On the contrary, Chesapeake dance and music depended

on two definitive leaps of imagination among Africans and their descendants in cap-

tivity. The first was their early recognition of the common dance and music practices

underlying the diversity of their various African ethnic traditions and their creation of

a creolized dance and music culture on that foundation. This primary act of creoliza-

tion in the 18th century—what writer Ralph Ellison (1914–1994) called ‘‘the begin-

nings of an American choreography’’—paralleled those of other slaves throughout the

American South and the Caribbean around the same time, but in the Chesapeake, it

proved to be the foundation of black dance and music in North America.4

The subsequent imaginative achievement of Chesapeake slaves fused the new

dance and music culture with European influences. This secondary creolization was a

work of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. It had parallels elsewhere, but because

of the intensive interaction of blacks and whites in the Chesapeake, it was more com-

plete and fully realized there than anywhere else in the Western Hemisphere. It

involved grafting distinctive European forms onto the older African-based founda-

tion: dancing on the balls of the feet; a more exclusively upright posture; a range of

set-dance types such as reels, ‘‘country dances,’’ and ‘‘square dances’’ that became

standards in the black dance repertoire; and—most important, because it represented
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a major departure from African practices and formed the basis of so much black danc-

ing thereafter—the adoption of the male-female couple as a primary unit of dance.

The earlier, identifiably African elements persisted, however, at the heart of the

new Chesapeake slave dance and music tradition, as did an array of skilled steps and

choreographic forms—Buck Dancing, Pigeon Wing, Set the Floor, or Dancing on the

Spot, among many others—that had no parallel in the European dance lexicon.

Nevertheless, they blended with the creolized European elements in ways that remain

the hallmarks of African American, and generally American, vernacular dancing, as

Southern black dance and music became mainstream American dance and musical

expression in the 20th century.

DANCE AND MUSIC IN EVERYDAY LIFE
Dance and music were perhaps the most important means by which American slaves

habitually defied slavery. They shaped the arc of life with it, from cradle songs to

courtship and wedding dancing to funeral processions. More important, they used

dance and music on countless occasions to make their lives their own, if only momen-

tarily, in the daily crucible of bondage. The historical picture is fullest for the 19th

century, and the description that follows reflects that time, although much of it

applies to earlier periods as well.

Slave life revolved around an exhausting workday that lasted from dawn to dusk,

usually in an agricultural setting. Here, work songs, perhaps most often in call-and-

response with a leader, set work’s pace and rhythm and coordinated physical effort

within the group, making the motions of labor akin to dance. Workers who found

themselves alone in the fields, or in isolated groups, used wordless ‘‘field calls’’ or ‘‘hol-

lers’’ as vivid emotional expression or to communicate with one another. As slaves

returned from the fields at sunset, they often sang also; long after slavery, many white

Southerners still vividly recalled the ‘‘cadence melancholy and indescribable, with a

peculiar pathos’’ with which their voices sounded.5

In these and its other contexts, slave music blurred the distinction between vocal

and instrumental music just as it blurred the distinction between music and dance.

The voice could sound wordlessly, as an instrument, encompassing a wide range of

pitch and timbre from deep guttural to piercing falsetto. It could be used percussively,

as in ‘‘the curious rhythmic effect produced by single voices chiming in [to a song] at

different irregular intervals,’’ as one Northern observer described it.6 Song lyrics, con-

versely, sometimes functioned more as pure sound than as specific meaning, being

chosen, as the formerly enslaved Solomon Northup (b. 1808) explained, ‘‘rather for

[their] adaptation to a certain tune or measure, than for the purpose of expressing any

distinct idea.’’7

Even the harshest masters generally found it useful to give slaves some regular

opportunities for recreation, and certain holidays were decreed by statute. The normal

pattern was outlined by a Virginia jurist in 1836:

The regular holydays are two [days] at Easter, two at Whitsuntide [the Christian

feast of Pentecost], and a week at Christmas. These he [the slave] enjoys by

prescription, and others, such as Saturday evenings, by the indulgence of his

master. He passes them in any way he pleases. Generally they are spent in
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visiting from house to house, and in various amusements. His favorite one, if he

can raise a violin, is dancing.8

The annual agricultural cycle was also punctuated by lively communal gatherings that

combined aspects of work and holiday. At ‘‘corn-shuckings’’ (corn huskings), log roll-

ings, and similar events, contests of speed and skill paced by special songs facilitated

major seasonal work tasks and culminated in celebratory dances.
The Saturday-night dance in the quarters early became a staple of rural Southern

life. Frequently it drew participants from small farms and large plantations throughout

the neighborhood, in defiance of the armed ‘‘patrollers’’ who could arrest and punish

any slave discovered off his or her slaveholder’s property without a written pass. Con-

tinuing a widespread African tradition of dance and song that mocked the moral fail-

ings of the powerful, slaves satirized whites in song texts and caricatured them in

dancing—where they celebrated their ability to evade and discomfit the patrollers.

Whenever it could be arranged, the music at these dance events was furnished by a

fiddle: homemade from a gourd and a stick if necessary, fashioned by a fiddle-maker if

possible. Slave fiddlers were individuals of particular importance not only within their

own communities but also in the white community, where they were the musicians of

choice for dance events from the early 18th century to the early 20th. In both set-

tings, they developed the practice of ‘‘calling’’ the dance steps and floor patterns, or

‘‘figures,’’ for set dances, thus establishing one of the most distinctive traditions of

American social dance.

Drums were banned from slave gatherings in much of the South once slaveholders

realized that they could be used for communication, as in Africa, but other instru-

ments often joined the fiddle, singing, and ubiquitous rhythmic hand-clapping in pro-

viding music for dances. They included the banjo, an African instrument type that

was nearly as important as the fiddle in slave dance and music, and a variety of simple

percussive instruments such as animal bones or sticks, pairs of spoons, rattles, and

occasionally triangles or tambourines.

Sometimes at formal dance events, however, and typically on informal occasions of

slave dancing, no instrumental accompaniment was available. Instead, the musical

dimension was furnished by a distinctive form of bodily percussion known variously as

‘‘patting,’’ ‘‘patting Juba,’’ ‘‘Juba beating,’’ or ‘‘jubilee beating.’’ Slapping out a rhythm

or rhythms on the thighs and perhaps with his feet, as Frederick Douglass explained,

‘‘[t]he performer improvises as he beats, and sings his merry songs, so ordering the

words as to have them fall pat with the movement of his hands.’’9 Patting Juba was

both a form of music and a form of dance, and it was almost certainly slave dancing’s

most frequent accompaniment.

EVANGELICAL TRANSFORMATION AND THE RING SHOUT
Conflict between Protestant Christianity, which provided the religious underpinnings

for white Southern culture, and the music and dance traditions of the enslaved

existed almost from the outset of Southern slavery. In the 19th century, it became

acute in ways that significantly redirected the course of African American dance and

music history and brought to the fore a lasting form of Christian sacred dance known

as the Ring Shout.
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European Protestantism had differentiated itself from Catholicism in part by reject-

ing the spiritual utility of a great range of expressive culture, including secular music

and all dance. Yet because only a minority of slaves had been Christianized by the

time of the American Revolution, and much of white Southern culture remained pro-

foundly secular, this striking contradiction between the European and African cul-

tural backgrounds had affected slave culture only minimally. All of that changed in

the late 18th and early 19th centuries, particularly under the influence of the Second

Great Awakening (ca. 1780–1830) and the general transformation of white Southern

culture into an identifiably Evangelical Protestant mode. For the first time, slavehold-

ers made widespread and concerted attempts to convert slaves to Christianity, not

least so as to appropriate religion as an instrument in support of slavery. At the same

time, slaves were increasingly drawn to Evangelical faith for reasons of their own and

chose to convert to Christianity in significant numbers.

Actively joining in new forms of Evangelical worship such as the great outdoor

‘‘camp meetings’’ that electrified the countryside, slaves soon developed a distinctive

African American Christianity that was always in tension and often in direct conflict

with slaveholders’ purposes and practices. And whether from their own sense of

Evangelical Christian ethics, or under the standards enforced by pious masters, an

unknown but indisputably significant proportion of Southern slaves between the Rev-

olution and the Civil War abandoned or radically reshaped much of the dance and

music heritage that had hitherto sustained them in bondage. Many stopped dancing

altogether, breaking with centuries and even millennia of African tradition in favor

of a Protestant understanding of the sinful nature of dance. Many likewise withdrew

from all forms of musical expression not associated with worship or personal piety. In

the process, they contributed to an explosion of creativity in African American reli-

gious music, including the development of the sacred song type that came to be

known as the spiritual.

The Evangelical transformation profoundly altered slave dance and music then, yet

it did not change everything. Christianity was pervasive in the slave community by

the Civil War, but it is also likely that most slaves never formally converted. Some of

those who did nevertheless continued dancing or making secular music. Many slave-

holders continued to permit or even encourage dance and music in the plantation set-

ting, whatever their own religious convictions. And slave Christianity found ways to

adapt rather than abandon familiar expressive forms: secular song melodies were

repurposed for sacred songs, and psalm-singing could function as worksong. Most sig-

nificant, the growth of Christianity in the slave population coincided not coinciden-

tally with the first appearance in the historical record of the Christian dance and

music ritual known as the Ring Shout.

Expressive movement akin to dance characterized much worship in early African

American culture, but the Ring Shout made movement the major instrument of

approach to the divine. It may have originated in the Low Country, where it is best

documented, but it flourished across the South in the antebellum period. In the Ring

Shout, participants moved single file in a circle to sacred singing, gradually building

in intensity to an ecstatic crescendo in which some worshippers collapsed and others

took their place. The ceremony might continue for hours. ‘‘The foot is hardly taken

from the floor,’’ one white observer noted, ‘‘and the progression is mainly due to a

7

DANCE AND MUSIC



jerking, hitching motion, which agitates the entire shouter, and soon brings out

streams of perspiration. . . . Song and dance are alike extremely energetic.’’10

Those who worshipped in the Ring Shout insisted vehemently that what they were

doing was not dance, because the feet never crossed and scarcely lifted. This claim was

a sophistry necessary to span the chasm between African and European understandings

of the sacred, and to support what was in fact an enduring revitalization of the African

tradition of sacred dance. In its resourcefulness, its resilience, its vitality, and its capa-

cious embrace of history’s unbearable contradictions, the Ring Shout might be taken as

the culmination of slave dance and music—a creative tradition of profound historical

importance that for more than two centuries made, as Douglass said, ‘‘[e]very tone . . .

a testimony against slavery, and a prayer to God for deliverance from chains.’’11
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Literacy and Orality

Antonio T. Bly

Slave literacy and orality (the spoken word) are at once complex and intertwined

themes in the history of blacks in the United States. Once designated as chattel,

slaves were bound by words on paper. Like typeset or handwritten letters, they were

rendered physically trapped within socially constructed molds or artfully stylized char-

acters inscribed on parchment, forged and set by slaveholding grandees. Indeed, as

early as 1680, the ‘‘generall assembly’’ of the Virginia colony explained, it was unlaw-

ful ‘‘for any negro . . . to goe or depart from his master’s ground without a certificate.’’1

Such unlawful behavior could carry heavy burdens. Slaves found away from their

masters without written consent, for example, received ‘‘twenty lashes on the bare

back well layd on.’’ Over time, they were taken up and held as fugitives. Taken up a

second time, absconded slaves ran the risk of being branded, mutilated, or dismem-

bered.2 Consequently, for well over 200 years, the written word stood for the planter’s

power and the slave’s confinement.

The boundaries of literacy also consigned slaves to the margins of early American

society intellectually. In the Western tradition, people of African descent have been

written out of ‘‘culture’’ because they were identified with oral traditions. In that set-

ting, literacy signified reason and civilization. Performance in print earned the ‘‘a spe-

cial distinction’’ for ‘‘the laurel of humanity.’’3

Still, despite attempts to deny them their humanity, blacks persevered. Many

learned to read. Others learned how to write. What is more, for slaves like poet Phillis

Wheatley, literacy became a form of resistance, a way of snatching the laurel of civili-

zation from Western hands, forcing otherwise silent books to speak.

Wheatley’s story began in 1761 when she was kidnapped by Africans from her

parents in a Wolof village. Like other captives in the slave trade, she became the

property of several others before reaching the Gold Coast and the infamous ‘‘door of

no return’’ on Goree Island, Senegal, that marks the symbolic entry into the Atlantic

Slave Trade. Only seven years old, she survived her Middle Passage aboard the schoo-

ner Phillis. She was declared unsalable in the Caribbean, so traders carried the young

girl to Boston and sold her for a trifle to Susanna Wheatley.

In the Wheatley household, Phillis thrived as a domestic. Not long after she became

a member of the family, Phillis tried to ‘‘make letters upon the wall.’’4 As a result, her



mistress took pity on her, and with the help

of her daughter, Mary, began instructing the

young bondservant. ‘‘In sixteen Months

Time,’’ Phillis’s master John Wheatley

wrote,’’ she mastered ‘‘the English language

. . . to such a degree, as to read any, the most

difficult Parts of the Sacred Writings.’’5 Less

than three years later, she learned to write.

In 1773, a modest volume, Phillis Wheatley’s

Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and

Moral, appeared in print.

Not surprisingly, the book aroused many

critics. Thomas Jefferson, for one, denounced

Poems because they punctured the socially

grafted veneer of African racial inferiority. In

his view, although ‘‘religion’’ could indeed pro-

duce ‘‘a Phyllis Whately,’’ it could not ‘‘pro-

duce a poet.’’ Because ‘‘the heroes of Dunciad,’’

Jefferson explained, ‘‘are to her, as Hercules to

the author of that poem.’’6 The French philoso-

pher Voltaire disagreed, yet his acknowledg-

ment of Wheatley reflected the deep-seated

prejudices of the day nonetheless. ‘‘Genius,’’

Voltaire observed in a 1774 letter to Baron

Constant de Rebecq, ‘‘which is rare every-

where, can be found in all parts of the earth.

Fontenelle [French author, 1657–1757] was

wrong to say that there would never be poets

among Negroes; there is presently a Negro

womanwhowrites very good English verse.’’7

For Wheatley, literacy represented a way to claim humanity; for other slaves, par-

ticularly those who were literate yet uneducated, it met the more pragmatic goal of

securing liberty. That is, with knowledge of letters, they could pass for free. They

could convince others that they owned themselves. Simply put, literacy gave slaves

an opportunity to move about more easily, less encumbered by the fear of being cap-

tured and returned to slavery.

That was certainly the case of Peter Custis, whose story begins and ends with a run-

away advertisement that his master, John Custis, placed in the Virginia Gazette in May

1745 for his safe return. Presumably, as a child, Peter received a scar on his forehead

after falling into a fire. The accident suggests that the young lad may have been the

child of one of Custis’s house servants, possibly the slave cook. Like other domestics,

he also probably worked about his master’s house, performing minor tasks.

By age 30, Peter had clearly grown rebellious. Though bred to be a domestic of

some type, he adopted another line of work. Indeed, for a time, truancy became the

Virginia-born slave’s choice of professions. Not quite a real fugitive, Peter stayed in

the vicinity of his master’s Williamsburg house. There, he lurked about town and

Poet Phillis Wheatley, servant to John Wheatley of
Boston. Engraving by Archibald Bell, London, 1773.
(Library of Congress.)
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engaged in mischief from time to time. But eventually, like other truants, he returned

home, weary or in want of food and shelter.

Not surprisingly, the local residents were not as understanding of Custis’s boisterous

bondservant. In many of their minds, Peter made a nuisance of himself. Evidently,

during a previous escape from Custis, he had been found stealing and slaughtering

livestock and committing ‘‘other injuries to the inhabitants’’ of Williamsburg.8 In

retaliation, townspeople went to the local justices and got him officially outlawed as a

danger to the community.

Fortunately for Custis, Peter was returned and unharmed. Back in his master’s pos-

session, Peter was forced to wear leg irons to reduce his mobility and deter future

escapes. Custis, like other slaveholding grandees, received many guests at his home

on Francis Street, especially on the Sabbath, so Peter’s clothes were altered to pre-

clude alarm. For the sake of politeness, his shackles were disguised to hide the brute

facts of power in his master’s genteel household. Finally, or so it seemed, Peter’s way-

ward behavior had come to an end. His days of truancy were no more.

Apparently, however, the privilege of domestic work failed to produce a contented

slave. Peter escaped again, and within a month after his disappearance, Custis posted

an advertisement in the paper for his recovery. The reward was two pistoles, which

was a Spanish gold coin worth almost a pound, or a little more than 18 shillings and

twice the usual sum in such cases. Clearly, Peter was a valuable as well as troublesome

slave. To judge by the few facts in the runaway advertisement, his ability to read and

probably write may have made him so.

Considering the number of runaways who appeared in colonial newspapers, the

ranks of literate slaves grew. In Massachusetts, Philadelphia, and New York, they rep-

resented approximately 10 percent of those who stole away; in Virginia 5 percent. In

South Carolina, they barely totaled 1 percent. Geography and the varying nature of

work in early America explain in part the disparity in these figures.9

Slave rebellions also may explain why more slaves were not literate. In 1740, for

example, after the Stono Rebellion in South Carolina, legislators thought it wise to

prohibit slave education. Similar legislation emerged in Virginia after Gabriel Prosser’s

failed attempt in 1800 to free slaves in Richmond County. Increasingly, whites came

to believe that education made slaves rebellious. Almost 100 years after Stono, those

latent fears became painfully real, when a literate domestic slave by the name of Nat

Turner and a group of his supporters took the lives of 55 whites in Southampton

County, Virginia. In the wake of the white riots that followed that slave insurrection,

whites judged that teaching slaves was a dangerous and therefore illegal enterprise.

In spite of whites’ efforts to deny slaves education, blacks pressed on and continued to

gain knowledge of reading and writing. Judging from recent archaeological findings

unearthed in subfloor pits (probably root cellars) in slave quarters, they may have even

redoubled their efforts. Pencil leads, pencil slates, and writing slates found at several sites

in the Tidewater and Piedmont regions of the Chesapeake reveal a picture of slaves learn-

ing to read and write and teaching one another. As a result, before the Civil War an esti-

mated 10 percent of the enslaved black population in the United States was literate.10

Slave spirituals represent another enduring legacy in literacy. Embodying both the

rich and complex oral traditions of Africa, where music, song, and story took on mul-

tiple meanings, and a selective reading of Christianity, the religious songs of black
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slaves in 18th- and 19th-century America reveal a deep understanding of the Bible

that may reflect their knowledge of letters. For well over 200 years, slaves found solace

not so much in the New Testament but in the Old Testament. Believing themselves

the modern-day Israelites, enslaved blacks sang songs of deliverance and reproach-

ment. Merging African oral traditions together with Western religion and literacy,

they imagined freedom and protested slavery. In ‘‘Go Down Moses,’’ for example, they

invoked the Exodus story, which resembled their own plight. In ‘‘O Daniel,’’ that con-

nection is made even more explicit. Reflecting on the story of Daniel’s deliverance

from the lion’s den, 19th-century slaves pondered aloud: if God could save Daniel

‘‘why not deliver me?’’11 In ‘‘Didn’t My Lord Deliver Daniel,’’ they invoked not only

the story of Daniel but also that of Jonah and Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. If

God could deliver them, they asked, ‘‘why not deliver me too?’’12

Slaves also invoked African traditions in their songs. Like the Wolof, Bambara,

and other West African tribes, antebellum slaves held fast to the idea that water sepa-

rated the living from the dead. In ‘‘Roll Jordan Roll,’’ for instance, they sang of passing

over the river Jordan to see the Promised Land. In ‘‘Trouble of the World,’’ slaves

crossed Jordan to escape the horrors of their earthly environment. In ‘‘Let God’s

Saints Come In,’’ water again divided ‘‘Canaan land’’ from ‘‘Egyptian land.’’13 Clearly,

on one level, these songs were based on Western biblical traditions. On another

level, they demonstrated slaves’ use of older, African traditions in which water sepa-

rated the living and the dead, the past and the present.

Yet another legacy of African tradition was found in the stories that enslaved African

Americans told to each other, to their own children, and to the children of their own-

ers. These stories, couched in language that made them seem to be humorous tales of

an enemy tricked by the cleverness of his opponents, or animals acting out stories with

all-too-human traits, were not only a way of transmitting communal values but also a

method through which the enslaved were able to soften the harshness of their bondage

by poking fun at their owners. Although generally difficult to date, two of the earliest

stories were recorded by Eug�ene A. Vail, a young Frenchman who visited Monticello in

1816 and heard them from Martha Jefferson Randolph, who had heard them from her

nurse, Ursula. These tales of ‘‘Mammy Dinah and Her Three Dogs’’ and ‘‘Mr. Fox Tricks

Mr. Rabbit and Is Tricked in Return’’ were published in Vail’s commentary on American

arts and letters, De la Litt�erature et des Hommes de Lettres des �Etats Unis d’Am�erique (Paris,

1841). They give a glimpse into an oral tradition that sustained and nurtured people who

otherwise had little enough of it in their lives.
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A

ABOLITION IMAGERY. Abolitionists created images, objects, and performances

that portrayed slavery harshly. These images played an important role in both the

British and American campaigns to galvanize public opinion against slavery, from the

early 1700s to the end of slavery in the United States in 1865. They generated intense

opposition from slaveholders and proslaveryNortherners, whose demands for the suppres-

sion of abolitionist words and images contributed to rising North-South tensions in the

1830s to 1850s. Major themes of abolitionist imagery included the cruelty of slaveholding

and its degrading effect upon slaveholders and, correspondingly, depictions of the suffer-

ing imposed on slaves, especially regarding the breakup of black families through the slave

trade. Abolitionist images also attacked the incongruity of Americans, as a liberty-loving

people, continuing the practice of slaveholding. A third type of imagery dwelled on the

benefits that would accrue to both black and white people from the emancipation of

slaves and the creation of a free and industrious black population. Still others dwelled on

the evils of the kidnapping and reenslavement of free people of color.

The intended audience for these abolitionist images were principally nonslavehold-

ing white people and, secondarily, free people of color. Not only men but also women

and children were targeted for persuasion by these images. Methods of dissemination

included newspapers, pamphlets, and broadsides. Three-dimensional objects such as

medals, ceramics, shawls, bonnets or quilts, and even daguerreotypes, jigsaw puzzles,

and gummed wafers for sealing envelopes could also be decorated with abolitionist

words and images. Performative imagery of abolition included both symbolic action,

such as burning the Constitution as a proslavery document, and direct popular action,

such as marches and meetings to show support for abolition, and even proabolitionist

violence, such as freeing suspected fugitive slaves. After the American Civil War

broke out in 1861, abolitionists deployed a wide variety of images to advocate the

arming of slaves and ex-slaves in support of the Union war effort.

From its beginnings, abolitionist imagery insisted that slavery rested on violence

and that slaveholders sinned by using violence, or threat of violence, to work their

will upon slaves. One early abolition imagist, Benjamin Lay, an 18th-century Phila-

delphia Quaker, made plain his opposition to slavery by a dramatic appearance at a

Quaker meeting, ca. 1740. Lay confronted wealthy Quaker slaveholders entering their
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meetinghouse. Producing a Bible in one

hand, Lay thrust a short sword through the

Bible, piercing a concealed bag full of red

pokeberry juice. He then denounced the

astonished slaveholders, and even sprayed

them with the ‘‘blood’’ of their sins against

humanity and Christianity. Lay was a social

isolate who did not represent the views of

Quakers in his time, but he bespoke an

emerging evolution in Quaker views: 30

years later, the Friends had decided that

members must either free their slaves or

cease being Quakers.

Lay’s style of directly challenging slave-

holders would retain a place in abolitionist

imagery, but emphasis soon shifted to con-

centrate on the political mobilization of

people who owned no slaves. The British

anti-slave trade campaigns of the late 18th

century produced the single most famous

abolitionist image. Josiah Wedgwood, the

English ceramic manufacturer, produced a

medallion with the image of a chained male

slave, kneeling and supplicating with raised

and joined hands, captioned ‘‘Am I Not a

Man and a Brother?’’ This image, repro-

duced on plates, cups, metal tokens, pin-

cushions, and fabrics, sought to engage and

politicize ordinary Britons to petition, act,

and demonstrate in favor of abolition. It

would become a staple of American aboli-

tionist imagery, eventually complemented

by a female counterpart asking, ‘‘Am I Not

a Woman and a Sister?’’ The latter image is associated with Elizabeth Margaret Chan-

dler, an American black opponent of slavery, and dates from the late 1820s.

Other early abolitionist imagery drew on British models, too. One of the most

powerful British images was that of the Brookes, a ‘‘tight-packed’’ slave ship, published
by the English abolitionist Thomas Clarkson (1760–1846). Viewers saw, as from

above, a cross-section of the hold of a slave-trading vessel, with more than 400 figures

of slaves filling all the space below decks. This image appeared in America as early as

1789, in a broadside entitled ‘‘Remarks on the Slave Trade,’’ published by Mathew

Carey of Philadelphia. Anti-slave trade imagery could play both on the immorality of

slaveholding and its inappropriateness in a land dedicated to liberty. Thomas Brana-

gan’s ‘‘The Penitential Tyrant; or, Slave Trader Reformed,’’ from 1807, portrayed a

presumably morally awakened slaveholder saluting an enthroned goddess of Liberty,

recognizable by the Liberty pole topped by a Phrygian liberty cap at her side. Such

Anti-slavery broadside ‘‘Am I Not a Man and a Brother?’’
United States, 1835–1836. The kneeling slave, asking ‘‘Am
I Not a Man and a Brother?’’ was the widely recognized
emblem of the abolition movement. (The Colonial
Williamsburg Foundation. Gift funds from the Joseph R.
and Ruth P. Lasser Philanthropic Fund.)
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Slave Market of America. Broadside condemning the sale and keeping of slaves in the District of
Columbia. The work was issued during the 1835–1836 petition campaign, waged by moderate
abolitionists led by Theodore Dwight Weld and buttressed by Quaker organizations, to have
Congress abolish slavery in the capital. The text contains arguments for abolition and an
accounting of atrocities of the system. At the top are two contrasting scenes: a view of the reading of
the Declaration of Independence, captioned ‘‘The Land of the Free,’’ with a scene of slaves being led
past the capitol by an overseer, entitled ‘‘The Home of the Oppressed.’’ Between them is a plan of
Washington with insets of a suppliant slave and a fleeing slave with the legend ‘‘$200 Reward’’ and
implements of slavery. On the next line are views of the jail in Alexandria, Virginia, the jail in
Washington with the ‘‘sale of a free citizen to pay his jail fees,’’ and an interior of the Washington
jail with imprisoned slave mother Fanny Jackson and her children. On the bottom level are an
illustration of slaves in chains emerging from the slave house of J. W. Neal & Co. (left), a view of
the Alexandria waterfront with a ship that is being loaded with slaves (center), and a view of the
slave establishment of Franklin andArmfield inAlexandria. (Library of Congress.)
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images played their part in generating support for the United States’ abolition of the

African slave trade in 1808.

After 1808, anti-slave trade imagery focused on the evils of the still-licit domestic

slave trade, as well as its illegal counterpart, the kidnapping of free people of color to

transport and sell them as slaves. Jesse Torrey’s ‘‘A Portraiture of Domestic Slavery in

the United States,’’ published in 1817, showed kidnappers breaking into black homes

to seize their victims. Torrey’s most dramatic image showed a black woman suspended

in midair, just after a desperate leap from a second-story window in Washington,

D.C., to evade would-be captors.

From the 1820s onward, the advent of steam-powered presses made it possible to

print thousands of copies of images per hour, and abolitionists seized on these new ways

to disturb and arouse the public by providing ‘‘The Picture of Slavery,’’ an 1838 anti-

slavery treatise by George Bourne. By the mid-1830s, groups like the American Anti-

Slavery Society published monthly magazines with an image on the cover of each issue

showing the evils of slavery in uncompromising terms. Planters or overseers, whip in

hand, beat or threatened cowering slaves. Black women often appeared at the moment

of being sold, with would-be buyers staring boldly at them. While such images rarely

directly suggested the possibility of enslaved women’s sexual exploitation, literature

that accompanied the images often steered readers to interpret what they saw in that

way. Spouses being parted at sale, or most dramatically, mothers grieving over children

about to be sold away, made strong emotional appeals against the supposed legitimacy

of the ‘‘peculiar institution.’’

Many of these images were produced with children in mind: the American Anti-

Slavery Society’s ‘‘The Slave’s Friend,’’ also a monthly, emphasized the cruelties of life

for slave children, along with images of kneeling, chained slaves, praying for freedom.

Abolitionist images appeared in settings familiar for children, such as rhyming alpha-

bets. ‘‘A’’ could be for abolitionist as well as apple, ‘‘S’’ for slave, and the like.

Images aimed more exclusively at adults frequently drew attention to the incon-

gruity of slavery’s existence in America, the fabled land of liberty. Such images could

be as simple as a clanging bell, with the Liberty Bell caption, ‘‘Proclaim liberty

throughout the land,’’ as an eye-catching lead-in to an abolitionist tract. Or they could

be far more elaborate. An 1836 broadside entitled ‘‘Slave Market of America’’ drove

home this point with nine images calling attention to the prominence of slavery in the

District of Columbia. Attentive viewers would learn that slaves were held for sale in

jails and sold at auctions within sight of the Capitol. Other images showed slaves

erecting public buildings or toiling in a shipyard, illustrating that public funds paid for

such slave labor.

By the mid-1830s, abolitionism had become highly controversial, characterized by

its opponents as incendiary in nature and threatening to the continuance of the

Union. Opposition to abolition sometimes turned violent, and images of such inci-

dents, depicted from an abolitionist vantage point, soon appeared. For example, in

1835, citizens of Charleston, South Carolina, broke into the city’s post office to seize

and destroy a mass mailing of abolitionist tracts. These Southerners saw themselves as

exercising their liberties to preserve life and property from a potential abolitionist-

inspired slave insurrection. But a Boston-produced lithograph, labeled ‘‘Attack on the

Post Office, Charleston, S.C.,’’ showed a mob action, with shadowy figures setting fire
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to the building and burning the mails. For abolitionists, such images underlined slav-

ery’s central reliance on sinful violence. An image carrying the same charge

responded to mob actions that destroyed schools for children of color. In ‘‘Colored

Schools Broken Up, In the Free States,’’ an 1840 woodcut from New York, white

assailants hurl paving stones and firebrands at a one-room school, while two terrified

black girls flee from the school’s side door. When antiabolitionists burned a public au-

ditorium in Philadelphia in 1838 to protest a scheduled meeting of abolitionists,

images of unruly rioters soon appeared, with ironic captions that labeled the rioters,

rather than the abolitionists, as the real ‘‘incendiaries.’’ Abolitionists also rebutted

accusations that they sensationalized or misrepresented slavery by reprinting South-

ern-produced images and reinterpreting them. An image of a slave on an auction

block, with auctioneer and bidders eyeing him, accompanied by a text denouncing

the domestic slave trade could make an abolitionist’s point. So, too, could the repro-

duction of slave sale or runaway slave advertisements.
In the 1840s and 1850s, increasing numbers of black people who had escaped from

slavery published autobiographies that related their sufferings as slaves, their escapes,

and their lives in freedom in the North or in Canada. These slave narratives often
included powerful illustrations to accompany the story. The images in these books of

life in slavery generally conformed to abolitionist themes: slaveholders whip defense-

less slaves; families are sold apart; fugitives are shot or attacked by bloodhounds.

But the images in the narratives become more distinctive. Some escapees are shown

using force to defend themselves, defy their pursuers, and make good on a bid for free-

dom. A companion set of images compared life in slavery with life in freedom. An

illustration in Henry Bibb’s 1849 narrative, entitled simply ‘‘Slave State Free State,’’

shows a black man, in the act of shedding his chains, flanked by a slaveholder, in white

suit and planter’s hat, and a Northern gentleman in frock coat and top hat. The slave-

holder’s expression suggests anger and frustration at losing valuable property. The

Northern man, helping the ex-slave out of one of his fetters, is kindly. Most striking is

the black man, who strides purposefully away from the planter and toward freedom.

His look is one of resolution, and he thrusts his left hand in the air, pointing skyward.

Such portrayals of black independence, self-assertion, and resolution are less common

than those of slaves as victims. Henry ‘‘Box’’ Brown (1815–ca. 1870), who escaped

from slavery by shipping himself to Philadelphia in a packing crate in 1849, illustrated

his resolve with a picture of the ‘‘box,’’ carefully specifying its small proportions.

Abolitionist imagery generally shied away from any suggestion of black capability

for masculine aggression, with most of the exceptions picturing acts of self-defense. In

so doing, abolitionists may have patronized and stereotyped black people as docile or

passive. But the abolitionists’ selective portrayals of black capabilities also reflect their

awareness that a substantial majority of the audience for these images were women,

whose concerns centered on family and home, and who might have been repulsed by

images of aggressive or assertive black people.

White-produced images of black life were thus incomplete or one-sided. African

Americans generated almost no print images recording their perceptions; even the

images in the slave narratives were strongly influenced by white publishers. Nonetheless,

free African Americans offered their testimony on life in slavery and freedom in a num-

ber of ways, including public celebrations of events linked to emancipation. In parades,

21

ABOLITION IMAGERY



public meetings, prayer gatherings, and festive outings of all kinds, free people of color

created performative images of the meanings of slavery and freedom.

In 1808, the United States outlawed the importation of slaves. In that same year,

black groups in Boston, Philadelphia, and New York held ceremonies to commemo-

rate the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade, and these ceremonies would continue

for decades. Often held in African American churches, the central event might be a

sermon or public oration asking the audience to participate in a public thanksgiving

to God for the end of the trade. Hymns might be sung, and the agenda might include

the public reading of the legislation ending the trade. Speakers might dwell on black

accomplishment, for example, contributions to the success of the American Revolu-

tion. The prevailing mood was that of sober respectability, temperance, and humility.

By the 1820s, slave trade abolition commemorations began to fade away. In 1827,

the ending of slavery in New York generated public celebrations that included

parades, public addresses, and picnics. But this local phenomenon was soon subsumed

under August 1 Freedom Day celebrations, events that marked the final end of slavery

in the British West Indies in 1838. More than 150 such celebrations in more than 50

towns were generally accepted by white people as peaceful and appropriate ways of

honoring black emancipation.

These Freedom Day celebrations gradually shifted away from their strong emphasis

on middle-class sobriety and respectability. Some events involved steamboat or rail-

road excursions to picnic grounds where bells were rung, people shot off guns, and

couples danced to band music. Parades featured grand marshals in military attire, with

marching groups, such as black Masons, Odd Fellows, and Toussaint L’Ouverture

Clubs. These celebrations offered images of black people as Americans exercising

their rights of public assembly and staking a claim to public attention and space. Abo-

litionist newspapers published accounts as well as images of these celebrations to show

the potential for blacks and whites to live together in freedom.

These celebrations of British abolition and West Indian freedom gave way in the

1860s to celebrations of American emancipation, beginning with the abolition of

slavery in the District of Columbia on April 16, 1862, expanding with the issuance of

the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, and culminating with commem-

orations of the enactment of the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery in 1865.

The war years also witnessed the publication of thousands of sketches and photo-

graphs of slaves escaping to freedom and black men taking up arms for the Union.

These illustrations of black agency and courage helped generate support for creating

African American regiments that, in turn, helped win the Civil War.

One final category of abolitionist images appeared after slavery’s end, in accounts

of the Underground Railroad. William Still’s mammoth account of the deeds of more

than 800 escapees was filled with dynamic images of black people. These images

included ‘‘Box’’ Brown emerging from his packing crate, with Still as one of the

unpackers. Other images depicted fistfights and shootouts with slavecatchers, includ-

ing the shooting and killing of William Gorsuch, a Maryland slaveholder killed in

pursuit of his ‘‘property’’ at the Christiana Troubles of 1851. Still matched these

images with portraits of noted black freedom fighters, ranging from Frederick Douglass

(ca. 1818–1895) to the poet and abolitionist lecturer Frances Ellen Watkins Harper

(1825–1911). The people in these portraits bristle with intelligence, resolve, and self-
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respect. Only after slavery’s end could all the themes of abolitionist imagery be drawn

together.
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T. STEPHEN WHITMAN

ACCORDIONS. The accordion was invented in 1829 in Austria. Initially, compet-

ing German and French designs were marketed as parlor instruments on which to per-

form the popular songs of the day. However, the sudden popularity of the minstrel

show, which coincided with the flood of less expensive higher quality instruments,

made the accordion an enormously popular instrument in the United States between

1840 and the end of slavery in 1865. Touring across the United States, accordion

soloists such as Moody G. Stanwood of the Ethiopian Serenaders nightly demon-

strated the instrument’s unique combination of volume, durability, and built-in ac-

companiment. According to one Southern newspaper, the songs they played were

those that could be played by everybody ‘‘on organs, pianos, fiddles, banjos, flutes,
accordeons [sic], and guitars.’’

The accordion was the first portable manufactured musical instrument targeted to

the American masses. It was sold in general stores and at hardware counters in small

towns. As accordions spread across the country, they found their way into the hands

of slaves, but unlike the other instruments associated with slave society such as the

fiddle, banjo, and quills, the technology was not available to make a homemade ver-

sion of the accordion. In some cases, slaveholding whites played the instrument in

the company of enslaved African Americans, as in the case of a Copiah County, Mis-

sissippi, mistress who a former slave reported as having played as ‘‘good as a man’’ on

the accordion, or the white family of spar cutters who were described as playing

dances with the violin and the accordion surrounded by ‘‘negroes of all ages.’’ Mary

Johnson, interviewed by the Federal Writers’ Project in Texas but apparently born on

the Mississippi plantation of Florence Walker, recalled a band of musicians on the

accordion and fiddle who played waltzes and minuets for white dances. She implied

that these were black musicians who also performed for black ‘‘frolics.’’ As exclusively

store-bought instruments, the accordions used by slaves demonstrate the sophisticated

level of economic interplay between freeman and slave.
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It was a common tactic of slaveholders to

encourage music and dancing as a means of

slave management. This extended to the

purchase of instruments and, in some cases,

lessons or tutoring. The dominant instru-

ment for dance accompaniment in America

was the fiddle, but a substantial portion of

both black and white Christian society saw

it as the instrument of the devil. The accor-

dion, which had no antecedents in the cul-

tures of Europe or Africa, carried none of

the cultural stigmas Christianity associated

with the fiddle. Early accordion manufac-

tures emblazoned the title ‘‘lap organ’’ next

to the brand name, promulgating the idea of

the instrument’s secular quality.

A surviving portrait in a photographic

folio attributed to the Virginia estate of

Gen. Robert E. Lee includes a portrait of a

formally dressed slave playing a German-

style accordion. These accordions were of a

simple pine construction that was both

hardy and durable. The basic design had ten

buttons that each sounded a different note

on the diatonic scale (that is, the white keys

of the piano) depending on the direction of

the bellows. Each note could be sounded by

up to four reeds simultaneously, which pro-

duced a volume that had no rival short of

brass instruments. The hand positions of the man in the Lee photograph are not posed;

he clearly knows how to play it. Former slave Abner Griffin from Gold Mines, Georgia,

played banjo, fiddle, and accordion at the dances in the area. In neighboring Willing-

ton, South Carolina, musician Aaron Washington (1911–unknown) described hearing

groups of old people who played ‘‘fiddles, banjos, guitars, and accordions.’’ Bessie Jones

(1902–1984) recalled that her grandfather played the accordion at frolics in Dawson,

Georgia. These were dances with a caller accompanied by accordions and banjos.

A daguerreotype taken in New Orleans in the early 1850s depicts a well-dressed

black man playing a French accordion. French accordions were finely crafted with lim-

ited volume, a chromatic scale, and a limited accompaniment on the left-hand side of

the bellows. In New Orleans, the French accordion, often called the ‘‘flutina,’’ contin-

ued to be played after the Civil War and several Creole musicians associated with early

New Orleans jazz such as Albert Glenny (1870–1958) received musical instruction on

it. Early printed songbooks and tutors for French accordion are illustrated with images of

young women seated in parlors entertaining friends and family on the accordion. In a por-

trait commissioned from artist Lilly Martin Spencer (1822–1902) by a plantation family,

the child subject appears in a lush outdoor setting where she is entertained by her black

Music of the Ethiopian Serenaders. Music cover, ca. 1847,
showing Pell playing bones, Harrington and White playing
banjos, Stanwood playing accordion, and Germon playing
tambourine. (Library of Congress.)
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nursemaid on a French accordion. A different type of image is found in the wartime (1864)

photograph by Mathew Brady (1822–1896) that shows a black man who proudly cradles

his French accordion outside aUnion barracks in Beaufort, South Carolina.

The distribution of accordions across the slave population is only partially docu-

mented in the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Writers’ Project ex-slave nar-

ratives. In a survey of the 504 references to musical instruments in the accounts, only

six references were made to the accordion in Louisiana and Mississippi. In Mississippi,

these references are clustered in Simpson County, a rural south central Mississippi

county with a white population of 3,380 in 1840. Two former slaves, Sylvia Floyd and

Wash Hayes, recalled that they attended frolics at which dancers performed squares

and sets to the rhythmic instructions of a caller and a band that was composed of

accordion, banjo, and fiddle. Jim Brewer, a 20th-century musician from southern Mis-

sissippi whose father and uncles played accordions for dances, called the tunes that

were played ‘‘flang-dang’’ tunes. The tradition of black accordion playing in Missis-

sippi would survive into the 20th century.

The remaining accordion references in the ex-slave narratives originate from either

Louisiana or Texas accounts. At the Forster plantation in Franklin, Louisiana, Vir-

ginia Newman, a free-born black woman, recalled the quadrilles danced by the slaves

that were led by the accordion. Ex-slave Adeline White in Opelousas, Louisiana,

attended big dances at which the band consisted of two violins and an accordion

while dancers followed the caller. Leo Mouton from the Pitt Jones plantation in Lake

Charles, Louisiana, played accordion with a string bass player and they performed

tunes like ‘‘Kitty Wells’’ and ‘‘Run, Nigger, Run.’’ Originally from a Baton Rouge par-

ish plantation, Fred Brown heard a combination of banjo and accordion played there.

Slaves commonly called accordions ‘‘jammers’’ and several accounts refer to this.

Chris Franklin, born in Caddo Parish in the far northwest corner of Louisiana, danced

to the ‘‘windjammer,’’ banjo, and fiddle. Caddo Parish resident and well-known musi-

cian, Huddie ‘‘Lead Belly’’ Ledbetter (1889–1949) also called his accordion a ‘‘wind-

jammer.’’ He played his jammer at local dances or ‘‘sukey jumps.’’ From his mother,

Lead Belly learned the jig ‘‘Diana Got a Wooden Leg,’’ a tune that fiddle and accordion

players opened with at the slave dances that Mary Kindred attended in Jasper, Texas.

John Sheed also heard the fiddle and accordion played on the Sheed plantation outside

of Austin, Texas.

Both enslaved and free black musicians saw the potential of this European inven-

tion, which they pulled from the hands of the minstrel musician and made into an

expression of black culture. Black musicians heard a potential in the accordion that

was hidden to its designers and builders. They transformed that potential into a living,

breathing style.
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JARED SNYDER

AFRICAN FREE SCHOOL. The African Free School (AFS) was established by

the New York Manumission Society on November 2, 1787, to provide education to

slave children and black freemen and prepare them for citizenship. The AFS was a

direct descendant of the first slave school in New York City, which offered religious

instruction and was operated by Huguenot refugee Elias Neau. Neau ran the school

between 1704 and 1722, under sponsorship by the Society for the Propagation of the

Gospel, the missionary branch of the Anglican Church in the American colonies.

By the school’s founding, after the American Revolution and the birth of the aboli-

tionist movement, many slaveholders already had emancipated their slaves and

thought they needed to help them sustain

themselves as free people. Established in

1785, the New York Manumission Society

actively campaigned for a state law that grad-

ually would abolish slavery in New York

State. Its members included famous patriots

like James Duane, George Clinton, John Jay,

and Alexander Hamilton as well as represen-

tatives of the political and economic elite,

merchants, bankers, lawyers, and other pro-

fessionals. Some Quakers, like John Murray

Jr. (1758–1819), who financed and founded

the AFS, also joined the society and influ-

enced it with their concern for education,

moral behavior, and abolition. In 1799, the

society managed to have the State Assembly

of New York pass the Act for the Gradual

Abolition of Slavery, which declared that all

children born to slave parents would be free

from July 4, 1799, forward. It also outlawed

the exportation of slaves out of New York

State. The act also stipulated that the

children would be required to serve their

mother’s owner as indentured servants or

apprentices until age 28 for males, and age

25 for females. For this reason, the last slaves

in the state of New York were not emanci-

pated until July 4, 1827.

Sampler by Mary Ann Cooper, student at an African Free
School, possibly New York, February 16, 1841, wool and
silk embroidery threads on a linen ground. (The Colonial
Williamsburg Foundation.)
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The AFS opened in 1787 with 12 students and a white schoolteacher, Cornelius

Davis, in a schoolhouse on Cliff Street, near South Street Seaport, and within one

year, the school had expanded to 60 students, all free blacks. By 1789, the institution

started to admit slave children with the permission of their holders. In 1791, a separate

school for girls was opened and conducted first by Davis’s wife and then by Abigail

Nichols. Because the school was financed by private funds, the society experienced

some difficulties in providing a regular wage to its teachers. In 1797, school trustees

replaced Davis with William Pirsson, a bookseller, and appointed John Teasman, a free

black man, as assistant teacher or usher and later as principal of the school. Born a

slave, Teasman was a role model for pupils and parents but, at the same time, whites

easily accepted him because of his light skin. To supplement their salaries, Pirsson and

Teasman instituted an African Evening School for adults in 1801, teaching 36 males

and 8 females. In 1809, Teasman was dismissed as head teacher and replaced by

Charles C. Andrews, who served until 1831. In the 1810s and 1820s, the school knew

real success thanks to an 1810 statute that required slaveholders to teach their enslaved

children how to read the Bible. A new building was opened on William Street to house

African Free School No. 2, which was financed by New York Manumission Society

members. Its enrollment grew to 900 students in 1823, which represented more than

half of the city’s black youths. By 1832, four more schools had opened to accommodate

more than 1,439 students. Many African American children were prevented from

going to school because they had to work during the day or could not dress properly.

Particularly in the AFS’s later years, children were not sent by their parents, who were

increasingly involved in conflicts with the school’s white administrators.

At the AFS, free and enslaved black children were taught reading, writing, gram-

mar, computation, penmanship, drawing, poetry, arithmetic, and geography. The boys

also studied sciences like astronomy that promoted navigational skills: they learned

how to read longitude, latitude, and the sun’s declination, for many black youths

aspired to become seamen. The girls learned domestic skills like sewing, knitting, em-

broidery, quilting, and dressmaking. From 1809 on, the schools employed the Lancas-

terian system of education (also called the Monitorial System), a movement led by

Joseph Lancaster (1778–1838), in which more advanced students taught less

advanced ones. The method enabled a small number of adult masters to educate large

numbers of students in basic and often advanced skills at low cost. The pupils were

also taught public speaking. Indeed, many AFS students went on to become well-

known and influential community leaders, entering into careers in medicine, the

clergy, scholarship, abolitionism, theater, and business. For instance, James McCune

Smith (1813–1865) was the first African American to be licensed as a physician;

Henry Highland Garnet was a prominent abolitionist and the first black man to

address Congress; Alexander Crummell (1819–1898) was a pioneering minister, pro-

fessor, and black nationalist; and Ira Aldridge (1805–1867) was the most famous

black actor of his day, appearing mainly on the London stage.

Because the school was run by the New York Manumission Society, students were

encouraged to speak out for freedom, justice, and equality for their race. They were

taught lessons in morals and manners, as it was part of the Society’s stated goal to

improve the moral behavior of blacks to help them integrate into society. The curricu-

lum aimed at eliminating the vices children supposedly inherited from their slave parents
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because of a lack of proper education. To control moral behavior, the Manumission Soci-

ety sent trustees to visit each applicant’s family to assess their sobriety, honesty, and

orderly living before children could be accepted to the school. In 1788, the Manumission

Society established a Committee for Preventing Irregular Conduct in Free Negroes,

which could not be maintained because of the lack of staff. The AFS aspired to prove to

skeptical and prejudiced New Yorkers that black students were equal to whites in intel-

lect if given equal opportunities. It thus regularly opened its doors to visitors so that stu-

dents could proudly show off their accomplishments to outsiders.

Before the 1799 ‘‘Act for Gradual Emancipation’’ was passed, African Americans

had to cope with the New York Manumission Society’s paternalistic attitude. The

school appeared to be the only path to better economic conditions for their children,

and these families considered education as a means of personal elevation. Blacks were

disappointed by the American Revolution’s outcome and maintenance of slavery in

the Constitution, so in the North, they became very active in the abolitionist move-

ment. Yet, the Manumission Society’s emphasis on reforming blacks’ moral behavior

alienated many blacks and did little to reduce prejudice in society as a whole. By the

early 19th century, new independent institutions founded by blacks began to emerge.

The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church opened two schools for blacks that

were in direct competition with the AFS. Founded in 1808, the African Society for

Mutual Relief was organized by Teasman and many former AFS students. These insti-

tutions proudly bore the name ‘‘African’’ in their title to emphasize their African

ancestry. Nevertheless, pride in their identity did not mean that they wished to return

to Africa. Indeed, in the 1820s, many AFS students expressed their discontent with

the growing colonization movement, which promoted the resettlement of blacks in

Africa. Advocates of colonization claimed that free blacks could never live together

peacefully with whites in the United States. In 1832, 150 black students left the

school in protest against the movement, and Charles Andrews, the school’s principal

and an active proponent of colonization, was forced to resign. Blacks had by then rec-

ognized the political role of education for their community, and they had achieved

enough cohesion to be able to handle their schools in administration and curriculum

policies. The Manumission Society no longer offered education to free blacks, and by

1834, the AFS became part of the New York public school system. That year, more

than 1,400 students were taught in the seven school buildings around the city. The

AFS remains the most famous early school for blacks in the nation.
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ANNE-CLAIRE FAUCQUEZ

ANIMAL TRAPS. Several lines of evidence suggest that enslaved blacks used a vari-

ety of handmade traps and possibly steel traps to procure wild game for meat and pelts.

Trapping is a specialized means of hunting that does not require the presence of the

hunter. Trapping was suited to slave schedules because the traps worked while the slaves

were toiling elsewhere. Traps could be checked in the early morning or evening. Unlike

rifles and shotguns, traps were not perceived as a possible threat to the planters.

Traditional traps—snares, deadfalls, gums, and eel/fish pots—are known in many

West African cultures. In addition, Indians of the southeastern United States—many

of whom were enslaved with blacks—had a well-developed trapping technology.

Snares are fiber or wire loops that generally ensnared an animal around its neck,

and were used for capturing everything from weasels to white-tailed deer. Deadfalls

rely on a heavy object falling on the animal, thereby breaking its neck or back. Gums

are hollow sections of gum tree trunk, with an end piece and a trip stick to live-

capture rabbits, opossums, or raccoons. Eel pots and fish baskets are woven devices

with baffles that capture the prey once they are baited into the interior of the device.

Traditional traps generally were made of wood and fiber and did not survive well

archaeologically. Surviving slave decorative arts show a high level of woodcarving

skill, and such carvers would have had no problem making traditional traps. Recent

research suggests that traditional traps were often as productive as steel traps.

Steel traps also may have been used by slaves. The steel, leg-hold trap was not mass

produced until 1832 and remained somewhat expensive through the time of emanci-

pation. The leg-hold trap is used in established trails or in conjunction with bait;

when the prey steps on the trap, steel springs close the jaws on the leg of the prey.

Certain slaves, including Harriet Tubman as a young girl, were required to set and

check steel traps for their masters.

When archaeological remains recovered from slave contexts include species that

are difficult to hunt because they are nocturnal or aquatic, the evidence suggests that

traps were used. For example, raccoon and opossum are commonly represented in

slave faunal assemblages (animal bones and other remains), yet it is unlikely that

slaves had the hounds, firearms, and freedom to roam that are necessary for the hunt-

ing of these species. Likewise, hunting skunks can be an unpleasant experience, but

skunks can be captured without spraying in deadfalls or snares.

Oral history suggests that slaves were skilled trappers. Fish traps are mentioned as

one of the products of the Sea Island basket makers. The rabbit gum is mentioned in

the Br’er Rabbit stories, which derive from the slave tales of the Gullah/Geechee.

The oral history of Moor communities in Delaware, where blacks and Indians formed

multiracial populations, indicates that trapping was an important part of subsistence,

that pelts provided a valuable source of cash income, and that traditional traps were

used into the 20th century.

See also Faunal Remains.
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CHRISTOPHER T. ESPENSHADE

ARMORIES. An armory is any building dedicated to the housing of weapons, espe-

cially firearms. From the colonial period through the Civil War, armories commonly

held the weapons for state and local militias. The term ‘‘armory’’ was sometimes used

interchangeably with ‘‘magazine,’’ which refers specifically to a building or structure

that houses a store of gunpowder. Armory may also refer to an ‘‘arsenal,’’ which is a fa-

cility for the production, repair, and storage of firearms. Armories played an important

role in the maintenance of the institution of slavery, and thus became a target for

slave revolts as well as a factor in political controversies concerning slavery.

The architectural design of armories varied greatly. They could be freestanding

structures or a part of larger buildings like town halls, forts, or batteries. Although

some were merely timber, the best armories were made of brick or stone to provide se-

curity and carefully sealed to prevent unwanted moisture. The interiors typically

included large gun racks for various firearms, most commonly muskets or rifles. Along

with the storage of firearms, armories often held large powder stores that could spoil if

they became wet. Armories’ valuable contents were usually subject to around-the-

clock guards and were secured with heavy locks to prevent the seizure of weapons.
Armories took on particular importance in slaveholding colonies and states because

they often were the central weapons cache for militias charged with policing slaves.

Along with providing the necessary equipment to repel a Native American raid or a

foreign invasion, the weapons in armories also provided communities with the arms

needed to carry out slave patrols or slave-catching raids, as well as the means to put

down a full-scale slave rebellion. Militia armories were sometimes used by slave patrol

members, especially in cases in which citizens were exempted from required militia

service in exchange for patrol work. One reason often given for such patrols was to

search traveling slaves for firearms and seize the guns if necessary. For these reasons,

the maintenance and control of armories often figured prominently in the minds of

both slaveholders and potential slave conspirators.

Armories were important structures in many Southern colonial communities. The

powder magazine in Charleston, South Carolina, provides a useful example. A smaller

brick building with thick walls to keep out moisture, the 1713 structure had a cleverly

vaulted roof designed to collapse inward in the event of an accidental explosion, thus

preventing the spread of any fire. The Charleston magazine was situated along one of

the town’s central avenues to provide access in the event it was necessary to transport

powder from the magazine to cannon along the city walls.
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Molding Iron

Emanuel Elmore’s father worked in the Cherokee Iron Works in South Carolina:

I used to go and watch my father work. He was a moulder in the Cherokee

Iron Works, way back there when everything was done by hand. He

moulded everything from knives and forks to skillets and wash pots. If you

could have seen Pa’s hammer, you would have seen something worth look-

ing at. It was so big that it jarred the whole earth when it struck a lick. Of

course it was a forge hammer, driven by water power. They called the ham-

mer ‘‘Big Henry.’’ The butt end was as big as an ordinary telephone pole.

The water wheel had fifteen or twenty spokes in it, but when it was run-

ning it looked like it was solid. I used to like to sit and watch that old wheel.

The water ran over it and the more water came over, the more power the

wheel gave out.

At the Iron Works they made everything by hand that was used in a

hardware store, like nails, horse shoes and rims for all kinds of wheels, like

wagon and buggy wheels. There were moulds for everything no matter how

large or small the thing to be made was. Pa could almost pick up the right

mould in the dark, he was so used to doing it. The patterns for the pots and

kettles of different sizes were all in rows, each row being a different size. In

my mind I can still see them.

Hot molten iron from the vats was dipped with spoons which were

handled by two men. Both spoons had long handles, with a man at each

handle. The spoons would hold from four to five gallons of hot iron that

poured just like water does. As quick as the men poured the hot iron in the

mould, another man came along behind them and closed the mould. The

large moulds had doors and the small moulds had lids. They had small pans

and small spoons for little things, like nails, knives and forks. When the

mould had set until cold, the piece was prized out.

Pa had a turn for making covered skillets and fire dogs. He made them so

pretty that white ladies would come and give an order for a ‘‘pair of dogs,’’

and tell him how they wanted them to look. He would take his hammer

and beat them to look just that way.

Rollers pressed out the hot iron for machines and for special lengths and

things that had to be flat. Railroad ties were pressed out in these rollers.

Once the man that handled the hot iron to be pressed through these rollers

got fastened in them himself. He was a big man. The blood flew out of him

as his bones were crushed, and he was rolled into a mass about the thickness

and width of my hand. Each roller weighed about 2,000 pounds.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

31

ARMORIES



Another surviving example of a colonial armory is the magazine at Williamsburg, Vir-

ginia. This building was also centrally located, about halfway between the College of

William and Mary and the colonial capitol at opposite ends of the Duke of Gloucester

Street. Although there are earlier references to magazines in the town, the surviving

structure was built in 1715, the year after the Virginia General Assembly had voted for

the construction to house a gift of powder and muskets given to the colony by England’s

Queen Anne. Virginia’s governor Alexander Spotswood personally designed the maga-

zine with an octagonal shape, stretched to two stories high, and capped with a peaked

roof. The magazine walls were red brick, again of considerable thickness, but designers

added a few refinements, including relatively elegant arched windows on the top level.

The structure was financed in part using taxes on imported slaves. In addition to firearms,

the magazine also held the militia’s stores of military equipment, as well as other weap-
ons like swords and pikes. The building became a major center for arms and powder stor-

age during the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), and so a wall was added around the

perimeter to protect the magazine’s valuable contents. By the time of the American Rev-

olution, the magazine could hold as much as 60,000 pounds of gunpowder.

The Williamsburg magazine played a significant role in a slave controversy that

drove many Southern colonists closer to rebellion against Great Britain. In April of

1775, afraid that the magazine’s sizeable holdings might fall into the hands of Ameri-

can rebels, Virginia Lt. Gov. John Murray, the Earl of Dunmore, ordered agents to

quietly empty the armory. Many local colonial leaders were outraged, including those

who believed the powder’s removal had made them more susceptible to a slave rebel-

lion. In the following weeks, locals spurred on by leaders like Patrick Henry organized

a mob that drove Governor Dunmore from office in Williamsburg.

Armories figured prominently in a number of major American slave rebellions. Slaves

in the 1739 South Carolina Stono Rebellion seized guns from a small rural armory to

begin their revolt. Gabriel Prosser (1776–1800) planned a similar tactic during his revolt

in 1800, but the plot was discovered before his men could seize the Richmond, Virginia,

armory. A few decades later, the free black Denmark Vesey (ca. 1767–1822) planned a

slave revolt that also targeted a state armory in South Carolina. When the Virginia slave

Nat Turner (1800–1831) led his rebellion in 1831, he and his men set out to seize

firearms from the armory in nearby Jerusalem but ultimately were put down by themilitia.

The most famous attempt to take an armory occurred during abolitionist John

Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry in 1859. Harpers Ferry was properly a federal arsenal,

one of two in the United States along with that in Springfield, Massachusetts. The

two armories were charged with the production and storage of firearms for the U.S.

armed forces. Brown targeted the arsenal at Harpers Ferry because of its huge cache of

firearms, which included nearly 100,000 muskets and rifles. He hoped that when he

and his party of white abolitionists, free blacks, and escaped slaves captured the arse-

nal, slaves from the surrounding counties would escape to join his effort, helping him

to set off a chain of rebellions in the South, supported with the stolen arms.

The arsenal itself was a large complex of many buildings. It began modestly as a sin-

gle structure operation in the 1790s but underwent a significant renovation in the

1840s and 1850s. Improvements included new workshops with brick walls over an iron

framework and featuring sheet metal roofs, as well as the installation of additional tur-

bines along an enlarged river canal to generate power. By that time the site included a
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variety of workshops, grinding and sawmills, warehouses, and separate offices. Nearly

400 workers labored on more than 100 machines by the time of Brown’s raid. On Octo-

ber 16, 1859, despite armed resistance, Brown’s party took the armory, but local towns-

people surrounded his position the following day. Amid small skirmishes, Brown

withdrew to a small fire-engine house after the town militia had taken the Potomac

bridge that led to the arsenal, pinning Brown’s party inside the complex. The engine

house was a small brick building with a rectangular plan, with three large arches, each

with large barn doors and flanking pane windows. Eventually, federal forces took the

engine house and captured Brown as a prisoner. The structure later became known as

‘‘John Brown’s Fort,’’ hosted a memorial ordered by abolitionist Frederick Douglass, and

was dismantled and shipped for exhibition at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.

In some instances, slaves and free blacks made use of armories themselves when fight-

ing as soldiers. Large numbers of African Americans fought in the Revolutionary War

on both sides, particularly slaves who escaped to fight for the British in return for their

freedom. In desperate circumstances, masters occasionally armed their own slaves to

defend themselves and their property against the enemy. This practice was especially

common in Spanish Florida where slaves were regularly armed in the event of foreign

invasions, and free blacks, many of them escaped slaves from neighboring British colo-

nies, served in the militia and regular army units. During the Civil War, some former

slaves made use of armories first as illicit contributors and later as regular soldiers. Many

of the rifles these soldiers used had been manufactured at the two federal arsenals.

See also Abolition Imagery.
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JAMES COLTRAIN

AUCTION ADVERTISEMENTS. Although dependent on enslaved men, women,

and children to work in their fields, houses, taverns, and shops, at times slaveholders

had to sell either all or part of their labor force to raise money to pay their debts or

the money owed by a deceased family member. When this occurred, many individuals

then placed advertisements about the slave auction in a newspaper. Slaveholders

posted information about sales on the walls of taverns or in other public spaces. Mas-

ters included details—such as a slave’s age, gender, and skills—in the printed or hand-

written notices to attract potential purchasers.

From the beginning of North American slavery in the 17th century to the 1865

passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, slaveholders sold their enslaved laborers if

the proceeds from the sale would benefit the white family. The decision to sell a slave

could indicate that a master did not require the individual’s labor on a plantation,

that the slave was a troublemaker, or that the master needed to raise money to pay off
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debts. The officials of a county court could

step in and order a decedent’s slaves to be

sold to the highest bidder to have funds to

repay that person’s financial obligations.

Either an owner or members of a county

court placed an announcement of the up-

coming slave auction in the newspaper.

Printed advertisements spread the news of

the sale and to persuade people to attend the

auction and to place high bids on the avail-

able slaves. The authors of the announce-

ments began many of these notices with

details about the place of the auction. Often,

this information appeared in bold, italicized,

or large text because the people who wrote

the advertisements wanted to ensure that

their readers knew the location of the auc-

tion, whether it was near a warehouse, on

the steps of a courthouse, in front of a popu-

lar tavern, or at an individual’s home. They

also included the date and time of the public

sale.

Next, the authors turned to information

about the slaves to be sold. Potential pur-

chasers might read about the number of male and female slaves to be auctioned, the

ages of the enslaved laborers and their place of birth, the family connections that

joined the slaves to one another, and the skills possessed by the available slaves. Many

auction advertisements concluded with information about when those who placed

the highest bids would be required to pay for the slave or slaves whom they

purchased.

On the day of the auction, the auction master led enslaved men, women, boys, and

girls to an elevated location. Few owners actually participated in the auction,

although they, or a surrogate, were in attendance. It was easier for the bidders to see

the slaves if they stood on a block or on the steps of a tavern, courthouse, or dwelling.

Once the potential purchasers had a chance to look at a slave, the auction master

asked the crowd to begin bidding on the individual. The highest bidder gained posses-

sion of the enslaved person. As the purchaser began to make arrangements to pay for

the slave, the auction master started the bidding on the next person to be sold. The

auction continued until each of the enslaved laborers was conveyed to a new owner

or, if not sold, returned to the slaveholder.

Auctions were just one way in which a person could sell an enslaved laborer to

another person. Some slaveholders decided to have a lottery to raise funds to cover their

debts. These individuals divided their slaves into lots (groups) and used printed notices

in newspapers to inform readers that they could buy a ticket for a specified price and

what they might gain if their ticket was drawn on the day of the lottery. Those who

announced lotteries wanted to encourage people to buy tickets. To do so, they included

Slave auction house inAtlanta, 1864. (Library of Congress.)
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details about the date, time, and place of the drawing. Next, the slaveholders listed in-

formation about available slaves. These details included a slave’s gender, age, skills, fam-

ily connections, and value. The announcement concluded with a list of lottery

managers, a group of individuals who collected money from those who purchased tickets

and distributed the slaves to those whose tickets were drawn on the day of the lottery.

Whether sold at an auction or in a lottery, the slaves who were transferred to new

owners were forced to leave their family members and friends and move to different

plantations, sometimes very far away. By the third quarter of the 18th century, a number

of planters in Tidewater Virginia and Maryland realized that they did not have enough

work for their labor force. Many of the purchasers at auctions and lotteries were planters

from the western part of these colonies, men who needed laborers.

After the end of the American Revolution, the transfer of slaves from the eastern

portion of the country to the western and southern areas continued. The number of

slaves forced to move from the Upper South to the Lower South increased dramati-

cally after the invention of the cotton gin made cotton a highly profitable crop. Plant-

ers in the Lower South increased the number of laborers on their plantations so they

could make more money from their cotton or sugar crops. During the 19th century,

slave traders and agents moved hundreds of thousands of enslaved men, women, boys,

and girls in the domestic (also called the ‘‘intrastate’’) slave trade.

Slave traders and agents read auction advertisements and announcements about

lotteries to locate masters who wanted to sell some or all of their labor force. They

‘‘Miss Fillis and child, and Bill, sold at publick sale. . . .’’ From Sketchbook of Landscapes
in the State of Virginia by Lewis Miller, Virginia, 1853–1867, watercolor and ink on
paper. (Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, The Colonial Williamsburg
Foundation. Gift of Dr. and Mrs. Richard M. Kain in memory of George Hay Kain.)
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attended auctions in Virginia and Maryland and bought lottery tickets to acquire

enslaved laborers to sell to planters in the Lower South.

Having purchased slaves, the traders and agents moved these men, women, boys,

and girls to slave markets in southern cities. Some traders shackled slaves together at

their hands and feet before forcing them to walk hundreds of miles in groups called

coffles to cities in Alabama, Mississippi, or Louisiana where they would be sold. Other

traders compelled slaves to walk many miles before they loaded the enslaved people

on flatboats that carried this cargo down one of the many rivers and streams that

flowed into the Mississippi River. Once they reached the Mississippi, this river carried

the slaves to New Orleans. Slave traders also chained men, women, and children

before putting them on vessels in Baltimore, Richmond, Norfolk, or Charleston. Ship

captains guided the boats southward on the Atlantic Ocean and docked in the har-

bors of cities in the Lower South.

Once a slave trader arrived at the appointed destination with a group of enslaved

laborers, this individual placed a notice of the upcoming auction in the newspaper

and posted announcements near the city’s slave market. The authors of 19th-century

auction advertisements included the same details that appeared in announcements

from the colonial and early national periods. Slave traders began their notices with

the date, time, and location of the auction. Often this information was in bold, itali-

cized, or text to catch the reader’s attention. Next, they turned to information about

the enslaved laborers to attract people who would bid on the slaves. The traders

included details about the number of available laborers as well as the quantity of men,

women, and children to be auctioned. Additional information included the ages of

the enslaved workers, the state where the slaves had lived and worked, and the skills

possessed by the laborers.

On the day of the auction, the traders led men, women, boys, and girls from the

pens in which they had been held and led them to the auction blocks. Whites gath-

ered in the slave markets in New Orleans, Natchez, Charleston, Savannah, and other

cities in the Lower South to bid on enslaved laborers. For a master, the auction was

an opportunity to add to a labor force and raise the level of production on a planta-

tion. Proceeds from the sale of a larger crop helped to increase the wealth of white

families. For the slaves, the auction meant a transfer to a new owner and plantation

where they might be forced to learn how to use different agricultural implements to

tend a different crop and create a new life as enslaved blacks had done since the first

slave auction in the 17th century.
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JULIE RICHTER

AUCTION BLOCKS. The auction block

has become a modern symbol for black slav-

ery in America and a metaphor for slavery

and slave sales. A slave auction block tradi-

tionally was a raised platform used to display

human chattel to be sold to the highest bid-

der. In the context of the American slavery

system, auction blocks were commonly ele-

vated spaces in auction houses or outside in

town or city squares where enslaved human

beings were made to stand to be visually

evaluated from three sides by potential

buyers during the bidding process. In the

1860s, one South Carolinian woman wrote

of the slave auction block arrangement,

‘‘stand ’em up on a block three feet high.’’

Potential buyers could also examine slaves for sale on the block before an auction

commenced.

A wide variety of materials were used for making auction blocks, and many differ-

ent objects were used for improvised auction blocks. Wood was the most common ma-

terial. Many mid-19th-century slave auction illustrations show raised box-like

structures that extended several feet in length and were narrower in depth and height

and resembled small stages with a set of stairs to one side. The ubiquitous wooden

platform appears in slave markets, store fronts, town squares, ports, hotels, and train

depots. An auctioneer generally stood to one side of the platform. Historical accounts

also refer to tree stumps, open wagons, and large stones or boulders being used as auc-

tion blocks. In rural areas, slave auction sites were arranged wherever suitable space

was found, such as on a knoll on a plantation or farm. Courthouses, which were cen-

trally located and accessible to slave traders and buyers, were often sites for slave auc-

tions. Courthouse steps served as auction blocks. Notices of public auctions typically

were posted in local newspapers, in local taverns, and on courthouse doors and walls.

During auctions, slaves stood in a variety of formations, sometimes in family groups,

in lineups, or as individuals one by one, as an auctioneer chanted the bidding bridge.

Enslaved persons were instructed to take particular postures while standing on the auc-

tion block. An ascending chant acknowledging higher and higher bids was shouted

out by an auctioneer according to what buyers were willing to pay for a slave, or a

Old slave block in St. Louis Hotel, New Orleans, ca.
1900. (Library of Congress.)
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group of slaves, until no more bids were made. Sold and unsold slaves were led off the

auction block to wait in a holding area until the sales were final and the sold slaves

were then legally given to their new owners.

Selling slaves by auction became commonplace in the United States by the second

half of the 18th century. Selling slaves from the auction block was a fast and efficient

means for slaveholders and slave traders to collect cash and to circulate enslaved pop-

ulations. By the middle of the 19th century, the largest slave markets with the highest

concentration of auction blocks were likely to have been New Orleans, Louisiana;

Natchez, Mississippi; Charleston, South Carolina; Richmond, Virginia; Baltimore,

Maryland; St. Louis, Missouri; and Lexington, Kentucky.

See also Auction Advertisements; Slave Pens, Slave Jails, and Slave Markets.
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JULIA ROSE

Eyewitness to an Auction

North Carolina slave W. L. Bost witnessed slaves sold on the auction block in
Newton, North Carolina:

I remember when they put ’em on the block to sell ’em. The ones ’tween 18

and 30 always bring the most money. The auctioneer he stand off at a dis-

tance and cry ’em off as they stand on the block. I can hear his voice as long

as I live.

If the one they going to sell was a young Negro man this is what he says:

‘‘Now gentleman and fellow-citizens here is a big black buck Negro. He’s

stout as a muls. Good for any kin’ o’work an! he never gives any troubles.

How much am I offered for him?’’ And then the sale would commence, and

the nigger would be sold to the highest bidder.

If they put up a young nigger woman the auctioneer ery out, ‘‘Here’s a

young nigger wench, how much am I offered for her?’’ The pore thing stand

on the block a shiverin’ an’ a shakin’ nearly froze to death. When they sold

many of the pore mothers beg the speculators to sell ’em with their hus-

bands, but the speculator only take what he want. So meybe the pore thing

never see her husban’ agin.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: North Carolina Narratives, Vol. 14.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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BALAFONS. The balafon is a kind of xylophone developed by the Mandinka people

of the western Sudan region. Metal xylophones probably originated in Indonesia, but

evidence suggests that traders brought them to Africa as early as 1000 BCE. By the 14th

century, the balafon played a central role in Mandinka musical culture. The Mandinka

empire was the dominant empire in Mali, and although by the 16th century it had lost

its superiority, its cultural and musical traditions had spread throughout many West

African societies in Senegal, The Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Guinea, Burkina Faso,

Ghana, the Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone, and Mali. Many of these and other African soci-

eties created and developed their own style of xylophones over time.

In Mandinka vocabulary, bala means ‘‘wood,’’ and fo means ‘‘to speak.’’ In Africa,

the instrument is most often called the balofou or balo (or bala); Europeans referred to

it as the balafon. The frame generally was made of bamboo or wood, and its top fea-

tured a keyboard consisting of wooden or iron keys. Between the top and bottom of

the frame were different sizes of gourds, scaled to produce particular sounds and ranges

of octaves. The musician would strike the keys with sticks, and the sound resonated

from the gourds. The balafon was a large and sophisticated instrument to make. Man-

dinka balafons most often had 19 keys, although some had as many as 22 and others as

few as 17.

The balafon was, and still is, an instrument that spoke for the people. The instru-

ment was played by elite professional musicians, known as ‘‘jail’’ or ‘‘jeli,’’ who were

the society’s historians and praise singers. When they performed, either individually

or in a group, their purpose was to offer praise for collective political events, funerals,

marriages, or initiation rites, and in so doing, they were engaging in ceremonies and

rituals essential for the society’s self-renewal. The balafon retains its central place in

musical culture particularly in Mali and Sierra Leone.

That slaves constructed and played balafons on plantations is a testament to how

they retained African musical traditions even in servitude. In colonial and antebel-

lum Virginia, balafons served as prime instruments in singing and dancing entertain-

ments; American versions had between 15 and 19 keys. The vibraphone, an instrument

developed in the United States in the early 20th century and central to jazz, also can be

linked to the balafon.

See also Cemeteries.
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LINDA E. MERIANS

BANJOS. The banjo is a stringed musical instrument of African origin. Its African

forebearer was constructed of a round or oblong hollow body made from a gourd or cal-

abash used as a resonating chamber. A skin, usually antelope hide, was stretched

tightly across the gourd body, covering an opening similar to the body of a drum. The

neck, often made from a wooden pole or sometimes a piece of bamboo, was attached

to the body of the instrument. Gut strings made from animal intestines were then

stretched between the gourd body and the neck. This instrument could have as many

as three to five strings that were plucked with the fingers or strummed with one hand,

depending on the cultural norms of the community. The other hand was used to

dampen the strings up and down the neck to produce different individual or combined

pitches. In some African American communities, the banjo included a wooden bridge

to raise the strings whose vibrations produced the sound.

While the banjo can be played as a solo instrument, its greatest strength during the

period of African enslavement was its value as an expression of cultural identity, com-

munity cohesion, and musical innovation. Its role in defining the slave experience is

undeniable. Although accounts of blacks playing the fiddle come earlier, its use was

not identified or mentioned in conjunction

with the black community as often as the

banjo. The banjo is among the very few instru-

ments that can claim diasporic roots that

began in Africa, moved to other colonies such

as Martinique, Jamaica, and Barbados, and

then appeared in enslaved communities in the

American South.

Many communities claim kinship with

the banjo, but its roots originate in the Sen-

egambia of West Africa. Music historians

trace the banjo’s beginnings to West Afri-

can lute and harp-like instruments, among

them the ngoni (Wasulu), akonting (Jola),

and xalam (Wolof). Each community added

its unique interpretation and method of

playing the instrument. The ngoni tradi-

tionally was played by the ‘‘jeli,’’ a com-

bination of musician and storyteller. The

akonting comes from the Jola people near the

Casamance river in Senegal, West Africa,

and the syncopated, rhythmic, drum-inspired
‘‘Banjar Player and Jig Dancer,’’ [sic], ca. 1815. (�C Blue
Ridge Institute and Museum. Used by permission.)
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traditions that have become part of folk banjo playing can be attributed, in part, to their

traditions. The xalam has contributed a rich melodic tradition as well as vocal accompa-

niment. It was played by griots, or storytellers, at special occasions such as weddings and

naming ceremonies.

As enslaved Africans arrived in the Caribbean, their traditions of banjo-like instru-

ments came with them. There, it was known by various names: banza (Martinique),

bangil (Jamaica), strum strum (Jamaica), bangelo (Sierra Leone), and banshaw (St. Kitts

and Nevis).

Because of the constraints of slavery in the West Indies, the average life span of

enslaved Africans averaged 6 to 10 years. Brought to these islands as captives, Afri-

cans worked in the many sugar plantations that existed on most of these islands. This

constant importation of new Africans resulted in the slave communities of the Carib-

bean having a more consistent and direct connection to their native land. As a result,

their cultural expressions, beliefs, and music were linked more closely to their ‘‘Afri-

can’’ beginnings, and thus their musical retentions were connected more directly to

African traditions and the specific cultures from which they came.

The Colonies
In 1749, slaveholder George Croghan advertised for the return of ‘‘a Negroe man,

named Scipio, [who] is of short stature, plays on the Banjo, and can sing.’’ Five years

later, in July 1754, a runaway slave advertisement in the Maryland Gazette describes

Prince, ‘‘a pert lively Fellow and plays well on the Banjer.’’ Twenty years later, Nicho-

las Cresswell, a young Englishman who had come to America with the intention of

settling there permanently, observed a banjo being played at a ‘‘Negro Ball’’ in Nanje-

moy, Maryland, in 1774: ‘‘Mr. Bayley and I went to see a Negro Ball, Sundays being

the only days these poor Creatures have to themselves, they generally meet together

and amuse themselves with Dancing to the Banjor.’’ Earlier that same year, in Vir-

ginia, Philip Vickers Fithian, the tutor to the children of Robert Carter of Nomini

Hall, described an incident he witnessed involving the banjo: ‘‘This Evening in the

School-Room, which is below my Chamber, several Negroes & Ben & Harry are play-

ing on a Banjo & dancing!’’ Other documentary sources, including travelers’

accounts, personal journals, and newspapers, all document the banjo as a principal

musical instrument in the black community and a legitimate expression of secular

black folk music of the period. Perhaps the best-known mention of the banjo during

the 18th century is that made by Thomas Jefferson. In his Notes on the State of Virginia,

published in 1781, he stated that ‘‘the instrument proper to them [the enslaved] is the

banjar, which they brought hither from Africa, and which is the original of the guitar,

its chords being precisely the four lower chords of the guitar.’’ Jefferson, along with

other colonial citizens, travelers, and observers of the period, firmly set the banjo, its

cultural legitimacy, its construction, its style of playing, and its popularity squarely in

the world of the enslaved community.

One of the best-known images of the 18th-century South is a watercolor entitled

‘‘The Old Plantation,’’ found near Columbia, South Carolina. In its depiction of a group

of presumably enslaved African Americans, it points to the centrality of the banjo as a

representation of musical traditions brought from Africa that found expression in

America. Finally, a banjo-like instrument was included in a painting by American artist
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Samuel Jennings in 1792. The painting, Liberty Displaying the Arts and Sciences, or The

Genius of America Encouraging the Emancipation of the Blacks, 1792, which was commis-

sioned by the Library Company of Philadelphia as a symbol of the anti-slavery move-

ment, is among the earliest artistic representations in support of the abolition of

slavery. One of the scenes in the painting is of a black man standing on the shore play-

ing a banjo with a black child at his side, and what could be interpreted as slave ships
in the background. The musician seems to be playing music for a small group of blacks,

some of whom appear to be dancing to its music. The banjo in the painting looks

remarkably like a slightly modified akonting.

Although the banjo was primarily a solo instrument, documentary sources also note

the pairing of the banjo and the fiddle at dances, both formal and informal, during

harvest season as well as at weddings and gatherings during the colonial period.

Because the African American banjo playing tradition was improvisational—not tied

to formal musical notation or the level of education or sophistication of the player—

it was thus as individual as the person who played it. In 18th-century America, its

music provided a temporary escape from the realities of broken families, violence,

death, dismemberment, disease, and the loss of freedom that was part of the system of

chattel slavery.

But just as there were those who condemned enslaved Africans to the lowest form

of humanity during the colonial period, there were those who considered the banjo to

be the instrument of the lower class with no redeeming qualities. For an unknown

author in Jamaica in 1740, the banjo seemed to insult European sensibilities: ‘‘On

Sundays . . . towards the Evening . . . some hundreds of them will meet together,

according to the Custom of their own Country with Strum-Strums and Calabashes,

which they beat and make a horrid Noise with.’’ In French-speaking areas of the Ca-

ribbean, the banza (the term used most consistently by the French during the colonial

period) was seen as an example of African barbarism: ‘‘They play on this instrument

tunes composed of three or four notes, which they repeat endlessly; this is what

Bishop Gr�egoire calls sentimental and melancholy music; and which we call the

music of savages.’’ In 1796, English physician George Pinkard was in the West Indies

and had the opportunity to see a slaving vessel. He wrote to a friend,

In the day time they were not allowed to remain in the place where they had

slept, but were kept mostly upon the open deck, where they were made to

exercise, and encouraged, by the music of their beloved banjar, to dancing and

cheerfulness. . . . Their song was a wild and savage yell, devoid of all softness

and harmony, and loudly chanted in harsh monotony.

But whether the comments were rife with condescension, racist hyperbole, or uninformed

ethnocentricity, all recognized the significant role the banjo played in the lives of Africans

and African Americans. Diarists, journalists, travelers, and artists of the period all saw the

banjo as the instrument that spoke to and for the African American experience.

From the Plantation to the Parlor

By the 19th century, the banjo was moving from the plantations and farms of the

South to the minstrel stage, and then finally into ‘‘respectable’’ American homes. In a
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period during which blacks began the struggle for freedom and American citizenship,

the banjo increasingly gained legitimacy as a quintessential American instrument.

But that legitimacy would take time to develop. The banjo’s form and construction,

its methods of being played, its geography, its audience, and ultimately its status all

underwent significant change by the end of the 19th century.

In those years, not only did the banjo continue to be associated with the enslaved, but it

also became a symbol of Southern culture in general and plantation slavery in particular.

But beyond its connections to the enslaved community, it also gained considerable popu-

larity as a folk instrument in the mountains of Appalachia, particularly in Kentucky,

North Carolina, Ohio, Virginia, and West Virginia. But before it gained respectability in

the parlors and living rooms of polite society, it had to become a ‘‘white’’ instrument.

In 1830, a white performer, Thomas Dartmouth Rice (1808–1860), created a char-

acter he dubbed ‘‘Jim Crow.’’ Rice wore ragged clothes and performed songs and

dances ‘‘of the Plantation darky’’ in makeup known as ‘‘blackface.’’ In blacking their faces,

white performers were able to present as authentically black the caricatured facial fea-

tures, mannerisms, songs, and dance of both enslaved and free blacks. Such performances

gave white audiences a glimpse of what they thought was black life and culture, incorpo-

rating burlesque, slapstick, pratfalls, and horseplay as its main elements. The popularity

of the minstrel show was an example of the great interest white audiences, especially

those in the North, had in knowing more about black culture. So popular were these

shows, with their primary subjects depicted as self-indulgent, easily misled, thieving, and

sexually permissive, that they drew mass audiences and dominated American theater for

much of the 19th century. One of its chief musical symbols was the banjo. It was through

this genre of entertainment that the banjo began its transfer from the black community

to the white community. As newly emancipated blacks left their enslavement behind,

the banjo lost much of its influence and popularity.

Joel Walker Sweeney (1810–1860) and Dan Emmett (1815–1904) were the two

most prominent and influential white banjo players of the early 19th century, and

both learned to play the banjo from blacks. As popular entertainment began to grow

in the United States, so, too, did the interest in Southern culture, and in particular,

plantation slavery. Sweeney, Emmitt, Bill Whitlock (1813–1878), Thomas Rice, and

a host of others took full advantage of that trend.

Sweeney is credited with beginning the transformation of the banjo from an exclu-

sively black instrument to one that was increasingly identified with whites. Daniel

Decatur Emmett was an American songwriter and performer who founded the

nation’s first minstrel troupe, the Virginia Minstrels, who performed for the first time

in 1843. Emmett and the Virginia Minstrels launched shows that were so successful

they traveled abroad and performed for royalty. So popular were the minstrel shows

that many were included as parts of circus entertainment and eventually spawned a

new stage genre called ‘‘vaudeville.’’

See also opening essay ‘‘Dance and Music.’’
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REX ELLIS

BARTER GOODS. Bartering, defined as the exchange of products without the use

of money, was one way that enslaved men and women obtained goods for themselves.

This method served both master and slave very well, even though slaves might

have preferred cash over goods, as bartering enabled each party to get something that

they wanted without having to use cash, which was in limited circulation well into

the 19th century. Bartering was commonly used by store owners, tradespeople, and

craftsmen as a way of obtaining needed products in a time when paying cash for goods

was difficult.

In general, enslaved men and women used agricultural products and their own labor

in these bartering transactions, with slaveholders offering clothing or sometimes even

liquor in trade. Landon Carter (1710–1778), a member of one of Virginia’s most prom-

inent families, wrote in his diary in 1777 that ‘‘My Poor Slaves raise fowls, and eggs in

order to exchange with their Master now and then.’’ Francis Taylor (1747–1799), a

plantation owner in Orange County, Virginia, often obtained some of his produce

from various slaves by means of barter. In August 1788, he ‘‘bought some Grass seed of

Col Taliaferro’s Jack for Pr breeches.’’ And in March 1790, ‘‘Reu Taylor’s Sam brought

some Timothy seed for which I [Taylor] gave him a Jacket.’’ In July 1795, Taylor

‘‘bought 1 doz chickens of Col Willis’s Phil he had a pair Breeches & to pay me 1/6

worth more.’’ In an interesting exchange in August 1798, Taylor gave ‘‘old Joe a quart

whisky for a peck onions.’’

Bartering persisted into the 19th century. Amos Clark, interviewed in Waco,

Texas, in 1937 at the age of 96 as part of the Federal Writers’ Project slave narratives

effort, told his interviewer, ‘‘An old Indian come to help us hunt. He’d work a week if

Marse Ed give him some red calico or a hatchet. Old Miss done bring a dozen hens

and a bag of seeds, and folks come ridin’ twenty miles to swap things.’’ Bill Austin was

interviewed in Florida between 1936 and 1938 and it was noted that

Bill’s father Jack was regarded as a fairly good carpenter, mason and bricklayer;

at times his master would let him do small jobs of repairing of building for

neighboring planters. These jobs sometimes netted him hams, bits of corn-

meal, cloth for dresses for his wife and children, and other small gifts; these he

either used for his own family or bartered with the other slaves.

See also Chickens; Corn.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

BASKETS AND BASKET MAKING. People of African descent enslaved on plan-

tations across the American South made many types of basketry from a diversity of nat-

ural fibers. Forms and techniques depended largely on the crops they grew and the

availability of particular basket-making materials. Harvesting cotton and corn required

large splintwork hampers woven of hardwood. For winnowing and storing small grains

such as rice—the staple that made slaveholders along the South Atlantic coast the

Newly freed men and women planting sweet potatoes on James Hopkinson’s plantation, Edisto Island, South
Carolina, April 1862, five months after the Union army liberated Port Royal Sound. The photo by Henry
P. Moore is the earliest known photograph of a coiled basket in use in South Carolina. (Collection of the New
York Historical Society.)
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wealthiest people in the nation—coiled baskets made from tightly sewn bundles of grass

or sedge were best.

In preindustrial times, basket making was a necessary skill. Regarded as a seasonal

farm chore, it lacked the prestige of other artisan trades, such as coopering, carpentry,

sewing, or blacksmithing, but people with the know-how to make baskets were in

demand and the ability was often cited by plantation owners as a selling point. A notice

in the Charleston Gazette and Advertiser in February 1791, for example, announced the

public auction of ‘‘A Negro Man, who is a good jobbing carpenter and an excellent bas-

ket maker, sold for no fault, but that of having a sore leg.’’

Types of basketry produced on Southern plantations included agricultural work bas-

kets, carrying trays, hampers, sleeping mats and floor mats, chair seats, hats made of

plaited palmetto or coiled rush, brooms, fly whisks, thatching, fish traps, and poultry

cages. White oak splintwork was the most widespread material and technique. Dependent

on metal tools introduced by European settlers, basketry quickly crossed regional borders

and cultural boundaries. An earlier and more tenacious tradition was African inspired

and geographically concentrated in the rice-growing region known as the Low Country,

now officially designated by the National Park Service as the Gullah/Geechee Cultural

Heritage Corridor, stretching fromWilmington, North Carolina, to Jacksonville, Florida.

Arguably the oldest of African American arts, coiled baskets were made in the col-

ony of Carolina at least as early as 1690, when European settlers reported ‘‘plausible

Making Baskets

George Briggs, formerly enslaved in South Carolina, began making baskets and

other woven or wooden articles as a young child:

When I got big and couldn’t play ’round at chillun’s doings, I started to plat-

ting cornshucks and things fer making hoss and mule collars, and scouring-

brooms and shoulder-mats. I cut hickory poles and make handles out of dem

fer de brooms. Marse had hides tanned, and us make buggy whips, wagon

whips, shoe strings, saddle strings and sech as dat out of our home-tanned

leather. All de galluses dat was wo’ in dem days was made by de darkies.

White oak and hickory was split to cure, and we made fish baskets, feed

baskets, wood baskets, sewing baskets and all kinds of baskets fer de Missus.

All de chair bottoms of straight chairs was made from white oak splits, and

de straight chairs was made in de shop. You made a scouring brush like dis:

(He put his hands together to show how the splits were held.) By splitting a

width of narrow splits, keep on till you lay a entire layer of splits; turn dis

way; den dat way, and den bind together and dat hold dem like you want

dem to stay. Last, you work in a pole as long as you want it fer de handle,

and bind it tight and tie wid de purtiest knots.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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yields’’ of rice. As the plantation routine developed, dozens of wide, flat ‘‘fanner’’ bas-

kets would be produced at winnowing time to ‘‘clean’’ the crop. At all times of year,

in and around the slave quarters, people would pound rations of rice in wooden mor-

tars to break the husk, and ‘‘fan’’ away the chaff by throwing the pounded grain in the

air or dropping it from a basket. Fanners filled other functions, such as sifting sesame

or ‘‘benne’’ seed; ‘‘raking’’ grits; carrying shelled corn, peas, and other produce; and

even cradling babies at nap time. In both the slaveholder’s Big House and slave cab-

ins, coiled baskets might serve as trays, sewing or cord baskets, and fruit or bread bas-

kets. Vegetable venders balancing huge coiled ‘‘head tote’’ baskets, in the African

manner, became an everyday sight on the streets of Charleston and Savannah.

As plantation agriculture spread, people kept moving—north, south, west, and east—

and the tradition of coiled basketry that had taken hold along the coast moved with

them. Rice production expanded into Georgia and North Carolina in the 18th century

as South Carolina planters resettled crews of experienced ‘‘hands’’ to break new ground

and plant the crop. By the mid-1840s, the Rice Kingdom extended from the Lower

Cape Fear in North Carolina to the St. Johns River in northern Florida, and the range

of the basket followed suit. Evidence indicates that the tradition migrated west into

Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas, and east to the Baha-

mas, where Low Country planters who had sided with England fled after the American

Revolution, taking their slaves with them. To this day, on the Caicos Islands southeast

of the Bahamas, descendants of this forced migration continue to make coiled grass bas-

kets suggestively similar to South Carolina work.

On the western frontier, African American basketry met up with the traditions

practiced by remnants of the Native American peoples who already had been removed

from the eastern states. Though southeastern Indian tribes are better known for their

plaited cane basketry than for their coiled work, Seminoles, Creeks, Koasatis, and

Choctaws made coiled baskets. Europeans had a strong coiled rye straw tradition,

which crossed the Atlantic with German immigrants who settled in Pennsylvania and

trekked south down the Appalachian spine on the Great Wagon Road. Whatever con-

tributions may have come from other cultures, the coiled tradition has been carried on

by African Americans continuously for more than 300 years and has become the pre-

eminent symbol of Gullah-Geechee culture.

From the beginning, coiled basketry incorporated one distinctly American ele-

ment. On mainland plantations, the preferred ‘‘binder’’ or stitching element of

coiled grass baskets was a thin splint of white oak. Some basket makers made both coiled

and splint baskets. Indeed, some baskets were a hybrid of the two traditions. Coiled carry-

ing baskets might have a splint handle lashed onto the sides, and large, coiled, two-tiered

work baskets sometimes were set on incised wooden legs.

Allen Green, the best-known basket maker on Sapelo Island, Georgia, learned the

trade from his grandfather, Allen Smith, who during slavery made ‘‘all class of bas-

kets’’ on a cotton plantation near Macon—coiled grass fanners, plaited palmetto

forms, and various sizes of split oak containers. ‘‘He make rice fanner,’’ Allen Green

reported in a 1985 interview, ‘‘quart, peck, half-a-peck—didn’t have no scale—made

quart, bushel basket. He made all class.’’

Similarly, John Haynes made splint baskets from white oak and coiled baskets from

bulrushes stitched with saw palmetto. A ‘‘Negro basket maker’’ living near Old Fort,
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he told researchers from the Savannah Unit of the Georgia Writers’ Project in the

late 1930s that he was ‘‘carrying on the tradition of his ancestors.’’ For generations,

the men of his family had engaged in wood carving, basket making, and weaving,

crafts passed from father to son. His stock-in-trade included a variety of forms—‘‘ham-

pers, flat clothes baskets, farm and shopping baskets, and the popular ‘fanner’ which

the Negro venders balance gracefully on their heads as they walk about the city, dis-

playing a colorful array of merchandise.’’

Owners and overseers of rice plantations sent their workers into the woods and

marshes to procure supplies for making baskets used in processing the crop. Collecting

materials might occupy a group of men for several days, whereas sewing baskets might

take two or three weeks late in summer as the harvest approached, or in winter before

planting the new crop. In February 1836, Charles Drayton II wrote from Drayton Hall

on the Ashley River to his son, Charles Drayton III, who managed a plantation on

the Satilla in Georgia, instructing him to ‘‘have rushes and oak got that you might

have some baskets made while you are on the place.’’ Three months later he reminded

young Charles to ‘‘leave strict orders about having baskets made during the summer

and fall, & also a quantity of rushes must be laid up for winters work.’’

Eyewitnesses provide occasional glimpses of the basket makers gathering rushes,

sewing baskets, wearing rush hats. ‘‘Jacob and Jim getting stuff for baskets,’’ a Berkeley

County, South Carolina, planter wrote in his journal on August 27, 1836. ‘‘Jacob was

occupied 3 weeks in making baskets.’’ Basket making might be assigned to workers no

longer fit for field labor. In March 1846, Thomas B. Chaplin of St. Helena Island ‘‘put

old May to making baskets, 2 a week,’’ although what kind of baskets Chaplin does not

say. Workers also produced baskets on their own time, either for sale or for personal

use. ‘‘After one or two o’clock,’’ wrote Daniel Elliott Huger Smith, recalling his youth

at Smithfield, a Combahee River rice plantation, ‘‘the hands had the rest of the day to

themselves and could work their own fields and gardens, or idle at their will. Many of

them were expert basket-makers for which on every plantation there was a demand.’’

Once the rice was threshed and ready for pounding and winnowing, fanner baskets

would be issued by the dozen to the field hands. On Argyle plantation in the Savan-

nah River basin, beginning in November, more than 50 hands were engaged in

‘‘thrashing and winnowing rice.’’ These men and women appear only as numbers in

the daily entry, but are listed by name under the heading ‘‘Disbursement of tools and

baskets’’ at the end of the overseer’s report.

Because large quantities of fanner baskets were produced year after year, many

examples have survived in barn lofts and attics and several have made their way into

museum collections. Other coiled forms from the plantation era that have been pre-

served include vegetable baskets, covered work baskets, trays and hot plates, bowl-

shaped baskets, as well as a few examples of double sewing baskets, described in detail

by Santee River rice planter David Doar. This intricate antebellum form is still made

by older sewers in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, although only on commission.

Even in unconditional servitude, workers were able to use basket-making skills as bar-

gaining chips, to make baskets for their own use, or to sell or carry goods to exchange in

the open market or the underground economy. At times, baskets served as agents of lib-

eration. Sixteen runaways were able to stay at large by gathering black moss, making

baskets, and carrying their handcrafts to town in boats, according to an ad that
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appeared in the Charleston Courier on May 28, 1825. A basketry boat made headlines in

the summer of 1864 when the northern press learned of Jack Frowers’s escape to the

Union side of Port Royal Sound in a vessel he had made from coarse grass twisted into

a rope and ‘‘bound round, or, as the sailors would term it, ‘served’ with other grass.’’

When the boat was ready, Frowers hid out one more day and then paddled to freedom.

The tradition of coiled grass basketry can be viewed as a tree with two branches.

Making agricultural or field baskets was generally men’s work on rice plantations;

making household baskets, often made of a finer, more flexible grass, was considered

women’s work. ‘‘There were men on the places who were good handicraftsmen,’’ wrote

Doar. ‘‘They made all the baskets (out of river rushes cured and sewed with white oak

strips) that were used on the place.’’

North of the Santee River, on Waccamaw Neck in Georgetown County, Welcome

Beese, who had been born in slavery on Oatland plantation perhaps as early as 1834,

was still making baskets in 1938 when A. H. ‘‘Doc’’ Lachicotte opened the Pawley’s

Island Hammock Shop. Known as a master carpenter as well as an expert basket

maker, he is pictured in the shop’s first brochure sitting next to a wooden mortar and

pestle and seven of his rush baskets.

A hundred miles south of the Santee, on St. Helena Island near the town of Beau-

fort, bulrush basket making was also relegated to men, as Principal Roosa Cooley was

to discover when she introduced basketry into the women’s curriculum at the Penn

School, an abolitionist enterprise established in 1862. At Penn, the connection with

Africa was direct. The school’s first basket-making instructor was Alfred Graham,

whose African father had taught him, and Graham passed the practice along to his

nephew George Browne.

The last known maker of old-style Sea Island bulrush baskets was Jannie Cohen of

Hilton Head Island. Cohen began sewing baskets at the age of 10 or 12 under the tu-

telage of her father, Edward Green, who had been born in slavery in 1856. Besides

coiled rush baskets, Green made palmetto hats, drying the leaf before he ‘‘knit it.’’ He

taught Jannie and her younger brother David to harvest and prepare saw palmetto

and rushes, and using an interlocked stitch, attach each new binder with a knot. Jan-

nie learned to make fanners, ‘‘egg’’ baskets (oblong in shape), and monumental ‘‘trash’’

baskets, which by the last decade of the 20th century were coveted collectors’ items.

The African roots of coiled basketry have never been disputed, but the European

origins of splintwork have been challenged by historians who point out that Native

Americans were making splint baskets from ash and river cane when the first Euro-

peans stepped onto their land. Certainly, Africans arriving in America already knew

how to work with flexible splints. What were quickly adopted were European metal

tools—axes, wedges, sledgehammers, drawknives, or froes (used to make shingles)—

and European forms, such as carrying baskets with handles. In the 21st century, white

oak basket makers are descended from Appalachian hill farmers, Cherokees and other

native peoples, or African Americans whose ancestors practiced the trade on cotton

plantations across the South.

Although Native Americans helped spread oak splintwork west, African Americans

were largely responsible for its dissemination across the plantation South. From the

Sea Islands to East Texas, and south to North Florida, known locally as ‘‘South Geor-

gia,’’ field hands made baskets for harvesting cotton, corn, and yams, market and feed

49

BASKETS AND BASKET MAKING



baskets, hampers, and fish traps from light and extremely durable white oak splints. ‘‘I

helped make the baskets for the cotton,’’ Mary Ann Kincheon Edwards, told Federal

Writers’ Project field researchers from the Works Progress Administration who inter-

viewed her near Austin, Texas, in the 1930s. ‘‘The men get white oak wood and we

lets it stay in the water for the night and the next morning and it soft and us split it in

strips for making of the baskets. Everybody try to see who could make the best basket.’’

Andrew Goodman of Smith County, Texas, recalled his master, Robert Goodman,

buying ‘‘cornshuck horse collars and all kinds of baskets’’ from his slaves. ‘‘What he

couldn’t use, he sold for us. We’d take post oak and split it thin with drawing knives

and let it get tough in the sun and then weave it into cotton baskets and fish baskets

and little fancy baskets. The men spent they [basket] money on whiskey.’’

In the early 1800s, blacks carried the splintwork tradition as far north as Halifax,

Nova Scotia, where basket maker and historian Joleen Gordon has identified ‘‘frame

baskets almost identical with the Appalachian ones.’’ The bearer of the Halifax tradi-

tion is Edith Clayton, among whose maternal forebears was an African American

taken by the British during the War of 1812 and carried to Nova Scotia. Apparently

the captive had acquired basket-making skills on an American plantation. Clayton

learned splintwork from her mother, who learned from her mother, and so on back

through the generations. The family sold their baskets, made of swamp maple, in Hal-

ifax City Market.

See also Blacksmith Shops; Chickens; Cooperage; Punkahs and Fly Brushes; Wood-

working Tools.
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BEADS. Among enslaved blacks, beads were culturally dynamic objects typically

made of glass, metal, precious stones, and shell. They were strung, sometimes singly,

and worn on various parts of the body, including the ears, hair, neck, wrist, and waist.

On occasion, beads were used as barter, gaming pieces, sewn to cloth or hide as part

of a garment, or grouped together with an anomalous assortment of objects into a spir-

itual cache or ancestral altar. Based on ethnological, historical, and archaeological

research, the function of beads in enslaved black culture originated in Africa and was

defined by daily social interaction, physical placement on the body or within a space,

and the bead’s material, form, and style. Depending on these factors, a single bead

could function as a symbol or sign of adornment, trade, commerce, identity, and reli-

gious ideology, and could be imbued with the power to protect, heal, attract mates,

and bring luck. Some scholars have labeled such beads as African American ethnic

markers, but this is an oversimplification. The reality is that beads were symbolic

pawns within the underlying cultural process of creolization, which is the interaction

and exchange of objects, foodways, technology, and ideology between two or more

cultures. This process results in the formation and transformation of a new ethnic

group, like African Americans.

Beads have been a common object of material culture for most societies throughout

history, but each culture has imbued them with their own cultural meanings and func-

tions. The use of beads among enslaved blacks can be linked to their ancestral origins

in West and Central Africa, where beads were interlaced with nearly all aspects of so-

ciety, including beautification, age, kinship, marital status, gaming, commerce, rank,

rituals, and religious beliefs. Beads were most frequently used in concert with other

forms of body adornment or modification, ranging from temporary hairstyles, clothing,

and body painting to permanent techniques of scarification, head deformation, and

filing of teeth.

Beads used in Sub-Saharan Africa were obtained from local craftspeople and

through trade with Europe and the Middle East. These ornate objects were made of a

single element or a combination of bone, ceramic, fossils, glass, hair, hide, metal, pre-

cious stones, seeds, shells, and wood. When the transatlantic slave trade began in the

16th century, European-made beads, particularly from Venice, were already being

How Beads Were Worn

According to Cicely Cawthorn, a former Georgia slave, beads were worn

around the neck of many enslaved individuals or used in other decorative ways:

In them days all darkies wore beads. Babies wore beads around their necks.

You wouldn’t see a baby without beads. They was made of glass and looked

like diamonds. They had ’em in different colors too, white, blue, and red, little

plaited strings of beads. When their necks got bigger, they wore another kind,

on ’till they got grown. They trimmed hats with beads, ladies and chillun too.

Source: George Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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used as barter by European and African slave traders to acquire Africans, who were

forced into servitude through warfare, kidnapping, or indebtedness. The journey of

the Middle Passage from Africa to the Americas stripped these enslaved people of

family, friends, homeland, and humanity. The only remembrance of home and self

was limited to their memories and the clothing on their backs. This likely included

beads around their necks, waist, ankles, or in their hair. Once in the Americas, this

jewelry may have taken on a more significant cultural meaning, connecting them to

their ancestors and cultural identity.

In the United States, the best evidence for bead use and their symbolic meaning by

enslaved blacks comes from archaeological research. Beads have been recovered from

burials, subfloor pits, caches, and general activity areas around slave quarters. These

have included glass beads and shells as well as objects transformed into beads or pen-

dants, like pierced coins and chandelier crystals. Interpretations of these artifacts

have associated them with beautification, gender, prestige, ethnic identity, and most

frequently with charms, and amulets.

The use of beads as protective charms originates from a belief system in West and

Central Africa that people can be harmed and/or become sick through natural illness,

a conjurer’s curse or hex, or evil spirits or ghosts entering the body. Within a slave

community, one person typically served as both a religious leader and healer. If one

became sick, this respected person often would prescribe both herbal remedies and a

protective charm to wear and also could perform a countercurse. Personal charms

were worn to ward off evil, to foster good luck, and to attract the opposite sex. They

were not meant to be seen by the living and were hidden around ankles, inside shoes,
or sewn on the interior of a garment. These charms were frequently made of objects

with reflective properties, like metal, glass, crystals, and mirrors, because they could

deflect or trap any harmful spirits or curses. Similarly, the color of a bead may have

been selected for its unique characteristics. It has been statistically shown that

enslaved blacks preferred blue beads over other colors. One explanation from oral tra-

dition suggests that blue was important because it is the same color as the sky, which

is where heaven and the almighty being reside. Thus, if a slave wore something blue,

then evil spirits would be afraid to go toward them or the blue would help protect

them from harsh treatment by their masters. In the 21st century, the significance of

blue is still evident in the Deep South with door and window frames of some African

Americans’ homes painted blue to prevent specters (ghosts) or thieves from entering.

In 1991, the African Burial Ground, a 17th- and 18th-century black cemetery in

Lower Manhattan, New York, was uncovered during excavations before the construction

of a new federal building. This cemetery was used from approximately 1650 to 1795 for

the final resting place of both free and enslaved people of African descent. A total of

376 burials were recovered and these individuals and the associated grave offerings and

hardware were then analyzed at Howard University in Washington, D.C. Only 30 of

these individuals were interred with objects of adornment, including beads, buttons,

cowrie shells, cufflinks, rings, pendants, and possibly earrings. A total of 147 glass beads

was collected, representing 15 types, with blue and blue-green the most common color.

The bead assemblage of one woman (Burial 340), who was buried with a bracelet and a

strand around her waist, consisted of 111 European-made glass beads of blue and yellow

hues, 1 red agate bead, and 7 cowrie shells (Cypraea moneta). A waist strand was
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commonly worn by women in West and Central Africa. It was used in daily adornment

and was rarely removed except for restringing. It served as an underbelt to tuck and

secure a wrapper, a style of garment in West Africa worn around the woman’s waist to

conceal her body shape. This specific waist strand may have traveled with her during the

Middle Passage and may symbolize cultural ties to kinship and ethnic identity.

The seven cowrie shells on this same strand are native to Indo-Pacific tropical

waters and were utilized in Africa for centuries as adornment or gaming pieces, in rit-

uals, and as currency. Shell beads and shells in general have been linked to life after

death in West Africa and consequently by some people of African descent in the

Americas. For example, additional graves at the African Burial Ground in New York

contained local mussel shells, and some West African and African American graves

in the Deep South still have shells placed as grave offerings in the 21st century. Shell

in West Africa was associated with water and a deceased spirit’s journey into the

afterlife. When people die, their spirits travel to the underworld located at the bottom

of the ocean. The shell provided a protective and peaceful space for the deceased

ancestor’s passage. The wearing of shell beads or placing a shell on or in a grave would

ease a restless spirit and protect the living.

In Annapolis, Maryland, and in the surrounding Chesapeake Bay region, beads

have been identified as part of house caches or bundles within the living or work

space of enslaved blacks. These bundles were buried in the floor near entryways and

openings, sometimes arranged in specific cardinal directions, and included a wide

array of objects. The most frequent artifacts were straight pins, buttons, wire, animal

bones, beads, nails, crystals, discs, buckles, coins, bottles, and ceramics. Individually,

these objects may be considered inconsequential, but bound together and with a dis-

tinctive spatial placement, this suggests a West African origin as house charms or an-

cestral altars. These caches were either used to appease and communicate with the

ancestral spirits that occupied their living and working space or to prevent unwanted

spirits from entering. The strength of these bundles lay in their m�enage of objects,

which provided multiple layers of defense.

The range of bead forms reflects the resourcefulness of African Americans and the

creolization process by which enslaved Africans adapted to their new surroundings by

sharing and mixing material objects, technology, and ideas from European and Native

American cultures into a new African American identity. Within ritual and burial con-

texts, bead use and meaning were creolized between African traditions and newly intro-

duced Christian ideology. By 1800, graves of enslaved blacks still included glass beads

and pierced metal discs, but now they frequently were included as part of a rosary with

a cross or a metal medallion embossed with a patron saint that provided protection.

See also Faunal Remains; Hair and Hairstyles; Herbs; Shrines and Spirit Caches.
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TIMOTHY E. BAUMANN

BEDS. Beds and bedding were an important part of the material world of American

slaves. Specific sleeping arrangements and furniture forms varied over time, from

region to region, and between urban and rural locations, but in general slaveholders

throughout the period of American slavery provided enslaved men, women, and chil-

dren with basic bedding and a place to sleep.

The living conditions of the first generations of American slaves differed little from

those of indentured servants and even some free men and women. Bedsteads (the

frames on which bedding was placed) typically were reserved for the master and mis-

tress. Servants, enslaved and indentured, slept on pallets consisting of a coarse linen

tick stuffed with straw or whatever material happened to be available. Depending on

the size of the house and household, they might sleep on the floor by the fire, in a

back room, or in lofts. Privacy was an infrequent luxury in the 17th century, and sev-

eral slaves, servants, and children might share the same sleeping space.

As the slave system became more codified, sleeping spaces and bedding for the

enslaved began to be differentiated from those of the rest of the household. One Long

Island estate described a ‘‘room of 14 by 16 foot for white servants, over it lodging

rooms and a back stairs; behind it a kitchen with a room fit for negroes.’’ A 1711 in-

ventory of Bacon’s Castle, in Surry, Virginia, specifically mentions ‘‘Negroes bedding’’

in the still house. Slaves still slept wherever space was available, but increasingly,

Southern plantation owners built freestanding slave quarters to house growing com-

munities of agricultural slaves.

Throughout the 18th century and into the 19th, most slaves continued to sleep

on pallets stuffed with straw, or piles of straw covered with a sheet. Sometimes the

straw would be contained in a wooden box creating a crude bedstead. Slaveholders

typically provided the adult slaves on their plantation with a single blanket yearly,

usually made of coarse wool. One description written by Ferdinand-Marie Bayard

in 1791 paints a particularly grim picture of the conditions in which most slaves

lived:

A box-like frame made of boards hardly roughed down, upheld by stakes, con-

stituted the nuptial couch. Some wheat straw and cornstalks, on which was

spread a very short-napped woolen blanket that was burned in several places,

completed the wretched pallet of the enslaved couple.

Josiah Henson similarly described his experience as a slave in the late 18th century in

his autobiographyUncle Tom’s Story of His Life:

Our beds were collections of straw and old rags, thrown down in the corners

and boxed in with boards; a single blanket the only covering. Our favourite
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way of sleeping, however, was on a plank, our heads raised on an old jacket

and our feet toasting before the smouldering fire.

Compared with the living conditions of even the poorest whites, these sleeping

arrangements were primitive at best.

But not all slaves lived in squalid surroundings. Conditions varied from plantation

to plantation, and even within plantations and households. Domestic servants and

personal slaves often had access to a much higher standard of material goods than did

agricultural workers. For example, Major Joseph Ball made special arrangements for a

favored slave, Aron Jameson. Ball instructed his steward to provide Jameson with

‘‘one of the worst of my old Bed steads cut short & fit for his Mattress, and have a cord

and hide to it.’’ Jameson had an assortment of fine bedding, including ‘‘a Large mat-

tress stuffed well with flocks and stiched with tufts, and a bolster filled with feathers,

the Mattress & Bolster both besides their Ticks having Ozenbrigs cases; and two new

coverleds, and other old Bedcloths.’’ Compared with the sleeping arrangements

described by Bayard and Henson, Jameson enjoyed considerable luxury in his

bedding.

In urban areas, the enslaved often lived in even more crowded quarters than their

rural counterparts did. With little space for freestanding slave quarters, enslaved men

and women slept wherever they could. James Stuart, who traveled to the United

States in the 1830s, arrived at a Charleston hotel to find ‘‘the male servants of the

house . . . already laid down for the night in the passages with their clothes on. They

had neither beds nor bedding, and you may kick them or tread upon them (as you

come in) with impunity.’’ He found a similar arrangement in New Orleans. A lucky

few urban slaves, mostly those who had been hired out for industrial work, were able

to live independently, but most found themselves crammed into kitchens, attics and
back rooms, or sleeping in hallways, corners, and closets.

As the 19th century progressed, it became more and more common for slaves, par-

ticularly those living on large plantations, to be housed in single-family dwellings.

Surviving documents, particularly the ex-slave narratives compiled by the members of

the Federal Writers’ Project in the 1930s, provide a particularly complete picture of

the sleeping arrangements of enslaved African Americans in the antebellum South.

By the mid-19th century, most married adult slaves slept in raised bedsteads rather

than pallets on the floor. Furniture forms varied regionally and from plantation to

plantation, but the majority can be classified as either freestanding bedsteads or so-

called Georgia beds.

The term ‘‘Georgia bed’’ or sometimes ‘‘Alabama bed’’ refers to a furniture form

found only in slave contexts. These beds were built directly into the side or corner of

the cabin, typically consisting of a wooden plank or box supported by one or two legs.

Former slave Malindy Maxwell described such an arrangement from her Mississippi

plantation childhood:

Colored folks’ bed had one leg. Then it was holes hewed in the wall on the

other three sides and wooden slats across it. Now that wasn’t no bad bed.

Some of them was big enough for three to sleep on good. When the children

was small four could sleep easy cross ways, and they slept that way.
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Another description comes from John F. Van Hook of Georgia:

The beds used by most of the slaves in that day and time were called ‘‘Georgia

Beds,’’ and these were made by boring two holes in the cabin wall and two in

the floor, and side pieces were run from the holes in the wall to the posts and

fastened; then planks were nailed around the sides and foot, box-fashion, to

hold in the straw that we used for mattresses.

Georgia beds were particularly common not only in Georgia but also in other Deep

South states like Alabama and Arkansas.

Although common, Georgia beds were considered inferior to freestanding bed-

steads. Frank Patterson of Arkansas recalled: ‘‘The best experienced colored people

had these tester beds. Didn’t have no slats. Had ropes. They called ’em cord beds

sometimes.’’ Rope beds typically consisted of a simple wooden frame with crisscrossed

ropes providing support for a mattress. As the ropes stretched out and the bed sagged,

they could be tightened using a wooden key. Green Willbanks, enslaved in Georgia

in the 1850s, described such a bed:

To make a bed they first cut four posts, usually of pine, and bored holes

through them with augers; then they made two short pieces for the head and

foot. Two long pieces for the sides were stuck through the auger holes and the

bedstead was ready to lay on the mats or cross pieces to hold up the mattress.

The best beds had heavy cords, wove crossways and lengthways, instead of slats.

Very few slaves had corded beds.

A few former slaves also described slat bedsteads, which replaced the rope support sys-

tem with flat planks and therefore did not require tightening.

Bedsteads were topped with a linen tick filled with straw, broken up corn cobs,

unsalable cotton, or whatever material was readily available on the plantation. Will-

banks noted that ‘‘Mattresses were not much; they were made of suggin sacks filled

with straw. They called that straw ‘Georgia Feathers.’ Pillows were made of the same

things. Suggin cloth was made of coarse flax wove on a loom.’’ True feather pillows

and mattresses were reserved for plantation owners.

Children often slept wherever there was room. Where extra bedsteads were avail-

able, they slept several to a bed. Others slept on pallets on the floor or in lofts, or on

short trundle beds that fit beneath their parents’ bedsteads. Thomas McIntire, who was

enslaved in Bath County, Kentucky, recalled that ‘‘We had a ladder nex’ to de side of

de cabin, en us chillum climb up in de lof’ en slep’ on straw ticks laid on de floot [sic].

Manys de time I waked up en foun’ snow all on our bed, done sifted t’rough de tracks

in de ceiling.’’’ Children in training as personal servants might also sleep in the ‘‘Big

House.’’ Betty Cofer of North Carolina recalled: ‘‘I waited on [Miss Ella] an’ most times

slept on the floor in her room.’’

Most nuclear families slept together in a single cabin. Unmarried adults, or those

with families living on another plantation, slept wherever there was room. Sometimes

this meant sharing living quarters with another family, other times being housed in

groups in small cabins or dormitories. Either way, space was often at a premium and
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two or three adults might share a single bed, with additional individuals sleeping on

pallets on the floor.

Sleeping arrangements also changed to reflect the seasons. Charles Green, inter-

viewed in Ohio, recalled that ‘‘Us all slep’ in de kitchen en de winter, but wen de

weather got warm nough us slep’ out on er porch.’’ Slaves living in freestanding quar-

ters may have slept outdoors in the heat of summer or moved their bedding closer to

the fire in the winter.

See also Blankets; Linen Fabrics; Slave Housing.
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BELLS AND HORNS. Slaveholders in the United States and the West Indies used

bells and horns to control the actions of their slaves and to direct and regulate their

labor. The use of horn and especially bell signals to govern people within a given

community was a long-standing Western tradition to which slaves were forced to

conform. Although many Africans communicated information from place to place

through sounds, most notably through drum language, they did not use auditory sig-

nals to send directives to others.

Most masters apparently used either a bell or a horn to issue signals to their slaves,

but some had both and used them to issue different kinds of signals. Despite the differ-

ences between the two kinds of instruments, there was no apparent pattern of prefer-

ence for bells over horns or vice versa; slaveholders suited themselves in choosing

instruments and using them to their liking.

Manufacture

Most bells were made of bronze, and they were professionally cast at a bell-foundry.

Slaveholders who used bells had to pay for the cost of the material, production labor,

and shipping from the bell-foundry. Horns, however, could be made extremely

cheaply. While some were made of metal, usually tin, they also could be carved from

wood, animal horn, or even conch shells. Slaves probably were responsible for making

many of the horns that their masters used to command them.
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Time Discipline and Control
In both plantation and factory settings,

strict time discipline was important, and

bells and horns imposed it on the enslaved

workforce. Factories that employed slave

laborers used bell signals to transmit the

daily work schedule to them. On planta-

tions, either the slaveholder, an overseer, or

a black driver (a lower-order overseer, usu-

ally a slave) rang a bell or blew a horn to tell

slaves when to get up, when to go to work,

when to begin and end meal breaks, and

when they could stop work for the day, and

to announce an evening curfew. Sometimes,

slave managers used bell or horn signal

sounds to tell nursing mothers when they

could break from work to suckle their chil-

dren. On each plantation, the same daily

work schedule generally applied both to field

hands and slaves skilled in a particular craft,

such as blacksmithing. Domestic servants,

on the other hand, usually were allowed to

rise half an hour later than other slaves, but

their duties frequently were regulated by a

bell system mounted near the kitchen or

located in rooms throughout the house. On

Saturdays, slave managers also rang a bell or

blew a horn to summon slaves to receive

their weekly rations. Individual masters set different schedules for their workforces; an

especially demanding master might require his slaves to rise hours earlier than those

on neighboring plantations.

Because bell and horn sounds carried across space, slaveholders could command

their slaves at a distance. But this also gave the slaves some privacy. Both on planta-

tions and in urban areas, slave cabins usually were located behind and at a distance

from their master’s house. Even house servants usually slept outside the Big House

(the slaveholder’s home) in the slave quarters. Although hand bells could be used

inside the house to call maids or other servants who worked inside it during the day,

most servant bells were located on the rear exterior wall of the Big House, where ser-

vants working in the detached kitchens and other outbuildings could hear them.

Wires connected the servant bells to bell-pulls inside the Big House. The separation

meant that enslaved servants were not always available at night. On the other hand,

some slaveholders kept personal body servants (valets and maids) close by at night to

ensure that they were available at all times; such servants usually slept on the floor by

their master’s or mistress’s bed or on pallets in nearby hallways.

The big bells used to direct field hands and plantation artisans usually were

mounted outside the master’s or overseer’s house or, on large plantations, at the end

Former slave with horn used to call the slaves, near
Marshall, Texas, 1939. (Library of Congress.)
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of a lane of cabins in the slave quarters.

Several paintings by the French �emigr�e

artist Marie Adrien Persac (1823–1873)

illustrate the latter arrangement on Louisi-

ana sugar plantations. Slaveholders or over-

seers usually kept horns in their houses, and

unlike the large heavy bells, slave managers

could carry their horns with them during

the day.

Slaves Disciplining Each Other

Black drivers were co-opted into the system

of slavery and often issued the bell or horn

signals used to wake their fellow slaves and

send them to work each day. Cooks, too,

were granted the privilege of sounding meal-

time signals. Although some of these elite

slaves abused their authority, most were

more loyal to the slave community than to

their masters and used their privileged posi-

tions to help fellow slaves if possible. But

slave drivers, especially, were held account-

able for the behavior of those under them,

and sometimes they had to be punitive,

whipping slaves who rose late in the morn-

ing or were caught out after curfew, both to

avoid punishment themselves and to retain

their precarious status. Many found this

deeply demoralizing.

Resistance

Because plantation managers usually adhered

to a rigid daily schedule, slaves knew when it

was safest for them to flout plantation discipline. The best time for slaves to slip off the

plantation, visit friends, hold religious meetings, or otherwise break plantation rules was

after sundown, when the curfew bell or horn had already sounded. To avoid punish-

ment, transgressing slaves had to be careful not to be caught by white patrollers, who

circulated through neighborhoods at night looking for slaves out without permission,

and to be back in time for the morning wake-up call.

Punishment

Among the cruelest punishment inflicted on slaves involved fitting them with a ‘‘bell-

rack,’’ an iron frame that was welded around the slave’s upper body, which held a bell

or set of bells suspended over his or her head. The bell rack usually was used on

attempted runaways; because the bells rang every time they moved, it was very difficult

for them to slip away. Slave collars with bells worked similarly. Even if the individuals

Bell rack shown on model, ca. 1937. This contraption was
used by an Alabama slave owner to guard a runaway slave.
This rack originally was topped by a bell that rang when
the runaway attempted to leave the road and go through
foliage or trees. It was attached around the neck. A belt
passed through the loop at the bottom to hold the iron
rod firmly fastened to the waist of the wearer. (Library of
Congress.)
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Call to Work

Isaiah Butler, formerly enslaved in South Carolina, recalled the horns that sounded

work and rest times. When a slave refused to work when the horn sounded, he

risked being sold. Butler remembered when a fellow slave who had been sent to

another plantation refused to work when the horn sounded on a Sunday:

In slavery time de slaves wuz waked up every morning by de colored over-

driver blowin’ a horn. Ole man Jake Chisolm wuz his name. Jes’ at day-

break, he’d put his horn through a crack in de upper part of de wall to his

house an’ blow it through dat crack. Den de under-driver would go out an’

round ’em up. When dey done all dey day-work, dey come home an’ cook

dey supper, an’ wash up. Den dey blow de horn for ’em to go to bed. Some-

time dey have to out de fire an’ finish dey supper in de dark. De under-

driver, he’d go out den and see who ain’t go to bed. He wouldn’t say any

t’ing den; but next mornin’ he’d report it to de overseer, an’ dem as hadn’t

gone to bed would be whipped.

My mother used to tell me dat if any didn’t do dey day’s work, dey’d be

put in de stocks or de bill-bo. You know each wuz given a certain task dat

had to be finish dat day. Dat what dey call de day-work. When dey put ’em

in de stocks dey tie ’em hand and foot to a stick. Dey could lie down wid

dat. I hear of colored folks doin’ dat now to dere chillun when dey don’t do.

Now de bill-bo wuz a stabe [stave] drove in de ground, an’ dey tied dere

hands and den dere feet to dat, standin’ up. Dey’d work on Saturday but dey

wuz give Sundays. Rations wuz give out on Mondays. Edmund Lawton went

over to Louisiana to work on de Catherine Goride place, but he come back,

’cause he say dey blow dey horn for work on Sunday same as any other day,

and he say he wa’n’t goin’ to work on no Sunday. Dey didn’t have a jail in

dem times. Dey’d whip ’em, and dey’d sell ’em. Every slave know what, ‘‘I’ll

put you in my pocket, sir!’’ mean.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Reuben Fox remembered the clanging of the large freestanding bell on a Mis-

sissippi cotton plantation:

The place was not very large so Master George looked after it hisself. The big

bell was in the yard. He rang it before day every morning for everybody to get

up and out. I is knowed them to work as late as ten o’clock at night, when it

was the light of the moon, and they was behind with the cotton picking.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives. Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

7, Part 2. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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were out of sight, they were not out of the range of their master’s hearing. Bell racks

were uncommon, but a number survive, together with slave collars, in museums as tes-

taments to some slaveholders’ determination to utterly possess and control.

Other Signals
Besides keeping slaves working to a tight schedule, slaveholders used bells and horns to

sound alarm calls when they needed neighbors to come help them, for example, if a build-

ing caught fire or a slave escaped. The signal sounds could carry several miles in every

direction. Bells generally could be heard over greater distances than horns. Whites feared

the possibility of slave insurrections and considered the hours of darkness especially propi-

tious for illicit slave meetings. In large towns and cities, the white population principally

used bells to impose a curfew upon their slaves, although bells also rang to announce the

openings of slave auctions. Any slave, and sometimes free blacks as well, caught out on

the streets after the curfew bell rang was liable to be imprisoned and whipped. Escaped

slave Harriet Jacobs remembered that in Charleston, South Carolina, whites also worried

that slaves might take advantage of the distraction a fire offered to meet and plot an

insurrection. All slaves therefore were expected to respond to the sound of a fire bell and

to assemble and carry water through the streets to the site of conflagration.

Different Perspectives
Slaveholders believed that auditory signals preserved the kind of order and control

they desired and maximized productive labor. On the other hand, many ex-slaves

expressed deep resentment over having been made to obey auditory signals, thinking

they symbolized enslavement’s debasing and dehumanizing methods. There was, how-

ever, one occasion that many former slaves recalled hearing their master’s bell or horn

with pleasure: that was when their owners, or in some cases Union Army officers,

called them together for the last time to tell them they were free.

See also Blacksmith Shops; Whips; Work Routines.
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HILLARY MURTHA

BENEVOLENT ASSOCIATIONS. Benevolent associations developed in the late-

18th century as Americans, regardless of race, addressed social and economic problems.
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In the North and the Upper South, gradual manumission practices inspired by the

American Revolution created a growing African American population who confronted

the challenge of establishing lives as freed people in a racially divided society. Guided

by an ethic of mutual responsibility, African American men and women established

benevolent societies to provide food, shelter, and clothing to their community’s need-

iest members. In turn, these groups provided valuable leadership opportunities for the

free black population. Significantly, northern African American benevolent associa-

tions were committed to racial uplift and the abolition of slavery.

Benevolence
In the first quarter of the 19th century, American society was overwhelmed with the

profound economic, social, and cultural changes caused by the ‘‘market revolution,’’

which marked a shift from the traditional household economy of the 18th century to

large-scale manufacturing typical of industrialization. The ‘‘market revolution’’ influ-

enced the development of an urban working class. This shift to a wage-labor econ-

omy, aided in part by the abolition of slavery in Northern states, meant more men

and women than ever were dependent on wages rather than living as self-sufficient

farmers. Thus, industrialization intensified economic instability for all members of so-

ciety, especially African Americans and poor whites.

At the turn of the 19th century, cities such as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia

witnessed the beginnings of benevolent organizing among white and black residents.

Early associations specifically targeted poor women and children and sought to pro-

vide temporal and spiritual relief. Americans typically organized benevolent associa-

tions within their local communities, maintaining in their associations distinct

boundaries between gender and race. Although African American and white societies

developed simultaneously, benevolence took on different meanings in these commun-

ities that reflected contemporary racial ideas.

In the 1790s, white women organized associations within churches and local com-

munities. Associations such as the New York Society for the Relief of Poor Women

with Small Children (1797); the Boston Female Asylum (1800); the Association for

the Relief of Respectable, Aged, Indigent Females (1814); the Female Hebrew Benev-

olent Society (1819); and the Boston Children’s Friend Society (1833) were estab-

lished to care for women and children overlooked by existing social programs.

Benevolent women did not seek dramatic changes in American society; rather they

worked within existing ideas about class, race, and gender to provide material and

spiritual comfort to those who needed it. As privileged Christian and Jewish women,

they believed they were responsible for helping the less fortunate of their community.

In the 1820s, as industrialization intensified and community needs increased dramat-

ically, men and women shifted from charitable assistance to reform. The spread of

evangelicalism in this period reinforced this change as revivalists such as Charles Fin-

ney (1792–1875) and Lyman Beecher (1775–1863) emphasized individual action in

achieving salvation. Associations formed by white men and women in the 1820s pro-

moted temperance, public education, and abolition of slavery in an effort to remove

sin and reform American society. Because these organizations sought to reform society,

men and women often attempted to organize across lines of race, class, and gender be-

ginning in the 1830s.
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Benevolence and the Black Community
Like whites, black men and women often established separate associations. African

American men in Philadelphia established the Free African Society in 1787 to pro-

vide mutual aid for the free black community of Philadelphia. The Society also pro-

vided leadership development and aided ex-slaves who were transitioning from slave

labor to wage labor. In other New England communities, African Americans estab-

lished similar associations such as the African Society of Boston (1796); the African

Benevolent Society of Newport, Rhode Island (1808); and the African Society for

Mutual Relief of New York City (1808). Organizers consciously adopted the use of

‘‘Africa’’ in their associations’ names. Many members were either from Africa or were

only one or two generations removed from Africa.

In addition to charity, black benevolent societies played an important role in other

areas of community life. For example, the Free African Society of Philadelphia petitioned

the city in 1790 for land to be reserved for a black cemetery. In the same year, a group of

elite free mulattos in Charleston, South Carolina, founded the exclusive Brown Fellow-

ship Society, in which membership was based on (light) skin color and economic status.

It handled members’ funerary arrangements as well as provided support for social and

educational activities. African American societies also provided vital support for the

development of African American churches and schools. Prominent Philadelphia ex-

slaves Richard Allen (1760–1831) and Absalom Jones (1746–1818), founders of the Free

African Society, were instrumental in establishing black churches in the city. Jones

opened a school for black children in his African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas in

1800. For blacks, education was foundational for freedom and racial uplift.

Black women were equally busy establishing benevolent associations. Like male asso-

ciations, these groups emphasized community aid, racial betterment, and abolition

of slavery. For example, the constitution of the Afric-Female Intelligence Society of

America, established in Boston in 1831, emphasized the well-being of the members

of its communities as well as the abolition of slavery. The African Dorcas Association

of New York City made and distributed garments to their neighbors and friends. The

association developed out of members’ concern that poor black children could not

attend school because of the lack of adequate clothing and shoes. In addition to self-

help activities such as sewing, black women also formed literary societies. For example,

by 1849, the city of Philadelphia had 106 black literary societies with membership

including more than one-half of the area’s black population. Literary clubs raised funds

to build schools and libraries for the black community. Indeed, the Ladies Educational

Society in Ohio was responsible for opening more black schools than any other Ameri-

can organization, black or white.

Abolitionism
Free black men and women influenced the rise of radical abolitionism in the 1820s,

particularly through their opposition to the American Colonization Society (ACS).

Founded in 1817 by white Americans who opposed slavery but feared a larger

national free black population, the ACS promoted plans for establishing an American

colony in Africa for freed slaves and free blacks. The ACS supporters believed remov-

ing the free black population from the United States would promote the eventual

abolition of slavery. Blacks, however, noted the racist sentiments of colonization
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supporters and feared that the movement would lead to forced emigration of all

blacks. Blacks also believed that the presence of a free black population in the United

States would aid abolition in the form of continued activism and practical aid to

newly freed slaves. In Maryland, Virginia, and Delaware, free blacks worked more

cautiously against colonization throughout the antebellum period.

Blacks in the North organized racially segregated and integrated anti-slavery soci-

eties. In 1832, black women in Massachusetts formed the first female anti-slavery or-

ganization in the United States, the Female Anti-Slavery Society of Salem. In 1833,

women organized the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society and the Boston

Female Anti-Slavery Society. Black women were essential in the establishment and

activities of both organizations. Although black and white women worked together in

these associations, the two groups differed in their views of abolitionism. While white

women emphasized moral suasion, black women promoted a broader agenda, includ-

ing racial uplift with abolitionism.

The passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 led blacks to step up their efforts to

aid fugitive slaves. Black men and women established benevolent associations in Can-

ada to provide clothing, housing, and food to newly arrived fugitives. Black abolition-

ists Henry (1815–1854) and Mary Bibb (1820–1877) established the Refugee Home

Society in 1851 to raise money, collect clothing and other material goods, and pur-

chase land to develop black settlements in Canada. Other organizations such as the

Victoria and the Daughters of Prince Albert were established by black women to aid

black Canadian communities in caring for the sick and the poor and burying the dead.

During the American Civil War, blacks continued to rely on established patterns of

benevolence. With the exception of the navy, black men were not allowed to enlist in

the early years of the war so black women in the North did not face dramatic changes

in their domestic arrangements. When the Emancipation Proclamation took effect on

January 1, 1863, and northern black men were recruited into the Union military, black

women formed organizations to aid black soldiers and their families. Black soldiers

were paid less than whites and all soldiers received pay only after considerable delay;

thus, black families faced significant economic hardships that were compounded by

the lack of jobs for black women. Associations also provided clothing and other provi-

sions for soldiers, aided fugitive slaves, and sent teachers to the South to work with

freed slaves. After passage of the Thirteenth Amendment and the end of the Civil

War, black benevolence remained an important resource for the black community.

See also African Free School.
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JULIE HOLCOMB

BIBLE. During slavery in the United States, slavery proponents used the Bible to jus-

tify human bondage and enforce slave subordination. Enslaved blacks responded to this

in various ways, some with acceptance, others with defiance. At the same time, Ameri-

can slaves also developed their own interpretation of biblical passages, which not only

reflected their disdain for slavery but also provided them with emotional comfort.

From the colonial to the antebellum period, slavery proponents rationalized the

institution using the Bible. They argued that people of African descent were inher-

ently inferior to whites because of the ‘‘the curse of Ham’’ (Genesis 9:20–27). Because

Ham had witnessed Noah’s nakedness, Noah cursed Ham’s descendants, through his

son Canaan. Though the Bible does not specify that Canaan was ‘‘black,’’ many white

people came to identify him as such because they associated blackness and darkness

with evil. As a result, these individuals also identified Noah’s ‘‘accursed’’ descendants

as people with dark skin, or Africans. Proslavery proponents also cited other Old Tes-

tament passages to support slavery, such as Genesis 14:14, which refers to Abraham’s

slaves, and Exodus 20:17 and Deuteronomy 5:21, which refer to the Ten Command-

ments’ admonition against coveting another’s ‘‘manservant or maidservant.’’ To slave-

holders, these passages clearly illustrated that the Bible, and, subsequently, God,

sanctioned the practice.

Although many justified slavery through the words in the Bible, many North Amer-

ican slaveholders had little interest in sharing the book with their slaves. Despite laws

to the contrary, some slaveholders believed that slaves who accepted Christianity

would be entitled to freedom. Still others were concerned that religious activities

would distract slaves from their temporal duties or fill slaves’ minds with thoughts of

equality and freedom, making them more difficult to control. Other slaveholders, who

were not religious themselves, placed little importance on religious instruction for

their slaves.

Nevertheless, some white Americans actively sought to convert the enslaved popula-

tion. The Massachusetts Congregationalist minister Cotton Mather (1663–1728), for

example, wrote an appeal to his fellow colonists in 1706, as well as a catechism, which

he hoped would convince them to share Christianity with their ‘‘servants,’’ black and

white. Organizations such as the Anglican Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in

Foreign Parts (SPG) also sent missionaries to North America in the 18th century, some

of whom spent considerable time teaching small numbers of slaves to read religious

works such as the Bible. Reverend Alexander Garden (ca. 1685–1756) of South
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Carolina, for example, obtained funds from the SPG to purchase two enslaved boys,

whom he baptized and catechized. One of the slaves, Harry, became a teacher at

Garden’s school for blacks, which served Charleston from 1743 to 1768. Another

missionary society, the Associates of Thomas Bray, founders of the Bray schools, some-

times worked with the SPG to provide the colonies with books—including Bibles,

spelling books, testaments, and catechisms—for slave instruction. The Associates also

paid for schools and catechists, or teachers, for slaves, such as Joseph Ottolenghe (ca.

1711–1775), who catechized slaves in Georgia through the support of the Associates

and the SPG.

By the 19th century, a stronger religious movement arose toward sharing the Bible

with the enslaved, although some slave masters were still wary of providing slaves

access to Christianity. Many made similar arguments to their colonial counterparts,

but 19th-century slavery proponents were increasingly concerned over the rise in slave

rebellions based on religious messages, such as the Denmark Vesey conspiracy of 1822

in Charleston, South Carolina. Although it never came to fruition, many believed that

this conspiracy was based on Vesey’s interpretations of the Bible. In 1831, Nat Turner’s

rebellion terrified Southampton County, Virginia, when slave preacher Turner led

slaves in killing 59 whites before the revolt fell apart. Turner argued that God had sup-

ported his actions through a series of visions. As a result of Vesey, Turner and other

insurrections, antebellum whites throughout the South passed strict legislation forbid-

ding slaves from learning to read. Ministers and other religious Americans, however,

still pushed for slaves’ greater access to the biblical teachings, arguing that if slaves

were ‘‘properly’’ instructed in the Bible, they would learn that God approved of slavery,

which would prevent future conspiracies and rebellions. Such beliefs on the part of re-

ligious whites led to the creation of antebellum missions to enslaved populations,

where slaves were taught the catechism and the Bible by white missionaries, ministers,

or even by their white ‘‘family’’ members, such as masters and mistresses. For example,

Louisa Maxwell Cocke, the evangelical Protestant mistress of Bremo, Fluvanna

County, Virginia, taught her slaves to read the Bible. Benevolent associations such as

the American Bible Society and the American Tract Society published Bibles for use

among African Americans, although slave masters often continued to deny their slaves

direct access to the text.

More than just white intervention led slaves to Christianity. Many enslaved Amer-

icans learned about Christ and the Bible from friends, parents, or elderly slaves who

had charge of the young. Some slaves directly appealed to their white families to read

them the Bible. Slaves themselves held religious gatherings in praise houses, their

own houses of worship on the plantation, or in brush (or hush) arbors, outdoor shel-

ters made up of branches and brush. Such meetings were frequently led by slave

preachers chosen from among their brethren because of the preachers’ knowledge of

the scriptures and their ability to inspire the crowd.

Even as more and more African American slaves adopted Christianity during the

19th century, the vast majority of them still could not read their faith’s most impor-

tant text. Historians estimate that only some 5 to 10 percent of approximately 4 mil-

lion Southern slaves were literate by the time of the Civil War. Whether they could

read or not, however, slaves continued to place a great value on the Bible. They fre-

quently memorized Biblical verses that they had heard in churches and praise houses
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or learned in catechism classes, Sabbath school, or at informal gatherings where slave-

holders offered religious instruction.

Slaves reacted to their religious lessons in a variety of ways. When preachers, even

enslaved preachers, extolled the need for slave subordination and obedience, some

slaves accepted the messages as part of their faith. Still more, however, outright

rejected such lessons as whites’ distortions of Christ’s true message. Those individuals

who refused to accept white interpretations of slavery as God’s will found justification

for their own interpretations in the Bible, most notably in Old Testament books

about slavery and freedom, such as Exodus. It is in Exodus that Moses, under God’s

command, led the enslaved Israelites out of Egyptian bondage. Many American slaves

believed this story demonstrated a divine hatred of slavery that eventually would

bring them, too, out of their bondage. Other Bible stories further encouraged slaves to

struggle through life’s hardships because, in return, God would reward their faith and

fortitude. Such stories include that of Daniel, who continued to pray to God despite

laws opposing prayer and therefore survived being thrown to the lions, and Noah,

who faced ridicule for believing God’s message of a flood, but survived the deluge

because of his faith. Other slaves, particularly those who did not have access to the

Bible, completely rejected Christianity because they could not find any redeeming

qualities in what they had learned from others. Whether they were reinterpreting the

Bible or rejecting it entirely, slaves who held such opinions frequently avoided airing

them in front of whites because of the backlash that could come from disagreeing with

white society’s proslavery Bible-based argument.

In addition to valuing the content of the Bible, slaves also cherished the book itself

as a tangible, holy object. Accounts relate that slaves who had access to Bibles sought

spiritual comfort by searching the text for the one or two words they may have known,

such as ‘‘Jesus’’ or ‘‘Spirit,’’ or by holding the book in front of them and reciting memo-

rized verses to themselves and to others. Other statements indicate that runaway slaves

who had access to Bibles often included them among the few belongings that they car-

ried with them into freedom. Some slaves so valued books and reading that they placed

an almost religious value on secular texts, such as spellers, as well, as disclosed in first-

hand accounts that describe slave children attending funerals, carrying schoolbooks as

they would a religious text. Thus, many enslaved individuals placed great value on

both the book itself and its message. They viewed the Bible as containing God’s true

feelings toward slavery and delivering promises of future freedom.

See also African Free School; Bray Schools.
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TAMMY K. BYRON

BLACKSMITH SHOPS. Blacksmiths, metalworkers who work iron and steel by

heating the metals and hammering them into useful shapes, were among the first

European settlers to arrive in the United States because of the great need for iron

objects. Historically, blacksmiths were found in most urban centers and scattered

throughout the rural countryside, providing tools and hardware for everyday activities.

Large numbers of slaves were trained as blacksmiths within the mid-Atlantic planta-

tion economy, providing goods and services necessary for the success of agricultural

enterprise and producing additional income by doing work for neighboring farms.

Within a plantation economy, training could be accomplished in a number of ways.

A young slave could be formally apprenticed to a commercial shop and return to the

plantation as a skilled workman at the end of the apprenticeship; an indentured servant

skilled in the work could train the slave as a smith during the course of his indenture,

or a slave could learn by working in a shop with other skilled slaves. Once a skilled

labor base was established, it became self-perpetuating within the plantation with one

generation training the next. Most of the work done in these rural shops was utilitarian

in nature. Common plantation shops repaired tooling, shod horses, and manufactured

farm implements and simple household goods much like their urban counterparts.

In larger urban centers such as Baltimore, New Orleans, Charleston, and Philadel-

phia, slave smiths were exposed to more formal architectural ironwork, such as gates,

railings, and sign brackets that adorned homes and businesses of the wealthier resi-

dents. Vestiges of that early traditional architectural work can still be seen on early

buildings in cities like Charleston and New Orleans where a rich heritage of African

American ironwork developed among the slave population.

Tools from the Blacksmith Shop

On the North Carolina plantation where Doc Edwards was enslaved, some

tools were made of wood and others were made by the blacksmith:

We hed big work shops whare we made all de tools, an’ even de shovels was

made at home. Dey was made out of wood, so was de rakes, pitchforks an’

some of de hoes. Our nails was made in de blacksmith shop by lan’ an’ de

pisks an’ grubbin’ hoes, too.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: North Carolina Narratives. Vol. 14.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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African Traditions
While West Africans had developed highly sophisticated ironworking traditions in

their homelands, African-born slaves do not seem to have been chosen and marketed

specifically for their knowledge or skill as ironworkers. Newly arrived slaves were not

identified by the skills that they brought, as was often the case with newly arrived En-

glish indentured servants. Most were simply sold as laborers, the younger and healthier

being more highly valued. Succeeding generations of American-born slaves were

trained in skilled trades such as blacksmithing, and these skilled slaves were advertised

as such when being sold, commanding higher prices than common laborers or house-

hold workers.

The work of slave blacksmiths rarely exhibits direct links to African tradition. In

many West African communities, blacksmiths were thought to have mystical

powers and the ability to control forces of the natural world, influencing the lives

and futures of those that sought the smith’s advice. Smiths produced potions and

amulets to heal physical ailments or to control positive and negative forces in the

natural world. Little material evidence exists from early American settlements to

suggest that these traditions of power and influence were bestowed on slave smiths.

Functionally, objects like agricultural tools are nearly identical in North America

and in Africa, yet African styles and methods of manufacture show distinct differ-

ences from the European-style tools that dominate in North America. Great differ-

ences are evident in work methods as well. African smiths traditionally work in a

squatting position with the forge and anvil set at ground level, whereas European

smiths work standing erect at an elevated hearth and anvil. Slaves were most often

acculturated into the European methods and produced European-styled implements

for their masters.

Iron Production
The iron-smelting industry was the largest user of slave labor after agriculture. Slaves

were found at all levels of the industry, including common laborers in the mines,
wood cutters and charcoal burners, carters hauling materials, and charging the fur-

nace. Slaves were found in highly skilled positions overseeing the operation of the fur-

nace, where one individual was capable of controlling the success or failure of the

entire operation. Skilled furnace operators were highly valued and as such were fre-

quently allowed benefits not normally given to common slaves. In the dispersal of a

defunct ironworks, the furnace operators and finers (ironworkers) often were sold in a

family unit, whereas common laborers usually were sold off individually.

The work of a blacksmith might vary considerably depending on geographic loca-

tion and time period. Geography influenced the size of the population locally and the

type of industry found nearby. The range and types of work were defined by local

demand. Iron objects made by blacksmiths can be categorized by function into several

distinct groupings. Building hardware includes nails, hinges, door latches and locks,

gates, railings, weathervanes, and lightning conductors. Tools used in nearly every

trade were made from iron and steel, as well as household furnishings like fireplace

tools and cooking utensils. Agricultural implements like axes, hoes, rakes, ploughs,

and harvesting knives traditionally have been the staple of a rural smith’s work. A con-

siderable quantity of iron is used in transportation: horseshoes and hardware for
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wagons and ships. Finally, weaponry such as guns and swords were necessary for sport,

fashion, and defense.

See also Auction Advertisements; Charms; Fetishes; Firearms; Legal Documents;

Shrines and Spirit Caches.
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KENNETH SCHWARZ

BLANKETS. After food, blankets were the commodity most commonly distributed

to the enslaved. In general, blankets were distributed once a year or every two years,

although some masters only gave them out every three years, and women who gave

birth received a blanket even if it was not the regular time for their distribution. Pro-

curement and cost of blankets were constant concerns of slaveholders, who gave their

agents and overseers precise instructions regarding the quality, size, and source of the

blankets they wished to have. Blanketing was imported in quantity from England and

Europe in the years before the American Revolution, but this trade was suspended dur-

ing the war years, forcing slaveholders to find other sources for blankets, including pro-

ducing them on their own plantations or purchasing them from local sources. By the

mid-19th century, enslaved women were producing most of the blankets that they and

their masters used.

The blankets themselves were of types that were available to all, both enslaved and

free persons. They were made from wool and in a variety of sizes, from 56 inches to

86 inches wide (with most between 66 inches and 72 inches wide), and 69 inches to

96 inches long (with most between 78 inches and 84 inches long). Some slaveholders

describe the fabric as Kendall (also Kendal) cotton, which was not cotton but a type of

coarse wool. In the midst of the Revolutionary War, George Washington, writing to

Clement Biddle, the deputy quartermaster-general of the Continental Army, asked that

Biddle purchase and send to Mount Vernon ‘‘200 (Dutch) Blankets for my Negros. . . .

The Blankets which I used to Import for my Negros came under the description of

Dutch Blankets, abt. 15 in a piece, striped large and of the best quality, such I now

want.’’ In December 1815, Martha Ogle Forman, who lived at ‘‘Rose Hill’’ in Cecil

County, Maryland, wrote in her diary that she and her enslaved women ‘‘cut out 13

home made twilled blankets.’’ Interviewed in Arkansas sometime between 1936 and

1938 as part of the Federal Writers’ Project, ‘‘Aunt’’ Susie King remembered, ‘‘I had a

good mother. She wove some. We all wove mos’ all of the blankets and carpets and

counterpans and Old Missey she loved to sit down at the loom and weave some.’’
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In the 18th and early 19th centuries, many slaveholders were concerned that blan-

kets be distributed on a regular schedule and before cold weather arrived. In July

1787, Washington wrote to another deputy quartermaster-general to find out whether

he had been able to find the blankets he needed, noting that ‘‘the Season in which

these will be wanted is now fast approaching and against which they must be provided

for the accomodation [sic] of my Negros.’’ Three months later, in September 1787, he

asked his nephew, George Augustine Washington, to

Weaving Blankets

In North Carolina, Tempie Herndon Durham remembered the blankets and

other textiles made on the plantation:

My white fo’ks lived in Chatham County. Dey was Marse George an’ Mis’

Betsy Herndon. Mis Betsy was a Snipes befo’ she married Marse George.

Dey had a big plantation an’ raised cawn, wheat, cotton an’ ’bacca. I don’t

know how many field niggers Marse George had, but he had a mess of dem,

an’ he had hosses too, an’ cows, hogs an’ sheeps. He raised sheeps an’ sold

de wool, an’ dey used de wool at de big house too. Dey was a big weavin’

room whare de blankets was wove, an’ dey wove de cloth for de winter

clothes too. Linda Harnton an’ Milla Edwards was de head weavers, dey

looked after de weavin’ of de fancy blankets. Mis’ Betsy was a good weaver

too. She weave de same as de niggers. She say she love de clackin’ soun’ of

de loom an’ de way de shuttles run in an’ out carryin’ a long tail of bright

colored thread. Some days she set at de loom all de mawnin’ peddlin’ wid

har feets an’ her white han’s flittin’ over de bobbins.

De cardin’ an’ spinnin’ room was full of niggers. I can hear dem spinnin’

wheels now turnin’ roun’ an’ sayin’ hum-m-m-m, hum-m-m-m, an’ hear

de slaves singin’ while day spin. Mammy Rachel stayed in de dyein’ room.

Dey wuzn’ nothin’ she didn’ know ’bout dyein’. She knew every kind of

root, bark, leaf an’ berry dat made red, blue, green, or whatever color she

wanted. Dey had a big shelter whare de dye pots set over de coals. Mammy

Rachel would fill de pots wid water, den she put in de roots, bark an’ stuff

an’ boil de juice out, den she strain it an ’put in de salt an’ vinegar to set

de color. After de wool an’ cotton done been carded an’ spun to thread,

Mammy take de hanks an’ drap dem in de pot of boilin’ dye. She stir dem

’roun’ an’ lif’ dem up an’ down wid a stick, an’ when she hang dem up on

de line in de sun, dey was every color of de rainbow. When dey dripped

dry dey was sent to de weavin’ room whare dey was wove in blankets an’

things.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: North Carolina Narratives. Vol. 14.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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send me the number of New blankets your Aunt has in her store room. They

are not to be had here but in high terms, and yet this is the year that all my

people are entitled to receive them, except the Women who have had chil-

dren and been supplied on that occasion.

Other slaveholders were not as concerned with the welfare of their enslaved men

and women as George Washington. Abolitionist Frederick Douglass wrote in his Nar-

rative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave that at the plantation in Tal-

bot County, Maryland, where he was born

There were no beds given the slaves, unless one coarse blanket be considered

such, and none but the men and women has these. This, however, is not con-

sidered a very great privation. They find less difficulty from the want of beds,

than from the want of time to sleep; for when their day’s work in the field is

done, the most of them having their washing, mending, and cooking to do,

and having few or none of the ordinary facilities for doing either of these, very

many of their sleeping hours are consumed in preparing for the field the com-

ing day; and when this is done, old and young, male and female, married and

single, drop down side by side, on one common bed,—the cold, damp floor,—

each covering himself or herself with their miserable blankets; and here they

sleep till they are summoned to the field by the driver’s horn.

In 1839, abolitionists Theodore Weld (1803–1895); his wife, Angelina Grimke

(1805–1879); and her sister, Sarah Grimke (1792–1873), gathered the testimony of

Northern travelers to the South about slavery and the enslaved and published this evi-

dence in American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses. One contributor

stated that in Mississippi, ‘‘a small poor blanket is generally the only bed-clothing, and

this they [slaves] frequently wear in the field when they have not sufficient clothing to

hide their nakedness or to keep them warm.’’

See also Beds; Bells and Horns; Wool Textiles.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

BOATS. Almost from the beginning of slavery in North America, black slaves

worked as riverboatmen, handling small boats in the Chesapeake region, introducing
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African boatways to South Carolina, and serving in military capacities on American

rivers throughout the colonial era and during the American Revolution. Slaveholders

worried about employing slaves on rivers, for the waterways provided avenues of

escape for slaves and the slave riverboatmen gained knowledge about the countryside

and its hideaways, information that might be turned against slaveholders during a

slave revolt. The exigencies of moving staples to market, however, overrode planters’

fears about losing control over slaves plying skiffs, dugouts, rafts, canoes, or larger
craft on the rivers. Slaves as riverboatmen remained ubiquitous but hardly noticed

throughout the South.

Nowhere were the presence and importance of slave riverboatmen more pro-

found than on the Mississippi River. As early as 1733, French officials were using

Africans to row military bateaux between settlements in lower Louisiana. These

slaves made excellent boatmen. They no doubt had civilian counterparts. Under

Spain, Louisiana’s population created a large demand for food staples, and the flat-

boat-keelboat era began in earnest. Blacks, slave and free, manned such boats in

significant numbers. Frequently, slaves were both cargo and crew, moving with

owners to resettle or with dealers for resale. Sometimes escaped slaves became

river pirates.

Flatboat commerce continued to employ slaves until Emancipation. From Natchez,

Mississippi, Simon Gray and other slaves transported numerous flatboats of lumber

and huge log rafts downriver. They enjoyed considerable responsibility, mobility, and

economic opportunity. Gray even bossed white crews and handled large sums of cash.

Despite his position, hard work and fevers wrecked his health.

Probably more blacks worked on steamboats than on other river craft; indeed, crews

without blacks were rare. In personal services, blacks functioned as waiters, cooks,

maids, dishwashers, stewards, barbers, and musicians. From these ranks emerged such

postwar leaders as P. B. S. Pinchback, Reconstruction governor of Louisiana, and

R. R. Church, a wealthy Memphis civic leader.

Roustabouts performed the heavy labor. In port or taking on fuel, they did hurried,

body-racking work. Under way, however, they enjoyed relative ease when not stoking

the furnaces. Their storytelling and singing later became blues music.

Slaves also worked dredge-boats and snagboats. They tended ferries and main-

tained levees. Many joined the Union’s Civil War fleets. Slave contributions to river

transport were far-reaching but, ironically, have been unsung.

See also Shipyards.
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JOHN E. HARKINS

BOOKS. Schooling for persons of African descent in North America was limited

from colonial times onward, but literacy among enslaved and free blacks—even in

the South—has a longer, more nuanced history than conventional wisdom suggests.

Only two mainland British colonies, South Carolina (1740) and Georgia (1755),

passed laws against slave literacy. A few slaves and free blacks acquired basic reading

and simple arithmetic via instruction arranged by slaveholders or during apprentice-

ships in skilled trades. Well before prohibition of slave ownership by the Society of

Friends, slaveholding Quakers in the colonies promoted general welfare and some

schooling for their enslaved workers.

A significant source of instruction for African Americans came with late 17th- and

early 18th-century concern that enslaved persons in the colonies be converted to

Christianity. For example, the Virginia legislature in 1667 and bishops of London af-

ter 1720 encouraged slaveholders to allow for religious training and baptism of their

human property. Reading skills were thought to greatly improve understanding of

Christian principles for blacks and whites, but many slaveholders balked at the idea.

Learning and religion were believed to engender prideful behavior among enslaved

A Will to Learn

Laura Thornton’s brother, enslaved in Arkansas, taught himself to read:

I never learnt to read and write. In slave time, they didn’t let you have no

books. My brother though was a good reader. He could write as well as any

of them because he would be with the white children and they would show

him. That is the way my brother learnt. He would lay down all day Sunday

and study.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Arkansas Narratives, Vol. 10, Parts 5

and 6. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

On Louisa Adams’s North Carolina plantation and on many others, books

were forbidden:

Lawd, you better not be caught wid a book in yor han’. If you did, you were

sold. Dey didn’t ’low dat.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: North Carolina Narratives. Vol. 14.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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workers, and literacy often made the difference between a successful or failed escape

attempt. In 1723, a Virginia slave wrote to the bishop of London in affecting if broken

English about slaveholders’ demeaning treatment of slaves and their reluctance to

allow for religious training.

Anglican minister William Dawson wrote from Virginia to England in 1743 for a copy

of school rules ‘‘which, with some little Alteration, will suit a Negro School in our Metrop-

olis [Williamsburg].’’ Rev. Alexander Garden (ca. 1685–1756) established a short-lived

‘‘Negro school’’ in Charleston supported by theAnglican Society for the Propagation of the

Gospel in Foreign Parts until the government intervened in 1755. In contrast to many

Anglican ministers, Presbyterian Rev. Samuel Davies (1723–1761) judged African-born

and Virginia-born blacks capable of learning to read. He and several associate ministers in

Hanover County from about 1755 added literacy to their conversionministry among slaves.

Davies suppliedBibles, various catechisms,Watts’s prayers for children and Psalms,Hymns,

and Spiritual Songs, and spelling books at his own expense until the nondenominational So-

ciety for Promoting Religious Knowledge among the Poor began sending him books.

Schools for enslaved slave children were established in both the North and South

by the Associates of Dr. Bray in Philadelphia (1758); Williamsburg, Virginia (1760);

New York (1760); Newport, Rhode Island (1762); and Fredericksburg, Virginia

(1765). A philanthropic organization allied with the Anglican Church in England,

the Associates dedicated themselves to converting blacks in the colonies to Christi-

anity but like Anglican ministers, the bishop of London, and Samuel Davies, the

Associates did not call for an end to slavery as unchristian. Materials sent from En-

gland for the Bray schools’ teachers included beginning English primers and cate-

chisms for children, sermons, and bishops’ pastoral letters.

By 1760, Davies and his associates used literate slaves to teach other slaves in Hano-

ver and Louisa counties to read. Anglican Rev. Jonathan Boucher was not able to estab-

lish a Bray school in King George County, Virginia, but with books from the Associates,

he also ‘‘employ’d a very sensible, well-dispos’d negro belonging to a Gentleman who

lives about a Mile from Me, to endeavour at instructing his poor fellow Slaves in Read-

ing and some of the first Principles of Religion.’’ He told the Associates that it might sur-

prise them if he were ‘‘to relate to You some of the Conversations I have had with

Negroes to whom I had given Books.’’ A 19th-century writer claimed that black parents

who had been instructed by Davies in turn taught their children and passed on to them

books from Davies. A 19th-century Baptist historian reported in 1810 that a church

book was kept by early members of the black Baptist church founded in Williamsburg in

the last quarter of the 18th century, further evidence for a subculture of literate slaves.

Slaves who were moved to Missouri in the early 19th century wrote letters back to Wil-

liamsburg inquiring after relatives from whom they had been separated. But schooling

for African Americans in the South was the exception, not the rule, from colonial times

through the Civil War. What toleration there had been for slave literacy evaporated in

the early 19th century as fear of slave rebellion spawned laws designed to discourage it.

An 1831 Virginia statute banning the gathering of free blacks to learn to read was repre-

sentative of increasingly draconian slave codes from about 1830 to the Civil War.

In Northern cities and towns until well into the 19th century, if education for African

American students was offered at all, it was in separate schools, often supported by phi-

lanthropic organizations such as the New York Manumission Society or the Society of

75

BOOKS



Friends (Quakers). The earliest of these, the New York African Free School established
in 1787, won high praise from visitors, but most students’ failure to find professional

employment afterward sent many to sea or into employment as waiters, coachmen, bar-

bers, servants, and laborers. In the common school era in the 1840s and 1850s, some of

these schools in the Northeast and Midwest were desegregated. In 1850, the Massachu-

setts Supreme Judicial Court, in the face of charges that segregated schools stigmatized

black children, upheld Boston’s power to segregate black children in separate schools.

Blacks’ marked desire for education and access to the printed word within the insti-

tution of slavery cannot be underestimated. Davies noted that slaves in his Presbyte-

rian congregations in colonial Virginia often expressed to him their need for more

books. In the early 19th century, some free black parents in the South, at some danger

to themselves, paid for lessons for their children at home. And later, educator Booker

T. Washington (1856–1915) wrote that escaping slaves during the Civil War and

freed men and women after the Civil War were ‘‘a whole race trying to go to school’’

as Northern missionary societies sent teachers South to teach slaves who had escaped

to federal lines and the Freedmen’s Bureau established schools.

See also Writing Tools.
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LINDA H. ROWE

BOTTLE TREES. A bottle tree is a living or dead tree usually located in front yards

or gardens with glass bottles of various colors stuck on the end of its branches or

hanging from its limbs by string or wire. Additional objects were also suspended from

trees, including tinfoil, metal disks, and sometimes animal bones. Historically, tree

ornamentation originated in West Africa to protect home and field from evil spirits

and thieves. This custom was transported to the Americas by enslaved Africans and

concentrated in the Deep South. This practice evolved from a similar tradition of

grave decoration to appease deceased spirits.

The Kongo peoples of West Africa traditionally used bottle gourds, glass bottles, and

ceramics hanging from trees outside of homes and on the edge of cultivated fields to
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protect them from specters (ghosts) and trespassers. The evil spirits would be attracted

to the dancing sunlight passing through the bottles and, upon entering, they would be

trapped and prevented from harming the household or its possessions and products.

Thieves would see these trees and would be afraid to enter, believing that they would

be cursed. Accounts are recorded of enslaved African Americans using similar methods

in their gardens to prevent stealing or damage and to ensure a bountiful harvest.

Cedar trees and blue glass were the preferred mediums, but any species of tree and

color of bottle could be used. In some cases, the trees and adjacent rocks also were

whitewashed, which designated sacred ground. The interior of the glass bottle was

sometimes painted and could be partially filled with water, stones, sticks, nails, pins,
or dirt from a graveyard. The bottle lip could be lined with grease. This bottle prepa-

ration would attract spirits inside and prevent them from escaping.

Bottles and other objects also could be placed on porches, near entryways, or

throughout the yard and garden. Other forms of yard decoration have included plates

nailed to trees or placed on pointed sticks, wheels, flashing or reflective objects, per-

sonal materials of the deceased, and broken or inverted artifacts. Circular artifacts rep-

resented the cycle of life, death, and rebirth. The reflective pieces, such as mirrors,
could deter evil spirits or symbolize the light of heaven. Personal relics such as the tools

of ancestors and chairs symbolizing thrones often were placed strategically within an

area where the ancestor was active for protection or as a form of ancestor veneration.

Such yard ornamentation customs evolved from a similar tradition of grave decora-

tion. West African and African American graves often were covered with a wide assort-

ment of material objects, including shells, white rocks, ceramics, lamps, clocks, mirrors,

wooden sculptures, and toys, which to the untrained eye can be viewed as trash. Many

of these things are the personal or the last touched objects of the deceased and were left

on the grave to comfort them in the afterlife and prevent them from haunting the liv-

ing. Many of these grave offerings were purposely broken to symbolize the passing of

the individual and encourage their spirit to pass into the afterlife where things were

made whole again. The ancestors could then help those left in the living world.

In the 21st century, bottle trees are seen across the country in the yards and gardens of

both white and black households. The modern forms of these trees are more often viewed

as yard art and may be constructed of wood or metal stands resembling a Christmas tree.

See also Shrines and Spirit Caches.
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TIMOTHY E. BAUMANN

BRANDS. Branding irons were used to mark enslaved Africans before leaving Africa

as the property of a particular owner and to mark those both free and enslaved who

were convicted of certain felonies and who then claimed ‘‘benefit of clergy’’ and were

set free.
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The brands used to mark enslaved Africans were of several types. Some were

wrought-iron letters or symbols or a combination of both, specific to a particular

owner, and attached to a wood handle. As described in the instructions to captains

of slave ships and in 19th-century narratives of slave traders, some brands were made

of silver wire formed into specific shapes, and some were just a simple metal pipe.

All were heated in a fire until hot and then applied to the skin of the enslaved person.

The heat caused a blistering of the skin in the pattern of the brand, and it was this

pattern that was used by at the ship’s final destination to distinguish one slaveholder’s

property from another’s.

It is unclear how common branding was among American slaveholders. In an early

example of branding, in 1766, ‘‘twenty-four prime Slaves, six prime women Slaves,

being mark’d and number’d as in the margin [of the captain’s instructions]’’ were sent

to ‘‘Georgey, in South Carolina’’ aboard the Mary Brow. Branding was more common

in the earliest years of the slave trade, primarily for those enslaved Africans destined

for the West Indies or South America. Although the practice fell into disuse after

England and the United States abolished the legal importation of enslaved Africans

in 1807 and 1808, branding was revived after 1820 with the onset of the illegal slave

trade to Cuba, Brazil, and the American South. In what was clearly intended as a

cruel reference to slave branding, the abolitionist Capt. Jonathan Walker’s hand was

branded ‘‘SS’’ (slave stealer) when he was found guilty for trying to help seven Pensa-

cola, Florida, slaves escape in 1844. The infamous case inspired John Greenleaf Whit-

tier’s poem, ‘‘The Branded Hand.’’

The ‘‘benefit of clergy’’ plea was an English common law and statute law practice

carried into the British colonies in the 17th century and used in Virginia even after

the American Revolution. Briefly, it involved a legal fiction whereby those convicted

of certain crimes could, by reading a verse from the Bible, be considered members of

the clergy and thus could escape being punished for certain felonies. If the plea was

accepted by the court, which it usually was, the convicted persons were branded at the

base of the left thumb with an ‘‘M’’ for manslaughter or a ‘‘T’’ for various kinds of theft.

This branding was meant to discourage the felons from committing further crimes and

also served to mark them in case they were ever brought to court again on a felony and

wished to plead benefit of clergy again. In Virginia, the requirement to read a verse

from the Bible was abolished by law in 1732, and the same law made white women

equally eligible for benefit of clergy as white men. It also specified that ‘‘any negro,

mulatto, or Indian whatsoever’’ was eligible for benefit of clergy, but the list of offenses

for which they could receive this benefit was severely limited in comparison to those

allowed for white men and women. But even though severely limited, this still repre-

sented an improvement over previous law, which had no such exceptions.
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Rowe, Linda. ‘‘The Benefit of Clergy Plea.’’ Colonial Williamsburg. At http://research.history
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

BRAY SCHOOLS. Laws in almost all the Southern colonies before the American

Revolution made it illegal for enslaved persons to be taught to read. In Virginia, how-

ever, although most black Virginians were not educated, it was not against colonial Vir-

ginia law for slaves to know how to read and write. The occasional slaveholder paid to

have an enslaved child schooled for a year or two, the small number of enslaved appren-

tices were supposed to get basic reading and figuring, and even organized elementary

instruction for black children was known in Virginia and its capital, Williamsburg.

In 1743, the Rev. William Dawson (d. 1752), Church of England (Anglican) minister

of Bruton Parish Church in Williamsburg and president of the College of William and

Mary, wrote to England for a copy of school rules ‘‘which, with some little Alteration, will

suit a Negro School in ourMetropolis [Williamsburg], when we shall have the Pleasure of

seeing One established.’’ Whether Dawson envisioned occasional Anglican catechism

classes is unclear, but he later wrote that he visited three of these schools in his parish.

More significant for its longevity, continuity, and scope was a school in Williams-

burg for enslaved children founded by the Associates of the Late Dr. Bray, a philan-

thropic organization in London closely allied with the Church of England. In the

early 1700s, Thomas Bray (1658–1730) had played a leading role in emerging Angli-

can missionary efforts such as the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign

Parts. One of Bray’s long-time goals was the Christian conversion of slaves in North

America. After his death in 1730, the Bray Associates sought to fulfill Bray’s vision

by underwriting schools for young slaves in Virginia, Pennsylvania, New York, and

South Carolina. Neither Bray nor the Associates called for an end to slavery.

The Bray Associates established a school in Williamsburg in 1760. The charity school

(or Bray School as it is sometimes known) ran at capacity, 25 to 30 students at a time, for

14 years. Colonial officials, tavern keepers, and tradesmen were among the broad range of

slaveholders, both men and women, in Williamsburg who enrolled enslaved children

from 3 to 20 years of age for all or part of the three years of instruction the Associates

wanted for each child. A small number of free black children also attended this school.

The Bray school in Williamsburg was administered by local trustees appointed by

the Associates. The longest serving of these was Robert Carter Nicholas (1728–1780),

the treasurer of Virginia, assisted by the current rectors of Bruton Parish Church. Ann

Wager (1716–1774), a widow of modest means, was appointed schoolmistress. At the

time she applied for the position, Wager was the much admired teacher of 12 white

children in Williamsburg and a former tutor to the Burwell children at Carter’s Grove

plantation a few miles from town.

Wager taught from a curriculum based almost entirely on the Bible, Anglican cate-

chisms, religious tracts, sermons, and bishops’ pastoral letters shipped from London to

Williamsburg by the Associates. The students assembled at Wager’s rented home at
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6:00 A.M. in the warmer months, 7:00 A.M. in the winter. She was to accompany the

children to Bruton Parish Church when special services occurred during the school

day, for example, on saints’ days. She taught her pupils ‘‘the true Spelling of Words,

make them mind their Stops & endeavour to bring them to pronounce & read dis-

tinctly.’’ Pupils received a Book of Common Prayer upon completion of an examina-

tion on the catechism by the church rector. Girls also learned to knit and sew.

Children of African descent in 18th-century Virginia usually learned by doing along-

side their parents on plantations or in shops and houses in urban settings. Anglican

clergymen cooperated with slaveholders. Although kindly disposed toward her students

at the Bray School, Wager undoubtedly reinforced the message of keeping to one’s

place. Still, the schooling black children received from her via the Bray Associates may

have had unintended consequences: Wager taught her students rules of behavior, cor-

rect enunciation, and, most important, to spell and read. These were tools resourceful

slaves could use to advantage in a society that offered them little formal protection.

See also Books; Writing Tools.
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LINDA H. ROWE

BROOMS. Brooms are objects most often associated with sweeping and cleaning. In

the everyday lives of enslaved African Americans these objects served a dual purpose.

Brooms were used to sweep and clean debris, but also were used in nonutilitarian ways.

They were used in wedding ceremonies and in other rituals associated with beliefs

about keeping away enemies, spirits, or bad luck. Although brooms commonly are used

by an array of cultural groups for sweeping and cleaning, and some cultural groups use

them for rituals, many of the rituals in which enslaved African Americans across the

southeastern United States used brooms seem to share common ideologies concerning

protection of their home lives. Many of these ideas are similar to practices that are

present in Africa and regions in the Caribbean where Africans were shipped as slaves.

Broom Making
Brooms were initially made of organic materials, so they typically have not survived

into the 21st century. What is known about brooms and how the enslaved living on

plantations used them survives in the form of oral histories and photographs and

through African American traditions that persist. Oral accounts that document the

use of brooms—such as that by the Mars Bluff farming community of descendants of

slaves located in the piedmont region of South Carolina—indicate that at least two

types of brooms were made within their community: a straw broom for sweeping the

house and a brush broom for sweeping the yard. The brush brooms often were made

from dogwood tree branches and wrapped with a strip of cloth or wire if available.

Straw brooms were made with a stiff grass or straw. Some accounts suggest that sor-

ghum (Sorghum vulgare technicum) was used to make these types of brooms. Sorghum,
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often referred to by slaves as broom corn, is a grass that can be processed and used to

make sorghum molasses, a task that slaves often were required to perform. When this

plant was dried out, the grass stiffened, making it ideal for use as broom straw. Some

accounts by slaves suggest that certain types of grasses or straws were available only in

certain seasons, and, therefore, the brooms in use at any particular time likely

reflected seasonal vegetation changes. The materials used to make brooms varied

regionally and were dependent on the availability of raw materials.

In some instances, broom making might have been a task that was required of slaves

by the plantation overseer, but it is likely that this was something slaves did regardless, af-

ter daily tasks were completed. Plantation inventory records suggest that, much like bas-

kets or colonoware, slaves were making brooms to take to market to be sold or traded,

although it is unclear whether slaves or the plantation overseers received the profit.

Rituals

Ex-slave narratives often reference the use of brooms as instruments of protection and

control. Brooms were thought to effectively protect the house from unwanted guests

Brooms and Weddings

As Paul Smith, a former slave in Georgia relates, broomsticks played an impor-

tant role in many slave marriage ceremonies:

When a slave man wanted to git married up wid a gal he axed his marster, and

if it was all right wid de marster den him and de gal come up to de big house

to jump de broomstick fore deir white folkses. De gal jumped one way and de

man de other. Most times dere was a big dance de night dey got married.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Another former slave in Georgia, James Bolton, elaborated on the weddings:

Folkses diden’ make no big to-do over weddings lak they do now. When slaves

got married, they jes’ laid down the broom on the flo’ an’ the couple jined

hands an’ jumped bakkuds over the broomstick. Ah done seed ’em married

that way many a time. Sometimes mah marster would fetch Mistess down to

the slave quarters to see a weddin’. Effen the slaves gittin’ married was house

servants sometimes they married on the back porch or in the back yahd at the

big ’ouse, but plantation niggers, whut was fiel’ hands, married in they own

cabins. The bride an’ groom jes’ wo’ plain cloes, kyazen they didn’ have no

mo’.

Source: George Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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and the troubles of the outside world. A broom placed near a doorway would keep

unwanted guests from entering the house. If salt was swept over the path of an

unwanted guest by a broom, it was thought that the guest would stay away and not

interfere with the lives of those inside the house. Because enslaved African Ameri-

cans accorded the broom certain supernatural powers, it was important to treat it with

respect. In African American folklore, it was considered bad luck if sweeping was

done in the presence of guests. It was considered disrespectful and brought bad luck if

a broom was stored with broom straw on the ground.

In many areas of West Africa and in the Caribbean, it is a common practice to keep

the areas in front of a house clean of debris. Individuals often viewed the front yard

areas as an extension of the house, where most of the daily domestic activities outside

of work occurred. By keeping the outside areas around the house clean of debris,

unwanted materials that may have been harmful to one’s health were prevented from

entering the home and therefore a swept yard was a means of protection from the out-

side world. Women and children were often the ones who took on the duty of sweep-

ing the yards. This practice took place on plantations and is still practiced in some

African American communities in the 21st century.

Slave narratives often refer to the use of broomsticks during plantation wedding

ceremonies that involved slaves. Although laws at the time prohibited marriage

between slaves, some slaveholders allowed their slaves to marry, and most often they

or a plantation overseer performed the wedding ceremony. The practice of jumping

over a broomstick, with several variations recorded, often was part of the marriage

ceremony. Some slaves recalled that the man placed his broom on the ground in front

of the woman and the woman then placed her broom on the ground in front of the

man, they both faced each other, and then simultaneously jumped over the broom

that was positioned in front of them. Another account mentions that an individual

had to jump over the broom three times to be married. In one instance, the slave-

holder held the broomstick off the ground and then the bride and groom jumped, sep-

arately, over the broomstick backward. Whoever made it over without touching the

handle of the broomstick became head of the household. As slave marriages were not

legal, the broom jumping was thought to provide the symbolic action of being mar-

ried, and when it occurred, the event signified marriage. Varied accounts all reference

crossing over the broom.

The origins of ‘‘jumping the broom’’ are unclear, and it is unknown whether the cus-

tom of jumping the broom at weddings originated with slaves or their holder. It is pos-

sible that a special broom was made for the occasion or the broom was provided by the

overseer or slaveholder. The tradition of jumping the broom during wedding ceremo-

nies is a practice that continues among many members of the African American com-

munity who want to maintain a link with their African heritage. The ritual usually is

performed at the end of the wedding or at the reception and involves all of the guests

present. Typically, the history of the event is told as another guest places a broom on

the floor, everyone present counts to three, and then the couple jumps the broom.

Broomsticks were used by blacks on Sapelo Island, a Sea Island located off the coast

of Georgia, during a dance called the ‘‘Buzzard Lope.’’ The Buzzard Lope dance cele-

bration, often called a ‘‘shout’’ by members of the community, was performed to the

beat of a broomstick. During the dance, the men first threw a handkerchief on the
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floor and then danced around it in a circle to the beat of the broomstick on the floor.

The motions of the men mimicked a buzzard hunting its prey.

A late 18th-century watercolor entitled ‘‘The Old Plantation,’’ painted by an anony-

mous artist and thought to have been created in South Carolina, shows a group of men

and women on a plantation with scarves or handkerchiefs along with instruments, who

appear to be dancing. The man in the center holds a long stick in his hand and the

painting’s activities may represent a broomstick-jumping ceremony or a variation of the

Buzzard Lope celebration. The presence of what appears to be a broomstick in the

painting hints at the varied use of the broomstick in the lives of enslaved blacks.

The use of brooms in rituals suggests that slaves had traditions and practices beyond

those simply ascribed by the plantation owner, and their continuation through slavery

and beyond indicates their importance to African American heritage. When enslaved

blacks gathered materials for brooms and then crafted them, they had the opportunity

to make choices that reflected ideas about their importance.
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STACEY L. YOUNG

BUTTONS. Buttons have a long history as objects of decoration, utility, value, play,

and even spirituality. In ancient Egypt, Greece, and Iran, button-like objects made of

gold, earthenware, bone, and glass were used as ornaments, seals, or badges to indicate

status, wealth, or rank, but most probably were not used as clothing fasteners,

although period images of Greek and Roman clothing indicate the use of fasteners of

some type in holding garments together. Some of the earliest evidence of button man-

ufacture comes from 13th-century Paris, France, where laws regulating the operation

of craft guilds were established by the city’s provost (mayor); among the guilds to be

regulated was the one to which the buttonmakers of the city belonged. At about the

same time, Crusaders returning from the Middle East brought with them the idea of a

deliberately made slit in clothing through which a fastener could be inserted, making

buttons more useful as a way to hold pieces of clothing together.

Buttons became sought-after clothing accessories. During the Renaissance, buttons

were used as ornamentation on men and women’s clothing, with some men’s coats

having hundreds of decorative buttons. By the 17th century, buttons made of bone,

wood, cloth, thread, silk, wool, and metal were readily available, with the less expen-

sive types of buttons used on clothing worn by the poor and middle classes, and the

most expensive types used on clothing of the gentry and aristocracy.
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During the 18th century, the production

of buttons of all types exploded. French man-

ufacturers sold buttons embroidered in silks,

or with gold decoration, as well as ones cov-

ered in lace or studded with jewels. English

manufacturers became specialists in metal

buttons of silver, pewter, brass, and steel;

cut steel buttons were especially popular.

Although some types of women’s clothing in

this period did include buttons, by far the

greatest use of buttons was on men’s cloth-

ing: shirts, waistcoats, vests, breeches, trou-

sers, and coats. The buttons ranged from the

strictly utilitarian cloth or plain metal but-

tons on a craftsman’s coat, to the highly or-

namental embroidered or precious metal

buttons on an aristocrat’s coat, which were

meant to be worn only at court or on impor-

tant occasions, to the die-stamped brass but-

tons used on military uniforms.

For the most part, the enslaved wore

clothing that was similar in style to that

worn by whites and free blacks, and thus the

buttons on their clothing would have been

identical. Studies of Virginia runaway slave

advertisements, many of which describe the

clothing of those men and women who

made their escape from slavery, indicate

that the buttons were of some type of metal.

They might also have been cloth, as these were often used on the clothing worn by the

lower class. An important exception to this were the buttons used on suits of livery

worn by enslaved men in gentry and upper-class households who worked in highly visi-

ble positions such as waiters or footmen inside the house or coachmen and postillions

for those wealthy enough to own coaches or other wheeled vehicles. These suits

included a coat, waistcoat, and breeches of quality wool complete with elaborate edg-

ing and fancy buttons. Being able to clothe a slave in such a fashion was a sign of the

slaveholder’s elevated economic status.

Typically, many of these articles of clothing—breeches, trousers, shirts, waistcoats,

coats—would wear out before the buttons would, so often the buttons would be

retained. It is not unexpected, therefore, that buttons of many types have been found

in some quantity at known slave quarters. The reasons for their being retained are not

clearly understood, however. Some of the archaeologists who did the initial excava-

tions at known slave quarters, such as Monticello and Mount Vernon, in the 1980s

thought that the buttons might have been removed from discarded clothing during

the process of making pieced quilts, but more recent analysis by other archaeologists

suggests that enslaved men and women purchased more fashionable buttons for their

Buttons and buckles found by archaeologists in a subfloor
pit at Carter’s Grove slave quarter, Williamsburg, Virginia.
(The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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clothing, which would have necessitated removing the older ones. These older but-

tons may have been retained and used for other purposes, as suggested by other schol-

ars, who think that these buttons were either saved for ornament to replace the beads

and shells most Africans used for adornment or were the only surviving parts of cloth-

ing that was hidden or stored in the root cellars. The buttons may have been retained

for other reasons as well: for use as toys for children, as game pieces in various games,

as decorations on other clothing, or as objects used in African religious ceremonies.

Buttons from the 19th century have been found in other slave-related contexts. For

example, archaeological excavations at the Hermitage, Andrew Jackson’s home in

Nashville, Tennessee, revealed a large quantity of buttons associated with a large tri-

ple housing unit that may have been the residence of Gracy, the plantation’s seam-

stress. This indicates that, in some instances, the buttons simply might be the discards

from regular sewing activities at a slave quarter.

See also Subfloor Pits.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

Buttons Brought Good Luck

According to Mollie Dawson, a former Texas slave, young enslaved women

wore button strings for good luck:

Most all de young girls had what we called a charm string. Every one of deir

friends and kinfolks dey would see dey would ask them for a pretty button

ter put on dis charm string. I has seed some of dem charm strings five feet

long, and some of de prettiest I ever seed in my life, dey was a lot prettier

den dese beads dat we buys at de store now. Dis charm string was supposed

ter bring good luck ter de owner of it.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Alabama and Indiana Narratives, Vol. 6.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1979, 1119–1159.
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CANOES. Canoes were the main personal water craft associated with southeastern

coastal United States and Caribbean plantations during the 17th, 18th, and 19th cen-

turies. When roads were few and often impassable, canoes served as a means of trans-

portation for both people and goods. Canoes used in the Southeastern United States

and Caribbean were initially based on Native American designs and often were built

by slaves who had been taught European crafting techniques. In addition, canoes were

used for both work and trade or provided an opportunity for recreation, entertainment,

and subsistence. Rarely were they used to escape from bondage in the United States,

although they were known to have provided means to freedom in the Caribbean.

Before the importation of large numbers of African slaves, Europeans were introduced

to local canoe-building techniques by Native Americans. The use of available local

resources and the techniques taught to the first Europeans by the Native Americans sub-

sequently were adopted and improved on by later generations of craftsmen using Euro-

pean techniques and designs. Generally, the practice of canoe manufacture in the

Southeastern United States involved selecting a large cypress tree trunk to use as the

hull of the canoe. Native Americans used fire to soften the interior and then worked

the wood with stone or shell tools, hollowing out the interior to create the watercraft.

Felled trees would be shaped by burning the interior and scraping out the charred sec-

tions to achieve a dugout canoe. Europeans continued this practice but used metal tools

to hasten the process. The use of metal tools allowed the crafting of finer canoes that

were less bulky in design and eventually eliminated the need of fire reduction. Added to

the design were braces and seats to shore up the canoes. Over time, as large cypress trees

began to disappear from the environment in the Southeastern United States, different

techniques were developed. Some of these techniques had the added benefit of stream-

lining the watercraft even further and increasing the occupant capacity. In the Carib-

bean, the overuse of wood, for canoes and other objects, deforested many islands.

Traditionally, there were two types of canoes. The first was the standard canoe

known in the 21st century. Long, narrow, and capable of carrying two to three people

and a variety of goods, these canoes were widely used for all manner of activity along the

rivers and bays. The second type of canoe is called a ‘‘periagua’’ (also called ‘‘periauger’’ or

‘‘pirogue’’). The periagua is a larger version of the standard base design. Early periaguas
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were just larger dugouts, reinforced with strakes and internal knees. Later a larger ver-

sion was created using more than one log. The first log was shaped to create a keel,

and the second log was then split in half, with each half hollowed and reattached to

the keel. This design created a large open cargo vessel with a shallow draft. By adding

oarlocks and a mast, it could be sailed or rowed up and down local rivers while carry-

ing large cargoes. In addition to river trade, this vessel could make short trips up and

down the coast or to nearby islands, making trade with other ports possible. This basic

shallow design was carried over to the small coasting schooner that, instead of a solid

hull, would have traditional European construction with a planked hull.

Little is known about how African designs influenced local boatbuilding traditions.

Certainly areas of West Africa had a strong tradition of boatbuilding, although little

work has been done to study these connections. This lack of clear evidence may be

due to the tradition of plantation owners apprenticing young slaves to white craftsmen.

These apprenticeships would have included master shipbuilders and blacksmiths. In

addition, those slaves who survived the Middle Passage with such skills would have

been sent or loaned to master craftsmen to learn European methods of construction.

Because the canoe is a simple water craft and has been used throughout the world, the

style developed over and over again with regional variation, including differences in

construction material and methods of construction, as well as fore and aft design varia-

tions. Slaves making such boats would not have been constructing these craft for per-

sonal use or ownership but instead would have been building them for the market or

plantation owners’ needs and thus would have followed European traditions.

Slaves most often used canoes during the course of their work. Slaves frequently were

used as rowers on large canoes or periaguas for shipping goods both up- and downstream

or from island to island. Some slaves were held by businesses that specialized in trans-

porting goods and were used strictly for this purpose. Before the development of rail-

roads, most goods were shipped via rivers to major ports such as New York or Charleston

from where the goods would be exported. This practice was especially true in the South-

eastern United States, where coastal rice plantations would ship tons of rice yearly to

ports for exportation. Ferry services would be used to deliver such goods or plantation

owners could outfit their own canoes and deliver the goods themselves. In addition to

the delivery of goods and people, canoes were heavily used in the coastal southern

United States and Caribbean for transportation of people. These personal transportation

canoes would be generally powered by slave labor. In addition, slaves who worked on

rice plantations frequently used canoes, periaguas, and flatboats to move around the

plantation’s intricate canal systems. In coastal regions, slaves worked as fishermen to pro-

vide fish to local markets and supplement the food stores of the entire plantation.

The use of canoes on rice plantations also led to a sport that both entertained

slaveholders and supplied a source of personal income for some slaves. In the 19th

century, boat races often were held in which plantations would field their fastest

canoes and rowers. These rowers often competed in front of large audiences for cash

prizes and sometimes were dressed in exotic uniforms to add to the entertainment and

spectacle of the race. Skilled crews thus were showcased for their ability to quickly

get valuable goods to market before the competition.

Aside from work, slaves often had access to canoes for hunting and fishing. Slaves

who worked on rice plantations under the task system frequently had free time at the
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end of each day for personal activities, as opposed to enslaved workers on cotton planta-

tions where the work was done from sunup to sundown, who thus had few opportunities

to hunt and fish unless directed to. But when an opportunity presented itself in either

situation, slaves could use canoes to both hunt and fish outside of the plantation. Extra

foodstuffs were a welcome addition to the limited diet of most plantation slaves.

Canoes were not used as a typical means of escaping bondage in the Southeastern

United States because few rivers provided the opportunity to truly escape to freedom

and instead only led to other plantations. In the Caribbean, however, many slaves

attempted to paddle, row, and sail to other islands to escape. Slaves with maritime

skills also escaped by disguising themselves as emancipated slaves and signing on to

outgoing cargo ships. As the Caribbean was controlled by many different European

powers, a slave lucky enough to escape to an island controlled by another foreign

power could not be easily retrieved without international repercussions.

See also Boats; Ferries; Fish and Shellfish; Work Routines.

FURTHER READING

Amer, Christopher. The Malcomb Boat (38CH803): Discovery, Stabilization, Excavation, and
Preservation of an Historic Seagoing Small Craft in the Ashley River, Charleston County, South
Carolina. Research Manuscript Series No. 217. Columbia: South Carolina Institute of
Archaeology and Anthropology, 1993.

Doar, David. Rice and Rice Planting in the South Carolina Low Country. Charleston, SC: The
Charleston Museum, 1970.

Fleetwood, Rusty. Tidecraft: The Boats of Lower South Carolina and Georgia. Savannah, GA:
Coastal Heritage Society, 1982.

Harris, Lynn. ‘‘Canoes and Canoe-built Vessels in the Lowcountry.’’ Occasional Maritime
Research Papers Maritime Research Division. Columbia: South Carolina Institute of Archae-
ology and Anthropology, University of South Carolina. At www.cas.sc.edu/sciaa/mrd/docu-
ments/canoe.pdf.

Smith, Julia Floyd. Slavery and Rice Culture in the Low Country Georgia, 1750–1860. Knoxville:
University of Tennessee Press, 1985.

DANIEL HUGHES

CARICATURES. Caricatures are literally ‘‘loaded images’’; the English word ‘‘carica-

ture’’ derives from the Italian caricatura, which means ‘‘the act of loading.’’ Caricatures

initially began as an art of the graphic exaggeration of facial and bodily features for an

intended comic, political, or satiric effect but now encompass all visual and textual rep-

resentations of a person or thing in which the writer or artist deliberately exaggerates ei-

ther physical characteristics or aspects of a person’s personality to ludicrous ends.

Caricatures, or grotesque likenesses, can range from those that are meant to insult,

critique, and poke fun to those that are used for political or polemical purposes, to

those created to compliment and entertain. How a caricature is interpreted, however,

depends on the context; while a caricature of a person or thing that in one context

might be humorous and entertaining, in another context, it might be disparaging and

insulting. Thus, the humor in a caricature is both culture and period specific. Carica-

tures are inherently ephemeral; they must not only be read in context, but also the
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context is needed to understand and inter-

pret the image. The best examples of carica-

ture can be read as both art and social

commentary; the worst reveal the artist or

period’s stereotypes and assumptions, often

negative, about a given person or group of

people.

Dating back to at least to the 16th cen-

tury, the art of caricature was popularized in

print during the 18th and 19th centuries as a

form of public comment on current events.

English artists William Hogarth (1697–

1764) and George Cruikshank (1792–1878)

as well as the French artist Honor�e Daumier

(1808–1879) and French writers Charles

Baudelaire (1821–1867) and Honor�e de Bal-

zac (1799–1850) became well known in this

period for their political prints, caricatures,

and satirical novels. While political carica-

ture in Europe has a long and distinguished

history, in America, with the exception of a

few political cartoons, caricatures were rare

and did not come into widespread use until

the 1760s.

The caricatures of African Americans

produced from 1620 to 1865 inherently were

tied to the visual representation of slaves

and slavery and often personify racial

oppression or bigotry in the United States.

This history is incredibly complex and con-

tains images, which though at one time may

have seemed humorous or satiric to some,

are offensive to many in the 21st century.

These images were circulated widely in a va-

riety of media, from broadsides and newspa-

pers to paintings.

In general, caricatures made of blacks

were not exaggerated likenesses of individu-

als, but instead were rather generalized and

clich�ed representations based on racist ste-

reotypes of blacks, which often revealed

more about the white mind than they revealed of blacks. Such stereotypes both

reflected prejudices and the fear of the other, and justified slavery and subjugation in

the United States.

In his famous essay ‘‘The Negro and Psychopathology’’ (1952), African American

philosopher Frantz Fanon showed how Western children of all races have assimilated

‘‘Reply to Bobalition of Slavery, 1819.’’ One of several
racist parodies of black American illiteracy, dialect, and
manners issued in Boston at various times between 1819
and 1832. The broadsides are in the form of burlesque
reports and letters relating to the annual July 14
celebrations among Boston’s black residents of the
anniversary of the abolition of the slave trade. The text
comprises a ‘‘Dialogue between Scipio and Cato, and
Sambo and Phillis, occasioned by reading the account of
Bobalition proceedings, as detailed in a letter from Cesar
Gobbo, to his friend Marco Mushy. . . .’’ The two vignettes
illustrate the respective conversations, and the conversants
are portrayed as well-dressed, free blacks. (Library of
Congress.)
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racist stereotypes through the consumption of paintings, prints, and especially comics,

movies, cartoons, and popular media. The most common caricatures depicted blacks as

grotesque buffoons, menial servants, comic entertainers, and even as threatening and

dangerous subhumans through various racist types, including coons, darkies, minstrels,

pickaninnies, as well as the banjo-playing ‘‘Sambo,’’ ‘‘Uncle Tom,’’ ‘‘Mammy,’’ ‘‘Aunt

Jemima,’’ and ‘‘Jim Crow,’’ and the extent to which these images are both familiar and

mainstreamed is striking. These caricatures often exaggerated physical attributes

assumed to be representative of African Americans, including extremely dark skin,

kinky hair, large red lips around bright white teeth, or bulging eyes, and additionally

may depict blacks variously playing a banjo, dancing a jig, or eating watermelon.
Caricatures of blacks and slaves have existed from the beginning of the slave trade.

Among the earliest visual representations are maps of slave trade routes and depictions

of slave ships. In the late 18th century, English painter George Morland (1763–1804)

produced a series of popular sentimental oil paintings on the slave trade, including his

Execrable Human Traffic (1788) and African Hospitality (1791). English artist Thomas

Stothard (1755–1834) was one of the first to engrave an image of the ‘‘Sable Venus,’’

in which the black slave woman’s experience of the Middle Passage is depicted as a

version of the Birth of Venus. This ‘‘Black Venus’’ came to symbolize all African female

slaves that were brought across the Atlantic by means of the slave trade. In this ico-

nography, the slave ship becomes the scallop shell on which she stands.

The most well-known painted representation of slavery in 19th-century Western

culture is Joseph M. W. Turner’s 1840 Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying:

Typhoon Coming On (more popularly known as The Slave Ship), which depicts the true

story of the slave ship Zong whose captain, in 1781, threw sick and dying slaves over-

board so that he could collect insurance money available only for slaves ‘‘lost at sea.’’

In the first decade after the American Revolution, two major anti-slavery images

appeared in America, though both originated in England as part of the burgeoning ab-

olitionist movement. The first image, which initially appeared in October 1787, was

the seal created by the English Committee for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave

Trade and popularized by Josiah Wedgwood (1730–1795) through a mass-produced

ceramic medallion. The image shows a kneeling African slave, hands in chains, sup-

plicating, with his hands toward heaven, asking ‘‘Am I Not a Man and a Brother?’’

Frequently used in many anti-slavery publications both in England and the United

States, this representation of a kneeling, enchained, and docile male slave, and later,

a female slave as well, was reproduced on mastheads of anti-slavery publications, sta-

tionery, books, prints, oil paintings, newspapers, fabric, coins, and even ceramic tea

services. The second was the image of a slave ship, based on the English slave ship,

the Brookes, showing the dreadful conditions under which enslaved Africans were

transported. Philadelphian Mathew Carey reprinted this image as a broadside, and it

also appeared as a book illustration.

Another popularly reproduced image of slaves was the largely standardized repre-

sentation of the runaway slave that developed from the conventional images of run-

away white indentured servants that existed in 18th-century colonial America and in

Europe. This modified stock image depicts a black man running and carrying a bundle

of goods on a stick while passing a tree. The female version of this stock image shows

a runaway slave woman sitting, resting, and holding a bundle in her hand. Other
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popular images circulated at the time included the stock image of the contented slave

or the ‘‘happy slave’’ as part of plantation scenes, as well as images of the flagellation

of a female slave.

Caricatured representations of blacks are found in ‘‘genre paintings,’’ or the scenes of

everyday life that were popular in antebellum America. Such paintings used character

types—including country folk, dandies, easterners, westerners, beggars, merchants, slaves,

and minstrels—to tell stories that supposedly represented everyday life in the United

States. As many scholars have shown, however, such images were idealized or sanitized

versions of reality constructed by artists to appeal to an emerging middle-class audience.

In paintings by artists such as William Sidney Mount (1807–1868), one may find images

of blacks playing instruments, dancing in barns, or inhabiting plantation scenes.

In what has been called the ‘‘plantation formula,’’ artists stereotyped slave life by

means of a standardized setting. Used as a backdrop of sorts for both visual representa-

tions and early minstrel shows, the plantation became the predominant site in which

blacks were shown dancing, singing, and often playing banjos. Such picturesque treat-

ments of plantation life essentially caricatured the types of places that blacks actually

inhabited and reinforced notions that Southern plantations were populated with

happy, contented slaves, a stereotype that lingered on into the 20th century through

Hollywood films representing the Old South.

Another caricature that appeared in both 19th-century popular prints and genre paint-

ings was the sleeping black man, reclining in a sleeping faun pose drawn from classical

antiquity. This image of the sleeping African American has been interpreted in various

ways, but it probably contributed to the stereotyping of black people as lazy and idle.

Between 1830 and 1850, visual representations of slaves altered in America. A key

text that provides an index of racial stereotypes is also the book that would become a

major source for one of the most popular caricatures in connection with African Ameri-

cans, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). The character of Uncle Tom

is one of the first literary and visual examples that demonstrate how ideas about black

inferiority can be fully incorporated into popular culture. From this book, two stereotyp-

ical figures emerged: Tom and Topsy. They not only become part of literary history, but

their caricatured images abound through illustrated versions of Stowe’s novel by British

cartoonist George Cruikshank (1792–1878) and American artist Charles Howland

Hammatt Billings (1818–1874) as well as in ceramic figural groups and in decorated

plates, mugs, and other ceramics manufactured in England and exported to America.

In 1857, with the introduction of illustrated journals, newspapers, and weeklies,

including Harper’s Weekly, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, and the New York Illus-

trated News, African American caricatures and stereotypes that began as stock charac-

ters in genre paintings were spread even more widely. For example, from the 1850s to

the 1870s, the popular print makers Currier and Ives distributed scenes of Southern

life that further reinforced stereotypes about the happy slaves on plantations. Currier

and Ives also produced a popular series of images based on minstrel shows called the

Darktown Comics (1877–1894) that again repeated negative stereotypes regarding

African Americans. Frederick Opper’s 1893 engraving Darkies Day at the Fair (A Tale

of Poetic Retribution) similarly used dehumanizing imagery to illustrate turn-of-the-

century sheet music. Not only do such images deny the individuality and dignity of

blacks but they also continue to reinforce tired prejudices.
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The grotesque caricature of Saarjite Baartman, who became known as the ‘‘Hottentot

Venus,’’ is an example of a racist caricature. Baartman, a native of what is now the East-

ern Cape of South Africa, had statopygia (enlarged buttocks), and was brought to En-

gland in 1810 by a visiting ship’s surgeon so that he could publicly exhibit her unusual

physique. First in London and then in Paris, she was displayed like an exotic animal,

and forced to endure vulgar epithets shouted at her. When questioned by abolitionists

who wished to stop this public display, she told them that she had agreed to come to

England, which complicates how one both understands and interprets such images.

The most common caricatures of African Americans came out of minstrelsy. Blackface

minstrelsy, which first emerged in the United States in the 1820s, has its roots in planta-

tion entertainment, developed into theatrical conventions by the 1840s, and remained

incredibly popular through the Civil War and into the 20th century. Its popularization

developed and solidified a number of exaggerated African American stereotypes, includ-

ing the pompous, overdressed dandy, the country bumpkin, and the banjo-playing min-

strel. The grinning black banjo player, often depicted wearing a top hat or dancing a jig,

became the most recognizable and clich�ed image associated with minstrelsy. The banjo

occupies a problematic position in American iconography because of this association.

Caricatures associated with minstrelsy additionally reinforce negative notions of

the black man as buffoon or clown or entertainer. These are highly problematic and

complicated images, especially as most minstrel performers were whites in blackface.

Even in the 20th century, the 1920s radio program Amos ’n’ Andy borrowed from the

minstrel genre and featured two white men performing in black dialect.

These slavery stereotypes persisted well into the 20th century, and additional images

were created during Jim Crow and segregation. During the Harlem Renaissance in the

1920s and 1930s, many artists and black intellectuals voiced concerns regarding racist

caricatures in art and in the mass media and called for new forms of literary and visual

representations of African Americans. Alain Locke (1885–1954), author of The New

Negro, specifically condemned racial stereotypes and thought that artists, by creating

realistic and more sensitive images of blacks, could change negative perceptions about

African Americans. Even African American artists such as Palmer Hayden and Archi-

bald Motley Jr., came under critique for their renderings of blacks with bulging eyes,

enlarged lips, and musical settings that were associated with minstrel figures.

Throughout the 20th century, African American caricatures were reinforced by

their appearance on everyday household items like cookie jars and salt and pepper

shakers made for the kitchen. Most common were the ‘‘Mammy’’ and ‘‘Uncle Tom’’

caricatures, but derogatory ‘‘coon’’ caricatures also were depicted on food packaging,

including the popular image of Aunt Jemima on syrup bottles and pancake mixes.

Writer Alice Walker (1944–) has described how caricatures and ethnic stereotypes

functioned as prisons for African Americans, but contemporary artists, writers, and

filmmakers have found ways to interrogate and challenge such racist imagery through

the appropriation and reuse of stereotypical representations in their art. For example,

artist Betye Saar (1926–), in The Liberation of Aunt Jemima (1972), subverts the black

mammy stereotype by juxtaposing a raised clenched fist, a symbol of black power, with

three different images of Aunt Jemima to express her feelings about racial stereotypes.

Contemporary artist Kara Walker (1969–) has used caricatures of African Americans

in her works to critique and question issues of race, gender, and sexuality. In her work,
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she uses the traditional Victorian medium of the silhouette to reproduce racist imagery

taken from popular culture. In her Darkytown Rebellion of 2000, for example, colored

light shone down on the exhibition space. When museum-goers entered the installa-

tion, their shadows were forced to interact with Walker’s silhouettes, thereby implicat-

ing the viewer as part of the scene. Finally, Spike Lee’s 2000 film Bamboozled, a biting

satire of a modern-day minstrel show, explores the proliferation of racial images in

American culture and challenges people to think about the power of such imagery and

how such caricatures both linger and continue to affect 21st-century society.

See also Abolition Imagery; Runaway Slave Advertisements.

FURTHER READING

Cassuto, Leonard. The Inhuman Race: The Racial Grotesque in American Literature and Culture.
New York: Columbia University Press, 1997.

Goings, Kenneth W. Mammy and Uncle Mose: Black Collectibles and American Stereotyping.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994.

Gombrich, E. H., and Ernst Kris. Caricature. Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 1940.
Hofmann, Werner. Caricature from Leonardo to Picasso. New York: Crown Publishers, 1957.
Lott, Eric. Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993.

Margolin, Sam. ‘‘‘And Freedom to the Slave’: Anti-Slavery Ceramics, 1787–1865.’’ In
Ceramics in America 2002, edited by Robert Hunter, 80–109. Milwaukee, WI: Chipstone
Foundation, 2002.

Mazow, Leo G. Picturing the Banjo. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005.
McElroy, Guy C. Facing History: The Black Image in American Art, 1710–1940. Washington,
DC: Corcoran Gallery of Art, 1990.

Morgan, Jo-Ann. Uncle Tom’s Cabin as Visual Culture. Columbia: University of Missouri Press,
2007.

Parry, Elwood. The Image of the Indian and the Black Man in American Art, 1590–1900. New
York: George Braziller, 1974.

Pieterse, Jan Nederveen. White on Black: Images of Africa and Blacks in Western Popular Cul-
ture. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992.

Savage, Kirk. Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race, War and Monument in Nineteenth-Century

America. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997.
Wechsler, Judith, ed. ‘‘The Issue of Caricature.’’ Special issue. Art Journal 43, no. 4 (Winter
1983): 317–385.

Wonham, Henry B. Playing the Races: Ethnic Caricature and American Literary Realism. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000.

Wood, Marcus. Blind Memory: Visual Representations of Slavery in England and America, 1780–
1865. New York: Routledge, 2000.

MELISSA RENN

CAST IRON POTS. Cast iron pots and kettles were the mainstays of 17th-, 18th-,

and 19th-century kitchens. Manufactured in a wide variety of sizes, they were used by

every level of society, including enslaved cooks, for culinary and other household pur-

poses, such as holding hot water for cleaning and washing clothing and household

textiles. Slaveholders provided pots for their enslaved workers, and they were

included as part of the basic equipment specified in overseers’ contracts. The same
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types of pots were found in elegant mansions, dirt hovels, and every type of dwelling

in between. Probate inventories of household goods indicate that even some of the

poorest members of society usually owned at least one cast iron pot or kettle.

Extremely wealthy households often had a number of different cast iron culinary uten-

sils as well as those made from copper and brass.

Uses for Pots

According to former Georgia slave Ed McCree, meals were cooked directly in

fireplaces in large iron pots and skillets:

Most times dere was poke sallet, turnip greens, old blue head collards, cab-

bages, peas, and ’taters by de wholesale for de slaves to eat and, onct a week,

dey rationed us out wheat bread, syrup, brown sugar, and ginger cakes.

What dey give chillun de most of was potlicker poured over cornbread

crumbs in a long trough. For fresh meat, outside of killin’ a shoat, a lamb, or

a kid now and den, slaves was ’lowed to go huntin’ a right smart and dey

fotch in a good many turkles (turtles), ’possums, rabbits, and fish. Folks

didn’t know what iron cookstoves was dem days. Leastwise, our white folks

didn’t have none of ’em. All our cookin’ was done in open fireplaces in big

old pots and pans. Dey had thick iron skillets wid heavy lids on ’em, and

dey could bake and fry too in dem skillets. De meats, cornbread, biscuits,

and cakes what was cooked in dem old skillets was sho’ mighty good.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

As Rev. W. B. Allen recalled, in Georgia many enslaved individuals believed

that an overturned cast iron pot offered protection from white interference by

muffling the sounds of secret meetings:

My father was once attending a prayer meeting in a house which had only

one door. The slaves had turned a large pot down in the center of the floor to

hold the sounds of their voices within. (No sounds can escape from a closed

room, if a big pot be turned down in the middle of it). But, despite their pre-

caution, the patrolers found them and broke in. Of course, every Nigger pres-

ent was ‘‘in’’ for a severe whipping, but the Lord must have spoken to my

father. Thinking fast and acting quickly (as if he were inspired), my father

stuck a big shovel in the fireplace, draw out a peck or more of hot ashes and

cinders and flung them broadcast into the faces of them patrolers. The room

was soon filled with smoke and the smell of burning clothes and white flesh

and, in the confusion and general hubbub that followed, every Negro escaped.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives , Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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Early colonists brought cast iron pots and kettles with them to the New World, but

by the mid-17th century, iron furnaces throughout the colonies were turning out

goods for local consumption. While ships from England and other European ports still

continued to carry ironware to the colonies, the American iron industry flourished.

Pots, kettles, skillets, griddles, ladles, and other kitchen equipment made from cast

iron were created in two-part molds filled with a special type of sticky sand. Each half

of the mold consisted of a box-like frame that was filled with the molding sand. A

wooden pattern shaped like the pot or kettle was pressed into the sand and then the

two parts of the mold were brought together, creating an impression of the object in

the sand. The two halves were separated, the pattern removed, and then the two

pieces rejoined. The void was filled with molten iron. Once the iron cooled, the two

parts of the mold were once again separated, revealing the finished piece.

Cast iron is heavy. A small pot standing 7 or 8 inches tall with a 9- or 10-inch diame-

ter typically weighed about eight pounds. By contrast, a copper kettle of a similar size

might weigh only two or three pounds. Because of its solid nature, a cast iron vessel

appears indestructible. It will not dent, scratch, or tarnish like copper, brass, or tin. It is,

however, quite brittle and will break or shatter under the right circumstances. Its surface

is liable to rust if not cared for properly. Cooks and housekeepers were repeatedly warned

to wash and dry their ironware carefully and to store it in a dry location to prevent rust

from forming. Continual exposure to fire also damaged the bottoms of these vessels.

Cast iron pots that were used for laundry at the Thornhill plantation, Watsonia, Alabama, in slave times.
(Library of Congress.)
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During the 17th, 18th, and early 19th centuries, most cooking in America was done

over a wood fire built in a fireplace, although in hot weather food sometimes was

cooked outside over a campfire. This manner of food preparation is known as open-

hearth cooking. As long as food was cooked over open fires, the shape of most cast iron

vessels did not change. Pots, which were sometimes referred to as cauldrons, were bul-

bous in form. They had rounded bottoms and sides that bulged out and then narrowed

in toward the neck only to flare out at the lip. Kettles had straight sides that often

tapered slightly toward a flat bottom. Both pots and kettles had two small handles

known as ‘‘ears’’ just below their upper edge on opposite sides of the vessel. The shape

of these ears changed over time. In the 17th and 18th centuries, they tended to be

almost triangular in form, but by the mid-19th century they were more rounded, look-

ing a little like cow horns. Most pots and kettles had a bail handle that attached to the

ears, allowing the vessel to be picked up or hung over the fire. Earlier handles were

made from wrought iron, whereas later ones tended to be wire. Most pots and kettles

had three evenly spaced legs that provided balance when the vessel was set down.

Cooking over an open fire required skill. It took practice to learn how to regulate

and manage the fire to produce the correct amount of heat and to know where to

place the pot so that the food cooked properly. Some foods like stews, soups, and

other one-pot meals were cooked with the pot suspended above the fire; others were

cooked on the hearth over small piles of hot coals. Most fireplaces were equipped with

either an iron crane or a lug pole. The lug pole was mounted in the chimney and

spanned the horizontal width of the hearth. The crane was hinged to brackets embed-

ded in the masonry on one side of the fireplace interior. Cranes could be swung into

different positions, enabling the cook to take advantage of different parts of the fire.

The lug pole was fixed in place. Pots and kettles were suspended from either the lug

pole or the crane by pot hooks, chains, or trammels. Other cast iron cooking vessels

such as skillets and Dutch ovens, also known as bake ovens, were used only on the

hearth. Hot coals were raked from the main fire into small piles supplying individual

sources of heat to these vessels. In the case of the Dutch oven, coals were heaped on

the lid, so that the heat came from above as well as below.

By the second quarter of the 19th century, cookstoves began to replace the open

hearth. With the fire now contained in a cast iron firebox and no longer visible, cooks

needed to learn new methods of regulating the heat and of cooking. This new technol-

ogy required new forms of cookware. Stove tops had removable round cast iron disks

that, when removed from the surface of the stove, created ‘‘boiling holes’’ in which the

pot or kettle was placed. The traditionally shaped vessels with legs used for open hearth

cooking were incompatible. The newer style of pots and kettles was shaped on the bot-

tom so that they sat snuggly in the boiling hole. Stoves usually were sold with a set of

cookware that fit the diameter of that particular manufacturer’s boiling holes. As pieces

broke and were replaced, it was important to buy the correct size vessel for the stove.

Cooking on an open hearth was physically demanding and potentially hazardous

work. Although a well-constructed chimney drew the smoke up and away, frequently

the cook had to contend with heat, smoke, steam, cinders, burning hot coals, and, at

times, chimney fires. While some foods were cooked in pots hanging from pot hooks

above the fire, much of the cooking took place on the hearth over small piles of hot

coals. The cook was constantly bending over or squatting down next to the pots.
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Women (most cooks were female) risked scorching the hems of their petticoats or

aprons. Hot, heavy iron pots might easily tip, sending their scalding hot contents down

the front of the cook’s shins and across the feet. The transition to stove cooking gener-

ally resulted in improved working conditions. Cooks no longer needed to bend or squat

by the hearth; instead they stood upright. The stove provided a physical barrier between

the fire and the cook, although when the stove was in use, the entire surface was hot and

visually it looked no different from when it was cold. Cinders and soot no longer landed

in the food, but accidents resulted when spilled liquids sent steam billowing up, engulfing

the cook. Smoke was drawn directly from the firebox into a pipe and whisked away.

Cast iron vessels had other uses in the domestic setting beyond cooking. During the

17th, 18th, and early 19th centuries, all hot water used by a household was heated in

pots or kettles in the fireplace. Laundresses boiled garments and household linens in

large pots or cauldrons. They might also place the laundry into wooden tubs and pour

the hot water over it. Cast iron pots and kettles were used to make soap and candles,

both hot, dangerous tasks involving the rendering of fats. In rural settings, certain

aspects of the butchering process used large cast iron pots as well. Beyond the domestic

setting, cast iron pots also were found in a number of commercial or industrial settings.

Cast iron pots assumed a unique role among the enslaved who repurposed them as

a protective object. Always on guard against any opportunities for rebellion or resis-

tance, slaveholders and their overseer-surrogates routinely forbade their slaves from

attending unsupervised meetings. These gatherings, which included praying for free-

dom, took place nevertheless, usually in secret, at night, and sometimes brought in

enslaved individuals from neighboring plantations. Throughout the South, many for-

mer slaves later recalled in Works Progress Administration interviews that cast iron

pots were overturned at these meetings, which were held both inside and outdoors,

because people believed that they muffled the sounds of talking, singing, praying, or

shouting and kept the enslaved community free from white interference. As ex-slave

Mary Scott from Arkansas observed, ‘‘I don’t know how they found out the iron pot

would take up the noise. They had plenty of em settin’ round in them days. Somebody

found it out and passed it on.’’ Forbidden from praying, Emma Tidwell, formerly

enslaved in Arkansas, remembered that she and others prayed into the ground under

an overturned large iron pot normally used for laundry ‘‘an de sound wud go up under

de pot an ole boss couldn’ hear us.’’ In Tidwell’s case the sound actually might have

been stifled, but in most cases, the pots’ use was largely symbolic. In North Carolina,

former slave Charity Austin recalled that even though the ‘‘pots [were] turned down

to kill de soun’ o’ de singin’,’’ the slaves were overheard having a prayer meeting and

singing ‘‘I Am Glad Salvation’s Free.’’ Because the song mentioned freedom, everyone

caught attending the meeting was soundly whipped the next morning.

Pots were used in any number of West African ceremonies and practices among

many different cultural groups. Pots frequently embody the gods. For example, among

the Yoruba peoples, river water is considered especially powerful and pots are carried

into homes filled with river water and therefore river spirits and then are overturned

on the floor to protect the house and its occupants. In the American enslaved context,

however, the pot’s meaning clearly morphed significantly over time, although it

remained an object imbued with great power. Its widespread use among American

slaves suggests that traditional African practices were carried across the Atlantic to
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the Americas and then assimilated, probably over several generations. By the 19th

century, although the use of the pot had lost its original meaning, it had been trans-

formed and given a new significance that better suited the circumstances.

See also Shrines and Spirit Caches.
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ROBIN CAMPBELL

CEMETERIES. Cemeteries are cultural landscape features that are composed of

groups of graves: each grave represents an individual subsurface deposit that contains

the dead. They are, however, more than just burial sites; they frequently serve as a

means of social and cultural communication.

Death is among the most disruptive natural phenomena in human societies. Loss of

a community member from death removes both their physical and intellectual contri-

butions, such as labor, genes, experience, and wisdom, as well as their social resources,

including status, kinship ties, and wealth, from the community. To cope with death,

humans developed funerary rituals. Funeral rituals that emphasize burial serve two

purposes: (1) they remove the potentially biologically hazardous remains from the liv-

ing community and permanently place them in a protected subsurface environment,

and (2) they address the social voids created by death by reestablishing the social

order among the survivors. This latter purpose includes transforming the formerly

dynamic living social identity into a static permanent record of how the community

wished to remember the decedent. The grave is a primary end-point in the social rit-

ual associated with death: it is frequently used as the vehicle to transmit information

about the deceased to all who view the grave site across time.

Markers and other objects found on grave sites do more than just identify where

the dead are buried; they provide a tangible record of the decedent’s existence and

hints of who they once were. When more than one grave is present, and hence more

than one grave site ritual is available for interpretation, the audience learns about

more than just the individual: they learn about the community that the deceased
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belonged to and about how that community viewed the world and their place in it.

These assemblages are essentially what constitute a cemetery. Cemeteries are features

in the cultural landscape that use the dead, and the burial practices related to them,

to convey information about communities. They provide cultural links between social

identities in the community’s past and those still present among the living.

In Africa, different cultures exhibited a wide variety of highly developed funeral rit-

uals that were designed to meet the needs of the survivors. These traditions served as

the foundation for a new suite of mortuary practices when the African arrived in the

United States. The newly enslaved frequently found themselves in the company of Afri-

cans from many different cultures. To develop support networks among themselves, bur-

ial traditions that were common to and most meaningful to the greatest number of

Africans tended to see more widespread use. Enslaved Africans also came in contact

with Euro-American and Native American mortuary ideologies. They frequently assisted

in these funeral rituals, which provided a means for them to learn and eventually accul-

turate these practices. Finally, the dominant Anglo-American Judeo-Christian culture

tended to view traditional African belief systems as less civilized, pagan, and even blas-

phemous. Slaves were encouraged to abandon their traditional mortuary traditions in

favor of those followed by their overseers. The burial traditions that developed among

enslaved African Americans therefore were unique blends of ideas; these rituals were

distinctly different from any in use around them and served as the foundation for many

unique features that still dominate modern African American funerals and cemeteries.

Most slaveholders recognized that their charges would not completely abandon their

African funerary traditions. Attempts to forcibly dissolve the enslaved’s mortuary rituals

resulted in instability and revolt. Slaveholders came to believe that slaves were happier

and more productive if allowed some control over the dispensation of their dead, but

they typically maintained control over aspects of the funerary ritual. Open disregard for

the slave as a human being sometimes resulted in open-air abandonment of the body. In

other cases, the dead were sometimes provided with an impromptu, on-the-spot burial,

frequently in proximity to the place of death. Isolated slave interments occurred in and

around fields and work areas. Permitting burials near to the slave’s house lots or domestic

areas consciously or unconsciously provided links to African homeland traditions.

More commonly, slaveholders set aside land parcels for their slaves’ burial purposes.

For example, a former slave cemetery with nearly 100 burials has been identified at

the McLeod plantation on James Island, South Carolina, near Charleston, and

another slave cemetery is located near Nomini Hall, the home of Robert Carter III in

Westmoreland County, Virginia. On smaller holdings, slaves were interred outside or

adjacent to the slaveholder’s burial area. These graves often were located outside of

walls and other formal cemetery boundaries. While the slave was recognized as a social

personage, the grave location marked their social positions as subservient to those of

the owner. On larger landholdings, parcels of less productive land, visually and spa-

tially set apart from domestic and work areas, were dedicated as slave burial grounds.

In more urban settings, public lands were set aside for the interment of all African

Americans, both free and enslaved. In other cases, some urban slaves were interred in

poorly marked graves discreetly placed on the slaveholder’s lot. In some communities,

churches and other social welfare organizations recognized the African American as

worthy of burial rites. They encouraged slaveholders to allow slaves to be buried on
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their grounds in their cemeteries. These burial areas tended to be segregated, and bur-

ial rites rarely reflected the dead person’s cultural heritage.

In African American culture, the cemetery was considered a place of spiritual pacifi-

cation. Unlike Judeo-Christian ideology, where a more clearly defined division exists

between the world of the dead and the world of the living, West African theologies

tended to view the burial place as a conduit between these two worlds. Spirits of the

dead were capable of focusing their attention on the living from the cemetery; if they

were not properly pacified, this attention could be deleterious. Much of the material

symbolism seen in African American cemeteries has its origin in appeasing and control-

ling the dead or in protecting the dead from other malevolent supernatural forces. Place-

ment of personal items, the last utensils used by the dead, medicines, and food offerings

were all means of providing the dead with the material objects that they might need in

the spirit world. Many of these objects intentionally were broken to symbolically release

their spirits and to break the dead individual’s bonds with the living world. Glass shards,

silver coins, and shiny metallic objects that shimmered in the sunlight were thought to

provide vision into the spirit world; they also frequently were left on graves to guide the

dead away from the world of the living. Cemeteries therefore were places that contained

considerable supernatural energy for enslaved blacks. For some individuals, these were

forces that needed to be harnessed. Objects illicitly retrieved from the cemetery, such as

coffin nails or grave dirt were seen as important sources for supernatural power. For

many people, however, cemeteries were best avoided whenever possible.

Because many African concepts of life and death were discouraged by slaveholders,

cemetery form and material representation was limited to what was considered acceptable

by the overseeing community. This was accomplished in two ways: (1) representations

were scaled back to forms that either the overseeing community considered harmless,

quaint, or provincial, or (2) burials were given meanings that meant one thing to the dom-

inant Anglo-American community but carried a different meaning for the blacks. One of

the best examples of this latter phenomenon was orientation of the grave. In Christian

theology, burial of the dead facing east meant that the dead were buried to face Jesus when

he returned. In most African cultures, however, this orientation placed the dead in align-

ment with the rising and the setting of the sun, which meant that the dead were aligned

with the order of the African universe. Graves surrounded by bottles or covered in ceramic

shards may have appeared to imitate Anglo-American grave edgings and covers, when in

reality they followed African traditions to keep the spirit from haunting the living. The

placement of pitchers and other liquid containers may have appeared to indicate place-

ment of flowers on the grave, but they also contained water—an African symbol of the

transition between the worlds of the dead and the living. Conch or whelk grave markers

and other sun-bleached sea shells may have emphasized this symbol of transition, as well

as the addition of white, the traditional African color of death. The white-flowering yucca

and giant reed may have been planted on or near the grave as attractive foliage, but they

symbolized plants that were common to those found in West Africa.

Cemetery organization reflected important aspects of the slave community. Para-

mount among these was kinship. Slaves made great efforts to ensure that, whenever

possible, they were buried with their family members. In larger cemeteries, families

would form discrete clusters. While marriage was frequently banned, enslaved couples

tried to ensure that they and their children were buried together whenever possible.
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Because most slaves lacked command of the written word, any grave inscriptions were

ineffective at communicating information to the community. Knowledge of the dead

was largely passed on as part of the community’s oral tradition. Inscribed markers were

extremely rare and usually were donated by the slaveholder as a reward for a life of

good service. More often, grave sites were identified with simple wood or fieldstone

markers. In some communities, wooden markers took on anthropomorphic and ani-

mal forms. These and other distinctive features of the grave were important mne-

monics to help the living identify the dead. Being remembered past death was critical

to the slave psyche. Despite living in a world that devalued the slave’s presence in so-

ciety, the cemetery provided a means through which the slave’s identity was able to

survive as part of their community’s heritage.

See also Charms; Coffins and Caskets; Conjure Bags; Pottery; Shrines and Spirit

Caches.
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HUGH B. MATTERNES

CHAMBER POTS AND PRIVIES. Chamber pots and privies were the conven-

tional means of collecting and disposing of human waste during the almost 250 years

of legal slavery in what is now the United

States. Chamber pots and privies were used

by people of every economic and social

level, including the enslaved.

Chamber pots are bowl-shaped contain-

ers, usually with handles and flat rims, that

were used to receive human waste. They

were made in a variety of ceramic materi-

als, including salt-glazed stoneware, red-

ware, tin-glazed earthenware, creamware,

pearlware, and colonoware, as well as pew-
ter and, rarely, silver. Individual ceramic

chamber pots were used primarily in bed-

chambers and other private spaces, where

they were usually kept under beds for use at
night or at other times when using free-

standing exterior facilities was not possible

or when such facilities did not exist. Some

chamber pots were stored in nightstands,
Slave quarters privy at Melrose, Natchez, Mississippi, photo
ca. 1930s. (Library of Congress.)
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and some were found in commode chairs (also called ‘‘close stools’’), which were

pieces of seating furniture with removable seats under which was a frame designed to

hold a chamber pot. When it was necessary to use the commode chair, the seat cover

would be removed, the chair would be used, and, after its use, the chamber pot would

be removed, emptied, and cleaned, and the chamber pot returned to its place to be

ready for subsequent use.

For those enslaved men and women who were house servants, part of their regular

duties included the emptying and cleaning of chamber pots. The pots might be emp-

tied in an outside facility or in a pit, dumped into a nearby river or stream, or used as

fertilizer for the garden. After cleaning, the pots would be returned to the house to be

ready for their next use.

Privies, also called ‘‘necessary houses,’’ were small buildings constructed at some dis-

tance from the main house. Inside the privy was a bench seat in which one or more

holes were cut to accommodate users. Some privies had covers for the holes. Most

privies were constructed so that they could be cleaned out periodically; again, this

was a task often performed by slaves. The type of construction ranged from the basic

to the elaborate. There was a privy along Mulberry Row at Monticello, where most of

Thomas Jefferson’s enslaved workers lived, and it is presumed that it was erected for

their use. It was described in an insurance plat from 1796 as ‘‘a necessary house of

wood 8. feet square.’’ Contrasting with this simple structure was the seven-seat brick

privy built at Drayton Hall along the Ashley River near Charleston, South Carolina.

It was probably constructed between 1738 and 1742, and archaeologists have found a

Privy plans from Melrose, Natchez, Mississippi. (Library of Congress.)
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tunnel underneath the building that may have led to a drainage ditch that ultimately

would have drained into the Ashley River. Such an arrangement would have reduced

the necessity for enslaved workers to clean out the accumulated waste.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

CHARMS. Charms are spiritually empowered rituals, objects, and groups of objects

used by enslaved blacks for protection, to promote health and well-being, to invoke

harm, or to influence the future. Charms offered the enslaved a means of empower-

ment when facing the unpredictable and a method of resistance to the harsh realities

of daily life. Charms were historically referred to as ‘‘charms,’’ ‘‘hands,’’ ‘‘tobies,’’

‘‘mojos,’’ ‘‘jacks,’’ ‘‘gris-gris,’’ and ‘‘wangas.’’ Charms could be articulated verbally,

through ritual practices, in material form, or through a combination of these means.

Virtually any type of object could be transformed into a charm, although some materi-

als were used more frequently than others. Roots, minerals, animal parts, and artifacts

commonly were used as charms, both independently and in composite.

Sources of evidence for use of charms by enslaved African Americans include

archaeological evidence, folklore, and historical documents, such as Works Progress

Administration interviews with former slaves, court records, and planters’ journals

and correspondence. Archaeologists have found evidence of charm use at several sites

associated with enslaved laborers. Because any object could be used as a charm, con-

text is critical to determining charm use in the archaeological record.

Spiritual practitioners known as conjurers usually created charms. Conjuring

involves intervening with spiritual forces through ritual practices to elicit healing,

protection, or success, or to invoke or prevent harm. African American conjuring had

its roots in West and Central African spiritual practices and supernatural beliefs.

Anthropologists, historical archaeologists, and art historians have documented the

roots of BaKongo, Igbo, and Mande belief systems and practices within African Amer-

ican conjuring traditions. Several scholars have particularly noted the similarities

between African American composite charms and BaKongo minkisi, sacred materials

and material bundles activated through spiritual empowerment. African conjuring

practices and charm use were creolized in the Americas over time through the influ-

ence of European and Native American spiritual traditions.

Charms were produced and used for specific purposes. The conjurer or the individual

who sought to cast the spell selected particular objects for significant characteristics and

associations with the problem being addressed or affinities with the evoked spirits. Grave-

yard dust was a frequent component because of its association with the dead power
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Types of Charms

Many former slaves, including Adam Smith from Mississippi, described the use

of charms:

Dey all believed in charms and hants and everybody wore a rabbit foot

and all de women tied up dere hair in strings to keep off witches and

wore dimes around dere ankles if dey could git em to keep off evil sper-

rits. Sho I seen hants jest lots of times and all of us carried charms and

de little niggers wore asfedita round dere necks to keep off chills. Some

of de women made cunger bottles and put em under de steps and

sprinkled rattle snake ashes in de pool but I didn’t believe in dat stuff

much.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

10, Part 5. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.

According to former South Carolina slave Sylvia Durant, some slaves wore

pierced coins for protection:

Yes, mam, I see plenty people wear dem dimes round dey ankle en all kind

of things on dey body, but never didn’ see my mother do nothin like dat. I

gwine tell you it just like I got it. Hear talk dat some would wear dem for

luck on some tote dem to keep people from hurtin dem. I got a silver dime

in de house dere in my trunk right to dis same day dat I used to wear on a

string of beads, but I took it off.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Abram Sells, a former Texas slave, remembered various charms and ways of

conjuring:

There’s allus some old time nigger what knowed lots of remedies and

knowed all dif’rent kinds of yarbs and roots. My grand-daddy, he could stop

blood, and he could conjure off the fever and rub his fingers over warts and

they’d git away. He make ile out’n rattlesnake for the rheumatis’. For the

cramp he git a kind of bark offen a tree and it done the job, too. Some nig-

gers wo’ brass rings to keep off the rheumatis’ and punch hole in a penny or

dime and wear that on the ankle to keep off sickness.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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ultimately derived from the spiritual realm. Some objects were chosen for their metaphori-

cal associations. For example, an African American tradition called for placing a knife

under the bed of a woman giving birth, to ‘‘cut’’ the pain of childbirth. Sympathetic magic

was also important. Human exuviae, such as hair or fingernails, were powerful charm com-

ponents when the goal was to influence a particular person’s behavior. Other objects were

chosen because their names were cognates of the attribute one was trying to obtain. Natu-

ral objects with unusual forms, such as twisted roots, quartz crystals, and smooth stones,

were also common charm objects. Insect parts, nails, pins, mirrors, prehistoric tools, but-

tons, and gunflints were regular material components of composite charms.

Composite charms were placed in bottles or wrapped in cloth, leaves, or clay and

bound with thread or human hair. The materials used to encapsulate and contain the

charms, and the symbolism of binding, were as significant as the materials contained

within. Former slaves recalled the significance of particular types of cloth, such as red

flannel, and particular colors of thread, as necessary elements for the effectiveness of

charms. Composite charms were often a mixture of roots, natural materials, and objects.

The material composition of objects and their color was often as significant as, and

sometimes more significant than, their shape or original function. Sometimes the num-

ber of items was significant because some numbers, such as nine, were considered lucky.

The two general types of charms were household charms and personal charms. House-

hold charms were placed within the house or yard. These were often placed in particular

locations, such as underneath and above doorsills and windowsills and within, above, or

below hearths, to prevent malevolent spirits from crossing these entryways to harm resi-

dents. Household charms could be individual objects, composite groupings of artifacts, or

even paint of a particular color. Anthropologists and folklorists noted that blacks in

Georgia and South Carolina painted doors and windows blue to keep out harmful spirits.

Personal charms were worn on the body, usually on the neck, waist, wrist, or ankle.

Marinda Singleton, formerly enslaved in Virginia, recalled that slaves hid charms

under their clothing to avoid detection by their masters who did not approve of

charm use. Glass beads, which could be worn as personal adornment or personal

charms, probably were overlooked by masters who did not perceive their dual func-

tion. Scholars have demonstrated that Africans and African Americans in the past

and present used glass beads for medicinal and spiritual purposes. For example, partic-

ular types of beads were and are used in Ghana to cure and prevent illness in children.

The presence of similar types of beads in burials of enslaved black infants, worn on

the same parts of the body, suggest a similar practice in 18th-century New York and

19th-century Virginia. The preponderance of glass beads found at many sites associ-

ated with enslaved blacks is blue. Archaeologists debate about the significance of blue

glass beads or whether the color was indeed significant at all.

Animal bones were used as personal charms. Archaeologists have recovered rac-

coon bacula, associated with virility, at Andrew Jackson’s Hermitage, Mount Vernon,

and Fairfield. The example from Mount Vernon has an incised line on the distal end,

likely produced as a result of wear when the object was worn as a pendant. Former

slaves noted that rabbit feet, mole feet, chicken breastbones, and bones of black cats

and other bones worked as charms. Conjurers also used animal bones of various types

when they created ‘‘mojos’’ or ‘‘hands,’’ which were packets of materials used as com-

posite charms.
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‘‘Hand charms,’’ small, stamped brass alloy objects in the shape of a right hand

clenched into a fist, may be evidence of sympathetic magic, valued for the hand symbol

that had a corresponding linguistic reference to a general good luck or protection charm.

These objects originally were mass-produced clothing fasteners that were likely worn as

pendants by the enslaved. Archaeologists have recovered nine hand charms in Tennes-

see, Virginia, and Maryland, all at sites associated with antebellum enslaved blacks.

Archaeologists have proposed various interpretations of the meaning of hand

charms. Some scholars note the similarity of hand charms to Latin figas and Islamic

Hand of Fatima symbols, making them attractive as charms to individuals who came

from those regions. It has also been argued that the abstract shape created by the hand

within the circle is significant because of its similarity to the BaKongo cosmogram.

Hand charms may be an expression of Igbo ideology. For the Igbo, the right hand sym-

bolized power. Hand charms also may serve as signals for the enslaved to communi-

cate resistance or abolitionist ideas. Although the exact meanings of hand charms for

their users is unclear, their regional distribution suggests the widespread transmission

of a shared cultural practice.

Artifacts sometimes bear evidence of their probable use as charms in the form of

modification. Archaeologists have recovered pierced coins, modified ceramic shards,

and various objects incised with Xs, such as colonoware bowls, spoons, marbles, coins,
and tailor’s wax. Most of the pierced coins recovered from slave sites are silver; Span-

ish reales are particularly common. Enslaved blacks used pierced coins for protection

and to detect conjure. Reales were probably preferred because they were silver. Folk-

lorists and interviews with former slaves indicate the significance of silver for creating

many types of charms. The X formed by the divisions on the coat of arms on the

reverse of the reale may have been appealing. Some excavated coins were inscribed

with additional Xs.

The inscribed X marks found on various types of artifacts are evidence of the signif-

icance of the X, or crossroads, to enslaved blacks. Some scholars argue that the X sym-

bol is an abstraction of the BaKongo cosmogram. This cosmogram signified a

connection between the worlds of the living and the dead. Creating this symbol

imbued an object or location with spiritual power. Blacks created X marks to ward off

bad luck in the early 20th century. Therefore, inscribing objects with Xs may have

transformed them into amulets.

See also Conjure Bags; Fetishes; Shrines and Spiritual Caches; Subfloor Pits.
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LORI LEE

CHICKENS. The chicken (Gallus gallus domesticus) is a domesticated bird originally

from southeastern Asia raised for its meat and eggs. In ancient times, the chicken

spread widely across the Eastern Hemisphere, arriving in Africa from various points

east and north. Chickens were introduced into Egypt as early as 1400 BCE and spread

throughout the continent thereafter. Although the chicken is not indigenous to

Africa, it figures prominently in many creation myths and spiritual traditions and is a

part of most traditional rural homesteads in West and Central Africa. It is one of the

few species of livestock that can be raised without fear of the tsetse fly, which attacks

large mammals living in the transitional and tropical zones as one approaches the At-

lantic coast. In West and Central Africa, it shares the category of poultry with the in-

digenous guinea fowl and on occasion ducks and even turkeys, which came to Africa

from the Western Hemisphere via European explorers.

In traditional West African culture, chickens are frequently used in ancestor wor-

ship, divination, and propitiatory sacrifice. Throughout Africa they served as the most

common animal sacrifice, and their eggs also were used in religious ceremonies. In

Ghana, for example, metal sculptures illustrate traditional priests using chickens in

rituals or offering them to the abosom or deities of traditional Akan religion. The head

of the household in traditional Akan homes would offer chicken eggs at the house-

hold altar of the family compound. The eggs offered to the ancestors are often cooked

and placed on altars dedicated in their honor. This spiritual work, coupled with the

affection lavished on the home compound chicken flock, call to mind similar

Stealing a Chicken

Former Texas slave Millie Williams stole a chicken from her owner:

Sometimes massa fed good and den ’gain he didn’t, but dat ’cause of de

War. We has cornbread and milk and all de coffee you would drink. On

Sundays we fills de pot half full of meat and shell peas on top de meat.

I ’member de time we steals one of massa’s big chickens and its in de pot

in de fireplace when we seed missy comin’. I grabs dat chicken and pot and

puts it under de bed and puts de bedclothes top dat pot. Missy, she come in

and say, ‘I she’ de smell somethin’ good.’ I say, ‘Whar, Missy Ellis?’ She

don’t find nothin’ so she leaves. When she’s gone I takes dat chicken and

we eats it in a hurry.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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traditions known among enslaved African Americans who transformed the chicken

into ‘‘the preacher’s bird,’’ as well as raising chickens and other poultry to participate

in local economies despite the constrictions of enslavement.

Chickens also were considered to be a special dish in traditional West African cui-

sine. A welcome addition to a primarily vegetarian diet, the use of chickens as sacrifi-

cial animals inevitably varied the common diet. Chickens were broiled with spices,

fried in palm oil and then added to stews, or simply boiled with other meats, vegeta-

bles, or fish into a soup. Pieces of chicken fried in oil sold on the street, chicken and

groundnut stew, chicken stew with yams, and spicy chicken broiled over aromatic

wood or roasted while wrapped in banana leaves would all leave their mark on the

developing cuisine of the early South.

Early European settlers brought chickens into the South. These first varieties of

chickens, such as black-and-white speckled Dominiques (also known as ‘‘Dominick-

ers’’) and other ‘‘dunghill fowl,’’ would become legendary parts of enslaved people’s

lore about life in the rural South. In the slave quarter, chickens served as both alarm

clocks and security alarms. Their presence was a welcome opportunity to enjoy a rare

occasional meal of home-raised fresh meat. The eggs were rarely part of the diet with

the exception of special occasions, when they might be incorporated into richer fla-

vored baked goods such as cornbread or, rarely, wheaten breads.

By the 1730s, travelers began to note that enslaved blacks were raising and selling

poultry in the Carolina Low Country. In the colonial Chesapeake, the relationship

between enslaved people and poultry was strong. Because slaves were mostly denied

the privilege of raising larger and more lucrative livestock, chickens, guineas, ducks,

turkeys, and geese clucked and pecked across special poultry yards that appended slave

cabins. In the often-quoted words of John Mercer from 1779, ‘‘I know already that

chickens or other fresh meat can’t be had but in exchange, & bacon to spare will allow

me preference with the country people or rather Negroes, who are the general chicken

merchants.’’ The leading families of Virginia—the Washingtons, Carters, Lees, Jeffer-

sons, and Randolphs—all recorded transactions between the Great House and the

slave quarter and witnessed the provisioning of the Great House table with their

chickens, ducks, eggs, and other poultry products. Landon Carter noted in his diary,

Nat brought me 6 chickens this day. . . . My poor slaves raise fowls, and eggs

in order to exchange with their masters now and then; and though I don’t

value the worth of what they bring, yet I enjoy the humanity of refreshing

such poor creatures in what they (perhaps though mistakenly) call a blessing.

Among enslaved African Americans the sale or exchange of chickens led to greater social

autonomy and financial empowerment, and allowed individuals and households to acquire

cast-offs, money, and dry goods that otherwise were unavailable to enslaved blacks. George

Washington’s enslaved community complained bitterly when the switch was made from

whole corn to ground cornmeal in their rations; he surmised that this meant that the

scraps that fell out of the mortar and pestle could no longer be used as chicken feed.

This heritage of selling chickens was extended to cooked foods. A 19th-century pen

and ink drawing depicting an enslaved girl ‘‘vulgarly’’ selling rolls and chicken legs at the

train station in Richmond, Virginia, documents the trade in fried chicken conducted by
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black women at the train-side. In Gordonsville, Virginia, northwest of Richmond, black

women ‘‘waiter-carriers’’ allegedly served the world’s best fried chicken to white passen-

gers captive inside the trains. This thriving trade in fried chicken furthered the power of

the African American women who were at once both the caretakers of the region’s poul-

try and the means by which the poultry became transformed into culinary art.

Although chicken was clearly secondary to pork in terms of meat consumption, a

number of chicken dishes emerged as popular in the enslaved community. Whole

chickens were wrapped in large cabbage leaves, tied and roasted in the coals of the

hearth. Broiling chickens required few utensils save a green stick of wood that could

be placed in the fireplace or near the fire to ensure an even cooking temperature.

Sometimes chickens were barbecued in methods similar to pork. Chicken pot pies

and chickens stewed with dumplings were English and German dishes that diffused

into black communities during slavery and remained important dishes for special

occasions. As evidence of the creolization of Atlantic African food in the South,

chickens were incorporated into several important stews and soups, including okra

soup, groundnut (peanut) soup, benne soup, gumbo, Brunswick stew, burgoo, and

chicken stewed with sweet potatoes, a recipe recorded by Mary Randolph in a later

edition of her cookbook, The Virginia Housewife. The Virginia Housewife also gave

America its first published recipe for fried chicken, a Southern treat since the late

17th and early 18th centuries. Several formerly enslaved African American women

left their own recipes for the delicacy born out of African deep frying techniques, sea-

soning styles, and related recipes from England and Scotland. Anna Wright, a for-

merly enslaved woman from North Carolina, recalled, ‘‘Fried chicken wus seasoned,

drapped in flour, and den simmered in a big pan of ham gravy wid de lid on hit until

it was tender. Den de lif was tuk off, an’ de chicken was fried a golden brown, as

quick as possible.’’ Contrary to popular opinion, fried chicken was a rare dish in the

enslaved community. Chickens were valuable merchandise, the amount of lard

needed to fry the chicken was fairly difficult to come by, and white flour, salt, and

black pepper were scarce and had to be acquired through purchase, barter, or trade.
Part of the lore of the chicken in enslaved communities was the consistent use of

racially charged images of blacks as chicken thieves. Cartoons, postcards, folksongs,

and the writings of local ‘‘colorists’’ depicted black men sneaking up on chickens to

strangle them and take them home for a clandestine meal. The images are partly

based in stories from slavery when ‘‘broiling stray chickens’’ in secret was one of the

pastimes of enslaved life. According to educator Booker T. Washington (1856–1915),

One of my earliest recollections is that of my mother cooking a chicken late at

night, and awakening her children for the purpose of feeding them. How or

where she got it I do not know. I presume, however, it was procured from our

owner’s farm. Some people may call this theft. If such a thing were to happen

now, I should condemn it as theft myself. But taking place at the time it did,

and for the reason that it did, no one could ever make me believe that my

mother was guilty of thieving. She was simply a victim of the system of slavery.

To 19th-century whites, chicken stealing was a sign of African American moral fail-

ure, but to enslaved African Americans forced to pilfer for their survival, there was a

110

CHICKENS



fine line between theft for the sake of committing a ‘‘sin,’’ and theft for the sake of feed-

ing oneself in the face of brutality and malnutrition.

Chickens retained their association with spiritual work, as chicken bones associated

with spiritual caches or chicken remains strategically buried at plantations like the

Levi Jordan property in Texas attest. As enslaved people transitioned into their own

sense of freedom, the chicken became ‘‘the preacher’s bird,’’ and if available, a Sunday

dinner or family celebration was not complete without some sort of chicken dish, usu-

ally fried or stewed. Stereotypes of black cuisine aside, for generations, owing to slav-

ery and its after-effects, these were delicacies.

See also Caricatures; Charms; Conjure Bags; Food and Foodways; Pigs and Pork;

Subfloor Pits; Yams and Sweet Potatoes.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

CHURCHES AND PRAISE HOUSES. The first black churches in America were

established after 1770 as a result of evangelistic efforts by Methodists and Baptists dur-

ing the period known as the First Great Awakening. In the South during the 19th

century, Christian slaves also began to build small informal churches, known as Praise

Houses, on their plantations. Forged in racism, these churches and praise houses

became centers for communities of enslaved and freed blacks and fostered distinct

African American theologies and worship styles that continue in the 21st century.

As with nearly every aspect of slave history and material culture, a full understand-

ing of black churches and praise houses requires nuanced attention to historical con-

texts and the limitations placed on African Americans by racism and enslavement.

Moreover, depending on factors like region, historical period, work performed, gen-

der, and the size of an owner’s slave population, slaves experienced a wide range of

working conditions and relationships with whites that affected their material culture

and religious experiences. For example, slaves in the North were converted to Christi-

anity far earlier than slaves in the South and were more likely to be allowed to
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purchase their freedom or be freed by their owners. Therefore, most black churches

started before the Civil War are found in the North. To understand the circumstances

under which people of African descent became Christians and established churches,

it is necessary to first consider the history of the praise house as a phenomenon on

Southern plantations and then discuss the history of independent black churches in

the North and South.

Praise Houses and the Christianization of American Slaves
In the South, the period known as the Second Great Awakening (ca. 1790–1840)

marked an upsurge in missionary evangelism that resulted in the conversion of nearly

all African American slaves by 1860. While mainline Christian churches like the Epis-

copalians, Lutherans, Congregationalists, and Presbyterians were open to converting

slaves, Baptist and Methodist missionaries focused intensely on the South and its huge

population of unconverted blacks. At the beginning of this effort, missionaries faced sig-

nificant resistance from slaveholders, Christian and non-Christian, who feared that

slaves who became Christians would become ‘‘uppity,’’ disobedient, or feel entitled to

equal treatment or freedom. Missionaries intent on reaching slaves were faced with the

task of converting owners and convincing them to allow access to their slaves. For this

reason, missionaries emphasized the ways that Christianity could support the institution

of slavery by encouraging obedience, dutifulness, and heavenly rewards. Traveling from

plantation to plantation, missionaries taught slaves about Christianity, appointed lead-

ers, and established congregations. Because plantations were far apart, churches were

few, and missionaries were in short supply, success depended on the ability of a commu-

nity to remain cohesive after the missionary moved on. It was common for a missionary

to return to a plantation and find his former converts lapsed.

The lack of a physical structure to house new slave congregations and the ministers

to lead them concerned missionaries, who

desperately wanted to be successful. Depend-

ing on attitudes of slaveholders and geo-

graphic proximity, converted slaves may or

may not have attended formal church ser-

vices. In cases in which masters were sup-

portive of slave conversion, regular Sunday

services might be held in the home or slaves

might be taken to a local church where a

white preacher would encourage slaves to

please God by obeying their masters and ful-

filling their earthly roles. On plantations

where slaveholders were not supportive of

conversion efforts, Christian slaves were

forced to hold religious meetings in secret.

As more slaves became Christians, the

demand for places of worship in the South

increased and, in response, plantation own-

ers began to allow their slaves to build small
First African Church in Richmond, Virginia, 1865.
(Library of Congress.)
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Worship

The field hands held their own religious services on Rebecca Jane Grant’s South

Carolina plantation, while the household and skilled slaves went with the slave-

holders to the white church:

Didn’t have no colored churches. De drivers and de overseers, de house-

servants, de bricklayers and folks like dat’d go to de white folk’s church. But

not de field hands. Why dey couldn’t have all got in de church. My marsa

had three or four hundred slaves, himself. And most of the other white folks

had just as many or more. But them as went would sing! Oh they’d sing! I

remember two of ’em specially. One was a man and he’d sing bass. Oh, he’d

roll it down! The other was a woman, and she’d sing soprano! They had col-

ored preachers to preach to de field hands down in de quarters. Dey’d

preach in de street. Meet next day to de marsa’s and turn in de report. How

many pray, how many ready for baptism and all like dat. Used to have Sab-

bath School in de white people’s house, in de porch, on Sunday evening.

De porch was big and dey’d fill dat porch! They never fail to give de chillun

Sabbath School. Learn them de Sabbath catechism. We’d sing a song the

church bells used to ring in Beaufort. You never hear it any more. But I

remembers it.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

In Mississippi, Robert Weathersby attended church with his masters but also

worshipped secretly with the other slaves:

We went to meeting at de white folks meeting house an’ sat in de back part,

an’ us had to wait on de white folks too. Had to see ’bout de horses an’ bug-

gies an’ take ’em water an’ keep de fires a gwine if it wuz cole weather.

When we wanted to have our own services we collected up an’ went to de

woods an’ built big brush arbors an’ at nite we’d build great big fires an’ had

sho’ nuf services. We could sing an’ shout, an’ dats what we wanted to do.

Dey would hum an’ morn all through de services. De preachers didn’t hab

no book learning but when a darkie wanted to preacher, he wuz give a try

out, by gitting up an’ trying to preach a time or two an’ if he suited de folks

an’ they thought he could preach, dey would say fer him to preach an’ if he

didnt suit ’em dey would say fer him not too.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

10, Part 5. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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buildings for worship that came to be known as ‘‘praise houses.’’ Praise houses were

built primarily because slaves wanted to hold worship throughout the week and not

just on Sundays. Prior to the construction of praise houses, slaves would regularly

leave the plantation to meet other Christian slaves for worship at night. Slaveholders,

concerned about the potential for rebellion and collaboration that unsupervised off-

plantation meetings presented, believed that they would be able to exact more con-

trol over their slaves if they offered them a place of their own to worship on the plan-

tation. Responding to such concerns, missionaries encouraged slaveholders to fund or

allow praise houses to increase their control and demonstrate paternalistic benevo-

lence. Missionaries saw praise houses as a way to grow and sustain the religious com-

munities they established. Indeed, by 1860 competing evangelistic efforts by traveling

missionaries resulted in many instances in which several praise houses, each affiliated

with a distinct Christian denomination, were established on the same plantation.

Although praise houses appeared all over the South, they were particularly prevalent

among the Gullah of South Carolina and Georgia.

Architecturally, praise houses were simple spaces with little ornamentation and few

religious artifacts. Praise houses generally had only one room and one door and would

be located near slave quarters. The lack of furnishings of the praise house was an eco-

nomic, rather than theological, phenomenon. To make praise houses more comfortable

and conventional, slaves would use discarded materials to create religious art and arti-

facts such as crosses. Funded by missionaries or by savings from outside work, slaves

sometimes built altars, pulpits, and pews, although it was not uncommon for a praise

house to remain a small, empty one-room building. Although praise houses were centers

of black Christianity, slaves still were expected to attend their master’s church every

Sunday. Indeed, the designation of a plantation slave church as a ‘‘praise house’’ rather

than a church is directly related to the racist belief by whites that slaves could not con-

duct church services on their own or be in charge of a church. Praise houses were built

as a supplement to church services that were controlled and supervised by whites. For

whites, praise houses did not have the same kind of authenticity or power as a church

but were necessary to keep slaves content and allow them to worship throughout the

week. For Christian slaves, the praise house operated as a church and, indeed, the true

center of their religious life. The praise house offered slaves opportunities to escape the

white gaze, challenge white authority, sustain community and culture, and reinvent the

Christianity they were taught to conform with their lives and experiences.

In the praise house, black Christians integrated religious expressions familiar to

them and their families in Africa. During services with whites, or overseen by whites,

slaves would listen to sermons that taught that heavenly rewards could be attained

only if they were obedient to their masters and dutifully performed their work. Within

the praise houses, slaves practiced a Christianity that identified black slaves with the

ancient Israelites, a chosen people led by Moses out of bondage. Through identifica-

tion with Israel, slaves were able to make sense of their suffering and maintain hope

that justice ultimately would be done. Forbidden to learn to read and write, blacks

who secretly were literate used the space of the praise house to teach others and offer

alternative interpretations of sacred Christian texts. Slave spirituals and ‘‘call and

response’’ songs also were central to praise house worship, which was marked by the

integration of African beliefs and practices into Christianity. For example, the
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practice of the ‘‘ring shout’’ (see also opening essay ‘‘Dance and Music’’) generally took

place in forums outside of the formal church. During the ring shout, blacks embraced an

ecstatic and embodied worship by moving together in a counterclockwise circle. As the

ritual progressed, participants moved with increasing speed to summon ecstatic religious

experience and connection with the supernatural. Scholars have noted the important

parallels between the ring shout and African spirit possession. Indeed, while the ring

shout was commonly used in a Christian context, throughout the period of enslavement,

people of African descent consistently incorporated forms of expression derived from

Africa. In the praise house, it would not be uncommon to witness spirit possessions, ec-

static shouting and dancing, or conjurers offering their services. In the praise house, such

syncretistic religious expressions were performed without judgment or fear from whites

who often found worship by blacks to be overly emotional and expressive.

Not all black Christians worshiped in praise houses, and many did not have physi-

cal structures to house their religious services. For this reason, a full understanding of

black churches during slavery must include what has been called ‘‘the invisible insti-

tution.’’ The invisible institution refers to the practice of slave Christianity in forums

beyond white scrutiny: the secret and hidden practice of slave Christianity in infor-

mal and makeshift environments and communities. It has been argued that Christian-

ity as practiced by slaves was a predominantly covert phenomenon aimed at

undermining the control and authority of whites over Christianity and black religious

practice. Slaves were able to undermine this religious authoritarianism by secretly

‘‘stealing away’’ to prohibited services in the middle of the night. These services were

led by black preachers who embraced religious themes of liberation and identified

enslaved African Americans with enslaved Israelites in the Hebrew Bible.
Such furtive church services frequently were held near physical landmarks between

plantations, clearings in the woods, or in slave quarters with furnishings rearranged

to accommodate group worship. Even though they did not always have access to

purpose-built structures designed for religious practice, slaves nonetheless reimagined

physical spaces designed for other purposes, such as their living quarters or other out-

door spaces, as places for religious devotion. In these ‘‘hush arbors’’ or ‘‘praying

grounds,’’ magical and practical measures were taken to ensure privacy and conceal

the slaves’ illegal activity. For example, overturned pots or pots filled with water

might be placed around a meeting area or in the rafters of slave quarters. Slaves

believed that the pots could muffle the noise of worship. Similar patterns can be seen

in the Caribbean where barracoons, large warehouse-style sleeping quarters, would be

transformed into spaces for dancing, preaching, drumming, and celebration.

Diversity of Black Churches
Worship communities of blacks who identified themselves as independent churches

existed in Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas before the American Revolution.

These communities rarely were recognized as independent churches by white denomi-

national authorities, and they did not construct church buildings. Nearly all churches

that claim to be one of the earliest black churches in the country trace their origins

back to a congregation that waited decades before building or buying a church. For

this reason, dozens of churches claim to be the first, or one of the first, black churches

in the country. For example, Silver Bluff Baptist Church in Aiken County, South
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Carolina, has been identified by some scholars as the first independent black congre-

gation in America. Silver Bluff Baptist Church was started in 1773 by a few blacks

who decided to establish a plantation church. However, Silver Bluff did not have a

church building until 1847 and, therefore, was little different from the hundreds of

other black church congregations formed throughout the South on plantations.

Although the title of ‘‘first’’ is sought after by many early black churches, formally

acknowledging one congregation over another as first ignores the many churches that

existed but remained hidden from view and lost to the historical record because of

slavery and racism. For this reason, tracing and verifying claims to primacy have pro-

ven difficult and have led to dozens of competing claims that too often overlook the

agency of blacks throughout the South who formed churches.

While it is certain that black churches have existed for as long as black people have

been Christians, before the Civil War it was exceptionally rare for a black church to

own a church building because black Christians almost never had the means or

resources necessary to house independent congregations in church buildings without

the cooperation of white church members. In a few instances, overcrowding in

churches shared by whites and blacks led a church that was once interracial to split.

The separate black churches formed from these schisms always were overseen by

whites. First African Baptist Church of Richmond, Virginia, is an important example.

In 1841, the white congregants of First Baptist Church of Richmond sold their church

to the black congregants, who then formed First African Baptist Church of Rich-

mond. Using the money from the sale, the white congregants built a new church for

themselves, and First African Baptist Church of Richmond remained under the con-

trol of a white board of directors and pastor.

Whites were often fearful of relinquishing control over black believers. Indeed, the

issue was so heated that in 1838 the Virginia Legislature passed a law making it illegal

for blacks to establish an independent church. Although churchgoing blacks contin-

ued to attend white churches throughout the period before the Civil War, there was

marked discontent with second-class treatment and increasing emphasis on segrega-

tion during services. In the North, where free blacks had greater access to resources

and the support of abolitionists, blacks worked together to translate this growing dis-

content with white Christianity and racism into the establishment of the first black

churches recognized by major denominations, and the formation of the first black

denomination: the African Methodist Episcopal Church.

The African Methodist Episcopal Church was born out of the turbulence created

when Philadelphia’s St. George’s Methodist Episcopal Church chose to sequester blacks

in the gallery of the church and prohibited them from worshiping in the main sanctuary.

After years of discrimination and paternalistic supervision, black congregants, including

Richard Allen (1760–1831) and Absalom Jones (1746–1818), left the church when

praying members were forcibly removed because they refused to be segregated in an

upstairs gallery. In 1794, Richard Allen opened Mother Bethel African Methodist Epis-

copal Church, the first denomination to be founded solely on the basis of race. The

church building was dedicated in that year and is located at the corner of Sixth and Lom-

bard Streets in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The church remains a national historic land-

mark and the oldest continuously black-owned property in America. That same year,

Absalom Jones also opened the doors of the African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas in
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Philadelphia at the corner of 5th and Adelphi Streets. Both churches have a history of

humanitarian outreach and operated as both a church and a community center that pro-

vided economic and social support for the entire black community in Philadelphia.

One of the most remarkable accounts of the creation of a church during slavery

comes from the story of First African Baptist Church in Savannah, Georgia, one of

the first formal churches to be established and built by blacks in America. The church

and its membership evolved from communities of blacks, slave and free, brought to-

gether by the efforts of black Christian leaders George Liele (1750–1820) and

Andrew Bryan (1737–1812). In 1794, Bryan led the construction of a makeshift

church structure named Bryan Street Baptist. After internal tensions resulted in a

schism, the majority of the community relocated to Franklin Square, where, for

$1,500 they bought a church with money the congregants had saved to purchase their

freedom. But the congregation wanted a church of their own that had never been

owned by whites, and the members of First African Baptist began constructing a new

church in the 1850s. Since nearly all of the members were enslaved, the church was

built during the night when the slaves were permitted to leave their homes. During

the years of construction, and until emancipation, the First African Baptist Church

was a major stop on the Underground Railroad. Indeed, the building was specifically

designed to hide and house escaped slaves underneath the floor of the sanctuary.

Black workers had drilled air holes into the sanctuary floor, disguised as an African

tribal design. Pews built by the slaves during this period were engraved with tribal

symbols, illustrating the continuing syncretic nature of black Christianity.

The praise houses and early black churches that remain standing in the 21st cen-

tury are a testimony to the creativity and persistence of enslaved people who over-

came nearly insurmountable conditions to develop a religious world of their own.

See also Cast Iron Pots; Conjure Bags; Drums.
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KATIE HLADKY

CLOCKS AND WATCHES. Clocks and watches were the tools by which slave-

holders regulated the lives of the men and women whom they held in bondage.

Whether it was the sound of a horn in the morning to signal the time to awaken, or a

bell to announce a break for a quick meal, or a watch held in an owner’s hand to

measure productivity, time—its measurement and its regulation—lay at the heart of

chattel slavery.

Through most of the 17th century, most Europeans measured time by the natural

cycles of sunrise and sunset, the phases of the moon, and the change of the seasons, not
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by the clock. Bells did call worshipers to church, but daily tasks were done without

regard to the exact time of day or how long a particular task might take. Similarly, Afri-

cans used the same cycles to order their days and their lives. But the advent of clocks

and watches that could keep more accurate time, and the increased emphasis on making

‘‘every day count’’ and using time in a ‘‘proper’’ manner, inevitably led to a clash

between those who measured time using a timepiece—the clergy, the gentry, and the

tradesmen—and those who worked for them who measured time in less structured ways.

Many elite white Virginians were obsessed with keeping time and making sure that

their slaves made good use of time. They had tall case clocks, table clocks, and

watches and made sure that they were always in good repair.

Virginia slave owner Landon Carter rode out to observe his field slaves several

times a day, watching them work for a couple of hours each day to make sure that they

spent their time productively. Thomas Jefferson carefully calculated how many nails
were made in a day by the boys and men who worked in his nailery and made sure

that the bell of the great clock he designed for the entrance hall at Monticello could

be heard anywhere on the farm so that he could better regulate the working hours of

his enslaved laborers. Charlie Davenport, interviewed in Mississippi in 1937 for the

Federal Writers’ Project, said that, after he was freed, he got somewhat carried away

with his freedom because, ‘‘Aint no marster gwine a-say to you, ‘Charlie, you’s got to

be back when de clock strikes nine.’’’

Enslaved blacks thought about time in entirely different ways, using natural

events such as a meteorite shower to indicate a specific date or how many seasons or

months had gone by, to indicate the passage of time, or to estimate how long ago or

when something had happened. Sandy, a slave of Thomas Wilson in Middlesex

County, Virginia, who ran away in 1768 and was caught, told the sheriff that ‘‘he

[had] made two crops for his master, and [had] been absent for two moons.’’ Samuel

Scomp, a Philadelphia runaway who was kidnapped and ended up in New Orleans,

from which he was sent back to Philadelphia, testified in 1826 that he was kid-

napped the previous year ‘‘in water melon and peach time.’’ Another formerly

enslaved man, interviewed in Tennessee, stated, ‘‘I was a young man when the stars

fell; and you know that was a long time ago. I seen them; they just fell and went out

before they hit the ground.’’

Many masters complained that their enslaved workers would not do their work in

a timely manner, but what was timely to masters and what was timely to the

enslaved depended how one looked at the matter. For slaveholders, getting work

done efficiently with little wasted time was essential to the success of the plantation,

farm, or trade. Time spent doing a job slowly was time wasted: it cut production and

profits. But for the enslaved, when left to their own devices, work was done in the

amount of time it took to do it, not by some externally applied measure of time gov-

erned by a clock or watch. Different ways of organizing that work depended on how

one looked at time: for those slaveholders who used the gang system, a certain

amount of work had to be done within a specific amount of time, but for those slave-

holders who used the task system, it did not matter how long it took to complete the

task, as long as it was completed that day. Different ways of looking at time resulted

in different ways of doing work.

See also Work Routines.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

CLOTH. Cloth was far more than fabric in a slave’s world. It was the catalyst for European

contact with Africa and a commodity used for both trade and barter in the intra-Africa and

trans-Atlantic slave trades. The demand for the cultivation of fibers, the raw materials for

the manufacture of cloth, created a need for cheap labor ultimately fulfilled by enslaving

Africans and transporting them to North America. On a more basic level, cloth provided

garments to protect slaves from the elements. It supplied a means of creativity and identity

by creating unique clothing items and household goods, such as bedding and head coverings.

Above all, cloth was a tool, a visible symbol used to distinguish the free from the slave.

When England and the rest of Europe emerged from the late Middle Ages after 1500,

new economic forces were at work. A growing European economy prompted seismic shifts

in the agricultural economy of Elizabethan England. Driven by demand for English wool
fabrics in continental markets, landowners enclosed common pasture and began raising

sheep commercially. Local and regional artisans turned the raw material into cloth, and

merchants shipped it to newfound customers. Mercantile companies formed, seeking to

expand markets beyond Europe. They followed trade routes established by the Portuguese

and others down the west coast of Africa. There, English merchants found new opportuni-

ties in a thriving cotton cloth economy and a well-established slave trade.

English merchants and adventurers entered the West African slave trade in the

mid-16th century. They exchanged cloth of European manufacture and other barter
goods for slaves in established markets and quickly transported them to Spanish set-

tlements in the Caribbean and Central America. Purchased by local planters, these

West African slaves, still carrying their cultural connection to cloth cultivation and

production, were put to work on cotton and indigo plantations.

England established permanent settlements in North America beginning in 1607.

The first slaves arrived in 1619. Thousands more arrived in subsequent decades from

the Caribbean and West Africa to provide labor for the burgeoning tobacco economy

of Virginia and Carolina. Their direct connection to the cotton cloth culture of their

homelands, but not cloth itself, slipped away.

Cotton regained its significant role in the lives of slaves in the Deep South after

the American Revolution. Encouraged by the invention of the cotton gin in 1793,

which mechanized the process for removing the seeds from the newly picked cotton

bolls, and driven by demand for raw materials from the newly flourishing textile
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industry in the northern United States and abroad, planters made cotton their pri-

mary cash crop. The importation of West African slaves increased to meet the

increasing need for workers in the cotton fields on new and expanding plantations.

Cut off from all but the cultivation aspect of the familiar cloth culture of West Africa,

like their 17th-century counterparts, newly arrived slaves had to find means of inte-

grating it into their lives in bondage.

This was a daunting prospect. England maintained a stranglehold over colonial

markets. Cotton, indigo, and other items had to be transported to and sold in En-

gland. This discouraged the establishment of large-scale cloth production in the

North American colonies. Colonists of all economic levels relied heavily on cloth

imported from England through the 17th and early 18th centuries.

Throughout the tenure of slavery in the United States, slave clothing and textiles

for slave households were made from inferior fabrics, collectively known as ‘‘slave

cloth’’ or Negro cloth. Manufactured from lower-grade coarse fibers, slave cloth was

linen, wool, or cotton. Until the mid-18th century, many slaveholders imported Ne-

gro cloth from England. When political and economic conflict erupted between Eng-

land and her American colonists in the 1750s, households large and small began to

produce their own cloth at home. Farmers and planters increased their flax and cotton

crops and kept larger flocks of sheep to provide needed raw materials. Larger planta-

tion establishments built weaving and spinning houses to accommodate the high

quantity of textile production necessary to clothe hundreds of slaves.

The production of cloth, clothing, and household textiles was the responsibility of

the farm wife or plantation mistress. She assembled a disparate team to complete this

task. This team included her female relatives, skilled female slaves trained as carders,

spinners, and occasionally weavers, usually men, and local white artisans. Under her

supervision, carders combed raw fibers into batts (matted rolls). Spinners spun batts

into yarn, called homespun, on the spinning wheel. Others dyed the yarn in large

pots, and weavers wove yarn into fabric on large looms. The fabrics they produced

ranged from fine linens for their master’s family to coarse Negro cloth for field hands

to materials for sheeting, blankets, and bed coverings. The plantation mistress re-

served some homespun yarn for knitted items, such as stockings.

Making and distributing slave clothing turned on summer and winter clothing
allotments. Enslaved men, women, and children routinely received two gender-

specific outfits, plus stockings, footwear, and blankets, from each allotment. A slave’s

status determined what each received individually and for their families. Sometimes,

slave children received no clothing at all. House servants had better-quality clothing

than did field hands. The garments each group received were identical in style and

color. They allowed little leeway for individual style or taste.

The size of the slave population determined the system for making garments at

each establishment. On smaller farms and plantations, mistresses gave equivalent fab-

ric and yarn allotments to slave women, expecting them to cut, sew, and knit for their

own families. At larger establishments, mistresses, with slave hierarchies to consider

and hundreds to clothe, ran more complex operations. Individual tasks, such as cut-

ting and stitching garments, went to slave and free artisan specialists. Female mem-

bers of the owners’ family, including the mistress, and young slave girls often did the

knitting.
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Slaves frequently considered their clothing and household textile allotments inad-

equate. Stranded economically, with few resources of their own, they worked the system

to improve their situations. Many cut clothing too generously and saved the scraps from

the sewing of garments to obtain extra fabric. Slave women recycled old garments and

blankets and used hand-me-downs from more generous owners. Seamstresses turned

these into garments for unclothed children and needed items for themselves. They cre-

ated distinctive headwraps and other decorative items evoking their West African

design traditions and connecting them to their original cloth culture.

The system for producing cloth, which dominated the work lives of many female

slaves, became antiquated a half-century before the end of slavery in the United States.

Inexpensive manufactured cotton textiles, from newly developed textile factories in

New England, were readily available on the American market after 1820. Farmers and

planters supplied raw cotton to these mills, and then purchased their products which

were in turn made into clothing. The presence of a skilled and enslaved labor force

that they had to clothe, keep busy, and retain prevented the introduction of this and

other labor-saving devices into plantation life. The demand for cloth, initially a cata-

lyst for slavery in the United States, became a stumbling block to its end.
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SUSAN ATHERTON HANSON

CLOTHING ALLOTMENTS. Colonial and, later, state laws required owners to

clothe their slaves. They mostly did so through a system of clothing allotments.
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Usually twice yearly, enslaved men, women, and children received two gender-specific

outfits, plus stockings, shoes, blankets, and sometimes hats as their individual allot-

ments. A slave’s status determined what each received individually and for their families.

Sometimes, slave children received no clothing at all. House servants had better-quality

clothing than field hands. The garments each group received were usually identical in

style and color. They allowed little leeway for individual style or taste.

The wives and daughters of slaveholders oversaw the production of cloth. They of-
ten helped to make slave clothing and household textiles with the assistance of slave

seamstresses and artisans. The time and effort involved to produce garments and other

items needed for each allotment date was enormous and went on at many plantations

year-round.

Slave clothing was made from inferior fabrics, collectively known as slave or Negro
cloth. Manufactured from lower grade coarse fibers, slave cloth included linen, wool,
cotton, or a form of linen called oznaberg. Many slaveholders imported Negro cloth

from England until political and economic conflict erupted between England and her

American colonists in the 1750s. Afterward, households large and small began to pro-

duce their own cloth at home. In the 19th century, Negro cloth was specially manu-

factured for the Southern market in New England textile mills.

Slaves frequently considered their clothing and household textile allotments inad-

equate. This was a greater concern in the colonial period when cloth was expensive

and imported from England. It improved in the early decades of the 19th century after

cotton became the cash crop on many plantations.

Slaves, without resources of their own, worked the system to improve their situa-

tions. Enslaved women recycled old garments and blankets and used hand-me-downs

from more generous owners. They saved the scraps from the sewing of garments, turn-

ing them into garments for unclothed children, distinctive headwraps, quilts, and
other needed items for themselves.

The clothing allotment system created resentment and anger among both slaves

and their owners. Slave clothing consumed a great deal of resources, human and fi-

nancial, on plantations. It cut into the owner’s profit and represented a large fixed

expense. For slaves, clothing allotments were yet another way that slave masters

enforced their inferior social and economic status.
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SUSAN ATHERTON HANSON

CLOTHING AND FOOTWEAR. Historic illustrations of slaves in the U.S. main-

land often presented figures trudging through fields in drab, rough, monochromatic

attire. Barefoot and ragged, these slaves projected a picture of uniformity. Clothing was

both a common necessity and an avenue of expression for the enslaved. Slaveholders

relied on the cheapest, sturdiest fabrics they could find and saved their fanciest clothing

for house servants. Although slaveholders often saw clothing their property as the duty

of a responsible owner, slaves earned their attire through their labor, sometimes growing

the raw materials that would eventually become their wardrobe. Enslaved people also

used clothing to express themselves by individualizing their everyday attire with acces-

sories or color or by investing in higher quality apparel.

Resources for Clothing

The clothing of the enslaved in the United States became more uniform as the system of

chattel slavery further entrenched itself in the Southern economy. In the 18th century, dia-

ries, letters, and account books indicate that most slaves were clothed in fabrics imported

from England and Germany, although some favored slaves were given second-hand cloth-

ing passed down from their owners. With the rise of cotton production in the antebellum

period, planters had access to several sources for what was called Negro cloth. Textile
mills in England and the northernUnited States produced yards of this cheap undyed cloth

specifically for the Southern market. By the 1830s and 1840s, the ready-made clothing

industry was established enough to provide for an export market. Plainly constructed shirts

were themost commonly and cheaply available item.

Slave Labor and Clothing
Throughout the antebellum

years, it was much more com-

mon for slaveholders to buy

yards of cloth than to purchase

ready-made clothing. Some-

times this cloth was distributed

to the slaves, who then had to

cut and sew their own clothing,

either as part of their regular

work or in their spare time.

Other slaveholders designated

a group of slaves, usually el-

derly and heavily pregnant

women, to construct all of the

plantation laborers’ clothing.
Group of slaves on J. J. Smith’s plantation, Beaufort,
South Carolina, 1862. (Library of Congress.)
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Many field women were weavers, spinners, and knitters or had rudimentary sewing

skills. Enslaved women often worked a double shift for which they labored in the

fields in the day and made clothing or other textiles at night. This night work could

include anything from spinning a certain amount of yarn or weaving a certain length

of cloth to sewing up a number of shirts. Whether planting cotton or flax and raising

sheep for wool, these women were involved in the production of their own clothing

from the very beginning stages of the raw materials.

Children of both genders as young as three and four often were employed in card-

ing, spinning, and throwing the shuttle of a loom for the weaver. Women worked as

weavers and sewers and sometimes as spinners. Inclement weather often meant a day

of textile manufacturing for the enslaved women and children of the plantation rather

than a day of rest.

Slaveholders who retained large numbers of slaves or who were artisans in the

dressmaking or tailoring trades were most likely to possess slaves with these special

skill sets. These skilled slaves usually were employed in making fashionable clothing

for the slaveholder’s family rather than the utilitarian clothing worn by fellow slaves.

And these enslaved women sometimes were able to use these skills to either purchase

Sunday Best

Julia Larken, a former Georgia slave, remembered Sunday church as a time for

wearing one’s best clothing:

Dey would git up ’way ’fore dawn on meetin’ day, so as to git dar on time.

Us wouldn’t wear our shoes on dem long walks, but jus’ went barfoots ’til us

got nearly to de meetin’ house. I jus’ kin ’member dat, for chillun warn’t

’lowed to try to walk dat fur a piece, but us could git up early in de mornin’

and see de grown folks start off. Dey was dressed in deir best Sunday Cloth-

ing go-to-meetin’ clothes and deir shoes, all shined up, was tied together

and hung over deir shoulders to keep ’em from gittin’ dust on ’em. Men

folks had on plain homespun shirts and jeans pants. De jeans what deir

pants was made out of was homespun too. Some of de ’omans wore home-

spun dresses, but most of ’em had a calico dress what was saved special for

Sunday meetin’ wear. ’Omans wore two or three petticoats all ruffled and

starched ’til one of dem underskirts would stand by itself. Dey went barfoots

wid deir shoes hung over deir shoulders, jus’ lak de mens, and evvy ’oman

pinned up her dress and evvy one of her petticoats but one to keep ’em from

gittin’ muddy. Dresses and underskirts was made long enough to touch de

ground dem days. Dey allus went off singin’, and us chillun would be wishin’

for de time when us would be old enough to wear long dresses wid starched

petticoats and go to meetin’.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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their own freedom or to support themselves when they fled slavery. Elizabeth Keckly

(ca. 1818–1907), who bought her freedom and that of her son using her dressmaking

skills, became a well-known dressmaker for many of Washington, D.C.’s elite, includ-

ing Mary Anna Randolph Custis (1808–1873), Varina Davis (1826–1906), and, most

famously, Mary Todd Lincoln (1818–1882). Another well-known enslaved seamstress

was Harriet Jacobs (1813–1897), who was taught to sew by her original owner in

North Carolina and then used those skills to sustain herself while she hid for seven

years from an oppressive master.

Rural Slave Dress
In the 17th and 18th centuries, slaves on the North American mainland were given

clothing as they needed it or when a plantation owner saw fit. By the 19th century, a

distribution timetable had been established for large plantations. Almost all wealthy

slaveholders distributed slave clothing in December and many also gave additional

lighter garments in May or June. Slaveholders who had only a few slaves followed the

more informal system of distributing clothing as they deemed necessary. Most accounts

show that enslaved people had one or two changes of clothing. Men received shirts

and pants; women got dresses. Other items received on a more discretionary basis

included jackets, caps, wrappers, and handkerchiefs.

Slaves wore a variety of clothing styles made from several different materials. Most

summer clothing was made from cheap linen, often referred to as oznaberg. ‘‘Plains,’’

an inexpensive woolen material, usually was used for winter clothing. Other materials

included flax (linen), jeans, and various mixtures of fibers. Linsey-woolsey was a com-

monly used mixture for summer and winter clothing. It was a sturdy, rough fabric that

combined a linen warp and a wool weft. These fabrics usually were undyed.

Sometimes slaves dyed their own clothing with natural dyes found in the surrounding

woods or with indigo if they had access to it. Dyeing fabrics in early America was a labori-

ous and time-consuming task. It involved the gathering of natural dyestuffs such as roots,

tree barks, and nuts from the surrounding area, boiling or soaking the yarn or cloth in

large pots of water while maintaining the heat of a large fire, rinsing the wet and heavy

fiber, and then waiting for it to dry. In some cases, time was given to the slaves to dye

cloth before it was made into clothing as part of the finishing process. In other instances,

enslaved people took time from their free hours to dye their clothing themselves.

Urban and House Slave Dress
Slaves who worked in the slaveholder’s house and urban slaves usually had better-

quality clothing than fieldworkers, who were most often dressed in the same styles

and types of clothing. They often looked more similar to each other in appearance

than did house slaves, who were dressed in clothing that reflected their duties as

cooks, nursemaids, scullery maids, housemaids, or personal (body) servants. Livery, or

uniforms worn by male servants, was supplied for those enslaved men who had visible

duties as footmen and doormen. It usually was made from expensive fabrics such as

wool broadcloth trimmed with silk and lace but not commonly worn after the 1830s.

Slaveholders could display their wealth on the bodies of their slaves. Visitors to a rural

plantation or more commonly to an urban townhouse might judge the wealth and

therefore the worth of the slaveholder by the appearance of his enslaved servants.
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Children’s Dress
Like white children of the time, slave children were dressed in unisex clothing,

although in much cheaper materials than their white counterparts. Girls’ clothing was

often called a ‘‘slip,’’ while boys wore a shirt-tail that was a one-piece dress or long shirt

that went below the knees. Most children, unless they worked in the house or lived in

the city, went without shoes, hats, or coats at all times of the year. Blankets were dis-
tributed in lieu of outerwear in the colder months. Since children did not work as full

hands, many planters thought it wasteful spending to provide them with the wardrobe

of a working field hand. They thought that extra garments were unnecessary as most

children spent the colder months huddled inside or close around a fire.

Clothing was an important marker for the transition from child to adult for

enslaved individuals. In the 18th and early 19th centuries, boys received breeches, or

short pants, between the ages of 5 and 10. By the early 19th century, this transition

from boyhood to adult life was marked by the wearing of long pants. The period of

boyhood seems to have been prolonged for black men, as many of those interviewed

by the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Writers’ Project between 1936 and

1938 indicated they were fully grown and working in the fields before they received

any kind of pants. Girls usually received long dresses to signify womanhood between

the ages of 10 and 13. Female transitions into adulthood often were linked with the

start of a girl’s menstrual cycle and her ability to bear children. On many plantations,

female slaves wore the clothing of adults earlier than boys. This practice was linked to

the slaveholder’s desire to reap as much profit as possible from slave bodies. Male

slaves became most desirable in their late teens and early 20s when they were at peak

physical strength. Female slave bodies increased in value dramatically as soon as they

were able to bear children and increase the holder’s enslaved population.

Shoes
In the 17th and 18th centuries, those enslaved men and women who wore shoes were
given styles similar to those worn by indentured white servants. By the 19th century,

specific shoe styles for the enslaved were manufactured in New England and shipped

to the South. Former slaves interviewed by the Federal Writers’ Project who wore

shoes most commonly describe them as brogans. These shoes had wooden soles, leather

uppers, and metal pieces on the sole. Other types of footwear included heavy lace-up

boots with a wood and metal sole similar to brogans and softer soled shoes often

referred to as moccasins. Descriptions of slaves wearing moccasin footwear are more

prevalent in the western states of the Old South, particularly Alabama, Mississippi,

and Texas, where slaves had a greater chance of interacting with Native Americans.

Like cloth, shoes could be purchased from a local merchant who ordered them from

Europe or the North, but many slaves had locally made footwear. Large plantations

often had an adult male slave who worked as a shoemaker. Other planters hired local

shoemakers, enslaved and free, to make the shoes for their slaves. In other instances,

planters enlisted the special skills of enslaved blacksmiths and carpenters familiar

with the wood and leather components of shoemaking.

Shoes of the lower and working classes changed little in material, style, or technol-

ogy during the 18th and early 19th centuries. Commercially produced shoes came in a

variety of sizes and were made on straight lasts and therefore not specific to the right or
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left foot. The leather was usually a rough, thick rawhide that had to be treated with

grease or fat to soften it enough to be worn. Many accounts given by slaves mention

the discomfort of these shoes. Whether store-bought or homemade, shoes were not a

cheap commodity and hundreds of slaves went barefoot for most of their lives. Often

slaves who did have shoes noted they were too uncomfortable to wear, creating blisters,

bunions, and other physical discomforts just as debilitating as wearing no shoes at all.

Headgear
Slaves wore a variety of different coverings on their heads. During the day, some

enslaved women wore brightly colored headwraps that, depending on the choice of

fabric, color, and even how they were wrapped, expressed the wearer’s individuality.

However, it is difficult to determine the extent to which slave women continued an

African-associated tradition of wearing tied cloth on their heads, as many slavehold-

ers required women to wear the same types of caps and hats worn by white servants.

Men wore caps and hats of varying styles and also wrapped kerchiefs or pieces of fabric

on their heads. Male slaves who worked as supervisors were often given higher quality

shoes and hats to separate them from those lower in the perceived social order.

Dressing Up

Apparel was especially important to the enslaved. They took extra care to look nice when

going to Sunday services or other special social events. They devoted their free time to

completing the extra work required to make a garment as well as earning expendable

income to acquire nicer clothing. Slaves often spent Saturdays washing themselves and

their clothing to appear in their best at church. Many accounts describe slaves going bare-

foot during the week and on the walk to church, but stopping to put on their shoes before

getting too close to the church. Sunday services were a time to worship but also a time to

see slaves from neighboring plantations. By dressing up, slaves were able to assert them-

selves as members of the fashionable world, as well as express their individuality.

A practice unique to New Orleans and, to a lesser extent, Charleston was the so-called

fancy trade, in which extremely light-skinned female slaves were sold specifically as con-

cubines for wealthy white Southern men. Many lived as mistresses in the urban dwellings

of men who also had a wife and children on a rural plantation. Some women or their

children eventually were freed by their owners and, in rare cases, white men married their

concubines. Fine clothing was an aspect critical to the success of the slave traders who

sold and the men who owned fancy girls. These women were not dressed as prostitutes,

but as fashionably showy ladies. On the auction blocks they wore clothing that was in

the latest fashion and had jewelry and baubles. This style of dress continued after they

were purchased as concubines. Much like enslaved house servants, these women’s bodies

were places for slaveholders to signify their social power by displaying their wealth. While

dressing up meant a degree of freedom and an avenue of individual expression for most

slaves, for these women, fine clothing was only another form of exploitation.

Enslaved people owned a variety of finery from gold pocket watches and earrings to

fur hats and silk dresses. Even though on a lower level, women’s calico dresses and

men’s leather coats were still above the quality of most everyday slave clothing. When

the cage crinoline, or hoopskirt, became popular after the 1830s, enslaved women

would sometimes buy hoops, receive cast-offs from white women, or make them out
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of natural materials such as grapevines. The finer clothing acquired by slaves was

saved for special occasions such as weddings, dances, or barbeques. Because they often

functioned as markers of important life events, these items were well taken care of

and more likely to have survived through generations of use.

See also Churches and Praise Houses; Linen Textiles; Spinning Houses; Wool

Textiles.
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KATIE KNOWLES

COFFINS AND CASKETS. Coffins and caskets, the receptacles that house and trans-
port the dead during the funeral ritual and then are placed in the grave, also are a form

of material communication because they allow mortuary symbols to be associated with

the dead. Coffins are anthropomorphic. They follow the general contour of the body,

usually made in an elongated hexagonal form. An elongated trapezoidal shape (‘‘taper-

to-foot’’ coffin) is occasionally seen in American slave cemeteries. This form may result

from contact with French or Spanish societies, particularly those from the Caribbean.

Caskets deemphasize their human contents by assuming less anthropomorphic

shapes. Most tend to be rectangular. In nonslave societies, this shape provided a means

of adding more symbols to the dead; among slave communities, however, the casket

was a simple appliance to make, requiring little skill and a minimum of materials.

The use of burial cases in West Africa can be documented as early as the 18th cen-

tury, and some slaves may have seen them used before they were enslaved. In the

Americas, burial in a wooden receptacle was an established mortuary tradition. Slaves

often were afforded burial only in a shroud or a wooden box, although coffins seemed

to be the norm. On rare occasions, commercially made coffins were provided. Slaves

and slaveholders rarely stocked coffins, so they tended to be made quickly from readily

available materials. While large-scale slaveholders were able to hire carpenters or

woodwrights to build coffins, small-scale slaveholders or the slaves themselves some-

times were responsible for building them. This tradition of noncommercially produced

coffins continued after emancipation in many free communities.

Construction typically began with string used to determine the deceased’s dimensions.

The types of wood used to manufacture coffins varied widely, but coffins typically were

made from what was available locally. Archaeologists have recorded pine, poplar, elm,
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maple, cedar, and other softwoods as the most common types, but panels and occasionally

entire coffins made of oak, ash, chestnut, cypress, walnut, and other hardwoods have been

documented. Whenever possible, sides, tops, and bases were manufactured from single

planks; joining was kept to a minimum. To create a seamless bend around the shoulder of

the coffin, the long side panels were soaked, scored vertically on the interior side (referred

to as ‘‘kerfing’’ or ‘‘breaksiding’’), and bent around the outer margin of the base. Vertical

side panels were fastened to the base with nails, or an adhesive such as tar or pitch was

added to secure the upper portions together. After the body was placed in the coffin, the

lid was secured using nails or screws. Some coffins may have had fabric liners. Burial cases

typically were unadorned and many were left with rough finishes. Some may have been

painted or had stained or rubbed finishes. Functional hardware, usually that used for furni-

ture, was occasionally added. In exceptional cases, brass tacks were affixed in the shape of

African or Christian symbols. Coffins, therefore, could be a vehicle for the slaves to express

ideas about themselves and their world.

See also Crosses.
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HUGH B. MATTERNES

COFFLES. The term ‘‘coffle’’ refers to a group

of slaves on the march, usually under the super-

vision of a slave trader. The word derives from

qâfilah, Arabic for caravan. An iron shackle,

when the chain is long enough to secure sev-

eral slaves together, is also called a coffle.

In the American South, slave coffles are

associated with the rise of the early 19th-cen-

tury intrastate slave trade. As the cultivation

of tobacco declined precipitously in the

Upper South and large enslaved populations

were no longer needed for plantation labor,

the enslaved were sold to slave traders or

speculators and marched in groups into the

Deep South—sometimes in chains, over

great distances—to be purchased by cotton

or sugar planters. Hired out to the Washing-

ton Navy Yard in the 1820s, Charles Ball

witnessed ‘‘large numbers of people of my col-

our chained together in long trains, and

driven off towards the south’’ on the streets of

the nation’s capital. In fact, these coffles,

which were a regular feature on Washington’s

A slave trader leads a coffle of slaves from Virginia to
Tennessee. From Sketchbook of Landscapes in the State of
Virginia by Lewis Miller, Virginia, 1853–1867, watercolor
and ink on paper. (Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art
Museum, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Gift of
Dr. and Mrs. Richard M. Kain in memory of George Hay
Kain.)
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To Sale in a Coffle

Ben Simpson and his family endured a terrible walk to Texas in a slave coffle

that resulted in his mother’s death:

He [the master] got in trouble there in Georgia and got him two good-step-

ping hosses and the covered wagon. Then he chains all he slaves round the

necks and fastens the chains to the hosses and makes them walk all the way

to Texas. My mother and my sister had to walk. Emma was my sister. Some-

where on the road it went to snowin’ and massa wouldn’t let us wrap any-

thing round our feet. We had to sleep on the ground, too, in all that snow.

Massa have a great, long whip platted out of rawhide and when one the

niggers fall behind or give out, he hit him with that whip. It take the hide

every time he hit a nigger. Mother, she give out on the way, ’bout the line

of Texas. Her feet got raw and bleedin’ and her legs swoll plumb out of

shape. Then massa, he jus’ take out he gun and shot her, and whilst she lay

dyin’ he kicks her two, three times and say, ‘‘Damn a nigger what can’t

stand nothin.’ ’’ Boss, you know that man, he wouldn’t bury mother, jus’

leave her layin’ where he shot her at. You know, then there wasn’t no law

’gainst killin’ nigger slaves.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Foster Weathersby from Mississippi told of how his parents were separated

and marched away just a few months after his birth:

At times, hearts was made sad from separations caused from sellin’ slaves. I

can see de tragic sight, yet, of my people, chained together by deir han’s in

pairs, lined up in a long row, wid men leadin’ ’em, and men at de end of de

line takin’ ’em to de auction-block. Large sums would be paid for some of

’em. Husbands was sol’ and took from deir wives, wives sol’ and took from

deir chillun, de sons and daughters sol’ away from home. My mother was

sol’ and took from my father when I was jes a few months old. I never seed

him tw’ell I was six. I had to be tol’ who he was. He saw my mother, for the

first time in six years, in de fiel’s where we was a-working; dey didn’t know

how to ack or what to say; dey seemed kinda let down lak. You see, he had

married ag’in an’ my mother had, too.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

10, Part 5. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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streets, provoked antebellum abolitionists to

begin the fight for a ban on the slave trade in

the District of Columbia. Later Ball found

himself part of a coffle in which the male

slaves were fitted with padlocked slave collars

and handcuffed to each other. He recalled, ‘‘A

Chain of iron, about a hundred feet in length,

was passed through the clasp of each padlock,

except at the two ends, where the clasps of the

padlocks passed through a link of the chain.’’

The man Ball was attached to trembled and

‘‘wept like an infant’’ when the blacksmith fas-

tened his chains in preparation for their

march. In Ball’s coffle, several slaves died as a

result of the long walk and their bodies were

summarily discarded along the road.
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KYM S. RICE

COINS AND CURRENCY. Well into the 19th century, the money in daily use

throughout America included an array of coins and currency from all over the world.

In addition to coins minted on this continent, British shillings, Spanish dollars, Ger-

man thalers, French ecus, and Bolivian reales were all in circulation. Many enslaved

men and women were familiar with these coins because they used them while carrying

out errands for their owners or while engaged in other work required by their masters.

Still others were familiar with them because they received coins and currency from

their masters and their guests as tips or gifts, as payment for goods they sold in the

markets, as wages when they were hired out and were allowed to keep some of that

money, or as cash stolen from their owners.

One anomaly of slavery was that even though slaves were regarded as property and

bought and sold like livestock, they were also active participants in their local market

economies. Slaveholders recorded in detail—in diaries, letters, and account books—

the payments made to slaves for their crops, their goods, and their labor. And with

the money the slaves earned, the slaves went to local merchants, fellow slaves, free

blacks, poor whites, and other masters to purchase goods for themselves and their

families.

Leg shackles made of iron, steel, and copper were used to
prevent slaves from running away. Great Britain or America,
1750–1820. (The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
Acquisition funded by an anonymous donor.)
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Making Money

On Susan MacIntosh’s Georgia plantation, slaves sold their own butter, eggs,

and brooms and used the money to buy fabric, clothes, and shoes:

Marse Billy let the slaves raise chickens, and cows, and have cotton patches

too. They would sell butter, eggs, chickens, brooms, made out of wheat

straw and such like. They took the money and bought calico, muslin and

good shoes, pants, coats and other nice things for their Sunday clothes.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Fannie Fulcher recalled that the Georgia slaveholder provided work clothes,

but slaves worked for cash to buy everything else:

Dey give ’um evy-day work clothes . . . but dey bought de res’ themselves.

Some raise corn, punkins, squashes, potatoes, all sich things like dat in dey

patches; sell ’em to different stores. Jus’ like persons wanted ground clear up,

they git big torches for light, clean up new ground at night, dat money belong

to them. I year my mother and father say de slaves make baskets and quilts

and things and sell ’em for they-selves.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.

Laura Thornton, a former Arkansas slave, talked about her father being paid

for his work:

Slaves had money in slave time. My daddy bought a horse. He made a crop

every year. He made his bale of cotton. He made corn to feed his horse

with. He belonged to his white folks but he had his house and lot right next

to theirs. They would give him time you know. He didn’t have to work in

the heat of the day. He made his crop and bought his whiskey. The white

folks fed ’im. He had no expenses ’cept tending to his crop. He didn’t have

to give Tom Eford anything he made. He just worked his crop in his extra

time. Many folks too lazy to git theirselves somethin’ when they have the

chance to do it. But my daddy wasn’t that kind. His old master gave him

the ground and he made it give him the money.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Arkansas Narratives, Vol. 10, Parts 5 &

6. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, enslaved men and women sold food

items—primarily chickens and vegetables—to their masters and in the local markets.

Francis Taylor, an Orange County, Virginia, planter wrote in his diary in May 1795,

that his ‘‘Negroes [were] planting for themselves,’’ and he also purchased such items as

carp, oysters, cabbages, and potatoes for his own table from his slaves. Joseph Ball,

writing in 1744 from London to his nephew, Joseph Chinn, the manager of his planta-

tions in Virginia, recommended that he ‘‘keep the keys of the folks’ [slaves’] Corn-

house or else they will sell it, and starve themselves.’’ In 1759, a slave named Jemmy

ran away from Middletown, Pennsylvania, and his owner advertised that ‘‘he under-

stands making of Corn Baskets, and it is supposed he will go about to sell them.’’

Enslaved men and women also received tips for doing extra work for their owners

or doing work for others. In 1768, in a letter to his cousin, John Hatley Norton in Vir-

ginia, John Frere of London asked Norton to send any plant or animal fossils that

might be found in the area. Frere wrote ‘‘if such Things are to be found, the Negroes I

suppose for a small Gratuity wou’d bring them to you.’’ In 19th-century Upson

County, Georgia, enslaved midwives earned up to three dollars per delivery, and

enslaved men made and sold charcoal.

Runaway slave advertisements attest to the fact that slaves who ran away often

took cash with them to finance their escape. John James, who lived in Stafford County,

Virginia, advertised in the June 22, 1779, issue of the Maryland Journal and Baltimore

Advertiser for his enslaved man, Robin, who took £200 with him when he ran away.

James thought that Robin would purchase new clothing with some of the money.

With the money, enslaved men and women purchased goods of every type available

to them. In 1737, ‘‘Negro Jack’’ bought cloth, scissors, thread, hose, and penknives from

Thomas Partridge, a Virginia storekeeper. In Bedford County, Virginia, Richard Stith’s

slave, Sukey, was able to purchase a mirror and some ribbon with money she received

for selling ‘‘cotton in the seed.’’ Charles Ball, writing about his life as a slave in Mary-

land, noted, ‘‘A part [of the slaves’ own money] is disbursed in payment for sugar, mo-

lasses, and sometimes a few pounds of coffee, for the use of the family; another part is

laid out for clothes for winter; and no inconsiderable portion of his pittance is squan-

dered away by the misguided slave for tobacco, and an occasional bottle of rum.’’

As much as some slaveholders accepted that their enslaved workers earned money

for themselves by selling goods of all kinds to individuals other than their masters,

some slaveholders strongly advised against it, pointing out that if slaves had money

and knew what it could buy, they would steal items to sell. One South Carolina

overseer noted in 1836 that ‘‘Negroes should in no instance be permitted to trade,

except with their masters. By permitting them to leave the plantation with the view

of selling and buying, much is lost by the owner than he is generally aware of.’’

About 20 years later, a small Alabama planter wrote, ‘‘I never allow them to have

money unless they can give a satisfactory account of the way in which they obtained

it.’’ The fear of theft and misuse of money was ever-present in the minds of these

masters.

But despite these fears, it is clear that enslaved men and women had access to a

wide range of goods, that they wanted to have these goods, and that they were able to

pay for these goods themselves.

See also Barter Goods; Corn; Credit Accounts; Gardens; Liquor; Locks and Keys.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

COLLARDS. The collard green (Brassica oleracea acephala) is a nonheading member of

the cabbage family eaten as a leafy vegetable. Although the cool-weather vegetable origi-

nated in Eurasia, and its American name comes from a corruption of an Anglo-Saxon

term ‘‘colewort,’’ meaning ‘‘cabbage plants,’’ it became most closely associated with slaves

in the South. Collards found favor with enslaved Africans because of their similarity to

wild and cultivated greens that were staples of their traditional diet. In some markets in

West Africa, dozens of varieties of these greens are offered for sale, destined for pots of

stew or as a base for sauces. Collards may have been introduced to West and Central

Favorite Foods

Ezra Adams, an ex-slave from South Carolina, recalled collard greens and other food:

If you wants to know what I thinks is de best vittles, I’s gwine to be obliged

to omit (admit) dat it is cabbage sprouts in de spring, and it is collard greens

after frost has struck them. After de best vittles, dere come some more what

is mighty tasty, and they is hoghead and chittlings wid ’tatoes and turnips.

Did you see dat? Here I is talkin’ ’bout de joys of de appetite and water

drapping from my mouth. I sho’ must be gittin’ hongry. I lak to eat.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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Africa by the Portuguese, who valued them for use in caldo verde, a soup of greens flavored

with preserved pork. Full of vitamin C and fiber, collards form a culinary link between

the American South, West and Central Africa, and the Portuguese world, including Brazil,

where enslaved blacks also made collards key in their food traditions. In 1709, John Lawson

noted ‘‘coleworts’’ as one of the common ‘‘salads’’ of theCarolinas.OnAugust 17, 1781, Capt.

William Feltman saw collards growing in the cabin gardens of an enslaved community in

Hanover County, Virginia, noting, ‘‘TheNegroes here raise great quantities of snaps and col-

lerds [sic] they have no cabbages here.’’ The variety he saw most likely resembled ‘‘Green

Glaze,’’ a large branching, waxy-leafed heirloom sold by the Landreth Seed Company in

Philadelphia in 1820. Because vegetables typically were not used for rations, the growing of

leafy greens such as collards and other vegetables like turnip greens, kale, and rapewere essen-

tial to amore balanced andnutritionally complete diet. Collardswere typically grown in fields

as livestock fodder, as was done by 18th-century Virginia planter Landon Carter, and called

‘‘cow-collards.’’ This added to their common availability in most of the lower South. Collards

were most valued for the by-product known as ‘‘pot-liquor,’’ a rich stock produced by boiling

them with salt meat that was soaked up with bland-tasting hoecake or ashcake. John Patter-

sonGreen, whowrote about his slave times in his nativeNorthCarolina, observed that

To the inhabitants of the country districts of the South, the collard is a very great

blessing: because when boiled in a pot with a piece of fat meat and balls of corn-

meal dough, having the size and appearance of ordinary white turnips, called

dumplings, it makes palatable a diet which would otherwise be all but intolerable.

Easily cultivated, nutritious and tasty, the collard was a key staple in many enslaved

communities.

See also Pigs and Pork; Pot Likker.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

COLONOWARE. ‘‘Colonoware’’ (or colono ware) is an overarching term that

encompasses diverse, localized pottery that was produced by enslaved Africans in the

United States, Native Americans, and possibly enslaved Native Americans. Colonoware

from these traditions generally is a low-fired pottery produced either through lump-form-

ing or coil-building, but never through wheel-throwing. Colonoware was used in rural

and urban slave contexts, in Native households and in planters’ kitchens, and it was

sold in markets. Colonoware was made predominantly in the late 17th to early 19th
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century and appears to have not been pro-

duced after the Civil War. Much of the colo-

noware is burnished or semiburnished bowls

and jars, but decorative modes and forms

mimicking refined European ceramics are also

known. Colonoware was apparently used for

many functions, including cooking, eating,

cleansing, healing, and rituals. In the United

States, there were two main pockets of colo-

noware manufacture and use by enslaved

Africans: coastal South Carolina and eastern

Virginia and Maryland. Similar pottery was

made by African Caribbeans in the Greater and Lesser Antilles.

The following examples of people and groups who made colonoware underline the

temporal, spatial, and ethnic complexity of the many manifestations lumped together as

colonoware. As early as the 1540s, Guale and Yemassee Indian women in coastal Geor-

gia and the Sea Islands were making low-fired pots in imitation of Spanish forms, for

exchange with Spanish missionaries. In the 1680s, a Pamunkey woman coil-built a few

pots in imitation of European forms and traded them to local, enslaved Africans in east-

ern Virginia. In the 1850s, an enslaved potter produced burnished, footed bowls and

footless bowls for the 20 households of her community near Hilton Head, South Caro-

lina. In the 1780s, a Catawba potter and her family produced thousands of low-fired,

burnished pots for sale to slaves and planters of the South Carolina Low Country.

When first recognized, colonoware was considered to have been an Indian product

made for exchange with the occupants of early plantations. In South Carolina, the cor-

relation between colonoware and occupation sites of enslaved Africans was observed

later, suggesting that slaves produced colonoware. Indeed, more than 75 percent of all

shards (broken pieces of pottery) found in certain South Carolina slave communities is

colonoware. It has thus been suggested that both Indians and enslaved Africans pro-

duced colonoware. Colonoware also was found in planters’ houses, so colonoware might

not have been limited to the enslaved and Indians. Colonoware has been viewed as the

product of creolization resulting from the interaction of Indians and enslaved Africans.

However, colonoware produced by the Catawba, the Pamunkey, and other Indian

groups does not seem to show influence from the enslaved Africans. Indeed, these Indi-

ans maintained their technological traditions that extended back to the prehistoric pe-

riod and simply altered the vessel forms and decoration to mimic European wares.

Nothing stands out in 18th-century colonoware in South Carolina or Virginia and

Maryland as reflecting input from an African-derived tradition. When enslaved African

Americans began making their own colonoware, their product was often a coarse imita-

tion of the trade ware produced by Native Americans. As would be expected of potters

unfamiliar with the local clays, the colonoware produced by slaves seems to have had a

greater percentage of pots lost in firing than seen in Native-made colonoware.

At least some of the colonoware produced by enslaved Africans was uniquely incor-

porated into their ritual and belief system, but the basic idea of producing low-

fired, hand-formed imitations of European vessels seems to have come from the

Native Americans and not the Africans. This interpretation—the Native inspiration

Colonoware chamber pot and bowl. (The Colonial
Williamsburg Foundation.)
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for colonoware—is bolstered by recent research at historic Catawba town sites by the

University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill. This interpretation has not yet been

examined extensively in the literature, and many archaeologists still prefer to see

colonoware as a product of creolization.

Colonoware was formed by hand, either through coil construction or through the

shaping and thinning of a single lump of clay. The quality of the workmanship varies

from pots with thin, even walls and well-executed burnishing to vessels with thicker,

uneven walls and irregular semiburnishing. Burnishing refers to the rubbing of a

leather-dry pot with a smooth pebble, a shard of bottle glass, a spoon, a piece of bone

or antler, or a section of river cane to produce a compacted, less porous, and shinier

vessel surface. The vague consistency in surface treatment misled early researchers to

think all colonoware was part of a shared tradition. When a broader, global perspec-

tive is taken, it becomes obvious that semiburnished to burnished pots are common in

low-fired traditions worldwide. The compaction of the surface makes a pot less porous

and easier to clean. Burnishing helps to even the vessel walls, while the act of burn-

ishing or semiburnishing changes the aesthetics of a pot. The broad occurrence of

burnishing in low-fired traditions worldwide may be related to the simple tools

required to successfully burnish a pot.

It is likely that most pots were fired in surface hearths, much like a camp fire, and

reached only 600�C to 800�C. Colonoware often has fire clouds and different surface

colors on the interior and exterior surfaces. These traits suggest certain pots were fired

mouth-down, thereby restricting air flow, and that most were fired using wood for fuel.

No evidence indicates kiln-fired colonoware, even among slave communities occu-

pied in the production of bricks in kilns.

Pieces destined for sale by their makers may have been better made than those made

informally for immediate household use. The overriding consistency is that colonoware

was never produced on a pottery wheel. Although a few enslaved Africans produced

wheel-thrown stoneware, for example, Dave of the Edgefield District of South Carolina,

that stoneware closely resembled the stoneware made by white potters, which was

glazed and fired in a kiln.

The production and use of colonoware by enslaved African Americans appeared to

be predominantly an 18th-century phenomenon. Since 1990, work at several 19th-

century slave villages has demonstrated the continuation of colonoware manufacture

and use up to the Civil War in certain communities. Recent research in South Caro-

lina and Virginia has started to address possible reasons for the perceived abandon-

ment of colonoware-making after the Civil War. The reasons are far from clear, but

one suggestion that fits the present data is that by the 1860s, colonoware had become

a negative marker of slavery, and once emancipation came, the last colonoware pot-

ters were inspired to discontinue its manufacture and use.

The sheer amount of colonoware in certain domestic middens (refuse deposits) sug-

gests that colonoware was used in the preparation and consumption of food and possibly

beverages. It has been estimated that there might have been more than 1 million colo-

noware pots broken in slave communities of the South Carolina Low Country. Certain

researchers have suggested that in its earliest periods of use colonoware was a response

to either lack of capital or poor supply regimes. This view argues that the slaves manu-

factured pottery, or obtained it through trade with the Native Americans, to make up
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for the shortfalls in the dishes provided by the planters. Colonoware is also found in

planter kitchen contexts, and the archival record suggests a preference for the use of

low-fired pots in the preparation of certain African-derived meals, especially rice-based
dishes. Beyond these utilitarian tasks, at least a portion of the slave-made pottery had

deeper meaning. The jars found in South Carolina are similar to those used in certain

West African countries in cleansing and curing activities. The very act of continuing to

produce or purchase a non-European ware suggests that colonoware was possibly a mani-

festation of resistance, a tool for maintaining a separate, non-European identity. In

South Carolina, a number of pots have been found with incised or etched designs remi-

niscent of the BaKongo cosmogram. It has been posited that pots were used in religious

rituals, possibly focusing on riverside activities. Evidence indicates that in South Caro-

lina there were generalized trends in the uses of colonoware, with cooking jars disappear-

ing by the turn of the 19th century, but small footed and footless bowls continuing up to

the Civil War. Colonoware use may have become increasingly personal and ritual, possi-

bly in response to an increasing role of a creolized Christianity among slave commun-

ities. To date, the known slave communities that continued to make colonoware up to

the Civil War are all located in the heartland of Gullah culture, where a distinct set of

cultural behaviors and African-derived words continue to be seen in the 21st century.

The evidence is clear that certain Native groups created colonoware for their own

use and for exchange with slaves and European American planters. As early as the

Spanish Mission period, Guale and Yemassee Indians were making low-fired pottery

that imitated European forms. Perhaps the most prolific Native producers were mem-

bers of the Catawba confederacy. Recent archaeological research shows that the

Catawba were mass-producing and marketing colonoware to Low Country plantations

by 1759. The archival record suggests that the Catawba produced much colonoware

in their communities in upstate South Carolina, and that they moved seasonally to

clay sources near the Low Country plantations to produce pots for use in slave com-

munities and planters’ homes.

As a general rule, colonoware was a minor feature (by shard or vessel count) in

slave assemblages in Virginia and Maryland, even though it dominated slave site col-

lections from coastal South Carolina. There have been attempts to link the quality of

burnishing and vessel thinness to a specific class of producers (e.g., Native American

trade ware is generally finer than slave-made ware), but these distinctions do not

always hold up when the colonoware produced in a single slave community is exam-

ined. Colonoware was produced by Native Americans of various tribes, by slaves

directly imported from diverse areas of western Africa, and by slaves who were moved

to the Southeastern United States via the Caribbean. There was not a one-to-one

correlation with Africans and slaves; many slaves were Native Americans. Undoubt-

edly, interaction and intermarriage occurred between people originally belonging to

many African and Native American cultures. Even for those people from cultures

with well-developed pottery traditions, the existence of an Africa Diaspora meant

huge changes to the contexts for making, teaching, sharing, and using pottery.

Only limited research has been done on the nature of pottery production within slave

communities. It is assumed that women were the potters, based on the pan-African gen-

eralization that women made pottery by hand and men made only wheel-thrown pottery.

Women probably produced the colonoware of the Catawba, the Pamunkey, and other
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Native American groups. Ethnography and oral history among the Catawba and other

groups indicates that females were the potters, but males could assist in the gathering of

clay and fuel and in the firing. In a preliminary investigation of pottery-making by black

slaves in three 19th-century communities in coastal South Carolina, possible technologi-

cal and stylistic indicators of individual potters were examined. It was concluded that for

each of the three slave communities, all within five miles of each other, there was prob-

ably a single potter working at any one time, and that potter provided colonoware to all

houses of the community but did not trade her product outside the community.

Archaeological excavations in urban contexts of Charleston, South Carolina, pro-

vided data possibly supporting another mechanism of colonoware dispersal. Two vari-

eties of colonoware were recovered from early 18th-century contexts predating the

known start date for Catawba production of colonoware. One variety was thick,

clunky, and barely semiburnished, and the other variety was thinner, more uniform,

and well burnished. Bolstering their argument with the evidence of apparent canoe-

loads of colonoware being lost in local rivers, the researchers suggested that the former

variety was made by slaves for slave use, and the latter was made by slaves for sale or

barter in the markets of Charleston and Beaufort. None of the canoe assemblages has

yet been subjected to detailed archaeological analysis, and recent research suggests that

colonoware made by the Yemassee and Apalachee Indians was reaching Charleston in

the early 18th century. Further research will be necessary to determine to what degree

enslaved African Americans were producing colonoware for market. The informal

market was known to have been an important source of cash income and bartered

items for the slaves of the Southeast and Caribbean. It is reasonable to infer that colo-

noware was among the foodstuffs and crafts exchanged at such markets.

Colonoware research in recent years has profited from the recognition of the complex-

ity of the traditions. Archaeologists have begun to recognize the need to carefully

describe and interpret each local manifestation of the pottery. The discipline of African

American archaeology has productively advanced beyond simplistic rules—for example,

colonoware is an Africanism, or colonoware at a site means the occupants were enslaved

blacks. It is now recognized that the production of colonoware by Native Americans and

blacks had direct implications for the status of the potters. Analysts have recognized that

colonoware moved through a number of functional, ritual, and economic realms. The

study of this hand-formed, low-fired pottery still has much to offer to interpretations of

gender relationships, African American religion and ritual, colonization, foodways, and

the economies of barter and market. Researchers are just beginning to link Indian pro-

duction trajectories with tribes’ broader social histories. It remains puzzling why various

slave communities stopped making or using colonoware, and why certain areas and com-

munities adopted colonoware, while adjacent areas generally did not.
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CHRISTOPHER T. ESPENSHADE

CONJURE BAGS. A conjure bag is a power object, such as a charm, amulet, talis-

man, or ritual container, used to convey protection to the wearer or to exert control over

those who come into contact with it. Conjure bags were worn on the body or strategi-

cally placed in and around dwellings as a part of the loosely defined system known as

‘‘conjure’’ or ‘‘root-work,’’ through which enslaved individuals sought to empower them-

selves spiritually and control their circumstances and surroundings through magic, mysti-

cal intention, and metaphysical lore. The tradition is thoroughly West and Central

African in origin with some influences from the Native American and European cultures

with which enslaved people came into contact, but it developed and grew beyond its

original trappings to fit the lives and circumstances of American slavery and plantation

life. Conjure bags contained multiple ingredients related to healing, the powers of the

grave, herbs, bones, and other aspects sacred to the owner or maker. They were simulta-

neously a form of identity display and a hidden form of spiritual practice and resistance.

Although conjure bags, also known as ‘‘mojo bags,’’ ‘‘diddy bags,’’ gris-gris, paquet

Kongo, and wanga, are associated with New World religious beliefs from the Carib-

bean and South America, the tradition was just as alive and well in mainland North

America because of the consistent and diverse approaches to making ritual objects

throughout West and Central Africa. Along the 3,500-mile coast from which

enslaved Africans were drawn, almost every culture had some form of spiritual con-

tainer used for protection or as a tool of mystical intent. Thousands of power objects

were used for ritual work, and entire markets and sacred spaces were given over for

the procurement of objects that would be tied or enclosed in these sacred vessels,

given the name fetishes by early Portuguese slave traders. The word ‘‘fetish,’’ from the

Portuguese, feiti�co, affirms the Latin origin of the word in the sense of being a human-

made object associated with primitive polytheism rather than a religious artifact used

for focus and intention, such as the ritual objects the Portuguese themselves used in

their services and the adoration of the Catholic saints.

Across West and Central Africa, each community had its particular approach to

the making and use of sacred bags. Most Mande people had a charm to protect them

and keep them well. The Mande and their neighbors are particularly well known for

clothing covered in sacred bags, some of which may contain scripture from the Koran,

owing to the presence of Islam in Senegambia. Sacred bag charms may be worn sus-

pended from the neck, around the wrist or ankle, or sewn onto clothing. Mande

speakers were responsible for the origin of the Louisiana term gris-gris, used in the

Lower Mississippi Valley for similar charms, and their role in Louisiana Vodun (voo-

doo). Clippings of body hair, feathers, fingernails, animal parts, ashes, shells, char-
coal, salt, seeds, and herbs often are placed in the charm by a ritual expert specially

charged with the responsibility of making such gris-gris for the community. Although

a power object need not be made by a specific ritual expert, this craft usually was re-

served for those who had been initiated into a secret society or priestly class deemed
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qualified for imbuing the vessel with spiritual power. All of these elements were

brought intact to enslaved communities in North America.

Despite the diversity of religious beliefs and localized approaches, sacred bags gave a

sense of consistency and pan-ethnic identity to enslaved people. Among the Fon, one

of the groups central to the belief system known as Vodun, sacred bags were known as

ka. The bags, worn hanging from the neck or arms or legs, were typically of white or

black cotton. Other objects such as wood or powdered objects might be put into cloths

of other colors and were tied in specific ways. Among the Yoruba the bags were known

as apo, meaning a sacred pouch. The ethnic group most associated with the creation of

this tradition is the BaKongo of Central Africa. The feiti�co the Portuguese encountered

there were central to the BaKongo belief system and were known as minkisi.

Conjuring Spell

As former Texas slave Wash Wilson explained, various remedies could counter

a conjuring spell:

Iffen you knows someone workin’ a conjure trick ’gainst you, jes’ take some

powdered brick and scrub de steps real good. Dat’ll kill any conjure spell,

sho’. De bes’ watchdog you can get for de hoodoo is a frizzly chicken. Iffen

you got one dem on de place, you can rest in peace, ’cause it scratches up ev-

ery trick lay down ’gainst its owner. Iffen you see dat frizzly chicken

scratchin’ round de place, it a sho’ sign you been conjured. A frizzly chicken

come out he shell backwards, and day why he de devil’s own. De old folks

allus told me to make a cross inside my shoe every mornin’ ’fore leavin’ de

house, den ain’t no conjurer gwine git he conjure ’gainst you foots. Iffen you

wear you under clothes wrong side out, you can’t be conjured. ’Nother way

am to put saltpetre in de soles you shoes. Iffen you wears a li’l piece de ‘‘peace

plant’’ in you pocket or you shoe, dat powerful strong ’gainst conjure. A pi-

ece of de Betsy bug’s heart with some silver money am good. But iffen you

can’t git none dese, jes’ take a piece newspaper and cut it de size of you shoe

sole and sprinkle nine grains red pepper on it. Dere ain’t no hoodoo gwine

ever harm you den, ’cause he’d have to stop and count every letter on dat

newspaper and by dat time, you gwine be ’way from dere.

Iffen you want to find de conjure tricks what done been sot for you, jes’

kill you a fat chicken and sprinkle some its blood in de conjure doctor’s left

palm. Den take you forefinger and hit dat blood till it spatter, and it gwine

spatter in de direction where dat trick am hid. Den when you find de trick,

sprinkle a li’l quicksilver over a piece of paper and put de paper on de fire,

and dat trick gwine be laid forever.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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For the BaKongo, the minkisi were not merely containers for objects associated

with healing and spiritual power but they were spiritual abodes, and they often were

identified with specific spiritual powers and entities. They were tied in specific ways,

and often the colors red and white were used along with specific objects because of

linguistic puns to attract, embody, and direct specific activities in the world of the liv-

ing. Minkisi were especially identified with the powers of the grave and the active use

of the ancestral spirits to effect change in favor of the bearer. Tying, wrapping, bind-

ing, and enclosing the selection of sacred objects, and the feeding and appeasement of

the forces contained within, formed the basis of the ritual work that bound the Kongo

nkisi to the apo of the Yoruba and the gris-gris of the Mande.

In early North America, most enslaved Africans lived and died strangers to Christi-

anity. In the Lower Mississippi Valley, Florida, and other parts of the French and

Spanish colonies, carryovers from Afro-Caribbean societies reinforced the syncretic

practices found in Catholic societies. All of these enslaved societies developed a gen-

eral approach to the spiritual world based on their ancestral pasts in West and Central

Africa but centered on their newfound American realities. The conjure bag, often

found dangling from the necks of men, women, and children; pierced coins worn on a

string; and consecrated bottles containing sacred objects carried or hung from trees

were forms of semivisible yet invisible forms of spiritual protection in a world defined

by illness, oppression, rape, violence, and the instability of familial and personal con-

nections. Sometimes these conjure bags were ignored and dismissed as superstition by

whites, and other times they were actively and violently rooted out as missionaries

and slaveholders sought to curb what they saw as ‘‘Voodooism,’’ and ‘‘devil worship.’’

More likely, the whites understood that conjure bags, ritual bottles, herbalism, and

knowledge of poisons could be used as a means of resistance.

According to Josh Hadnot, a formerly enslaved man, ‘‘Dey was conjure men and

women in slavery days. Dey make out like dey kin do t’ings to keep to keep de marster

from whippin’ you. One of them gib a ole lady a bag of san’ and told her dat keep Mar-

ster from whippin’ her.’’ Famed abolitionist Frederick Douglass testified to the similar

practices of Sandy, a conjure man on the plantation on the Eastern Shore of Mary-

land where they both were enslaved. Chloe West from the South Carolina Low

Country reported hiring a conjure man to remove a conjure bag from her property

that had been placed there to hex her. He dug for it and removed it and reported that

it contained goofer dust, or graveyard dirt. The practice of requiring a ritual expert to

dig and touch the charm and to remove it—and the fact that it contained soil from a

cemetery—demonstrates clear links with the tradition’s origins. In Louisiana, where

the making of gris-gris and wanga (a word of Kimbundu origin from Angolan) became

legendary, journalist Lafcadio Hearn (1850–1904) noted that ‘‘fetishes—consisting of

bones, hair, feathers, rags, or some fantastic combination of these and other trifling

objects—[are put] into a pillow used by the party whom it is desired to injure.’’ New

Orleans was full of love charms wrapped in red flannel, empowered by specific ritual

language used while tying and binding the intentions of the user within. In Missouri,

enslaved blacks carried around a knotted conjure bag known as a ‘‘luck ball.’’

In 19th-century Kentucky, William Webb (1836–unknown), an itinerant slave

minister, used the conjure tradition and its deep-rootedness in the community to

bring other enslaved people to Christianity:
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I asked them what they thought the bags of roots were for. One said it was

to conjure old master; another said he thought it was to draw master down.

I could talk with him then. I told them those roots were to make them faithful

when they were calling on the Supreme Being, and to keep your mind at work

all the time.

As slavery drew to a close, and through the remainder of the 19th century and into

the early 20th century, black men and women were known to carry around ‘‘asafetida

bags,’’ leather pouches containing that herb for protection against illness. Clearly

across geographic borders and across three centuries, the wearing and use of conjure

bags bound generations across time and members of the African Diaspora across the

ocean and seas. They cut through their oppression and pain by faith in an enchanted

world where, on some level, they would be able to exert invisible control over their

circumstances and daily realities.

See also Bottle Trees; Shrines and Spiritual Caches.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

CONTRABAND CAMPS. Contraband camps were temporary settlements organ-

ized to shelter refugee slaves behind Union lines during the Civil War. These camps

became common through many parts of the wartime South, but the conditions and

treatment that former slaves experienced as contrabands varied widely in each state

and even among camps. Although their size ranged from less than 100 to several

thousand inhabitants, established camps often housed 500 to 2,000 residents; how-

ever, the populations were highly mobile and dramatic fluctuations occurred weekly.

Slaves often arrived with few possessions; many camps either provided clothing as

part of aid rations or produced it independently, using contract seamstresses who usu-

ally were contrabands. Some camps were organized largely by freed people who built

their own shelters, repurposed military barracks, or reused army tents. Other camps

were supervised carefully by army officials and were not only places of shelter but also

became centers for education and employment for freed slaves, such as the Freedman’s

Colony on Roanoke Island, North Carolina; Camp Shiloh and Camp Dixie near

Memphis, Tennessee; and the Corinth Contraband Camp in Corinth, Mississippi.
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The seizure of the

property of an oppos-

ing military force was a

well-established prac-

tice when the princi-

ple was first applied to

slaves in 1861. Al-

though the term for

this property—‘‘con-

traband’’—was consid-

ered offensive by most

freedmen and freed-

women because it is a

generic term for confis-

cated assets, the word

regularly was used in

wartime official records

and by historians to

refer to former slaves.

In 1861, slaves sought

freedom by fleeing

to Fort Monroe in

Hampton, Virginia, which was then under the control of Union Gen. Benjamin Butler

(1818–1893). Confederate loyalists and politicians insisted that slaves were legal property

and continued to advocate for wartime enforcement of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, which

required the return of slaves to their owners. On the night of May 24, 1861, Frank Baker,

Sheppard Mallory, and James Townsend fled their Confederate master to the fort and

appealed directly to the Union general for their freedom. Gen. Butler reasoned that any

property, including slaves, could be confiscated under the contraband practice and refused

to return the refugees. This action initiated the legal basis for breaking any ownership rights

if a slave had been forced to work for Confederate soldiers or their supporters. Butler’s policy

essentially supplied an early step toward emancipation.

News spread rapidly in 1861 and 1862 that freedom from Confederate masters could

be obtained by reaching Union Army lines. Travel on foot often was the only means

to secure freedom for thousands of former slaves and they set out in every direction to

find the closest Union Army stronghold. Eventually, the 1863 Emancipation Procla-
mation ensured much broader manumission, but slavery remained legal in loyal Union

border states like Kentucky and Missouri as well as the portions of the Confederacy

then under the control of Union forces. As a result, contraband camps remained places

of relative safety for self-liberated men and women throughout the war.

Contraband camps were established throughout the South, with major centers

established along the Virginia and Carolina coast, the Mississippi Valley, southern

Louisiana, and Washington, D.C. People arrived at contraband camps tired and dis-

oriented from days or weeks of travel. Some who had reached Union encampments

risked their lives to cross Confederate lines to tell friends and families of the opportu-

nity. Waves of refugees arrived with few possessions desperately hoping for a new life,

Group of ‘‘contrabands’’ at Foller’s house, Cumberland Landing, Virginia, 1862.
(Library of Congress.)
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and the migration continued throughout the war. The refugees occasionally brought

livestock that typically became property of the army. Refugees often came in family

or plantation groups that facilitated the quick development of communities within

these settlements.

Most contraband camp residents were housed in crowded barracks or tents as they

struggled to adapt to new living conditions. Fabric military tents of the period pro-

vided immediate shelter while former slaves, sometimes guided by Union Army offi-

cials, constructed more permanent buildings made of logs, wood planks, or salvaged

building materials. These buildings often were on a scale similar to slave housing.

Sometimes the camps occupied captured or abandoned plantations and their for-

mer slave quarters. Makeshift camps often began wherever Union control remained

for a few months. If territory was lost and the Union Army retreated, freedmen and

freedwomen moved with them. Camps, especially those in the Mississippi Valley,

were used as recruitment centers for black military regiments, and the families of

these soldiers often followed the unit to each duty station.

The most physically able of freedmen and freedwomen found employment in the

Union Army, while the disabled, sick, and orphaned were dependent on the support

supplied through contraband camps. The Union Army employed freedmen in ways

that were strikingly similar to, and doubtless uncomfortably reminiscent of, their pre-

vious experiences in slavery or working for the Confederacy. For example, they served

as entrenchment diggers, laundry workers, personal servants, and carpenters, and they

filled a wide variety of other positions. Within the camps, former slaves worked in

sawmills and clothing factories and did agricultural fieldwork. Many Union officials

were dedicated to facilitating self-sufficiency among blacks emerging from slavery,

even if their efforts were misguided by paternalism and latent racism.

Images and stories of refugee slaves captured the interest of newspapers throughout the

nation, and numerous examples appeared in publications like Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Jour-

nal and Harper’s Weekly. The popular press fueled the Northern public’s interest in the

conditions of contraband camps and the people who lived within them. Sometimes, sto-

ries relating the great need for basic necessities or incidences of horrible treatment created

enough outrage among the reading public to force changes within the camps. Numerous

aid societies throughout the North and Midwest sent clothing, books, and other goods to
support blacks’ transition from slavery to freedom. When the Union Army forced families

to abandon camps and refused to assist the refugees gathering around installations, reports

in papers and letters fueled public anger that helped to reverse those decisions.

Several government agencies supervised efforts to manage the former slave popula-

tion, including the Bureau of Negro Affairs, established within the War Department

in 1863. The continued influx of refugees ensured the expansion of densely populated

camps. As hostilities continued in 1863 and 1864, Congress passed laws and guide-

lines for the establishment of Freedmen’s Home Colonies and Freedmen’s Labor Col-

onies. Both of these settlement types were highly organized and more permanent than

contraband camps. In Freedmen’s Home Colonies, government superintendents rep-

resenting the Bureau of Negro Affairs were responsible for providing shelter and other

necessities for colony inhabitants. Freedmen’s Labor Colonies had similar housing

and aid requirements but also gave supervisors the ability to seize abandoned land for

cultivation by freedmen and freedwomen.
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As the Civil War came to a close, the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Aban-

doned Lands (widely known as the Freedmen’s Bureau), created in 1865 as a replace-

ment for the Bureau of Negro Affairs, was left in charge of the welfare of freedmen

and freedwomen. The laws that influenced bureau policy had a profound impact on

former slaves’ eventual housing and settlement patterns after the war. In Circular

Order 13, a legal order issued July 28, 1865, freedmen were granted access to aban-

doned lands controlled by the Freedmen’s Bureau. This decision became the source of

the infamous ‘‘forty acres and a mule’’ promise. Under this decree, lands abandoned

by Confederate supporters were redistributed to freed slaves. Even before this order

was issued, many former contraband camp families already had taken over these farms

and continued land cultivation. However, the shifting political tide initiated by Presi-

dent Andrew Johnson’s Reconstruction policies overturned the earlier order with Cir-

cular Order 15, which stipulated that abandoned land should be returned to those

Confederates who were officially pardoned by the United States. Nevertheless, settle-

ments that had begun as contraband camps often persisted as black centers and

remained significant throughout Reconstruction.
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LAURA RUSSELL PURVIS

COOKING AND COOKS. In the 18th and 19th centuries, enslaved cooks were

among the most important of domestic house servants. Their culinary skills and knowl-

edge of elite dining styles enhanced a planter household’s status. Training to cook

came from many sources. On plantations and farms, black women cooks learned the

required European style of cookery from mistresses as well as through apprenticeship to

other kitchen slaves. In cities along the Atlantic coast, slave cooks were trained in tav-

erns, hotels, and large gentry establishments. In those settings, cooks were most often

men. George Washington traveled with his chef, Hercules, from Mount Vernon to

Philadelphia and other urban headquarters where Washington lived during the Ameri-

can Revolution. Hercules eventually was able to take advantage of these urban settings

to successfully run away. French slave masters fleeing the Haitian Revolution largely

settled in cities such as Charleston, Savannah, and especially New Orleans and

brought their black chefs with them. The regional influence of these cooks trained in

the French culinary style added depth to an already complex American cuisine.
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In wave after wave of forced migration to

the Americas from the 16th to the 19th

centuries, African men and women brought

with them knowledge of culinary customs

from their many societies. Farmers who al-

ready grew as many as five varieties of

native African rice welcomed Asian rice

when it migrated westward across the Afri-

can continent. In both the interior and the

coastal deltas of the Niger River, culinary

traditions included millet, rice, fish, and

many vegetables. The vast stretches of tropi-

cal forest had many types of cultivated vegeta-

bles and wild greens, African yams (Dioscorea
cayenensis), plantains and cooking bananas

(Musa paraisiaca), and small poultry. Cattle,

goats, camels, and horses were protein sources

for meat and dairy products for populations

within the Sahel. Traditional African crops,

such as ground nut (Voandzeia subterranea),

okra (Abelmoschus esculentus), eggplant (Sola-

num melongena), kola nut (Cola acuminata),

and varieties of edible gourds were cultivated
broadly.

By the mid-16th century, Spanish and Por-

tuguese slavers had begun to introduce New

World foodstuffs into disparate African cultures spread across the almost immeasurable

terrain of the continent. The new foods included corn (Zea maize), sweet potato (Imo-

paea batata), chilies (Capsicum annum), tomato (Lycopersicon esculentum), common

beans (Phaseolus vulgaris), peanuts (Arachis hypogaea), and cassava (Mangifera utilissima).

African women began to accept these crops into their gardens and fields and diets.

Enslaved African cooks often arrived in America from cultures long familiar with foods

they would be expected to cook in white kitchens. Once in America they learned new

culinary combinations and new styles of dining practiced by the master class.

For most people at that time, apprenticeship was the most common way to learn a

life’s occupation. Picking a good apprentice for the kitchen would have involved pick-

ing a child as a scullion to carry firewood, haul ashes, rotate a spit, take out the garbage,

and do other simple chores. If the child showed interest and competency in the

kitchen, the child would be given more chores specifically focused on food, such as

kneading bread, chopping vegetables, and stirring the pots. Attributes that made a good

cook’s apprentice were a willingness to obey orders and to be neat and precise. As scul-

lions and apprentices improved at their kitchen skills, a cook would welcome the assis-

tance of a worker who was creative and enjoyed the work, especially in a kitchen

expected to serve many elite guests on a regular basis. In 1784, Thomas Jefferson took

his young slave, James Hemings, to Paris for the express purpose of having the young

man learn to cook in the French manner. Upon his return to America, Hemings taught

‘‘The Cook,’’ wood engraving by David Hunter Strother,
published in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, January
1856. (Library of Congress.)

147

COOKING AND COOKS



French cookery to his younger brother, Peter Hemings, who continued to cook at Mon-

ticello until 1809. Two more slaves from Monticello were also apprenticed to a French

chef. Edith Hern Fossett and Frances Gillette Hern each spent more than six years at

the president’s house under the culinary tutelage of Jefferson’s French chef, Honor�e

Julian. The two women created excellent complex meals for the president and from

1809 to Jefferson’s death in 1826 were the head cooks at Monticello.

It was not unusual on rural plantations for the cooks from several households to be

brought together to make elaborate wedding feasts that might last days and involve

more than a hundred guests. At one such feast in 1785 in Tidewater Virginia, the

cooks prepared not only a midday dinner for the hundred in attendance but a supper

at midnight after the dancing. At 10:00 the next morning the assembled party break-

fasted on tea, coffee, chocolate, cold ham, fowls, hashed mutton, and other dishes.

During that event, the large group of cooks, scullions, and dining room attendants

would have had little sleep. Politicians routinely hired groups of male cooks to tend

huge barbeque suppers for their potential voters. In 1835, for a Washington, D.C.,

dinner for 12, the cook prepared a bouli (boiled beef in broth), boiled fish, canvasback

ducks, and pheasants for the main meat dishes, accompanied on the side by a small

ham, a small turkey, partridges, mutton chops, sweetbreads, a macaroni pie, and an

oyster pie. The menu included four vegetable dishes along with several kinds of

puddings and sweet pies for the dessert course. This meal was prepared with the efforts of

the house’s cook, a local French chef, and the black caterer who kept it all organized.

In the homes of less affluent planters, where food was plainer, the cook still needed

the help of others to get daily meals to the table. It was a time when every culinary

process was done by hand. Water was hauled from wells; firewood had to be cut and

stacked; poultry, game, and livestock all had to be butchered, salted, and cured, and

stored on site; and plantation gardens and fields supplied freshly picked vegetables.

Cooks walked a fine line regarding daily negotiations with mistresses over provi-

sions and expectations. Imported menu ingredients such as nutmeg and cinnamon,

French brandy and wines, lemons, black pepper, vanilla, Parmesan cheese, and olives

came from afar and were kept under lock and key by slaveholders. In plantation stor-

age rooms across the South, barrels of molasses, cones of sugar, and bags of coffee

beans and tins of tea were doled out to cooks for each day’s menu.

A significant part of a white mistress’s duties was to transmit her knowledge of

Anglo-European cookery, or individual family recipes, to her slave cook. For dinner

each day in a gentry household, the cook prepared several meat dishes, usually beef,

ham, and poultry. The meat in the first course was accompanied by breads and vegeta-

ble dishes, perhaps stuffed cabbages, seasonal vegetables with sauces, and root vegeta-

bles prepared in myriad ways. The second course would consist of an assortment of

desserts and pastries, nuts, and dried or candied fruits. Wine and then coffee and tea

signaled the end of the meal. The appearance of iced cakes with almond paste, jellies

and sweet pies, candied flowers, and whipped cream on the dessert menu were indica-

tors of a cook’s skills. After the meal, the cook’s duties involved storing the remaining

foods to be used for a later supper meal or for the next day, usually under the supervi-

sion of the mistress. Even in the simplest kitchen in the most remote, newly cultivated

western plantation, where elite dining customs were modified to meat, cornbread, and

stewed vegetables, a slave cook had to answer for all the ingredients assigned for a meal.
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In urban taverns, boarding houses, and the homes of the very wealthy, kitchen slaves

may have been given the leftovers as part of their diet.

Cookery styles changed over time and region, and individual cooks also evolved

their own different styles and specialties. A skilled cook had to know how to create

a stuffed calf’s head with forcemeat balls, a common fancy presentation in the late

18th century, or souse, which was a chopped, well-seasoned, jellied mixture of the

pig offal from the fall butchering. Dining fashions and menu choices varied in dif-

ferent regions of the South; rice dishes abounded along the Southeast coastal states,

while fish, shrimp, and gumbos were popular along the Gulf Coast as well as hot

sauces made from chilies to serve at the side. Oysters prepared many ways had to be

included in the repertory of experienced cooks no matter where they lived. Black

cooks learned to preserve whole fruits, to make jams and jellies, and to make fruit

wines.

The slave cooks in the plantation Big House were part of the larger enslaved com-

munity in which they lived. Listed right along with the field hands in the plantation’s

records, rural cooks also received standard rations of cornmeal and salt pork, and they,

too, had to create a diet for their families of simple food combinations of garden vege-

tables, small game, home-raised chicken and eggs, and fish. Archaeological studies of

faunal remains in slave quarters across the Chesapeake Tidewater detail finds of foot

bones of hogs, fish bones, and well-boiled and chopped bones of small game. Corn

pone, small cakes made from ground cornmeal, water, and salt, could be cooked on a

griddle, on the hot bricks of the hearth, on smoothed wooden slabs, or on the broad

blade of a hoe over a small fire while working in the field.

In South Carolina, rice was more common than corn in the slave diet. Slave cooks

in the Big House specialized in highly regarded dishes, such as golden fried rice cakes

and sweet rice puddings. When cooking for their families in the quarters, however,

people often served rice of several varieties grown only in their provision gardens and

unknown to whites. Along the Gulf Coast, slaves had more opportunity to become

introduced to Native American foodways, such as the fil�e for the gumbo, fishing for

crayfish, and new varieties of dry beans and squashes. The cooks introduced foods

such as gumbo, okra, or peanut soup into the menus of the white family and passed on

to her scullions and other kitchen assistants the best of her culinary skills.

One cast iron pot or kettle was the standard allotment for each enslaved family;

thus, one-pot meals based on cornmeal and other ingredients were the norm. In the

plantation kitchen, the tools were much more elaborate. In 1796, as he left with his

emancipation paper in hand, James Hemings wrote a one-page inventory of the many

kitchen utensils at Monticello: no less than 85 objects appear, and the cooks were

expected to know the uses of each. A plantation kitchen hearth often contained a

bake oven for the daily breakfast breads and the wheat rolls for dinner. There were

many iron pots, there were tin reflector roasters, and the hearth was outfitted with spits

and cranes for moving large pots on and off the flames. Bread was mixed and risen in

large wooden bowls; egg custards and other multi-ingredient dishes were mixed in pot-

tery mixing bowls. For precise temperature control, tin-lined copper pans were used on

specially designed stew-hole stoves found in the finest kitchens. A cook’s occupation

demanded an eclectic list of skills: grating and pounding sugar from large solid cones

to produce different finenesses, plucking and eviscerating poultry, and understanding a
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balanced menu of complementary dishes to be served at each multicourse dinner.

Another responsibility was for the cook to train younger apprentices and guide other

kitchen staff in their duties.

The importance of a skilled cook to a planter’s household and reputation was

reflected by the high purchase prices realized for competent slave cooks during the

antebellum era. After emancipation, black cooks made every effort to use their culi-

nary skills to make a living for themselves and their families. Three formerly enslaved

cooks left written records of their experience as culinary professionals: Malinda Rus-

sell (in Virginia, Kentucky, and Michigan), Abby Fisher (in South Carolina and Cali-

fornia), and Rufus Estes (in Tennessee and Chicago).

The earliest of these books is that of Russell, who learned to cook from her

freed grandmother, and an enslaved woman named Fanny Steward in Virginia.

Russell went on to become a well-respected baker of pastries and cakes. She lost

everything she owned when roaming gangs of whites chased her out of Tennessee

in 1864. She relocated to Paw Paw, Michigan, where she wrote and published

her cookbook in the hope that sales would allow her to continue to support her

invalid son. Her book details her techniques for making cordials, jams, cakes,

pies, and main dishes.

At both the Sacramento State Fair of 1879 and the San Francisco Mechanics’ Insti-

tute Fair of 1880, in California, ex-slave Abby Fisher won awards for her pickles and

jams. Unable to read or write, Fisher dictated her recipes to helpful friends in the

Women’s Co-operative Printing Office. Born in 1832, Fisher’s experiences as a cook

began on a South Carolina plantation. The rice recipes in her book reflect that early

culinary influence. After a stay in Alabama where she married and began her family,

Fisher finally was able to make her way to California. In San Francisco, she was listed

in the 1880 directory as ‘‘Mrs. Abby Fisher & Co., 569 Howard St., pickles, preserves,

brandies, fruits, etc.’’

One of the most prestigious jobs available for black men after slavery was that of

porter on Pullman cars on the railroads that were beginning to span the nation in the

late 19th century. Rufus Estes became one of those men. He was born in 1857 in Ten-

nessee. By the age of 30 he was an accomplished butler and houseman, ready to join

the ranks of Pullman porters. He rapidly advanced to the position of chef on privately

owned rail cars kept by wealthy industrial barons. The 600 recipes in his self-

published book, Good Things to Eat as Suggested by Rufus, reflect the highest level of

dining service combined with fine food.

These three cookbooks are invaluable windows into the skills and knowledge of a

black cook, whether enslaved or free, man or woman.
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LENI A. SORENSEN

COOPERAGE. ‘‘Cooperage’’ refers to containers, usually round, made from individ-

ual vertical pieces of wood called staves and held together by the tension of hoops

driven from the narrower toward the wider part of the container until they are tight.

Those containers were domestic items that were part of the daily life of every individ-

ual, slave or free, such as buckets, tubs, and butter churns. Cooperage also includes

casks, or barrel-shaped containers, which in one size or another served as the shipping

containers for a wide variety of commodities. Slaves were involved heavily in both

the manufacture and the movement of cooperage, particularly in the American South

and the Caribbean. Almost all of the com-

modities produced and exported from those

areas, with the notable exception of cotton,
were shipped primarily in casks.

In a society in which slaves formed such a

large part of the labor force, many business

owners engaged in shipping goods found it

logical to have slaves trained as coopers to

manufacture the casks that they required,

rather than hiring free coopers to do the

same work. The methods by which they

arranged that training varied. The ideal

arrangement, insofar as it usually produced

well-skilled craftsmen, was to apprentice out

a slave child in much the same way a free

child might be apprenticed to learn a trade.

At about the age of 14, the child would be

placed with a skilled cooper to learn the art,

skill, and mystery of the trade. In the case of

slaves bound out as apprentices, the term of

the apprenticeship might be only three or

four years, as opposed to the seven or so usu-

ally served by free individuals, although some

enslaved apprentices served for much longer.

Whether the tradesman taking on the

slave apprentice was paid to do so depended

entirely on the arrangements with the slave-

holder. In other cases, slaveholders might

simply hire a skilled tradesman to work on

‘‘Portrait of Enslaved Girl’’ by Mary Anna Randolph Custis,
Arlington, Virginia, 1830. Watercolor, pencil, and ink on
wove paper. Enslaved coopers made tubs that they
sometimes sold or bartered for other goods. (The Colonial
Williamsburg Foundation.)
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their property for a certain length of time to teach a slave the trade. At times, such as

when the slaveholder decided not to keep paying for the free tradesman after several

months, slaves received only the bare minimum of training. The result was a system in

which the skill of slave coopers varied widely.

No matter how long they had been trained, or what type of cooperage they were asked

to produce, a slave cooper would have learned the same basic techniques. The manufac-

ture of any piece of cooperage involves the same basic processes, although the level of

precision required in the shaping of the component parts may vary. The cooper generally

would begin with blank stock: rectangular boards cut to the length required for the con-

tainer to be made, roughly uniform in thickness, but varying in width. Each stave had to

be shaped in proportion to the overall shape of the finished container, and all of the nec-

essary shapes were judged by eye. To produce a cask (a barrel-shaped container), the

staves would be cut so they were widest at the middle, tapering off toward each end. The

staves were carved in such a way that they were rounded on the outside and the inside,

and beveled on the edges so that they would fit properly together to form the circular

shape of the container.

Once a sufficient number of staves had been shaped, they were assembled, or raised,

inside a construction hoop equal in diameter to the desired dimension of the narrow

end of the container. In the case of a cask, because the staves were widest at the middle,

this resulted in a unit appearing to have all the joints closed at the top but with the bot-

tom ends of the staves splayed out. With the staves standing in this first hoop, another

hoop, called the ‘‘sizing hoop’’ and representing the diameter of the widest point of the

cask, would be dropped over and then driven tight. This hoop would rest at the midway

point of the staves. The cask was then heated over a small controlled fire of wood shav-

ings contained in a small metal basket. The heat made the wood pliable enough that it

could be bent without breaking, at which point the hoop sitting at the middle of the

cask was driven down to the ground, which had the effect of beginning to draw the

staves at the open end of the cask inward. The container was then turned over and a se-

ries of gradually smaller and smaller rings driven back toward the middle of the cask

until the staves were drawn closed and the cask had achieved its final shape.

With the walls of the container completed, the ends of the staves were leveled off

and grooves cut into each end of the container with a specialized tool called a ‘‘croze.’’

Those grooves would receive the heads, or ends, of the cask, which usually were made

up of several pieces of wood doweled together and then shaped as a single piece, cut

into the proper circular shape and beveled on the edge to fit tightly into the groove.

The heads were inserted one at a time by removing the hoops nearest the end of the

cask to allow the staves to separate just a bit as the head was slid into place. Finally,

with the heads inserted, the cask was finished by replacing the construction hoops,

into which the container had been built, with permanent hoops made to fit the fin-

ished container. Those permanent hoops also would be made by the cooper. The

hoops could be made out of metal, usually iron, or wood, with the advantage of the

metal being its durability, while the wooden hoops made for a cheaper container.

If the cask was being made to contain bulky goods, such as tobacco or potatoes, the

quality of this work did not have to be terribly high. Indeed, people in the tobacco

trade in 18th-century Virginia often commented on the rough construction of

tobacco hogsheads in which gaps between the staves often were wide enough to slide
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one’s hand through sideways. If, on the other hand, the container was intended to

hold liquids, the quality of the joints had to be high indeed.

The level of production expected of, and achieved by, slave coopers could be quite

high. Thomas Jefferson expected the slave coopers working at his grist mill at Shad-

well, near Charlottesville, Virginia, to produce an average of five flour barrels a day,

each with a capacity of about 200 pounds of flour. Much larger casks—such as tobacco

hogsheads, which stood four feet tall, were about three feet in diameter at their widest

point, and held an average of 1,100 pounds of tobacco—would represent less than one

day’s work to produce. Whether slave coopers worked as efficiently as possible

depended in part on what kinds of incentives they were given to be productive. Jeffer-

son offered pay to his slave tradesmen if they achieved certain production rates, for

instance. Other slaveholders offered skilled slaves the opportunity to hire themselves

out for profit—if they had time left over after completing their appointed tasks. Slave-

holders operating in such a fashion usually could expect to see better results than those

who offered no incentives at all or who threatened punishment if goals were not met.

The weight of goods handled in these containers explains the prevalence of casks

as the shipping containers for all manner of goods. Moving half a ton of tobacco from

the plantation to the docks in a bale or a box would have required a significant num-

ber of laborers. Placed into a cask, that same half-ton could be moved with relative

ease by a single person rolling it down the road. As laborers on the plantation, or at

the grist mill, or in any other business, slaves would be responsible for filling the casks

with the goods to be shipped. Other slaves were assigned the task of transporting the

casks to their immediate destination. In seaports it was slaves who often formed the

bulk of the labor force on the docks and who saw to the loading and unloading of

casks full of goods from the ships that either would take the goods overseas or had just

arrived with goods newly imported.

See also Corn; Wheat.
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JONATHAN A. HALLMAN

CORN. Corn, a plant commonly referred to as ‘‘maize’’ or ‘‘Indian corn,’’ served as

the primary food source from the early years of American slavery through Emancipa-

tion. Corn production was introduced to the Europeans and Africans by Native

Americans and, along with beans and squash, was one of the most important crops to

Native Americans. Corn’s versatility ensured its future as one of the most important

crops in American agriculture. Corn, during this time period, became such an essen-

tial part of life that it represented work, entertainment, and food in the lives of

enslaved people.
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Corn was a crop that could be grown in large fields and in small gardens. It matured

within three months of being planted, but it was labor intensive and required

enslaved persons’ constant attention. Land had to be cleared of trees to create fields

to plant it. Holes were poked into the ground and seeds were carefully planted and

covered over. Hills were created around the plant to support it as it grew. During its

cultivation, enslaved persons, generally children or elderly adults, were charged with

protecting the harvest from weeds, insects, birds, and wild and domestic animals.

Once the corn reached optimal stage, it would be harvested at one of two times: while

it was young, for immediate consumption, or left to mature longer for use at a later

time. Upon the completion of the harvest, the field was cleared in preparation for the

next growing season.

As a source of food, corn was consumed in a variety of ways. Corn that was picked

while it was still young and tender was usually roasted and eaten straight off the cob. Due

to its layered and durable husk, mature corn was flexible in scheduling its harvesting.

Corn left to mature was cut down and stored in its husk in corn cribs. It generally would

stay there until the other crops were harvested or until there was time to shuck the corn.

Shucking of corn was an important part of the corn harvesting process. It also

served as an important time in the lives of enslaved people. ‘‘Shucking’’ or husking

frolic was one of the few times a year enslaved persons could gather and enjoy each

other’s company while working. This event took place once a year, but numerous

planters would host this event at their various plantations or farms. The shucking

gatherings were generally held in the evening, thus not conflicting with any workday

tasks. Each planter would host a shucking gathering; the planter in some cases

would invite other planters and their enslaved workers to attend the event. Corn-

shucking gatherings provided an opportunity for the community to come together in

‘‘Planting Corn. Old Driver. House Negro Digging Corn Holes.’’ Drawing by William Berryman, ca. 1808,
Jamaica. (Library of Congress.)
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fellowship. While the enslaved people were engaged in the festivities, the planters

would partake in their own forms of entertainment. (See also opening essay ‘‘Dance

and Music.’’)

Corn, still in the husk, would be placed in a large pile and the enslaved persons

would come and shuck the corn. The activity involved working competitively, while

singing, drinking corn whiskey, and feasting. During these gatherings, songs would be

sung about corn to a rhythm that coincided with the motion one’s body would make

while shucking corn. Most of the songs were ‘‘call and response’’: one person would

sing the first line and the group would respond with another line of the song. ‘‘Shuck

That Corn before You Eat’’ and ‘‘Ain’t You Gwine to the Shuckin’ of the Corn’’ are

just two examples of songs that would be sung on these occasions.

In addition to singing, some planters would create competitions for the attendees.

The planter would take one group of people and have them compete against another

to see which group could shuck the fastest, and the winner would receive a prize.

Although the celebration was entertainment, the shucking was a hard job and partic-

ularly hard on one’s hands. A shucking peg, a sharpened piece of hardwood, was often

used to aid in the husk removal.

Mature corn was hard and could be kept long periods of time post shucking, stored

in aerated corn cribs before it was shelled and ground. Shelling was the process of

removing the corn kernels from the cob. The sheller would use a piece of iron or corn

cob. Around the 1840s, a hand-cranked device was created to shell the corn, thus

freeing up time for other tasks.

The sustainability of mature corn made it the primary form in which corn was con-

sumed. The corn kernels were placed into a stone or wood mortar and were ground by

hand with a pestle. To make hominy (coarse ground flour), a hominy block was used,

which consisted of a hollowed stump and a wooded plunger, which was used to pound

the corn into the flour. If the plantation was large or located next to a large planta-

tion, the corn was taken to a mill to be ground. The mill was powered by water or

Shucking Corn

James V. Deane, a former Maryland slave, described the celebration that

accompanied corn shucking:

At corn shucking all the slaves from other plantations would come to the

barn, the fiddler would sit on top of the highest barrel of corn, and play all

kinds of songs, a barrel of cider, jug of whiskey, one man to dish out a drink

of liquor each hour, cider when wanted. We had supper at twelve, roast pig

for everybody, apple sauce, hominy, and corn bread. We went back to

shucking. The carts from other farms would be there to haul it to the corn

crib, dance would start after the corn was stored, we danced until daybreak.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Vir-

ginia, Tennessee Narratives, Vol. 16. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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animals, and the power generated would drive the millstones that ground the corn

kernels into a fine meal. In most cases, it would be the job of an enslaved boy to take

the corn to the mill for grinding.

Corn was among the most commonly consumed crops in the South. An enslaved

person was given an estimated food ration of one peck of corn or cornmeal, along

with some form of meat. The cornmeal was used to make numerous dishes: corn

bread, pudding, pone, porridge, hominy grits, hoecakes, and mush. Mush and grits

(coarsely ground hulled corn), made by adding water and then cooking, were among

the most common ways to eat the cornmeal. To flavor the various dishes, meat and

vegetables, when available, were added.

Although corn’s primary function was as a food source, it also served many other

functions. It served as the principal feed for animals and fodder for larger livestock.

Fermented corn was used to produce hard drinks, such as beer and whiskey. In the

early 1800s, people were consuming an estimated five gallons of whiskey a year. The

whiskey also was used as a home remedy for various ailments, such as fever or hives.

Corn cobs were used as kindling and fuel for fires. Some people fashioned the cobs

into fishing hooks and smoking pipe bowls. The corn husks often were used by

enslaved persons as fillings for pallets or mattresses or used to weave rugs for their

quarters. Husks also were used as padding for horse collars to protect the animal. And

though enslaved children did not always have the time or opportunity to play, there

are a few references to dolls being made out of corn cobs and dressed in corn husk

clothing.

By the mid-1800s, corn production had increased to the point that the Midwest

was referred to as the ‘‘Corn Belt.’’ Corn was one of the only crops that was cultivated

in every state of the Union, and it occupied the largest surface area of all agricultural

crops. Corn was so much a part of the lives of enslaved persons that almost every as-

pect of their lives was touched by corn.
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ALEXANDRA JONES

CORN CRIBS. For most of the antebellum period corn was the dominant food crop

on Southern farms and plantations, and a basic staple of the diet of most slaves. Typi-

cally, the corn crib was the place where both slaves and masters stored the corn they

ate. European settlers and their slaves borrowed the structure’s basic design from the
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Native Americans and later modified it for their own purposes. Thus, in the Antebel-

lum South, the corn crib became the central granary on almost all of the farms and

plantations where slaves labored.

The typical corn crib walls were constructed with logs or slatted boards (called ‘‘crib-

bing’’) with sufficient space between the wooden pieces to allow air to circulate through

the corn. This prevented any accumulation of moisture that could lead to mold, rot, or

bacterial growth. The corn crib also had a roof to protect the corn from the rain, and

the floor of the structure normally was raised off the ground to keep the corn away from

groundwater and to prevent rodent infestation. On the inside were one or more narrow

receptacles, or ‘‘pens,’’ into which the corn was placed. Some corn cribs included aper-

tures in the walls of the structure that allowed workers to dump the corn into pens

inside the corn crib. Antebellum Southerners constructed many different types of corn

cribs, the designs of which depended on the type of plantation or farm it serviced. A

large plantation might have a corn crib resembling a small barn, with room for many

storage pens inside, while smaller plantations or farms usually had single- or double-pen

corn cribs. Some corn cribs were square box-like structures. Others were constructed in

a ‘‘keystone’’ design, with a narrow base and walls that flared out near the top.

In addition to its practical function as a storage facility for food, the corn crib also played

a central role in the social lives of slaves. The ‘‘corn shucking’’ was one of the most popular

events on Southern farms and plantations. This event usually took place at the end of a

harvest when slaves had large quantities of corn to shuck (remove the husks). The partici-

pants piled the corn they had harvested in large mounds near the corn crib, sometimes one

or two stories high depending on the size of the harvest. The slaves would gather together,

often inviting friends or relatives from neighboring farms or plantations, to shuck corn,

socialize, and share news or gossip. At these events, music and dancing typically accompa-

nied the hard work of shucking corn (see also opening essay ‘‘Dance and Music’’). Masters

usually encouraged this practice by offering rewards or incentives to shuck as much corn as

quickly as possible. For example, a master might offer some liquor, or a small cash reward to

the slave who shucked the most corn, or to the first slave who found a red ear of corn. After

the festivities and shucking concluded, the participants stored the corn in the corn crib.
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MATT HERNANDO

COSMOGRAMS. When slave ships first landed in North American ports, their chat-

tel passengers, though perhaps carrying few if any material possessions, brought memo-

ries, cultural traditions, and religious worldviews with them. The elements of religious

material culture that survived illustrate both the innovation and tradition in American
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religious slave life. Although sometimes merged with Christian beliefs, some African

traditions remained fairly distinct. Many African slaves brought to 18th-century Amer-

ica were either BaKongo or Yoruba. Both West African groups adapted their beliefs and

practices in their new surroundings. Many African influences seen in early black mate-

rial culture and religious beliefs are mainly from the Yoruba or BaKongo traditions.

The BaKongo cosmogram, the visual depiction of their cosmology, is a clear ele-

ment of their religion that continued in American slave life. Represented as a cross
with a circle bisecting the arms, the cosmogram signifies the cosmos and the relation-

ship that follows between the human world and afterlife. In the BaKongo religion,

people are born on the right side of the cross at due east. As one’s life progresses, one

moves toward the west and reaches north at the apex of life. Death comes in the west,

and the soul moves across the ocean Kalunga and is reborn in Mpemda, the land of

the dead. After living in Mpemda and moving back toward the east, the soul is rein-

carnated back in the world of the living. The arms of the cross represent the mountain

of the earth, for the living, and mountain of Mpemda, for the dead. When alive, a

person and the soul climb the mountain going westward, and this process is mirrored

in Mpemda. Known as the yowa, meaning ‘‘four moments of the sun,’’ the cosmogram

indicates the continuity of human life. The overlaying

circle represents the path of souls, and the arms of the cross

symbolize the intersection between the two worlds. The

cosmogram shows both the close relationship and the fluid

threshold between the world of the living and world of the

dead.

In its ability to visually depict the intricate relationship

between the world of the living and the world of spirits,

any material manifestations of the cosmogram open a path-

way for communication between the two worlds. When

calling upon spirits or deities, be they ancestors, African

deities, Christian figures, or syncretized deities, practi-

tioners must forge a link between themselves and the su-

pernatural. With its ability to open a crossroads, the

cosmogram successfully performs this function.

Scholars find evidence of the use of the BaKongo cosmo-

gram in American slave life. Slave narratives recorded by

the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Writers’ Pro-

ject in the 1930s reveal instances of religious gardening

practices among slaves in the Chesapeake region and else-

where in the South. Gardens provided slaves with a source

of extra income and food but also could be a religious

resource if designed in a cosmogram pattern. By transform-

ing their gardens into a physical and religious crossroads,

these slaves invited spirits to inhabit the space, a practice

especially significant for a conjurer or root-worker. Conjure

falls under a number of categories, including religion, magic,

and medicine. Using herbology, conjurers could bestow

blessings or curses.

Detail of tobacco pipe with incised cos-
mogram excavated at the Rich Neck
plantation site, Williamsburg, Virginia.
(The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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The cosmogram also graces elements of material culture first introduced to slaves

by Europeans. Cosmograms adorn the handle of a pocketknife found at Somerset

plantation in Creswell, North Carolina, and several pewter spoons uncovered at two

plantations in Maryland. Archaeological excavations in Virginia unearthed pipes and

spoons emblazoned with the cosmogram. These slaves altered practical instruments

from the culture of their slaveholders and imparted their religious significance onto

the tools. This suggests the continuation of a religious worldview among enslaved

people where the sacred and profane interpenetrate one another.

Many colonoware pottery bowls have been unearthed in South Carolina that bear

evidence of the BaKongo cosmogram on their bottoms. ‘‘Colonoware’’ is a term used

by many archaeologists to describe unglazed earthenware pottery made over a low fire

that was produced in a style similar to that of Native Americans. The inclusion of the

cosmogram on bowls likely began in the mid-17th century, peaked in the 18th cen-

tury, and began to languish in the early 19th century. While initially thought to be a

maker’s mark, contextual research about the region points to religious significance.

Excavations in South Carolina found a high number of such colonoware bowls, which

corresponds with the high number of BaKongo slaves who arrived in the Carolinas. In

fact, scholars conclude that BaKongo culture remained stronger in South Carolina

than in any other part of the United States. Excavations in and around national parks

in the Carolina Low Country discovered many bowls marked with the cosmogram, of-

ten found in rivers adjacent to former slave quarters. In general, their primary use

was utilitarian, but the cosmogram suggests that the bowls possessed religious and rit-

ual properties as well. Their presence in rivers connects directly to the symbolism of

the cosmogram itself. It has been argued that the bowls were not left in the river as

trash, but, rather, slaves intentionally placed them in the water. For the BaKango, the

ocean Kalunga separates the land of the living from Mpemda, and in crossing Kalun-

ga’s waters, one travels to the other world. Kalunga not only separates the worlds but

also subsequently links the two. The river in which the bowls were found possibly

played a role uniting the worlds and creating a crossroads for enslaved Africans.

These bowls might have held minkisi, which is the plural form of nkisi, a BaKongo

power object or charm that possesses medicine and a spirit with the capability to do

either benevolent or malevolent deeds. A nkisi, by possessing a spirit and the power

to heal or harm, is thought to represent the cosmos in miniature. Clay pots and bowls

historically have been typical holders for minkisi. Therefore, slaves likely used the

bowls in medicinal healing and various practices related to conjuring.

Farther south and west, at the Levi Jordan plantation, in Brazoria, Texas, slave quar-

ter excavations expanded on the use of the BaKongo cosmogram in slave life. A cos-

mogram was uncovered between the floor of a slave cabin and the ground below. The

cosmogram would properly consecrate the space and prepare it for religious ritual by

establishing a connection between the space of the cabin and the world of the spirits.

Concealed under the floor, the religious significance of the cosmogram also becomes a

source of resistance and empowerment. Hidden from view of slaveholders, ritual prac-

tices involving the cosmogram allowed slaves to communicate with spirits unknown to

and out of reach of their masters. These spirits connected with the crossroads and

therefore their powers were accessible only to the Jordan slaves. Also tucked within

the floorboards were various conjurer kits for medicinal work and a nkisi. By using
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these tools within the space outlined by the cosmogram, the practitioner could call on

the supernatural world of the spirits for assistance in the human world.

Similarly, excavations at the Brice House in Annapolis, Maryland, uncovered cosmo-

grams beneath the floors, doorways, and hearths. Unlike other plantations where cos-

mograms typically were confined to the slave quarters, Brice House provides an

example of domestic slaves presumably incorporating their religious worldview into the

slaveholder’s home. As a threshold, doorways are inherent crossroads, and as a source of

fire, hearths are links to spirits and other deities associated with fire. At Brice House,

slaves creatively constructed cosmograms from European resources, which suggests that

the cosmogram’s materials were less important than its function once it was created.

Although a dominant example and the most cited academically, the BaKongo cos-

mogram is not the only visual depiction of the cosmos in slave life. After the Haitian

Revolution in the late 18th century, many French landowners fled to southern Louisi-

ana and New Orleans and brought their slaves and their slaves’ Vodun practices with

them. Haitian Vodun is a diasporic religion that syncretizes the Dahomean (Yoruba)

religion of West Africa and Roman Catholicism. Vodun practitioners create elaborate

veve ground paintings out of colored powder to worship and summon their deities.

Cruciforms representing the cosmos abound in veve patterns. Often a post is placed

in the middle of the veve to represent the physical crossroads connection between

the worlds. Like the BaKongo cosmogram, typically these veve ground paintings illus-

trate the realm of the gods and the realm of humans. In particular, reverence to deity

Eshu or Legba remained strong during slavery in Louisiana. Vodunists must invoke

Eshu at the commencement of any ritual, for he is the deity of the crossroads and

opens the means of communication between the human and supernatural worlds.

See also Conjure Bags; Shrines and Spirit Caches; Subfloor Pits.
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EMILY S. CLARK

COTTON AND COTTON PLANTATIONS. Since the founding of Jamestown

in 1607, European settlers experimented with the growing of cotton. Several species of

this vegetable fiber are connected with the genus Gossypium, but only a few significant

types were grown in North America. G. brasilianum is the long staple variety that Low
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Country planters in South Carolina and Georgia cultivated with great financial success

for the first time by the late 18th century. G. hersutium and G. herbaceum, or short sta-

ple cotton, were grown for domestic consumption on small farms in the colonial era

but never in enough quantities to make them cash crops until the invention of the saw

cotton gin by Eli Whitney in 1793. Sometime just before or after this invention, the

two short staple varieties were cross-cultivated to produce a variety commonly called

‘‘green seed’’ cotton, the short staple variety that made the South the leading producers

of cotton in the world by the first quarter of the 19th century. Until 1820, South Caro-

lina was the leader in cotton production as short staple plantations quickly sprang up

throughout the piedmont region of the state. Although long staple varieties were the

more valuable, the geographic region for its cultivation remained limited to the Low

Country of South Carolina and Georgia. But as short staple cotton production was

introduced into piedmont regions of South Carolina after 1794, it soon spread across

the South. It is estimated that in 1820 the black population of the Alabama–Missis-

sippi region was just 75,000; some 20 years later, it had dramatically expanded to half a

million. Fueled by cotton, this expansion extended into Louisiana and Texas and, to a

lesser degree, to Arkansas and to Tennessee’s western counties.

The vast increase in the slave workforce during this period continued up to the Civil

War era. By 1850, 3.2 million enslaved people lived in the South. Of this number

more than one-half, or 1.8 million, worked on cotton plantations alone, producing 2.4

million bales annually. Although most cotton farmers owned fewer than 20 enslaved

workers, the plantations that actually produced the bulk of the South’s cotton were

substantial in size and possessed 20 or more enslaved workers. In 1860, more than 5.3

million total bales of cotton were produced, and more than half (3.5 million) was har-

vested in just four states: Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana, and Georgia. These states

also had the largest number of slaveholders with 20 or more enslaved workers.

Within these four states, most of the cotton produced came from plantation work-

forces that ranged from 100 to more than

1,000 enslaved workers. To operate produc-

tively, these plantations developed efficient

organizations based on a hierarchical sys-

tem. At the top of the hierarchy was the

plantation owner, who hired a white over-

seer to carry out his plans. Along with

instructions on how to cultivate and harvest

the cotton crop, many planters gave strict

guidelines to their managers on how to

direct the slave workforce, including their

work schedule, weekly food rations, and

punishment for idleness or poor work.

Regardless of how detailed such instructions

might be, every planter’s bottom line was to

maximize the cotton harvest to gain the

best market price. The humanity of

enslaved workers rarely concerned the

owner or his overseer. Consequently

Blacks preparing cotton for the gin on Smith’s plantation,
Port Royal Island, South Carolina, 1862. (Library of
Congress.)
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overseers usually were not troubled by any poor working conditions that affected their

slave workers. If overseers could attain or surpass their employers’ production goals,

they often received a financial reward at the end of the harvest season. Base salaries

for the season usually started at $200 but could reach as high as $1,000 if production

goals were exceeded. But to earn a higher salary, overseers often overworked the

slaves on a daily basis, while providing only minimal amounts of food per week as well

Picking Cotton

Lewis Evans worked on a South Carolina cotton plantation:

Maj. Bell had ten families when I got dere. Put me to hoein’ in de field and

dat fall I picked cotton. Next year us didn’t have cotton planters. I was took

for one of de ones to plant de cotton seed by drappin’ de seed in de drill. I

had a bag ’round my neck, full of seeds, from which I’d take handfuls and

sow them ’long in de row. Us had a horse-gin and screwpit, to git de cotton

fit for de market in Charleston. Used four mules to gin de cotton and one

mule to pack it in a bale. Had rope ties and all kinds of bagging. Seems to

me I ’members seein’ old flour sacks doubled for to put de cotton bales in, in

de screwpress.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Henry Wright remembered that slaves had to pick 200 pounds or more of

cotton a day during peak harvest in Georgia:

At the sounding of the horn they had to get up and feed the stock. Shortly

after the horn was blown a bell was rung and at this signal they all started

for the fields to begin work for the day. They were in the field long before

the sun was up. Their working hours were described as being from ‘‘sun to

sun.’’ When the time came to pick the cotton each slave was required to

pick at least 200 lbs. of cotton per day. For this purpose each was given a

bag and a large basket. The bag was hung around the neck and the basket

was placed at the end of the row. At the close of the day the overseer met

all hands at the scales with the lamp, the slate and the whip. If any slave

failed to pick the required 200 lbs. he was soundly whipped by the overseer.

Sometimes they were able to escape this whipping by giving illness as an

excuse. Another form of strategy adopted by the slaves was to dampen the

cotton or conceal stones in the baskets, either of which would make the

cotton weigh more.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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as inadequate rest, especially during the harvest season. Enslaved workers were con-

sidered chattel, without legal rights, so slaveholders and their overseers usually admin-

istered punishment indiscriminately to induce the slave workforce to produce more.

Although the treatment of slaves varied from plantation to plantation, the master

and his overseer had few external legal limitations to how they dealt with their

enslaved workforce.

No matter what the individual circumstances on any given cotton plantation,

enslaved workers worked long and hard. From the slaves’ perspective their work was

not only difficult but also fraught with danger. Each worker had minimum daily require-

ments and work quotas to achieve through most of the year. Before the cotton seed

could be planted, the fields had to be plowed into beds, or ridges, with a plow. In most

regions of the cotton South, an ox or mule was used for this. Both enslaved women and

men were employed in this work, tasked with the responsibility to care for the animals

both in the fields and when the animals returned to the stables at the end of the day.

Each cotton bed was six feet wide, and once the ridges were complete, the slave workers

(often women) planted the seed into the top of the ridge. Generally this work was car-

ried out in March and April with teams of three workers assigned to a row. If the rains

were sufficient, the seeds usually sprouted in a week. Within several days, the first hoe-

ing of the rows was undertaken to cut out the grass and other weeds, often referred to as

‘‘scraping cotton.’’ Four hoeing cycles usually occurred during the summer to keep down

the weeds and ensure the cotton plants produced as many bolls (seedpods) as possible.

During this approximately four month work phase, the slave workforce was supervised

by overseers or their slave drivers. Slave drivers were hand-picked slaves whom the

overseers thought the most loyal to them. They kept a close watch on the work in each

row with a whip in hand. If a worker seemed to be too slow, idle, or not doing the work

as instructed, the whip was quickly used on the unfortunate worker. By the end of Au-

gust, the cotton plants were mature enough to begin the harvest. But each plant was

picked more than once because cotton bolls matured at different rates on every plant.

When the cotton plant’s bolls had opened, then the cotton was ready to be picked.

Unopened bolls had not matured enough, and so the harvest often continued into De-

cember. Then, each enslaved worker turned his attention to harvesting, or picking, cot-

ton. Every picker had a sack with a strap that went around the neck. The mouth of the

sack reached the worker’s chest and the bottom went to the ground. A large basket was
placed at the end of each row, into which the contents of each sack were to be depos-

ited so that the workers did not have to stop their work in the fields. When new workers

were assigned to picking, their progress was followed closely and at the end of the day

their cotton harvest was weighed. Once their daily quota was measured, individual

workers were expected to reach or exceed this amount on subsequent days. When work-

ers failed, the overseer or his driver used the whip to administer lashes; these varied

depending on the whim of the overseer. Although a day’s work varied somewhat on ev-

ery plantation, it was expected to be 200 pounds per worker. By reaching or exceeding

the day’s harvest goal, a slave picker avoided punishment for the day.

To maximize the harvest, workers often had to be in the fields before sunup and

continued to work well after dark. Lunch was brought to the workers in the field by

slaves assigned to that task. It usually consisted of cold bacon and, perhaps, corn
bread. When the day’s work ended in the field, slaves took their cotton baskets to be
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weighed each evening. Once the seeded cotton was weighed, workers who had not

achieved their daily quota received punishment. Then the cotton was placed in the

cotton house to tramp it down to be stored like hay. When the cotton was wet or

damp, it was placed on platforms, two feet off the ground, to dry out the fiber before

storing. That completed, workers still had more work to perform that included feeding

the livestock, cutting firewood, and other assigned duties connected to the plantation.

Finally, permission was given for the slaves to return to their quarters to prepare a

meal and perform other personal chores before going to sleep.

Food allowances on cotton plantations were basic, often consisting of an allotment of

corn and bacon that was distributed to each hand every Sunday, consisting of three and

a half pounds of bacon and enough corn to make a peck of meal. On some plantations,

the food allowance was dispensed on Wednesday or Saturday evenings. While this var-

ied from one plantation to another, other basics such as coffee, tea, sugar, and even mo-

lasses usually were considered luxuries that the slaveholder gave only at special

occasions, such as Christmas and weddings. The long days in the field made it difficult

for slave households to prepare proper meals even if they had other food to supplement

their assigned rations. Many slaveholders allowed their workforce to cultivate small gar-
den plots to complement their meager food allowance. Such gardens often consisted of

sweet potatoes, corn, and squash. In addition, slaves often hunted wild game such as

squirrels, possum, and rabbits. Because slaves usually were not permitted by law to possess

firearms, they used animal traps, spears, or bows and arrows. Such activities were limited

to nights or Sundays, the one day off that most slaveholders gave their workforce.

With such long days spent in the fields, the enslaved workforce was under constant

pressure to keep up the steady work rate regardless of weather conditions or concerns for

health and safety. Such harsh working conditions made it almost inevitable that masters

and their slave workforce were constantly at odds, even though many antebellum apolo-

gists for the slave system tried to insist that slaves were submissive and accepted their

chattel status. Numerous accounts from the period indicate that slaves tried both psycho-

logical and physical means to sabotage the work they were forced to do and, where possi-

ble, subvert the cotton plantation system. Slaveholders and slave narratives reported

enslaved workers setting fire to plantation barns, stealing food such as corn and hogs, tak-

ing tools, and selling portions of the cotton crop on the black market. Others broke the

tools and slowed down their output. Such clandestine actions were easier to hide from

the master, who often had difficulty finding and punishing the culprits. Although more

dangerous, slaves ran away when they could no longer accept the harsh conditions on

their plantation. Sometimes they tried to escape the South and gain their freedom, but

such a strategy rarely succeeded due to the long distances involved and unfamiliarity with

the geography and people. More often, slaves who escaped the fields would hide away in

the nearby woods or swamps to rest. They were sustained by visits from slaves who

remained on the plantation who gave them food at night. Such was the case on the Loui-

siana plantation where slave Solomon Northup was confined for more than 10 years in

the 1840s. One slave, who already had been punished for visiting a neighboring planta-

tion without permission, decided to run away. After several weeks the slave master failed

to track him down, but then the escapee suddenly reappeared at the plantation. After try-

ing to find his way through the swamps without success, he remained at large until he was

discovered and recaptured by a white man who returned him to his master. Once back,
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he was immediately punished with a severe flogging. Despite the punishment that awaited

any recaptured slave, this did not deter many attempts.

Along with running away, there were other examples of outright rebellion on cot-

ton plantations. Slave rebellions and conspiracies to carry them out were uncommon,

but such actions happened more frequently than slaveholders wanted to admit.

Although the Nat Turner rebellion of 1831 that took place in Southampton County,

Virginia, is the most noted and bloody of any that occurred during the cotton era, it

took place in the heart of tobacco-growing country. In the cotton areas of the Deep

South, nothing quite so bloody occurred, but several conspiracies and actual rebel-

lions are documented. The Denmark Vesey conspiracy of 1822 in Charleston, South

Carolina, may have been the most thoroughly planned insurrection, although it was

suppressed just days before it was unleashed. Organized by Vesey, a free black who

had purchased his freedom years before, conspirators plotted for several years. They

accumulated hundreds of weapons and secured them in various hiding places in the

city. But the plot was leaked to white authorities before it could be implemented.

Soon 139 freemen and slaves were arrested, of whom 47 were found guilty and either

executed or transported out of the state to the Caribbean. A decade later, several

slaves in Monroe County, Georgia, were hanged or severely whipped for complicity

in another conspiracy. Isolated slave uprisings occurred in Alabama, Louisiana, and

Mississippi through the end of the 1850s, but all were ruthlessly suppressed by white

leaders with executions or transportation out of the country for all those convicted.

Clear evidence of the harsh working environments at cotton plantations is partially

revealed in correspondence, travelers’ accounts, and the agricultural magazines of the

period. Even on plantations where slaves were fed and clothed sufficiently, a South Car-

olina planter complained that many large slaveholders tended to require their slave

workforce to continue their duties well into the night and even on Sundays. Another

planter recommended to other slaveholders that one’s slave workforce had to be

instructed that if they failed to perform their duties adequately the workers ‘‘will be pun-

ished for it.’’ In nearly every case, this meant several lashes by a whip on the bare back.

Many planters did not just rely on physical punishment to keep their enslaved work-

ers doing the jobs that they required. Some planters periodically provided special food

allowances and feasts to their workforce. During the Christmas season, most planters

gave their slaves a large feast and sometimes distributed new sets of clothes to them for

the New Year. Even on the harshest plantations, some owners recognized the season as

a time to provide extra food and entertainment. Solomon Northup described how he

and his fellow slaves enjoyed a huge feast that neighboring planters hosted for their

workers. The Christmas feast was hosted by different plantations each year. From 300

to 500 slaves assembled at the host plantation in their best clothes and at the dinner’s

conclusion a dance was held that lasted into the following morning. This combination

of alternating punishment with rewards was a hallmark of the American slave system.

See also Work Routines.
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FRITZ HAMER

COURTHOUSES. Courthouses in colonial America and the antebellum United

States ranged from simple log structures to massive Greek revival edifices of

brick, stone, and marble. There was no uniformity in appearance either on the

inside or the outside. Some courthouses consisted of merely a room or two, while

others contained two or more courtrooms, private chambers for judges, and a va-

riety of related offices. Courthouses were always a work in progress. In 1689, for

example, the magistrates of Norfolk County in Virginia decided to replace the

existing courthouse with one made of brick measuring 35 by 20 feet. They aban-

doned the plan, however, when they were convinced by the protests of county

residents that it would be ‘‘too burthensome to the inhabitants.’’ Courthouses

changed as the community grew in population, as its stability increased, and as

the prosperity of the area rose. Slave artisans often participated in the construc-

tion of the courthouse as they did in other public buildings, and slaves continued

to maintain them after they were completed.

At the heart of the courthouse, of course, was the courtroom. By the second quarter

of the 18th century, Virginia courthouses adapted the style of English provincial civic

architecture. They contained a courtroom ranging from 20 to 24 feet in width and

from 25 to 40 feet in length. A bar across the width of the room separated the ele-

vated platforms of the magistrates and the jury together with seating for litigants and

their representatives, from the public spectators. Jury rooms flanked the courtroom’s

base, forming a ‘‘T.’’ As a flourish, a covered arcade provided a place for people to

gather in bad weather as well as an open space where lawyers and their clients could

formulate strategy before court.

Yet, simple or grand in appearance, the courthouse stood as the symbolic represen-

tation of the law’s majesty and the public face of the community. Candidates on the

campaign trail spoke from its steps. Local militia units drilled before it on the court-

house square. Merchants and auctioneers posted notices of coming sales. Slaves from

the town and the surrounding farms and plantations, as bystanders on the fringe, saw

it all. The courthouse and its surroundings was a place of celebration and dread.

When slaves confronted the courthouse, they experienced both emotions—

although more often they experienced dread. They and their masters might enter
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the courthouse to register a deed of manumission and freedom. Slaves might

attend their owners as silent observers when a contract was certified transferring

ownership from one master to another or hiring out a slave or slaves to perform

a specific task or to serve a temporary master for a specific length of time. Mas-

ters might even bring slave children to the courthouse to record their ages for

tax purposes.

Finally and most dreaded, slaves might appear within the courthouse walls as

defendants in a case that lay beyond the ability of a master to punish. Slave codes

were long and elaborate. Slaves could be found guilty for a deed, a word, or a look.

According to a 1690 South Carolina law, a slave could be severely whipped for strik-

ing a white person, and in 1712, a magistrate was authorized to sentence a slave to 40

lashes for assisting a runaway or robbing a chicken coop.

Although neither slaves nor free blacks could testify in cases involving white men

and women, they could be called as witnesses in cases dealing with others of African

descent. Most colonies and states did not allow blacks to be sworn in on a Bible; testi-

mony was recorded and left to the judge and a jury, most often composed of slave-

holders, to evaluate. In Mississippi’s 1857 Slave Code, the court was required to

inform any slave, mulatto, or free Negro:

You are brought here as a witness, and, by the direction of the law, I am to tell

you before you give your evidence, that you must tell the truth, the whole

truth, and nothing but the truth; and if it be found hereafter, that you tell a

lie, and give false testimony in this matter, you must, for so doing have both

your ears nailed to the pillory, and cut off, and receive thirty-nine lashes on

your bare back, well laid on, at the common whipping-post.

For offenses more serious than petty crimes or misdemeanors—such as murder, rape

or attempted rape of a white woman, deadly assault, arson, or attempted servile insur-

rection—slaves were tried in circuit courts rather than by local magistrates. There,

they or their masters acting for them were granted most of the procedural rights and

rights of a free person. Because the law saw slaves as both property and ‘‘persons,’’ such

protections were given both as a means of assuring masters of the court’s due delibera-

tion in issues involving their property and as recognition of, as one Tennessee supe-

rior court justice put it, a ‘‘slave’s high-born nature.’’ So, an accused slave’s lawyer was

allowed to challenge jurors, request a change of venue, and use other technical meas-

ures to defend his client. In the case of Celia (a slave) v. Missouri (1855), for example,

Celia’s lawyer attempted to have the court instruct the jury of the legal rules applica-

ble to the facts. He argued that his client had murdered her master because of his sex-

ual exploitation. Although this request was denied, other procedural requests were

increasingly granted in the last decades of the antebellum period.

For those like Celia who were convicted of a capital or other serious crime, the car-

rying out of justice was often conducted on the courthouse grounds. The gallows,

whipping post, and stocks were often located on the courthouse’s square. The last

sight of the condemned, therefore, would be of the courthouse.

See also Freedom Papers; Legal Documents; Runaway Slave Advertisements.
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MARTIN HARDEMAN

CREDIT ACCOUNTS. Throughout the colonial period, until at least the middle

of the 19th century, American merchants, tradespeople, and shopkeepers conducted

much of their business via credit accounts. Credit accounts were used because of the

scarcity of hard currency. For the enslaved, credit accounts afforded them the oppor-

tunity to purchase goods for themselves and their families that otherwise would have

been impossible to acquire.

Most merchants in the 18th century used a variation of double-entry bookkeeping,

in which every transaction, whether a payment or a purchase, was entered twice: once

as a credit and once as a debit. Customers came to a store, chose the items they

wished to purchase, and the storekeeper or merchant would in turn enter a descrip-

tion of the goods and their value into a ‘‘waste book,’’ which was a record of each day’s

transactions as they happened. These brief notes were then copied into the journal,

where prices and item descriptions were written out more thoroughly and clearly and

then, finally, these journal transactions were transferred into the account ledgers, with

one page used for each person or company with which the storekeeper had any busi-

ness. Some storekeepers and merchants kept day books instead of waste books; the dif-

ference between the two was that information was more carefully kept in day books

than in waste books and therefore the need for a separate journal might be eliminated,

as the transactions would go directly from the day book to the ledger. In the same

way, tradespeople performed work for their customers and then entered the descrip-

tion of the work and its value in their ledgers. Customers could pay either in cash or

sometimes in barter, in which case the customer would give the tradespeople agricul-

tural products or other goods in payment. Accounts were settled on a periodic basis;

some customers paid off their purchases little by little, while others only paid off their

account yearly, with the amount the customer paid entered on the facing page of the

ledger page for that particular account.

For the enslaved, who themselves were bought and sold and whose names and

prices were entered in these same ledgers, the possibility of acquiring goods may have

seemed out of reach. On the contrary, many enslaved men and women were active

participants in their local economies, selling a variety of agricultural products that

they raised themselves, or selling small items of furniture such as stools or chairs that

they made after their regular tasks were completed, thus acquiring cash. In addition,

the custom of giving slaves cash tips for small favors or tasks or as presents on
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Christmas meant that those enslaved men and women who would not have had other

access to cash had the means to purchase goods as well.

These transactions would have been recorded in a merchant’s cash book with the

simple notation of what was purchased and its amount, with no notation of the pur-

chaser’s name, so it is almost impossible to know which of those purchases were made

by enslaved people. Many storekeepers were willing to keep credit accounts with slaves.

William Johnston, Francis Jerdone’s predecessor as the eastern Virginia agent for Bu-

chanan & Hamilton of London (ca. 1736), kept an account of goods he sold to slaves

in exchange for peas. These men and women bought fabric, including lace and silk, liq-

uor, hats, eating utensils, and even cheese in exchange for their produce. Jack, a slave

who worked the estate of Mr. Linton near Colchester, Virginia, earned credit of more

than £100 from Glassford & Company between 1759 and 1769 for doing all kinds of

work, including mending bridges, building furniture, and selling poultry. With that

credit Jack purchased, among other things, rum, fabric, a wine glass, and a plane iron.

Almost 80 years later, William Cobb, a merchant in Thomaston, Georgia, recorded

credit transactions with 80 people who could be identified as slaves. They purchased

tobacco, fabric of all kinds, shoes, padlocks, handkerchiefs, and even a Barlow knife.
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Slaves in the Marketplace

Travelers to slaveholding regions remarked on how slaves were active partici-

pants in the marketplace. For example, Julian Niemcewicz, an aide to Polish

general Tadeusz Kosciuszko, visited George Washington at Mount Vernon in

1798. He visited one of Washington’s outlying farm quarters, looked inside one

of the slave quarter houses, and wrote in his diary,

A very small garden planted with vegetables was close by [the quarter], with 5

or 6 hens, each one leading ten to fifteen chickens. It is the only comfort that is

permitted them [the slaves]; for they may not keep either ducks, geese, or pigs.

They sell the poultry in Alexandria and procure for themselves a few amenities.

Source: Julian Ursyn Niemcewicz, Under Their Vine and Fig Tree: Travels through America

1797–1799, 1805. Translated and edited by Metchie J.E. Budka, 100–101. Reprint, Eliza-

beth, NJ: Grassmann Publishing Co., 1965.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

CROSSES. Enslaved Africans brought their own traditions and worldviews to the

Americas. They were influenced by the religious practices of their owners, most of

whom were Christian. As it developed in America, slave religion encompassed ele-

ments from both African religions and Christianity. Through their religious belief

and practice, slaves could maintain both creativity and agency.

The symbol of the cross possessed both Christian and African significance in the

slave world. In many African traditions, the cross is a visual marker of the crossroads,

and the crossroads signifies the intersection of the sacred and secular worlds. It pro-

vides the ideal location to interact with spirits. Enslaved Africans brought their belief

in the power of the crossroads with them to the Americas, and some integrated the

sign of the crossroads with Christianity. For them, the cross could represent Christian

belief, African belief, or a rich mixture of both. For example, slaves from the BaKongo

tradition, who were the second-largest African group brought to the United States,

saw parallels between Jesus’ role as mediator between humans and God as symbolized

by the cross and the crossroads’ significance as the site of contact between humans

and spirits. In both instances, the cross represented the means of communication with

the sacred. Even if not at a physical crossroads, a slave could establish a junction with

the sacred world through material representations of the cross.

The cross was especially common in various Hoodoo or conjure practices. Conjure is

simultaneously religion, magic, and medicine. Slaves did not view conjure as opposed

to Christianity but rather as another source of religious power. Using herbology, con-

jurers could bestow blessings and curses. Archaeologists discovered a Hoodoo ritual site

under the floorboards of an 18th-century slave dwelling in New York with a cross at its

center. Drawing a cross upon the ground consecrated the space as a plane that con-

nected the world of the dead, ancestors, and spirits with the human world. The cross is

prevalent in other aspects of Hoodoo, and a cross possessed various meanings depending

on the context of its use. Slaves used cross marks for both protective, benevolent means

and destructive, malevolent means. Cross charms and medallions were sources of good

luck and protection. Slaves also inscribed cross marks on graves to keep the spirit con-

tained. They also integrated the natural world into their religious material culture. The

leaves of various plants, such as the peace plant, which have a cross-shaped pattern,

possessed a sacred and powerful property when used in conjure protection prayers.

The cross and the crossroads remained dominant images in slave life. As a symbol

that could be associated with both Jesus of Christianity and particular African cosmol-

ogies, the cross signified the transcendent nature of the sacred. Marbles with inscribed
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crosses found at Hermitage plantation near Nashville, Tennessee, suggest that informal

teaching methods in cosmology could remain hidden from slave masters. When used

in play, the crosses on the marbles possessed the power to imbue good or bad luck onto

the slave children who played with them. As a symbol, the cross offered slaves an

effective visual technique for teaching children religious beliefs.

See also Cosmograms; Herbs; Subfloor Pits.
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DAIRIES. Dairies on plantations tended to be small buildings dedicated to milk

processing. Dairy products had been an important part of English diets, so colonists

transported that culture. By 1662, the Coles family in Maryland had 12 milk cows as

well as six wooden tubs to cool milk, 15 pans to raise the cream, a churn and butter

pots for butter making and a cheese tub. Women processed the milk. African female

slaves worked with their mistresses to process milk from cows, even though dairy

products had not been common in their countries of origin. They may have more reg-

ularly processed goat’s milk. The first African in South Carolina, in 1670, drank two

glasses of milk a day. Yet Southern colonists complained that many staples of their

English diet, including cheese, proved difficult to recreate in the hot southern cli-

mate. By the Revolutionary War, slaves in the North were most likely to work with

milk processing and spend time in and around a dairy.

Dairying played a relatively limited role in Southern agriculture through the Civil

War. Compilations of data from the U.S. agricultural censuses for 1850 and 1860

indicate that Southerners produced only about one-third of the butter that Northern-

ers did. Livestock generally, and dairying specifically, accounted for only about 5 per-

cent of the output of large southern plantations. Furthermore, dairy products did not

play a critical role in southern diets or in southern agricultural processing. Therefore,

dairies were exceptions rather than the rule across the South. Only the wealthiest

planters or businessmen invested in such buildings. On large plantations, field slaves

might not benefit from the products of the dairy, but the lives of other slaves on large

plantations revolved around the dairy, particularly those assigned to work with dairy

cattle, to skim cream or process the raw product into a consumable commodity. Slave

cooks also worked at the dairy, gathering milk, cream, uncured cheese, butter, or

cured cheese to serve to residents on the plantation. Slaves also might be responsible

for selling dairy products to customers beyond the plantation.

The few dairies documented on plantations were relatively small buildings, often

14 feet square, and constructed to maintain as cool an interior as possible during long

hot southern summers. Louvers for ventilation and overhanging eaves and porches for

shade regulated the interior temperature. Some planters insulated the buildings;

others built one section of the building into the ground, like a root cellar, to reach
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cooler air. More plantations and small farms may have constructed spring houses and

stored milk and dairy products there.

The dairy often had a stone floor that helped maintain a cooler temperature. Low

to the floor, shelving held the pans used to cool the milk and allow the cream to rise.

Slaves poured milk into the shallow milk pans, often made of earthenware. After the

cream rose to the top, slaves skimmed the cream from the pans and collected it and

Old milk house, Ionia, Virginia. (Library of Congress.)

Mississippi Dairy

On the Mississippi plantation where David Weathersby was enslaved, the ser-
vice buildings included a dairy:

My ole Marse wuz a big plantation owner. I spec’ he had mos’ a thousand

acres an’ when de war ended he freed round a hundred an’ twenty five

slaves. De house he lived in wuz big an’ fine, his house, servant house, barns,

milk houses an’ all civered a quarter uv an’ acre. Dat milk house wuz built o’

brick in de side yard under some trees an’ wuz kept full o’ creamy milk an’

loads o’ butter. Back in dem days dey had no way a keepin’ milk an’ butter

cold so dey couldn’t keep hit in de warm house an’ dots why it wuz kept in

dairys outside. Yo’ know everything back in dem days had to be in de rough.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

10, Part 5. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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stored it in the cream pots until they had enough to churn a batch into butter. During

the hot summer, slaves churned in the dairy because excessive heat created watery

butter. Buttermilk that remained from the churning could be consumed by plantation

residents either raw or in baked goods; skim milk often became pig food. Uncured

cheese could be made simply by letting the milk warm naturally on a slow fire or in

the sun until curds formed. The drained curds could be consumed without additional

processing. Whole milk usually was processed into both cured and uncured cheese.

Salted butter stored in tubs or stoneware crocks and cheeses were stored in the dairy

until consumed or sold.

Slaves had to maintain a clean environment in the dairy. Equipment had to be

scalded, and large copper cauldrons often were used for this purpose because the milk

pails, pans, tubs, cream pots, and churns used in processing were large. Slaves inter-

viewed during the 1930s as part of the Federal Writers’ Project remembered that some

dairies had workrooms with hearths or stoves to heat water to clean buckets, strainers,

cheese cloth, and other utensils because the dairy products would sour if processing

equipment was not clean. Introducing heat into the vicinity of a dairy could work

against the goal the building performed, to maintain a temperature of around 50�F to

ensure the best dairy product. Regardless, planters often had workrooms in dairies, and

dairies were built next to smokehouses, if not contiguous. Thomas Jefferson had two

smokehouses built on each end of a room used as a dairy in 1790.

Many factors could affect the slave work cycle associated with a dairy. Dual-purpose

breeds, particularly Durham or Devon cattle, proved good choices on plantations

because they produced milk and good beef as well as hardy calves that could be trained

as oxen. Some evidence of Ayrshire cattle, a dairy breed, existed in the antebellum

South. Cattle, regardless of breed, calved once a year and they gave the most milk at

that time. In northern climates, calving occurred in the spring when temperatures mod-

erated and new stock could take advantage of new grass. In more moderate southern

locations, cattle could calve at any time, and this could keep a southern dairy in opera-

tion year-round. Cows give milk in decreasing quantities until ‘‘dried off’’ so they can

prepare to calve. Drying off coincided with decreased fodder during the winter. In the

antebellum South, the open-range system allowed stock to roam. This meant that all

cattle had to forage, and it could be difficult to manage feed for a dairy cow to maintain

her production under such circumstances. Wealthy planters already inclined toward sci-

entific agricultural methods may have enclosed a permanent pasture for their best dairy

cattle, and this could have ensured an active dairy year-round.

Businessmen in towns or cities might have operated commercial dairies, and

employed slaves to do the work, but this required contracting with farmers and plant-

ers to provide enough whole milk to meet demand. Most Southerners likely kept a

milk cow, even in town, thus making commercial dairies less critical to southern

urban environments.
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DEBRA A. REID

DEPENDENCIES. Dependencies, or outbuildings, were separate structures usually

located away from the main house on farms, plantations, and city dwellings. Together

with an adjacent service yard, they formed a network that supported both the

enslaved and the white members of large extended households. Food preparation and

preservation, refrigeration, laundry, cloth production, storage, skilled trades, livestock

care, and other essential activities took place in dependencies. Slaves resided in other

outbuildings called slave quarters. Many of them lived out their lives within a com-

munity of dependencies.

Dependencies in the United States were direct descendants of similar clusters of

work buildings found on landed estates and farms in Europe. Early colonists simply

built what they knew when setting up their agricultural operations in the New World.

At first, these dependencies reflected the distinct regions of 17th-century England

and Ireland from which colonists emigrated. In 18th-century Louisiana, dependencies

resembled those found in France. Eventually, the architectural style used for Southern

dependencies associated with slaveholding was ‘‘Americanized’’ to cope with the cli-

mate, use the building materials at hand, and reflect individual slaveholder’s needs.

Outbuildings were universal on farms, plantations, and urban dwellings throughout

the tenure of slavery in the United States. Some vestiges remain in the 21st century

throughout the United States in the form of detached garages and backyard storage

sheds.

The vast majority of dependencies were small brick or wood buildings with gable

ends and shingled roofs. Wooden dependencies resembled log cabins. Most had one

room only and were 400 square feet or less in size. Two-room and two-story outbuild-

ings existed, but room dimensions remained the same. Eventually, a few wealthy

planters and farmers built larger dependencies, mainly stables and barns, as a testa-

ment to their prosperity.

Inside, dependencies were unfinished. Plastered walls were unusual. Dirt floors were

commonplace. Some dependencies, such as dairies or storage areas, did have brick

and wood floors, depending on their function. With the exception of free-standing

kitchens, outbuildings had no windows or heat source unless their function required

sunlight, a fireplace, and a chimney. Almost all, except those in poor repair, had

doors. These could easily be put under lock and key to secure the goods inside.

Owners routinely built, renovated, demolished, and moved outbuildings around

their property as their needs and fortunes changed. Some colonial settlers built small
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Dependencies on a Texas Plantation

Wash Wilson described the Texas plantation he grew up on:

On Marse Bill’s place every quarters had its barn and mule, but Marse and

he wife, Miss Deborah, lived in de quality quarters. Round dem was de

blacksmith shop and smokehouse and spinnin’ house and Marse Bill have a

li’l house jus’ for he office. De cookhouse was a two-room house side de big

house with a covered passage to de dinin’ room. De milk house was de back

part de cook house.

In de smokehouse was hams and sides of hawg meat and barrels of syrup and

sugar and lard, and bushels of onions, and de ’tater room was allus full. Dey dug

a big place and put poles and pieces of cane and lumber cross, like a top, and

put dirt and leaves and banked de dirt round de ’tater room. Dey’d have a place

to crawl in, but dey kep’ it tight and dem ’taters dey kep’ most all winter.

Dey was hayricks and chicken roosties and big lye hoppers where us put

all de fireplace ashes. Come de rain and de water run through dat hopper

into de trough under it, and dat make lye water. De women put old meat

skins and bones and fat in de big, iron pot in de yard and put in some lye

water and bile soap. Den dey cut it when it git cold and put it on de smoke-

house shelves to dry. Dat sho’ fine soap.

Mammy worked in de kitchen mostly and spin by candlelight. Dey used a

bottle lamp. Dat a rag or piece of big string, stuck in de snuff bottle full of

tallow or grease. Later on in de years, dey used coal oil in de bottles. Some-

times dey wrap a rag round and round and put it in a pan of grease, and light

dat for de lamp. Dey used pine torches, too.

De black folks’ quarters was log cabins, with stick and dirt chimneys. Dey

had dere own garden round each cabin and some chickens, but dere wasn’t

no cows like in Louisiana. Dere was lots of possums in de bottoms and us go

coon and possum huntin’. I likes cornbread and greens, cook with de hawg

jowls or strip bacon. Dat’s what I’s raised on. Us mad lots of lye hominy dem

days. Marse Bill, he gwine feed everybody good on his place. Den us had ash

cake, make of cornmeal. Us didn’t buy much till long time after deWar.

Us had poles stuck in de corner and tied de third pole cross, to make de

bed. Dey called ‘‘Georgia Hosses.’’ Us filled ticks with corn shucks or crab

grass and moss. Dey wasn’t no cotton beds for de niggers, ’cause dey wasn’t

no gins for de long time and de cotton pick from de seed by hand and dat

slow work. De white folks had cotton beds and feather beds and wool beds.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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outbuildings as their initial home places on newly acquired land. As their fortunes

improved, they constructed more substantial houses, and their original residences

became dependencies, most likely kitchens. If a settler eventually built a newer

kitchen, closer to the main house, the same building might become a slave quarters.

The evolution of dependencies and their functions at individual sites varied over

time and place. Typically, individual dependencies fell into four fluid categories of

use: agricultural, domestic, craft, and slave dwellings. A fifth area, the yard, was an

outside service area that essentially functioned as a dependency. Slaves swept it bare

of most vegetation to create a smooth dirt floor. Dependencies often surrounded

the yard; large, messy tasks spilled over into it. Many other activities routinely took

place in the open air year-round. Occasionally, slaveholding establishments had yards

designed by plantation architects; many others evolved organically with development

of the property. Most were open and located near the master’s house; some were

surrounded by wood plank or brick walls.

Agricultural outbuildings provided storage for agricultural and food products, care

for livestock, and sites for some food preservation activities. Their functions often

straddled the domestic and agricultural spheres of farm and plantation life. Barns,

stables, chicken houses, pig houses, dairies, corn cribs, and smokehouses were exam-

ples of these dependencies.

Barns were used to store agricultural products, tools, and equipment and to shelter

livestock. In much of the slaveholding South, they were indistinguishable from other

outbuildings. Some had small lofts for hay; planters used others to cure tobacco or

store cotton after harvest.

Stables sheltered horses, their feed, and tack. On farms and small plantations, they

looked like standard dependencies. On more prosperous plantations, stables were cus-

tomized structures where planters and their sons kept prize mounts. Slave men and

boys cared for horses in plantation stables. In urban settings, stables often included

loft living space for those enslaved workers.

Corn cribs held the corn crop after harvest. Often farmers and planters removed

strips of clapboard from building walls to allow air to circulate inside. In some regions,

corn cribs took on a different form. Some were raised up on sills or stilts to prevent

rats from plundering the corn; elsewhere walls slanted outward from the structure’s

foundation for the same reason. The corn crop inside became livestock feed.

Chicken houses or coops were small sheds with a door. Some had a triangular shape

and sat up on stilts. Inside, hens laid eggs in small compartments called nesting boxes.

Slaves collected the eggs and delivered them to the plantation kitchen and, often,

their own quarters. Chickens spent nights locked up in the coop to prevent their theft

and to keep them away from predators.

Pig houses, open sheds built of scrap materials, offered pigs a place to get out of the

sun or to nurse their young. On wealthier farms and plantations, pig houses were well

built and the centerpiece of a fenced pig pen. More frequently pigs ran loose around

plantation properties and surrounding woods. Slaves rounded them up and brought

them into the pig pen in time for the annual winter butchering.

Dairies were small outbuildings with overhanging eaves, louvers, or other means of ven-

tilation. They were open inside with shelves along the walls. Slave women, who kept cows

nearby, milked them outside in the yard. They brought their buckets inside, poured the
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milk into shallow dishes resembling large pie pans and set them on the shelves. There the

milk sat undisturbed in relatively cooler temperatures until cream rose to its surface. Slave

women collected the cream and took it to the plantation kitchen.

Smokehouses held cured pork and other meats. They had widely spaced wall clap-

boards for ventilation, dirt floors, high sills or foundations, shelves built along the

walls, and solid doors that could easily be put under lock and key. Slaves hung newly
slaughtered and salted meat on large metal hooks suspended from the walls or rafters.

They placed bacon and other flat pieces on the long shelves inside. Then a slow fire

was lighted on the dirt floor, and the door was closed. Smoke from the fire enveloped

the meat and cured it over an extended period. The cured meat remained in the

smokehouse until farm or plantation residents were ready to prepare and eat it.

Domestic dependencies supported the everyday needs of slave and white popula-

tions living on farms and plantations. These included food preservation, food prepara-

tion, refrigeration, and water supply. The kitchen, laundry, spring house, ice house,

and well house were examples of these outbuildings.

Kitchens, where slave cooks prepared and preserved foods, were the most impor-

tant domestic dependencies. Although they differed in size from one property to

another and were not always in separate buildings, their exteriors looked like stand-

ard outbuildings with chimneys. Inside, kitchens were open spaces with fireplaces.

Many 18th-century kitchens had built-in dressers and shelves; others had an assort-

ment of tables, dressers, barrels, chairs or benches, and utensils. Basic food items

from the dairy, henhouse, smokehouse, spring house, and barns, along with water

from the well and ice from the ice house, flowed into the kitchens. Meals for the

owner’s family and guests went out to the master’s house and other locations. On

larger plantations, the kitchen also prepared and delivered noontime meals for the

field hands.

Laundries or wash houses existed on larger holdings, sometimes in a separate out-

building, sometimes in a room adjacent to the kitchen. Inside, like kitchens, they

were open spaces with a fireplace, chimney, and minimal furnishings. Most had tables

and contained laundry tools like irons. A few had built-in tubs for washing. At most

locations, the cleaning of the everyday clothes and household linens took place in

large cauldrons of boiling water in the yard or at a nearby creek. Slave laundresses

washed the finer linens and did the ironing in the wash house.

Well houses had many forms, ranging from low walls to full-fledged wood or brick

outbuilding structures. They surrounded wells, deep holes, or shafts dug or drilled into

the earth that provided access to water on farms and plantations. Larger establish-

ments had a series of wells to service the master’s house, yard, slave quarter, and other

areas. The location of an individual well house on the plantation determined the

quality of its design and construction.

Spring houses, dependencies built over or near natural springs, provided refrigera-

tion for food products. Each had two sections: a pool of cool spring water, either natu-

rally occurring or man-made, lined with rock or stone, and an outbuilding structure

built to cover the pool. Jugs of milk and cream, butter crocks, and other containers of

food, stood in the cool waters and did not spoil. Shelves, built into the outbuilding

portion above the pool of spring water, held fruit and other food. The natural spring

determined the location of the spring house on the farm or plantation property.
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Ice houses were large man-made pits, 10 to 12 feet deep, covered and enclosed by a

dependency structure. Ice pits ranged from primitive holes in the ground to brick-

lined vaults. Ice houses ranged from poorly constructed sheds to architecturally

designed brick structures. Each winter, slave men harvested thick ice from ponds on

or rivers running through their master’s property. They placed it in the ice pit. If ice

was not available, planters and farmers purchased it from suppliers in colder climates

or went without. Insulated by sawdust, straw, or other materials, this plantation ice

supply lasted most of the year. Owners refrigerated food items in the ice house.

Most slave dwellings, called quarters, were single-room dependencies with a win-

dow, door, fireplace, and chimney. Over time, slave quarters evolved into a distinct

architectural form with regional characteristics. Usually one family occupied each

dwelling. In double pen (two room) or two rooms over two-story quarters, the one

family to one room ratio remained. Slaves made furniture and housewares or scav-

enged them from other parts of the plantation for their home.

Craft dependencies sustained cloth production and skilled trade activities on large

plantations. Wealthy planters, with the resources to support contingents of skilled

slave artisans and the onsite or neighboring populations requiring their services, sup-

ported a wide variety of crafts at their establishments. The spinning house, loom

house, blacksmith forge, and carpenter’s shop are a few examples of these.

Spinning houses were simple dependencies, where slave women spun yarn for

future weaving or knitting. These buildings were open spaces full of spinning wheels

for producing cotton, wool, hemp, and flax yarns. They may have had fireplaces and

chimneys and required windows for light.

Loom or weaving houses held looms for the production of cloth. The dimensions of

the individual loom determined the size of these outbuildings and consumed their in-

terior space. They may have had fireplaces and chimneys and required windows for

light. Some plantations combined spinning and weaving operations under one roof.

Forges, where slave blacksmiths produced iron and other metal implements for agri-

cultural and domestic use, took many forms. Some were in open sheds; others in stone

buildings. The blacksmith furnished the forge interior with the specialized tools and

fixtures of his trade: the fire, anvil, bellows, and an assortment of hammers, chisels,

tongs, and other items.

Carpenter shops were dependencies where tradesmen produced and repaired agri-

cultural and domestic items made from wood. These shops had windows for light and

open interiors. Work tables and woodworking tools filled the inside space. Here car-

penters produced everything from kitchen spoons to plough handles.

Dependencies existed to provide a plantation or farm with a level of self-sufficiency.

The more goods and services produced by the slaves who worked in them to meet the

needs of the establishment meant that the slaveholder paid less to import goods and ser-

vices into his operation. The number of dependencies at each slaveholding establishment

varied widely in urban and rural areas. With goods and services more readily available,

smaller city dwellings may have had only a storage shed, whereas larger homes featured

detached kitchens, stables, slave quarters, and several outbuildings for storage. In the coun-

tryside, farms and smaller plantations had a basic set of dependencies such as barn,

kitchen, corn crib, and smokehouse. Larger plantations sometimes had dozens of depen-

dencies covering many more specialized functions.
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The presence of multiple dependencies on a large plantation or farm allowed

skilled slaves to establish a level of self-sufficiency and independence that created

communities of their own. Dependencies that were grouped together around the yard

resembled a small village. Skilled slaves, who were neither house servants nor field

hands, worked and lived there. They had only intermittent contact with the fields or

the master’s house. In the absence of this contact and influence, they created a world

with its own culture, society, activities, and rituals. Much from this culture ultimately

spilled over into post–Civil War African American life.

See also Blacksmith Shops; Cooks and Cooking; Double-Pen House; Laundries;

Lofts; Two Rooms over Two Rooms Houses.
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SUSAN ATHERTON HANSON

DOGS. Many slaves had dogs. Dogs were useful for companionship, protection, and

assistance in hunting, especially when a gun was lacking. Some slaves may have even

raised them for sale. The 1800–1810 ledger for John Hook’s Franklin County, Vir-

ginia, store indicates that he purchased dogs from local slaves.

Faithful Dog

When Charles Ball escaped from plantation slavery in Georgia in the early
19th century, he left his hunting dog Trueman behind, tied to a tree. The dog
had been with Ball for four years, had saved his life from a panther attack on
one occasion, and been a true companion, but Ball could not risk the dog bark-
ing and revealing him. As Ball abandoned Trueman, he observed sadly ‘‘Thou
laidest thyself down at my feet when the world had united to oppress me.’’

Source: Charles Ball, ‘‘Slavery in the United States. A Narrative of the Life and Adven-

tures of Charles Ball, a Black Man, Who Lived Forty Years in Maryland, South Carolina,

and Georgia, as a Slave under Various Masters, and Was One Year in the Navy with

Commodore Barney, during the Late War.’’ Documenting the American South. At http://

docsouth.unc.edu/neh/ballslavery/ball.html.
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Slaveholders had dogs, too. They used them to guard the plantation livestock,

accompany them on hunting expeditions, and police the slaves. On occasions that

were recalled by different ex-slaves when interviewed in the 1930s, slaveholders

employed specially trained bloodhounds to track runaway slaves. These dogs, trained

to be vicious, inflicted injury, even death, on would-be escapees, and slaves had good

reason to fear them.

For the most part, owners looked the other way over the issue of dogs in the slave
quarters. They apparently recognized the role that dogs played in hunting game and

wild animals that supplemented the enslaved community’s diet. Yet, an underlying

suspicion also existed among them that slave dogs assisted their owners in evading

nighttime patrols or helped them to steal from plantation storehouses by standing

guard and offering a warning bark if someone approached. For this reason, George

Washington ordered that all the dogs kept by slaves at Mount Vernon and his other

farms be killed immediately because he assumed that they ‘‘aid them in their night

robberies.’’ Other slaveholders, including Thomas Jefferson, portrayed slaves’ dogs as

menaces and blamed them for killing their sheep. Jefferson wrote his Monticello over-

seer in 1808 that ‘‘to secure wool enough, the negroes dogs must all be killed. Do not

spare a single one.’’ However, Jefferson’s own dogs, who also might have found sheep a

tasty temptation, were spared. In South Carolina, distrust of slaves owning dogs gathered

strength during the antebellum period. In 1859, after more than a decade of heated

debate during which slaves’ dogs were blamed outright for killing sheep and other

‘‘Scenes of Slave Life,’’ probably Mid-Atlantic or New England, 1820–1835, ink and watercolor on wove
paper. Left corner: a white man firing a gun at an enslaved man who is being chased by bloodhounds. (Abby
Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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livestock and implicated less directly for contributing to problems with enforcing slave

behavior, South Carolina passed a law prohibiting all slaves from owning dogs.
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KYM S. RICE

DOGTROT HOUSES. Dogtrot houses, with two rooms or pens of equal size with an

open breezeway or passage (called a ‘‘dogtrot’’) separating the rooms, are often associ-

ated with poor white Southern culture. This association emerged during the early

20th century as fictional accounts of Southern life in general and photographic depic-

tions of Appalachia specifically linked the vernacular form to impoverished Southern

mountain culture. The form appeared in Pennsylvania at least by the late 1780s, but

likely existed in the Middle Atlantic colonies before that. The post-Revolutionary

appearance coincided with the demise of slavery as an institution in the North. Yet,

the house type existed across the South, on flatland as well as hillsides, and served as

home to slave and free alike.

Dogtrot house. Zeno Chestang House, Mobile, Alabama. (Library of Congress.)
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The dogtrot house was affordable to build. Builders used logs or frame construction

in early dogtrots. Later in the 19th century, builders took advantage of dimension-

sawn lumber and either balloon-frame or box-frame construction.

A single-span roof covered the two pens and breezeway, and the large open area on

the second story served as additional sleeping and storage space, accessible either from

each pen (or room) or from a stairway in the breezeway. The residents used the breeze-

way as additional living and working space during the hot southern summers. A porch

across the front and sometimes back of the structure afforded some protection from the

elements for the open interior.

The basic floor plan was similar to the two rooms over two rooms house built by

middling farmers and planters across the South. Residents entered the structure

through the breezeway, and entered each pen through doors that opened onto the

breezeway. Owners could add a kitchen and other shed appendages off the back of the

structure. Prosperous planters built dogtrots as slave housing, too, but these differed

from yeoman and planter houses because the doors from the separate pens opened

directly onto the front porch or yard. The two families that lived in the duplex could

share the common hall as a workspace. James Thornton, the planter who owned

Thornhill in Greene County, Alabama, housed 150 slaves in dogtrot houses by the

early 1830s.

See also Slave Housing; Slave Quarters.
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DEBRA A. REID

DOLLS. Dolls come in a variety of forms and are created from materials such as

wood, cloth, porcelain, bisque, celluloid, wax, and rubber. As playthings, religious

icons, fashion emissaries, collector’s objects, and objects of cultural expression, dolls

have a complex and far-ranging history. As cultural artifacts, dolls and doll play offer

unique perspective not only about children’s lives under slavery but also about the

values, rules, and practices of slavery in American society.
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Dolls in Europe and North America
Archaeological evidence suggests that the

doll may be the oldest known toy. Miniature

human figures have been unearthed from

burial sites around the world, dating from as

early as 2000–3000 BCE. The earliest dolls

were fashioned out of organic materials like

bone, clay, rags, wood, and ivory. They were

placed in graves of children as well as adults,

possibly for purposes of entertaining the

dead or to serve the departed in the afterlife.

In many ancient cultures, dolls were used

for ceremonial and ritualistic purposes, as

talismans to ward off illness or to facilitate

healing, and perhaps as objects of amuse-

ment and play.

From the Renaissance through the 19th

century, Europeans dominated the manufac-

tured doll market. In the late 14th century,

fashion dolls resembling mature women,

dressed in the latest French styles, began cir-

culating between the courts of Europe. In

the 17th and 18th centuries, fashion design-

ers used these dolls to showcase their designs

throughout Europe and North America. For

more than four centuries, dolls served as

conduits of fashion and consumption; not

until the turn of the 18th century did

engravings and fashion magazines begin to

replace the three-dimensional doll as the

chief purveyors of European fashion trends.

When adults were finished with their fashion dolls, they very likely passed them

on to children to use as playthings. More commonly, however, young girls in early

America would have played with dolls created out of leftover materials of various

kinds—cloth, wood, corn, nuts, and even tobacco leaves—found around the home.

Homemade dolls, particularly ‘‘rag dolls’’ made from scraps of fabric, discarded cloth-

ing, and sack cloth were consistently the most popular dolls among children of all

backgrounds. Although they varied regionally and culturally, rag dolls typically had

flat heads with stitched or painted faces and hair made of yarn, fur, or human hair.

Early Black Dolls in America
Rag dolls—black, brown, and white—were made by free women and by slave women

in early America. Of the various rag dolls produced during slavery, the Topsy Turvy

or Upside Down doll is the most complex and controversial. Topsy Turvy dolls feature

a black doll, often represented as ‘‘mammy,’’ on one end and a white doll on the other.

The dolls are joined at the waist, rendering it impossible for both to be seen at once;

‘‘Scipio’’ doll in livery carved by David Catheal, America,
ca. 1812. (The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
Acquired with funds fromMr. and Mrs. Robert S. Wilson.)
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when one doll is exposed, the other lies hidden beneath a skirt. It is generally agreed

that Topsy Turvy dolls originated in the plantation South, but scholars and doll

enthusiasts continue to speculate about their original purpose and how children

would have used them. The dolls likely were produced for slave children and perhaps

as ‘‘maid dolls’’ for white children. The issue of how children played with these dolls

remains hotly debated. Some have imagined that slave children were barred from

playing with white dolls and thus slave mothers fashioned dolls that could quickly

and surreptitiously be transformed from white to black. By contrast, others have

speculated that slave children were permitted to display only white dolls in front of

their masters and mistresses. Still others have argued that the Topsy Turvy doll

allowed slave girls to imitate the domestic practices of their mothers and other female

relatives charged with caring for white babies and children.

Black women’s association with domestic service was most starkly embodied by the

black mamma or ‘‘mammy’’ doll, readily identified by her exaggerated smile, head

scarf, apron, and occasional presence of a white baby. In the antebellum period, these

dolls were made of cloth and also out of household materials like bottles and nursing

nipples. From slavery through the Jim Crow era, the mammy caricature supported the

Southern myth of the loyal and contented slave. ‘‘Mammy’’ is an enduring racial

Girls and Dolls

SusanMatthews, enslaved inGeorgia, cherished a doll that her master made for her:

But I did have a doll to play with. It wuz a rag doll an my mistis made it for

me. I wuz jes crazy ’bout that doll and I learned how to sew making clothes

fer it. I’d make clothes fer it an wash an iron ’em, and it wasn’t long ’fo I

knowed how to sew real good, an I been sewing ever since.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

In Texas, Emma Taylor got in terrible trouble for playing with the master’s
child’s doll:

De worstest whippin’ I ever got was for playin’ with a doll what belonged to

one marse’s chillen. I ’members it yet and I ain’t never seed a doll purty as

dat doll was to me. It was make out a corncob with arms and legs what

moved and a real head, with eyes and hair and mouth painted on. It had a

dress out of silk cloth, jist like one my missus weared when she went to

meetin’. Dat li’l gal done leave de doll under de tree, but missus found me

playin’ with it and whipped me hard.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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stereotype that found its greatest expression in the iconic Aunt Jemima, whose ubiq-

uitous image remains highly collectible.

Pre– and post–Civil War, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin

spawned commercial tie-ins of every conceivable sort, including dolls. ‘‘Tomitudes’’—

Staffordshire figurines of Uncle Tom and Little Eva—first produced in the 1850s, rein-

forced a sentimentalized portrait of slavery and its victims. In the 1860s, McLoughlin

Brothers in New York produced Eva and Topsy paper dolls, complete with a range of

noninterchangeable outfits for both girls. Later versions expanded the cast of characters

to include Tom, Eliza, and Chloe. Uncle Tom’s Cabin rag dolls, including Topsy Turvy

dolls featuring Eva and Topsy, proliferated from the 1850s through the 20th century.

For their part, abolitionists in Great Britain and the United States used dolls to raise

public awareness about slavery and to generate empathy for slaves. Philadelphia Quakers

sent black dolls, both male and female dressed in traditional Quaker clothing, to Friends

in Britain, perhaps as testimony to free blacks’ piety and respectability. The Boston

Antislavery Bazaar sold Scottish fashion dolls holding paper declarations such as ‘‘Sell

me as they do women and children in your country. It will be no sin in my case.’’ Aimed

at adults as well as children, these abolitionist dolls drew a hard line between buying

‘‘things’’ and buying people. Dolls were human replicas, not human beings.

Dolls, Doll Play, and Slavery
Under slavery, race, gender, and class hierarchies were reinforced through the objects

and rituals of play. Through play, children acquire social, emotional, cognitive, and

physical skills that prepare them for adulthood. During slavery, doll play offered

girls—slave and free—domestic apprenticeship that often mirrored the gendered and

racial realities of adult women; however, historians also have uncovered ample evi-

dence of children using dolls to engage in subversive forms of play.

Mudpies and Dolls

The Works Progress Administration’s Federal Writers’ Project slave narratives
offer numerous descriptions of doll play in the antebellum South. In his 90th
year, Al Rosboro of Winnsboro, South Carolina, who had been a slave on the
plantation of Billie Brice, recalled playing with the daughter of his master:

One of de gals marry a Robertson, I can’t ’member her name, tho’ I help her

to make mud pies many a day and put them on de chicken coop, in de sun,

to dry. Her had two dolls; deir names was Dorcas and Priscilla. When de

pies got dry, she’d take them under de big oak tree, fetch out de dolls and

talk a whole lot of child mother talk ’bout de pies, to de Dorcas and Priscilla

rag dolls. It was big fun for her tho’ and I can hear her laugh right now lak

she did when she mince ’round over them dolls and pies.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 3. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

187

DOLLS



Doll play was an activity that brought children of differing social standing together.

It could foster interracial bonds but it could also serve to remind slave children of the

disparities between themselves and their white playmates.

On some plantations, black children were prohibited from playing with white chil-

dren, but most children were not subjected to such strict segregation. In fact, historians

have shown that it was common in the South for young children, slave and free, black

and white, to engage in common play and leisure activities. This integrated play could

foster positive relationships; however, it could also reinforce the material inequality

between slave and free children. There was a stark contrast in the quality and aesthetic

appeal of dolls and other toys owned by slave children and those owned by the children

of their masters. The slave child might have a bundle of rags tied together while the

white child had a porcelain doll. Archaeologists excavating slave quarters have found

physical evidence that in addition to homemade dolls, some slave children also owned

manufactured European dolls. Some slaveowners gave slave children dolls as gifts,

bribes, and rewards. In other cases, mistresses encouraged slave children to learn how to

sew by making dolls and doll clothing. The needlework skills that girls acquired making

doll clothes would later be applied to more general household production.

See also Caricatures; Nurseries and Nursemaids.
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ALICE TAYLOR

DORMITORIES. Dormitories were buildings used for the communal housing of a

number of often-unrelated individuals. Dormitories, also called ‘‘quarters’’ or ‘‘bar-

racks,’’ were primarily a feature of American slave life in the late 17th and 18th cen-

turies, generally on plantations that were at an early stage of their development,

when there tended to be more men than women, or when there were a sizeable num-

ber of newly imported slaves from Africa. Over the course of the 18th century, the

use of dormitories declined as sex ratios became more balanced, enabling enslaved

people to form families, which were more likely to be housed in cabins. By the middle
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of the century, dormitories had largely given way to other forms of slave housing in

both the Chesapeake and the Carolina Low Country, but they continued to be used

into the 19th century. A dormitory known as the ‘‘long quarter’’ at Wye Plantation in

Maryland was the boyhood home of abolitionist Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895).

Communal quarters, whether of brick or frame construction, tended to be larger

and more substantially built than individual cabins. In 1731, what was described as a

particularly large quarter in New Kent County, Virginia, measured 16 by 20 feet (320

square feet), the same size as two quarters built in the 1760s by Robert W. Carter.

Kingsmill Plantation near Williamsburg, Virginia, featured two brick structures, each

45 feet by 22 feet (990 square feet), used as the kitchen, pantry, scullery, offices, and
housing for slaves; the plantation also had two communal quarters, 40 feet by 18 feet

(720 square feet), and 28 feet by 20 feet (560 square feet). A 1798 listing of commu-

nal quarters in St. Mary’s County, Maryland, recorded that these structures typically

ranged in size from 20 feet by 16 feet to 50 by 16 feet (800 square feet). The number

of slaves living in dormitories might also vary widely. At a plantation owned by Philip

Ludwell Lee in Tidewater Virginia, 8 to 24 slaves lived communally in structures with

only one to two rooms. Dormitories, similar to those used in the Caribbean, could also

be found in Charleston, South Carolina, where as many as 50 slaves might live in

crowded communal slave quarters behind the slaveholder’s home.

One of the most interesting surviving examples of what may be a communal quar-

ter or dormitory dating to the early 19th century can be seen at Keswick Plantation in

Powhatan County, Virginia. It is a round brick structure about 36 feet in diameter,

sporting a conical roof. In the center is a round fireplace with three separate hearths.

Two interior features that did not survive were a plaster and lath ceiling, as well as a

gallery or ledge that went around the wall at the top of the windows, about 3 feet

under the ceiling. Some historians have surmised that the highly unusual shape of this

building can be traced back to traditional house styles in Africa, but others argue that

this is highly unlikely, as most of the enslaved Africans brought to Virginia were from

areas where buildings tended to be square or rectangular.

An intermediate stage between communal quarters and cabins for individual fami-

lies involved partitioning the quarters, so that families could have their own apart-

ments. One example of this housing method is the building at George Washington’s

Mount Vernon, which was known as the ‘‘Quarters [or House] for Families.’’ Whether

it may have started as a dormitory space and evolved into a partitioned space for fami-

lies is not known. A two-story frame building, constructed on a brick foundation, with

a chimney on each end and glazed windows, it appears to have been the principal

slave dwelling on the estate for about 30 years. Located on the service lane north of

the mansion, it was first depicted in a map drawn by English visitor Samuel Vaughan

in 1787 and later appeared in a 1792 painting that has been attributed to Edward Sav-

age. Although the building was torn down in the 1790s, much of the current knowl-

edge about the material life of the Mount Vernon slaves was learned as a result of

archaeological investigations in a small section of its cellar in the 1980s.

Perhaps the best known example of a communal slave quarters can be found in a

slightly later building in the greenhouse complex at Mount Vernon. Contrary to the

trend in slave housing, which saw an increase in privacy as more and more people

lived in cabins with their families, after the Revolution, Washington had one farm
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that was very much like those on earlier plantations. By this period, Mount Vernon

consisted of 8,000 acres divided into five farms. Large-scale agricultural production took

place on the four outlying farms, while the Mansion House Farm was home to Wash-

ington, his pleasure grounds, and most of his skilled workers, both hired and enslaved.

Among those slaves were house servants, postilions and grooms, carpenters, black-

smiths, gardeners, carters, cooks, knitters, shoemakers, and ditchers. The majority of

them were men, whose wives and children lived and worked on the outlying farms.

Because the men typically went home on their time off, which was Saturday evening

through Sunday night, Washington needed a way to house them during the week and

seems to have turned to a communal model he knew well from his days in the military.

In the years between his return from the Revolution and his inauguration as president,

Washington built a greenhouse where he could raise tropical plants. A solid two-story

brick structure, the side of the greenhouse that faced the formal garden featured large

glazed windows, while the other side held a stove room, used for stoking the fire to heat

plants in cold weather, and a shop used by the shoemaker. By the spring of 1792, wings

were being added to both ends of the greenhouse, providing four large rectangular rooms,

each 33 feet 9 inches by 17 feet 9 inches, having a total living space of about 600 square

feet. Each of the rooms had a fireplace on one of its shorter walls, brick floors, and the

luxury of glazed windows. At that time, the farm manager wrote that he thought the new

quarter would adequately house all the slaves Washington might wish or need on the

Mansion House Farm, about 80 people. Knowing that, at this time, other slaves at the

Mansion House Farm were living in family cabins, or over the outbuildings where they

worked, the four rooms in the new quarter would have been more than adequate to house

about half that number: skilled workers with families elsewhere and people who were sin-

gle. The inhabitants moved in late in 1792 or early the following year. Slaves would con-

tinue to make their homes in the Greenhouse complex until December of 1835, when a

tremendous fire destroyed the roughly 40-year-old structure. It was rebuilt in the 1950s

using what little physical and documentary evidence had survived.

Probably the most striking feature of these reconstructed quarters was the arrange-

ment of bunks on the east and south sides of the room, creating a barracks-like atmo-

sphere similar to military housing. Examples of 18th-century military uses of bunks

can be seen today at Fort Frederick, a French and Indian War fortress in Maryland, as

well as at Valley Forge, and the Old Barracks at Trenton, New Jersey. The wooden

huts at Valley Forge, at 14 feet by 16 feet (224 square feet), would have housed

12 men in two-level bunks, each wide enough to hold two people. Similarly, each of

the 20 rooms for soldiers at the Trenton barracks provided living space for 12 men,

who would have slept two to the bunk. In these situations, the planks typically were

covered with straw, over which the men would place their straw-filled mattresses. The

straw, which could be supplemented with rushes or leaves, needed to be aired out

periodically and replaced on a regular basis to inhibit vermin.
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MARY V. THOMPSON

DOUBLE-PEN HOUSES. Enslaved people lived in buildings that were as varied

architecturally as the places where they worked. A common vernacular form found

throughout the rural South, the double-pen house was built and occupied by both

whites and blacks from the 18th through the 20th centuries. Scholars believe that the

basic double pen was originally built from pine in the southeastern United States. In

the late 18th century, immigrants going west along the Red and Mississippi rivers to

Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas copied the form, which they considered a ‘‘big

dwelling.’’ The structures were also prevalent in the Ozarks, particularly in Kentucky.

Double-pen slave cabin, built in 1843 from Eastern red cedar logs, from Gen. Andrew Jackson’s plantation,
The Hermitage. (Library of Congress.)
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Generally, the double-pen house was regarded as an improvement over another favor-

ite housing construct, the single pen, which was a modest one-room domestic structure

that often was a core to which other rooms were added. By one estimate, the double-

pen form or its variation was the most common type of housing built for the enslaved.

In its basic form, the double pen was composed of two single rooms, frequently sepa-

rated by a hallway, or ‘‘dogtrot,’’ and covered with a roof. This simple building rested on

foundation piers and usually contained just one chimney with a fireplace between the

two pens. Although they were sometimes smaller, the rooms typically measured about

16 by 16 feet. A double-pen variation features gable-ended exterior chimneys. The dou-

ble pen was usually built of log with deep eaves, a small porch extending across the

breadth of the house, and each room had a front door. Houses with more rooms usually

had add-ons built at the rear of the house, typically only to one of the pens.

Although in the antebellum period, slaveholders debated the number of slave fami-

lies who should occupy a single building, the double pen usually sheltered at least two

slave families. Sometimes the building was two stories, with an upstairs loft space for an

additional family. Simple and quick to construct, these were basic, utilitarian buildings

that allowed few comforts. They had limited light or air circulation and were usually

neither dry nor warm. Although the log walls frequently were filled in with mud, clay,

or other materials including rags, holes remained. Former Texas slave John White

remembered, ‘‘The cold winds in the winter go through the cracks between the logs like

the walls was somewhere else, and I shivers with the misery all the time.’’

See also Dogtrot House; Slave Housing; Slave Quarters.
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FRED LINDSEY

DOVECOTES. Among the more specialized outbuildings found within the plantation

landscape was the dovecote or pigeonaire, where pigeons and doves nested and were

raised as food. Recipes for squab (young pigeon or dove) and pigeon are found in 18th-

and 19th-century recipe books. The birds were cared for by slaves, who probably tended

to other poultry and small farm animals. Their droppings were considered a source of

good fertilizer for gardens, and the feathers were used for bedding. Enslaved workers

were responsible for feeding, cleaning, collecting eggs, sweeping up, and otherwise

removing the manure and plucking the feathers after the birds were killed.

Although not widespread, dovecotes nevertheless were found throughout the

South. They take different architectural forms, and some elaborate brick examples are

found in Virginia and Louisiana. The structures typically were wooden, so that they

could be seasonally whitewashed, included holes for bird entry and exit, and were
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raised up above the ground on legs. This

allowed air to circulate through the birds’

quarters on top, protected them from preda-

tors, and provided enslaved workers greater

ease in cleaning. Because of concerns among

slaveholders about noise, they were some-

times set at the edge of plantation outbuild-

ing complexes. The George Wythe House at

Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia includes

a large reproduction dovecote among its

outbuildings. Magnolia Mound Plantation

in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, has an example

of a dovecote (ca. 1825) moved there from a

plantation in Sunshine, Louisiana.
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KYM S. RICE

DRUMS. African American music is multiethnic in the racial, cultural, and regional

senses. Slaves from various African ethnic groups were brought to the Americas, and

once enslaved in the Western Hemisphere, Europeans largely forced them to abandon

their separate cultural identities and cast them into an amalgamated group that knew

no cultural distinctions. Few African traits were allowed to flourish openly, but those

that survived did so in the essential, rather than the traditional, sense. Instead of speak-

ing their traditional languages, the English the slaves spoke absorbed the rhythm and

nuance of the African tongue. Elements of ritual dance combined with recreational and

secular dance, and slaves played Western instruments with the potency and vigor of the

African style. The Africans had no choice but to use the systems afforded by their Euro-

pean captors. Accordingly, they synthesized, as opposed to syncretized, a culture.

Analyzing the drum’s connection to slavery necessarily requires an expanded view

of the instrument, which invites a broader understanding of a cultural aesthetic that

overrides genres of instrumentation and defined disciplines. Slave masters took the

drums away from slaves, but they could not stop the beat because Africans clapped

their hands and stomped their feet; they put their hands in the air and slapped their

knees, thighs, chest, heels, and mouths.

Drums signaled the 1739 Stono Uprising in South Carolina, which meant the end

of the drum for Africans in the United States because that event heightened planta-

tion owners’ fears that ‘‘wild Negroes’’ would revolt—beating drums, dancing, and

Dovecote at Hill Plantation, Wilkes County, Georgia.
(Library of Congress.)
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killing whites. Enticed by a desire to be free and by the open invitation of Florida’s

Spanish forces in a black-controlled area known as Fort Mose, the Africans acted.

Nearly 100 Angolans and a few creolized Africans planned and executed the revolt

they hoped would lead them to Florida. Some of them died and others were caught,

but a few tasted freedom. But things would never be the same for black music as Euro-

pean domination, particularly by the British, meant that drum, dancing, and worship

would be tightly controlled from that point on. The drum and many types of signal

horns were banned.

Blacks consistently continued a vital drum culture that lives in languages (like

Gullah), shouting, dancing, body percussion, hand clapping, juba (a dance of African

origin), steppin’, tambourine, call and response, work songs, and preaching. In Florida

and Georgia’s Maroon encampments, composed of fugitive black slaves, and on Sea

Island plantations, Africans and their descendants hid drums and played them. At

Congo Square in New Orleans, Louisiana, authorities ‘‘allowed’’ drums on certain

occasions, and Florida’s Seminole Indian camps offered another unique opportunity

for musical synthesis as African and indigenous (primarily Creek) forms combined.

Concepts of pitch variation and polyrhythm are important in analyzing the devel-

opment and evolution of drum culture in the United States, as these factors undergird

the range of African-derived drum forms. Various practices like foot stomping,

pitched hand claps, stamping the stick, tambourines, and bones are African derived.

The unique characteristic of this form of African-derived ‘‘drumming’’ draws its essen-

tial duality from tonal semantics, that is, using subtle and overt intonation shifts to

change meaning or feeling. That is essentially how pitch variation works. Drums are

not merely rhythm or sound effects as in Western music; they are the music. Pitch

changes and manipulations allow musicians to create a range of sounds or moods

equal to or greater than those of any tuned instrument.

Polyrhythm concerns the deliberate layering of those pitches into interlocking or

contrasting rhythmic shapes, and rhythms are the superstructures of orchestrated pat-

terns that move and breathe in relation to one another. Playing in unison is generally

used as an effect rather than as the music’s substance. Clearly, then, the thumping of

pestle in mortar, the clump of multiple axes on a tree, and the flailing of rice chaff

were the plantation’s drums music, especially when accompanied by rhythmic chant-

ing and singing.

Both on plantations and in Maroon camps, drums were a form of praise, worship,

and community. Even when banned, practices like the shout sprang forth, again mak-

ing drums the center of the community. The shout, a circular shuffling movement

supported by a ‘‘stampin’ stick,’’ hand claps, tambourine, and call and response was a

culmination of all essential African American forms of drumming in lieu of the physi-

cal drum. The form developed in response to the absence of drums in Christian wor-

ship, and African Americans invigorated Christian worship with it.

Drums connected African Americans to their ancestors. Worship was exhaustive,

lively, and sparked with possessions by the Holy Spirit and trances. Sea Islanders’ wor-

ship services often were considered vulgar, barbaric, and ‘‘too African.’’ Their style,

whether intentional or not, evoked the drum’s true spirit in a new context. The shout

brought together the best and most characteristic African American percussion styles.

From call-and-response vocalizations to rhythmic movements, it underscored the
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African personality’s innovative capacity and adaptability. Other forms of expression,

including juba, buck dancing, and tap, owe much to the shout, either spiritually or lit-

erally, as they continue the idea of the frontline drum in a polytonal and polyrhyth-

mic sense.

See also opening essay ‘‘Dance and Music.’’
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EMANCIPATION PROCLAMATION. On January 1, 1863, Abraham Lincoln

(1809–1865), the 16th president of the United States, issued the Emancipation Proc-

lamation. In this document, Lincoln declared that all slaves in states or portions of

states in rebellion against the United States were free. He promised that the executive

branch of the government would recognize and help maintain the freedom of the

former enslaved men, women, and children. Although Lincoln stated that the Eman-

cipation Proclamation was a ‘‘fit and necessary war measure for suppressing said rebel-

lion,’’ the announcement of this proclamation changed the purpose of the American

Civil War. After January 1, 1863, the struggle between North and South became both

a fight to preserve the Union and a battle with a moral purpose—to end slavery in the

country.

Lincoln’s Early Thoughts about Emancipation and Slavery
In early 1849, near the end of his first and only term in Congress, Abraham Lincoln, a

representative from Illinois, took a public position against slavery when he introduced

a bill to emancipate slaves in the District of Columbia. The legislation detailed a pro-

gram of gradual emancipation in the nation’s capital. Congress did not approve the

measure because of opposition from Southerners who believed that Northerners did

not have a right to interfere with slavery. At the end of his term, Lincoln returned to

Illinois and resumed his law practice.

As a private citizen, Lincoln condemned the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act because it

allowed for the expansion of slavery into U.S. territories. This legislation enabled the

residents of the Kansas and Nebraska territories to decide whether they wanted their

state to be a ‘‘free state’’ or a ‘‘slave state.’’ The bill nullified the 1820 Missouri Compro-

mise that stated slavery would not exist above the 36 degree 30 minute line in the Louisi-

ana Territory.

Lincoln’s stand against the Kansas-Nebraska Act caught the attention of members

of the new Republican Party. In 1856, Lincoln became a member of this political

party, and two years later, in 1858, Lincoln was the Republican nominee in the Illi-

nois Senate race. In his acceptance speech, Lincoln stated ‘‘A house divided against

itself cannot stand.’’
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Lincoln continued to speak about slavery in the summer and early fall of 1858 in a

series of seven debates with Stephen A. Douglas (1813–1861), the Democratic candidate

in the state’s Senate race. As the candidates debated before audiences throughout Illi-

nois, Lincoln gained a reputation for his stand on slavery. He told people that although

he wanted to prevent the spread of slavery in the territories, he did not want to end

Answered Prayers

Long before the Emancipation Proclamation began the legal process of ending
slavery, enslaved individuals yearned for freedom. A former Arkansas slave,
Tom Robinson, remembered his mother’s prayers:

I can just barely remember my mother. I was not 11 when they sold me

away from her. I can just barely remember her.

But I do remember how she used to take us children and kneel down in

front of the fireplace and pray. She’d pray that the time would come when

everybody could worship the Lord under their own vine and fig tree—all of

them free. It’s come to me lots of times since. There she was a’praying, and

on other plantations women was a’praying. All over the country the same

prayer was being prayed. Guess the Lord done heard the prayer and

answered it.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Arkansas Narratives, Vol. 10, Parts 5 &

6. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

As Robert Falls from Tennessee recalled, when freedom finally arrived, it
was a special moment:

I remember so well, how the roads was full of folks walking and walking

along when the niggers were freed. Didnt know where they was going. Just

going to see about something else somewhere else. Meet a body in the road

and they ask, ‘‘Where you going?’’ ‘‘Dont know.’’ ‘‘What you going to do?’’

‘‘Dont know.’’ And then sometimes we would meet a white man and he

would say, ‘‘How you like to come work on my farm?’’ And we say, ‘‘I don’t

know.’’ And then maybe he say, ‘‘If you come work for me on my farm,

when the crops is in I give you five bushels of corn, five gallons of molasses,

some ham-meat, and all your clothes and vittals whils you works for me.’’

Alright! That’s what I do. And then something begins to work up here,

(touching his forehead with his fingers) I begins to think and to know

things. And I knowed then I could make a living for my own self, and I

never had to be a slave no more.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Vir-

ginia, and Tennessee Narratives, Vol. 16. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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slavery in the South. Lincoln’s statement that the institution of slavery was ‘‘a moral, a

social, and a political wrong’’ distinguished him from Douglas.

Although Lincoln lost a close race to Douglas in 1858, he gained a national reputa-

tion as a moderate on the question of slavery because he opposed the expansion of

this institution. Lincoln also favored colonization, sending freed slaves or free blacks

to Africa, because he believed that blacks were not the equals of whites. In 1860,

Lincoln supported the Republican Party platform because it stated that neither Con-

gress nor a territorial legislature had the authority to extend slavery in any of the

‘‘Emancipation.’’ Engraving ca. 1865. Artist Thomas Nast’s celebration of the emancipation of Southern
slaves with the end of the Civil War. Nast envisions a somewhat optimistic picture of the future of free
blacks in the United States. The central scene shows the interior of a freedman’s home with the family
gathered around a ‘‘Union’’ wood stove. The father bounces his small child on his knee while his wife and
others look on. On the wall near the mantel hang a banjo and a picture of Abraham Lincoln. Below this
scene is an oval portrait of Lincoln and above it Thomas Crawford’s statue of ‘‘Freedom.’’ On either side of
the central picture are scenes contrasting black life in the South under the Confederacy (left) with visions of
the freedman’s life after the war (right). At top left, fugitive slaves are hunted down in a coastal swamp.
Below, a black man is sold, apart from his wife and children, on a public auction block. At bottom, a black
woman is flogged and a male slave branded. Above, two hags, one holding the three-headed hellhound
Cerberus, preside over these scenes, and flee from the gleaming apparition of Freedom. In contrast, on the
right, a woman with an olive branch and scales of justice stands triumphant. Here, a freedman’s cottage can
be seen in a peaceful landscape. Below, a black mother sends her children off to ‘‘Public School.’’ At bottom,
a free black receives his pay from a cashier. Two smaller scenes flank Lincoln’s portrait. In one, a mounted
overseer flogs a black field slave (left); in the other, a foreman politely greets black fieldworkers picking
cotton. (Library of Congress.)
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country’s territories. At the 1860 Republican Convention, Lincoln became the party’s

candidate for president and on November 6, 1860, he was elected president.

Lincoln, Emancipation, and the Beginning of the Civil War

The news of Lincoln’s election was met with a variety of reactions in the country.

Southerners disliked his opposition to the expansion of slavery and feared that he

would try to free their enslaved laborers. Many northern Democrats hoped that the

new president would not emancipate the country’s slaves because they did not want

to see blacks become free. Laboring whites also worried that blacks, if freed, would

move to the North and compete for jobs. Greater competition for jobs would lead to

lower wages and higher unemployment. On the opposite end of the political spec-

trum, radical Republicans and abolitionists—white and black—welcomed the news of

Lincoln’s victory and began to pressure the new president to free the country’s slaves.

On March 4, 1861—the day of his inauguration—Lincoln knew that he faced a

challenge to his authority as president. Between January 13, 1860, and February 1,

1861, South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas

seceded from the Union. In his inaugural address, Lincoln tried to reassure Southern-

ers when he said, ‘‘I have no purpose directly or indirectly to interfere with the institu-

tion of slavery in the States where it exists.’’ Lincoln took a firm position against

secession and told residents of the Southern states that they did not have the right to

leave the Union.

After the April 12, 1861, attack on Fort Sumter and the beginning of the Civil

War, Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Tennessee left the Union. Lincoln

worked to keep the border states of Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri loyal

to the United States. The president informed residents of these states that the North

entered the conflict to preserve the Union, not to free the slaves. Lincoln also

directed these words to Northerners who did not want to fight a war to free black

men, women, and children.

In spite of Lincoln’s public stand, the concerns about slavery and emancipation

remained a prominent part of the war. To keep the border states from seceding, on

September 2, 1861, the president nullified the freedom that Gen. John C. Fremont

(1813–1890) gave to slaves in Missouri. The following year, Lincoln retracted the

freedom that Gen. David Hunter (1802–1886) had promised to enslaved laborers in

Georgia, Florida, and South Carolina.

Emancipation also remained an issue because Lincoln began to formulate plans

about the best way to end slavery in the country. Lincoln moved slowly and carefully

because he knew that he had to retain the loyalty of slave owners who lived in the

border states. In December 1861, the president drafted a plan in which Delaware’s

slave owners would receive financial compensation for any slaves they freed. A second

proposal included the possibility that the federal government would help cover the

costs of compensation. News of opposition to both plans prevented the introduction

of the bills in the Delaware legislature.

Lincoln and the Emancipation Proclamation
In 1862, President Lincoln began to view emancipation as a key part of his plan to

win the war. He knew that he needed to bolster morale in the North, find additional
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men to fight, and prevent the South from gaining diplomatic recognition from

European countries. A plan to emancipate slaves would appeal to the country’s aboli-

tionists, who in turn would help blacks to join the Union Army. The offer of freedom

to Southern blacks would give the North a second cause for fighting the war. Lincoln

knew that European countries, including England, would not support the South and

its effort to preserve slavery.

On April 16, 1862, Lincoln signed a bill that abolished slavery in Washington,

D.C. The legislation continued two provisions designed to gain support of members of

Congress. First, slaveholders received compensation for each slave who became free.

Second, former slaves could receive money to help pay for their voluntary immigra-

tion to either Haiti or Liberia. Two months later, on June 19, 1862, Lincoln signed

legislation that prohibited slavery in U.S. territories. This plan did not include com-

pensation for slaveholders in the territories.

Next, Lincoln turned to a bolder plan. On July 13, 1862, the president discussed a

draft of the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation with two members of his cabinet,

Secretary of State William H. Seward (1801–1872) and Secretary of the Navy

Gideon Welles (1802–1878). Nine days later, on July 22, Lincoln read the plan to his

entire cabinet. Lincoln proposed the emancipation of slaves held in areas in rebellion

against the Union. After listening to the president, Seward urged him to wait for a

Union victory before he announced the proclamation.

On September 22, 1862—five days after the Union victory at the Battle of

Antietam—Lincoln issued a preliminary Emancipation Proclamation. The president

began this decree with a reminder that the goal of the war was to restore the rebel-

lious states to the Union. He offered financial compensation to Southerners who

resided in states that rejoined the United States and voluntarily adopted a plan for

either immediate or gradual emancipation of their slaves. Lincoln also noted that the

federal government would work to colonize blacks who consented to move to another

country on the North American continent or elsewhere. Next, Lincoln announced

his intention to free all people held as slaves in rebellious states on January 1, 1863.

The reaction to Lincoln’s promise to free slaves on the first day of 1863 was over-

whelmingly negative, even in the North. Many Northerners now believed that the

purpose of the war was to free slaves, not to preserve the Union. Even many abolition-

ists disliked the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation because it did not free slaves

held by bondage in the border states. Abolitionists realized that no slaves would be

freed if the Confederate States ended their rebellion by the end of 1862. Some aboli-

tionists worried that Lincoln would bow to public pressure and decide not to issue the

final Emancipation Proclamation.

Lincoln followed through on the promise he made in the preliminary document

because none of the Confederate states rejoined the Union and no Confederate slave-

holders therefore received compensation for their slaves. On December 31, 1862, and

early on January 1, 1863, the president made final revisions to the Emancipation Proc-

lamation. That evening, telegraph operators in the Department of War sent out the

text of the document over the wires.

The president began the Emancipation Proclamation with a reminder that he

promised freedom on January 1, 1863, to slaves held in rebellious states. Lincoln also

stated that he issued the document based on his authority as commander in chief of
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the army and navy. The president reiterated his belief that his decision to emancipate

slaves was a wartime measure that would end the rebellion.

Next, Lincoln listed the states in rebellion against the Union: Arkansas, Texas,

Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, and North Carolina.

Enslaved men, women, and children in these areas became free on January 1, 1863. In

addition, slaves in portions of Louisiana and Virginia also received their freedom.

Slaves in Union-controlled areas of Louisiana and Virginia as well as the border states

remained the property of their owners.

The president asked the emancipated slaves to refrain from violence, unless in self-

defense, and to find jobs. More important, the Emancipation Proclamation paved the

way for the introduction of African American soldiers into the U.S. military. Lincoln

noted that the former slaves would be welcomed in the Union Army and Navy. In

conclusion, Lincoln stated he believed the Emancipation Proclamation was an act of

justice and a measure acceptable under the provisions of the U.S. Constitution

because it was a military necessity. Lincoln also invoked ‘‘the considerate judgment of

mankind, and the gracious favor of Almighty God.’’

Reaction to the Emancipation Proclamation
After hearing the news of the Emancipation Proclamation, Northern blacks and

whites went to churches and meeting halls to celebrate the news. For abolitionists—

black and white—it was a time to celebrate what they had worked for more than 30

years to achieve.

Although many abolitionists disliked the fact that President Lincoln issued the

Emancipation Proclamation as a wartime measure, it was clear that this decree helped

the Union’s cause in the Civil War. As news of the Emancipation Proclamation

spread, reactions overseas and in the United States reflected the role this document

played as a wartime measure. Although many British industrialists purchased South-

ern cotton for their mills and even expressed sympathy for the Confederacy, England

did not recognize the Confederate States of America as a separate country. To

acknowledge the independence of the Confederacy would have required England to

support slavery, an institution that it already had abolished.

After the Emancipation Proclamation, the Union Army accepted black soldiers from

both the North and the South. In May 1863, the War Department established the Bu-

reau of Colored Troops. The 54th Massachusetts Colored Regiment, led by Robert

Gould Shaw, was the first all-black regiment (although the officers were white). In

1864, the members of this regiment as well as other groups of black soldiers received

pay equal to that of white soldiers. By April 1865, more than 185,000 former slaves had

fought against the Confederacy.

Extending the Promise of the Emancipation Proclamation
Many abolitionists saw the Emancipation Proclamation as just a first step in the strug-

gle to end slavery in the United States because it did not end enslavement in Dela-

ware, Maryland, Kentucky, Missouri, and the areas occupied by Union forces.

Lincoln’s actions in 1864 and 1865 indicate that he also believed that the wartime

promise of freedom had to become an act of justice guaranteed to all slaves. In 1864,

the president suggested that the Republican Party should include a call for a constitu-

tional amendment to end slavery.
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The Republicans debated Lincoln’s request and devoted a section of the 1864 party

platform to a discussion of slavery. The third plank in the platform stated that slavery

was the cause of the rebellion and that justice and national safety required the end of

slavery. The party advocated a constitutional amendment to end slavery forever. The

fifth statement was an endorsement of Lincoln’s decision to issue the Emancipation

Proclamation and to allow former slaves to serve as Union soldiers.

After Lincoln’s November 8, 1864, reelection, Congress turned to work on a con-

stitutional amendment to abolish slavery. On January 31, 1865, Congress approved

the Thirteenth Amendment. Lincoln signed the amendment the following day, and

it was sent to the states for approval. The president did not live to see the December

18, 1865, ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment. Six months later, in June 1866,

Congress passed the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution. This measure pro-

hibited states from denying citizens the ‘‘equal protection of the laws,’’ required states

to allow black men to vote or risk a reduction in representation in Congress, and pro-

hibited some former Confederates from holding state or national office. The Four-

teenth Amendment became part of the Constitution on July 1868. Seven months

later, in February 1869, Congress approved the Fifteenth Amendment, a measure that

declared that citizens could not be denied the rights of citizenship because of their

race, color, or previous condition of servitude. The states ratified this amendment in

March 1870. By the late 19th century, however, many former Confederate states

ignored the U.S. Constitution and relied instead on discriminatory Jim Crow state

constitutions. They used violence, intimidation, poll taxes, and grandfather clauses to

deny basic rights to black men. These limits on freedom existed for African Ameri-

cans until the 1960s and the passage of the Civil Rights Acts.
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FAUNAL REMAINS. Faunal remains are bones, teeth, claws, hooves, scales, and

shells from nonhuman animals that are found on archaeological sites. These remains

are analyzed by zooarchaeologists, who use type collections of faunal remains to identify

the fauna by species, element, age, sex, processing method, cut of meat, and amount of

edible meat. The goal is to determine the relative importance and the exploitation level

by humans over time of animal resources as food, tools, or other cultural functions. The

study of faunal remains recovered from slave contexts has focused primarily on diet and

nutrition, but research has provided insights into social stratification, for example, sta-

tus, ethnicity, gender, and racism, and the genesis of ‘‘soul food.’’ In addition, faunal

remains were used by slaves for nondietary functions such as needles, buttons, jewelry,
musical instruments, medicine, protective charms, and decoration on graves. Informa-

tion on slave diet has been documented in plantation diaries and journals, the Works

Progress Administration’s (WPA) Federal Writers’ Project oral interviews with former

slaves conducted in the 1930s, and through archaeological investigations. The archaeo-

logical investigations have focused on Southern slave quarters, uncovering a more

diverse diet than what has been documented in the written records.

Historical documents, like planters’ diaries or account books, often outline food

rations given to enslaved African Americans, such as cornmeal, beans, molasses, and

pork that was salted or smoked. Most allotments were either raised on the same farms

and plantations or were purchased by the master from local markets. Some historians

have used planters’ diaries to argue that enslaved African Americans’ diets and health

were extremely poor, lacking adequate caloric and nutrient intake and resulting in

severe health problems. This would have included higher rates of infant mortality and

malnutrition. Overall, the quality and quantity of food consumed by slaves varied

greatly by region, urban versus rural context, size of farm or plantation, age, gender,

and job duties, status within the agrarian economy and within the slave community,

and the master’s or overseer’s personality and generosity. For example, slaves who

worked in the Big House kitchen or in urban areas are thought to have had greater

access to food than field hands on large plantations.

The planters’ diaries and account books only record what the plantation owner pro-

vided as rations. They do not describe the quality of food, how it was distributed to
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each slave, or how the slaves supplemented these allotments with additional re-

sources. The WPA interviews and a small number of autobiographies offer a slave’s

perspective of their diet. These testimonies highlight pork as the most common meat,

including pork by-products, such as grease or lard, that were added to vegetables and

bread. Other rationed meats included beef, mutton, goat, and poultry such as chicken.
Goat was often requested by some slaves because it was part of their traditional food-

ways in West Africa. After pigs, chickens were next in importance for both their meat

and eggs. Beef and mutton constituted only a small portion, if any, of the daily

rations. In some instances, little or no meat was given as part of the food allotments,

and when it was provided, it often was tainted or included the lowest quality cuts of

meat or offal, for example, organs, feet, heads, and intestines. In coastal regions, meat

allotments were replaced by fish.

The WPA oral interviews, along with archaeological research, have shown that a

slave’s diet was not limited to the planter’s rations, but included more diverse foods,

including domestic animals or produce raised by enslaved African Americans in adja-

cent animal pens or gardens and wild resources gathered or hunted in nearby fields

and forests. Many masters encouraged their slaves to obtain or raise their own food

because this reduced the amount that they would need to spend on rations. Pigs and

chickens were the most common animals owned and raised by slaves. Surplus produce

and eggs were sold by slaves in the local markets for foodstuffs or material goods that

were not provided by their masters, and they also were traded to their owners in

exchange for clothing or even cash. Occasionally, the money generated could be

saved to buy freedom for themselves or a family member.

Slaves had access to guns as part of their work, for example, to scare or shoot crows

from the fields, or to hunt wild game for their owners. While doing either of these

tasks, they sometimes could obtain other animals for their personal use. Archaeologi-

cal evidence supports this with both ammunition and gun parts recovered from slave

Hunting

As Reuben Fox, a former Mississippi slave, attested, hunting wild game pro-
vided an important supplement to the diet of the enslaved:

The biggest fun what the men had on the place was going hunting. Game

wasn’t scarce like it is now, and they could keep the kitchen supplied with

everything such as coons, possums, squirrels, and rabbits. Once I went hunt-

ing and killed a rabbit just as he was comming out of a hole in the grave

yard. Everybody what ate a piece of that rabbit got sick. When ever I

wanted to make two bets, all I had to do was catch me a nice big terrapin.

The white folks loved terrapin soup, and they would always buy them from

me. All of us was allowed to keep any money we made.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1,

Vol. 7, Part 2. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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quarters along with a wide array of wild species, including deer, turkey, raccoons,

opossum, rabbit, and turtles. In some localities, fish and other aquatic resources such

as mussels were also a major element in the slave diet. Fishing with a line, net, or trap

and foraging for mussels, oysters, or crabs were performed as part of their work assign-

ments or were conducted during free time on Sundays or late in the day.

A final method used to supplement the slaves’ rations was stealing. The WPA

interviews document the common occurrence of unauthorized killing of pigs, chick-

ens, and calves by enslaved African Americans from the same plantation. As part of

the master’s ‘‘property,’’ some slaves justified their action as just redistributing their

master’s assets. Others saw it as a form of payment for their work and service or a

necessity to survive an inadequate diet.

Comparative archaeological studies of selected Southeastern plantations have

addressed the diversity in diet and the cuts of meat between planter, overseer, free

white artisans, and the enslaved. General dietary patterns have been identified and

marked differences have been linked to status levels or ethnic identity. Investigations

at the Nina Plantation in Pointe Coupee Parish in central Louisiana provide evidence

for how economics and ethnicity affected the diet of pre-emancipation and post-

emancipation African Americans. Differences were best represented by the changing

proportions of meat cuts and species of animals. In particular, distinct ethnic

foodway patterns were identified between the French planters and antebellum African-

American residents. French planters had access to high- and low-quality cuts of

beef and ate little pork. In contrast, antebellum African Americans at Nina Plantation

consumed little beef but had access to all varieties of pork cuts.

At Cannon’s Point Plantation in coastal Georgia, a distinct difference in the per-

centage of wild species and cuts between the enslaved and planter households has

Faunal remains from the Rich Neck plantation site, Williamsburg, Virginia. (The
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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been documented from archaeological remains. Wild game represented nearly 50 per-

cent of the slave’s protein, which was nearly double the planter’s diet. For domestic

livestock, meat processing and specific elements were distinctly different. The

enslaved and overseer’s faunal remains normally were processed with cleavers for

‘‘one-pot’’ or communal meals, such as stews and gumbo, and the cuts of meat were of

lesser nutritional value. In contrast, the planter’s household had sawn bones for indi-

vidual cuts of high-quality meat. Linked to this processing difference, the enslaved

households also had a statistically higher frequency of bowls than flatware when com-

pared with the planter assemblage, which had more plates than bowls. The butchering

method and vessel form differences suggest that stews and gumbos were more fre-

quently eaten by the enslaved. These foodways patterns were not universal, however.

On farms and plantations with small slave populations, there may have been little

to no difference in the domestic cuts of meat consumed by the planter family and the

slaves, but the slaves continued to have a greater diversity of wild species. Over time,

archaeological evidence suggests a general shift in the slave diet from a heavy reliance

on wild resources during the colonial period to an increased importance of domestic

species by emancipation. This shift was probably the result of improved access to

domesticated foods or more limitations and control by slave owners over their bond-

people’s freedom to hunt and gather their own food.

Food was caught within the dominance and resistance relationship between master

and slave. Slave owners would use rations as motivation to promote obedience and a

hard work ethic or to punish misbehavior or noncompliance. In reaction to enslave-

ment and racism, African American slave cooks, predominantly women, used their

imagination and resourcefulness to create new recipes and dishes, forming a tradi-

tional foodways pattern now called ‘‘soul food.’’ The term ‘‘soul food’’ was coined in

the 1960s and is used in the 21st century to describe African American cooking tradi-

tions that extend back to the days of enslavement and formed through a creolization

of African, European, and Native American foodways. This food tradition fulfilled

nutritional needs of the body as well as sociocultural and psychological needs of the

soul, creating personal and community identity in the face of oppression.

The ‘‘food’’ of soul food consists of preparation styles and diet that were developed

during slavery. Pork and chicken are the most common soul food meats, including cuts

that are typically the most economical. From the pig, these inexpensive elements con-

sist of ears, feet, heads, intestines, and backs, and from the chickens, the wings, necks,

backs, feet, heart, and liver. Pork grease was important in cooking the soul food staples

of chicken, fish, and potatoes as well as vegetables like collards or turnip greens. Wild

game are a vital element on the soul food menu and include deer, duck, fish, goose,

guinea hen, opossum, rabbit, raccoon, squirrel, turkey, and turtle. The importance of

pork in the slave diet is best supported by archaeological research, which has uncovered

high frequencies and types of pork cuts yet little beef or mutton, when compared with

the planter’s diet. In particular, the most common pork cuts have been head and feet,

which correspond to today’s soul food preparation and cooking traditions.

Nondietary use of faunal remains has been a secondary research topic for most

scholars. After consumption, leftover bones and shell were sometimes altered or trans-

formed into tools and jewelry or used in medicine and religious practices. Slaves cre-

ated tools for their own use or for market production as part of their work tasks, with
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bone button manufacture as the most common. At the Levi Jordan Plantation in east-

ern Texas, excavations focused on a row of slave and tenant dwellings documenting a

bone and shell carver’s workshop in one of these households. This interpretation was

based on the recovery of several tools, including pocket knives, files, chisels, and saws,

for carving shells and bone, a large cache of both freshwater and marine shells, more

than 25 shell buttons, a carved shell cameo, and worked bone fragments such as

bone-handled utensils. Adjoining cabins may have included finished bone tools from

this carver, including a pendant made from a cock spur and a fly whisk.

The WPA oral interviews have recorded that animal bones or their by-products

also were used as medicine. For example, whooping cough was treated with a hog

mandible mixed with horse milk, or blood from a land turtle was placed in a cup and

then dipped with a sugar cube. Flu was treated with a tea made from cow or hog

hoofs. Other faunal remains were not consumed, but worn to treat an illness or as

amulets/charms to prevent sickness. A mole’s feet were tied around a baby’s neck to

reduce pain during teething, and a rabbit’s foot was strung around the neck to keep

chills and fever away.

The use of animal bones as charms is connected to ideological beliefs about the

afterlife and spirits. In the Chesapeake Bay region, archaeologists have found caches

of artifacts in domestic or work contexts of enslaved African Americans. These arti-

fact bundles included a wide assortment of objects, including faunal remains, and

were typically placed in the wall or floor near an entrance to protect the slaves from

harm and evil spirits. They also could be used in Hoodoo to create a ‘‘fixing,’’ or a con-

jure, to harm someone. In this case, the bundle was placed below the floor near the

intended’s bed or beneath stairs that they would regularly climb. Again at the Levi

Jordan Plantation, another slave and tenant household contained material evidence

of a healer or religious leader who may have used Hoodoo rituals. This interpretation

was based on a possible conjurer’s kit that consisted of faunal remains and various

objects, including iron kettle bases, chalk, small dolls, and many nails, spikes, and

knife blades. The faunal remains were represented by bird skulls, an animal paw, ma-

rine shells, and four worked pieces that may have been oracle bones. Based on ethno-

graphic evidence from West Africa and the Caribbean, these objects were likely part

of a religious ceremony or used in healing practices.

Shells such as those from mussels or conch were also used in African American ceme-
teries. In particular, shells oftenwere placed on or in the grave to help the deceased in their

journey into the afterlife. Shells were used because of their link to water, which is the loca-

tion of the underworld in many West African cultures. The shells made the spirits at ease

and prevented them from coming back to haunt the living. Evidence of shell use has been

recorded in graves from the African Burial Ground in New York City and the practice of

shells placed on the graves still occurs in the 21st century on West African and African

American graves, primarily in the Deep South.

See also Beds; Cast Iron Pots; Conjure Bags; Corn; Fetishes; Firearms; Fishing

Poles; Food and Foodways; Nets and Seines; Punkah; Sewing Items and Needlework.
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FENCES. African American slaves designed and constructed a variety of fences that

formed an integral part of the landscape. The enslaved built fences on their owners’

land to corral animals, to divide property, and to provide boundaries within a single

property, such as around groups of dependencies. Internal boundaries kept the ani-

mals in their pens and out of the gardens and separated the house and the yards.
Fences designated the more private house space, where only certain slaves were per-

mitted. Slaves sometimes built small wooden fences near their homes for vegetable

gardens and to raise chickens. In the Upland South, the Bluegrass region of Kentucky

and the Central Basin of Tennessee, slaves also constructed low stone walls, collo-

quially called ‘‘rock fences.’’

One type of wooden fence consisted of vertical posts, evenly spaced, with saplings or

vines woven between them. Archaeological evidence shows that sometimes these fences

were built by the slaves in a circle instead of a rectangle. The most common type of fence

for slaves to build was the paling fence, held together with nails and created with mostly

vertical pieces of wood. Slaves also built fences with vertical posts and mostly horizontal

planks. Those constructed for the owner often used new wood and nails, while those

made for the slaves’ use consisted of salvaged planks and reused nails. Although the
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enslaved kept vegetables and poultry within fences on their owners’ land, they sometimes

could use those resources as they wished. If they produced more than they were able to

eat or share, the slaves were sometimes permitted to sell the excess either to their owners,

those living nearby, or at markets. The extent of ownership that the enslaved had over

these resources and the profits they made varied throughout the regions and changed

over time. These fences and what they contained allowed slaves to exercise some control

over material goods and therefore some aspects of their lives. On occasion, slaves even

purchased freedom with money made through sales of vegetables and chickens.

Rock fences that the enslaved built in the Upper South consist of two types: plan-

tation and turnpike. Slaves constructed these fences with the limestone abundant in

the region. Plantation fences had double walls held together with tie-rocks and were

topped with a cap course or diagonal coping. Turnpike fences typically lined either

side of a roadway. The two types look similar, but turnpike fences used smaller exte-

rior stones and had fill between the two walls. Rock fences served as property bounda-

ries or contained livestock. This Irish and Scottish style of masonry was passed on to

African Americans by itinerant white craftsmen hired to build these fences. Stonema-

sons frequently supervised enslaved people who did the majority of the work. After

emancipation, some African Americans earned their living as stonemasons, continu-

ing to build and maintain these rock fences.
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KRISTEN BALDWIN DEATHRIDGE

FERRIES. Ferries played an important part in the transportation network that devel-

oped during the colonial period and continued to operate into the 21st century. Fer-

ries provided the local connection to the larger Atlantic world network within which

many of the early colonies operated and developed. They later served as an important

element in the transportation network that developed across the United States.

Slaves played a dual role in the history of ferries in the United States. On one

hand, they operated the ferries, first as slaves and later as freedmen; on the other

hand, laws under slavery and later during segregation restricted their use of ferries.

Operating a ferry was a skilled position that brought esteem to the individual, yet fer-

ries also provided opportunities for slaves to escape. During the Jim Crow era, African

Americans continued to work on ferries, but when they rode as passengers, they did

so in separate sections of the boats. Segregation did not dissuade African Americans

from using ferries to connect their worlds to wider ones, however.

In most of the United States before the Civil War, slaves worked as ferrymen, but

their travel on ferries slowly became more controlled by their white owners, who feared

the freedom ferries offered. In fact, slaves operated and managed most of the ferries in
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the South Carolina Low County, and they integrated their own experiences and tradi-

tions to make the ferries work. By 1701, African slaves operated various forms of boats

along the Savannah River to transport skins from the Native American tribes upriver to

trading posts in Savannah. One can assume that the slaves and Native Americans

exchanged knowledge of trade routes as well as how to navigate the region’s rivers. Also,

the Africans used their boatbuilding expertise to adapt colonial boats for the needs of

trade and travel. Slaves proved to be good pilots for boats that carried goods from planta-

tions to themarkets in Charleston, Beaufort, and Georgetown, South Carolina.

Africans continued to adapt the river flats and other plantation watercraft to reflect

their maritime traditions. For example, many scholars contend that the introduction of

the African-derived pirogue (or periagua) provided the first step in the evolution of the

ferryboat in the lower colonies. Historical records indicate that both Africans and Native

Americans favored the pirogue for early river travel. As both skilled and unskilled

laborers, enslaved Africans were critical in the construction of ferries and other boats.

With the expansion of the English colonies and the rise of cash crops in the South-

ern colonies, planters relied more and more on enslaved Africans for both skilled and

unskilled labor, including in the maritime realm. For example, during the 1720s and

1730s, many ethnic Congo-Angolan slaves were members of boat crews. Because they

already had learned boating skills in their home country, they translated those skills

to the rivers of the Low Country. A skilled boatman was accorded a higher status than

other skilled and unskilled positions on the plantation.

In addition to their work in ferry construction, ferry owners routinely used slaves as

ferrymen in many British American and Caribbean colonies. For example, the British

used slaves on ferries that crossed the ‘‘wide estuaries’’ of their Caribbean colonies.

Philadelphia’s large slaveholders included the ferry operator who ran ferries between

Philadelphia and Burlington, New Jersey; historical records indicate that he used his

slaves to operate his ferries. In South Carolina, the earliest ferry charters suggest that

slaves staffed several Low Country ferries. Others state that the owner could operate

the ferry with slaves or servants.

Work as ferry operators or even as deck hands represented a level of freedom for

slaves. For example, ferry tenders were exempt from working on road projects. If a

direct white overseer was not present, and this often was the case, the slaves were re-

sponsible for collecting the ferriage and ensuring that the ferryboat and equipment

were in working order. Because ferries operated 24 hours a day, these slaves most

likely lived at or near the ferry site, away from the larger slave community on the

main plantation. This added freedom might have included a garden space at the ferry.

In addition to these tangible aspects of freedom, some enslaved ferrymen undoubt-

edly gained direct contact with travelers from outside their normal social realm. They

might meet famous politicians, religious leaders, or ordinary citizens from other colo-

nies who used the ferry. Like enslaved individuals who worked in town as skilled arti-

sans, slaves who operated ferries gained opportunities that most field slaves lacked.

Officials and slaveholders understood that ferries offered an avenue for unsuper-

vised slave mobility. In 1740, the South Carolina Commons House of Assembly

passed a ‘‘Bill for the better ordering and governing of Negroes and other Slaves in

this Province,’’ also known as the Negro Act, which instituted more restrictive con-

trols on slaves. The resulting ferry charters forbade slaves from operating ferries
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without direct white supervision, which ensured that slaves stayed ‘‘in their place’’

and did not use the ferry for their own means. If a ferry operator carried over any

slaves without passes or tickets, he was subject to a penalty. White government offi-

cials hoped to create checkpoints at ferry crossings where they could apprehend run-

away slaves, indentured servants, or deserting seamen. Again, in 1801, the South

Carolina General Assembly passed legislation that forbade the transportation of

slaves on ferries without the written permission of their owners. That same year, the

General Assembly required all ferry keepers to swear an oath to prevent slaves from

entering the state. These laws further isolated the slave community from travel and

outside interaction, and increasingly made ferries a ‘‘white-only’’ space.

Many other slave states passed laws to control slaves’ travel on ferries. In 1831, the

Kentucky State Assembly forbade ferry operators along the Ohio River from trans-

porting slaves without the written consent of their owners. To ensure that ferry opera-

tors followed the law, the operators had to post a $3,000 bond and pay a $200 fine for

every violation. In Mississippi, the General Assembly outlawed slaves from crossing at

ferries and toll bridges without the permission of their owners. In 1839, the Virginia

legislature established a special penalty against ferrymen who allowed slaves to cross

the rivers that bordered the state. These laws, which attempted to exert greater con-

trol on slave travel, were part of an antebellum legal system that curtailed African

American mobility at every possible avenue.

The operation of Coosaw Island Ferry, Port Royal, South Carolina, illustrates the

duality of ferry history for African Americans. Laws restricted blacks’ use of the ferries

before the Civil War. During the Jim Crow era, African Americans continued to work

on ferries but had to ride in separate sections of the boats. In spite of the segregation,

ferries in the Progressive Era opened travel to the Sea Islands, integrating the previously

isolated Gullah culture into the larger state. Then, in the 1950s, African Americans

developed a ferry service as a means to bring social mobility to their communities.

See also Canoes.
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EDWARD SALO

FETISHES. The term fetish derives from the Latin term facticius meaning artificial,

or untrue. As early as the 17th century, Western Europeans used the term to describe

supernatural items crafted to protect their wearer or inflict harm. Soon thereafter,
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Europeans used versions of this term to describe unfamiliar religious items encoun-

tered in the burgeoning Atlantic World. In their accounts of West and Central

Africa, the French used explanatory words such as f�etiche, while the Portuguese used

the term feiti�co, to describe the items used by indigenous people to celebrate life, to

protect against cosmological uncertainty, and to channel malevolent forces.

Although some religious devotees in West or Central Africa use derivations of ‘‘fet-

ish’’ to this day, the term does little to provide cultural or historical context. At the

broadest level, fetish is more closely associated with the Vodun religious tradition

with concentrations of devotees in the coastal areas of modern Togo, B�enin,

and Nigeria. In the African Diaspora, versions of the term were used in French-,

Portuguese-, and to a much lesser degree English-speaking areas to describe mostly

portable religious items. Therefore, it is possible to find accounts in which practi-

tioners use versions of the term for items involved in the religious traditions of

Candombl�e in Brazil, Santeria in Cuba, Vodun in Haiti, and so forth. In modern par-

lance, the term is used in a manner fitting with the original Latin, thus associating

the religious item it defines with less advanced, or in the most pejorative cases, false

religious practices. Given the derogatory associations and western origins of fetish,

whenever possible it is preferable to use locally specific terms for the material culture

of the African Diaspora and trace those terms outward from the African continent.

One such example of a class of items with such exacting historical and cultural con-

text is the nkisi of West Central Africa.

The BaKongo people use nkisi, or minkisi in the plural, to concentrate cosmologi-

cal forces, attract the attention of ancestral figures, heal illness, and gain insights into

the future. The materiality of minkisi is composite; ritual specialists are engaged to

combine wooden statues, iron nails, shells, blood, and so forth into objects that bridge

the divide between earthly and spiritual planes. In terms of physicality, they often

take the form of anthropomorphic figurines or minkisi minkondi, cloth pouches, or ce-

ramic containers. In turn, these receptacles often contain natural substances, which

ritual specialists use in healing rites and ritual processes that generates ancestral

power. Minkisi and the substances they contain resist simple definition or description,

particularly given that ritual specialists incorporate everyday items into the sacred

amalgamations that are minkisi. Nonetheless, the combination of sacred and the pro-

fane objects serves as a metaphor for the multiple social fields and personal histories

connected by minkisi.

These practices and histories often are associated with the deceased; some argue

that the dead embodied in minkisi are lower order figures that fall below ancestors,

ghosts, and local spirits in the hierarchy of the dead. Origin accounts for nkisi are

numerous and conflicting but often revolve around an unusual birth, which is a com-

mon metaphor used throughout West and Central Africa for the balance between the

cosmos and earthly planes being out of balance with energies from one spilling into

the other. In one version of the origin account of nkisi, Musau (a Kongo woman) gave

birth to a human being alongside a leopard, a snake called Muziki, and a lump of

chalk. Thereafter, children associated with exceptional births, alongside others

invested with cosmological energies, created nkisi as medicine, protective items, and

objects for channeling cosmological energies. At times these ritual specialists add

chalk to the ritual mix to reference this origin account.
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In the social world in which minkisi are created, a triangular relationship often

exists between the artisan who creates a nkisi and charges it with cosmological ener-

gies, the client who commissions the piece, and the object itself. At times, the rela-

tionship between artisan and craft is difficult to separate, with little distinction being

given between the minkisi and those who manipulate and animate it. Specialists who

use minkisi and share their healing power with such objects are experts designated

banganga, or nganga in the singular. Banganga use minkisi in the creation and con-

tainment of ingestible medicines and salves that are applied directly to the body.

Occasionally, the objects containing these sacred medicines are considered to have

medicinal qualities in their own right. Given this quality, nkisi objects are described

as exerting agency over social situations. One account of the healing process suggests

that the nkisi ‘‘strikes’’ the sick and once they are subdued ‘‘drags’’ them through the

illness. After a client is healed, the client is expected to honor the nkisi with a gift

paid directly to the religious specialist. In turn, the religious specialists are reliant on

the nkisi, who are considered to direct clients to their practice. Thus, the composite

ideal extends to the social relationships embodied in the nkisi figures. Such social

bonds are described as being reinvigorated, as the statue is used through daily acts of

veneration and supplication and in terms of the sick, through the continued well-

being of a treated patient.

In this system of sacred reciprocity, some sacrifices are given directly to the minkisi.

Through reoccurring and frequent worship, minkisi accumulate grain, local oils, flour,

meat, sweet sodas, hard alcohol, and water. These offerings are presented to the min-

kisi and form an exterior patina; its efficacy can be referenced by thick layers and mul-

tiple surfaces that materialize the cycling of request, successful outcome, and material

reward and payment request. In terms of more public minkisi, these layers of patina

are substantial as people gravitate to those minkisi that are considered effective.

Alongside these sacrifices, the form of the nkisi works to activate the various element

of its composition. Once together, the nkisi serves a defined purpose and taps into

specific social domains to collect its powers. Thus specific nkisi are created to articu-

late with specific regions of the broad BaKongo cosmos. Accordingly, following the

logic of assembly outlined, the aesthetics of minkisi are both composite and work to

evoke certain deities, or qualities of deities. For example, ritual specialists work to

check hot situations that can cause political reconfiguration, rapid economic loss, and

social disjunction with cosmological elements representing the balance of the cool.

Ritual specialists conversely create and prescribe minkisi with elements of the hot

when political action is desired or when profits stagnate. At times, elements of the

hot and the cold are combined to create objects that reference a life in balance or a

world in harmony. As such, minkisi make concrete the opposition and concordance

of life and the fickleness of fate.

Positioned at the thresholds of transcendence and becoming, BaKongo consider

minkisi to be in a constant state of motion by delivering messages, directing implora-

tions, and channeling malevolence. They further consider a cosmos in motion with a

given society as necessary for cultural reproduction and societal prosperity. In terms of

social action, BaKongo charge minkisi with maintaining this fine balance and moni-

toring the points of transition between the realms of existence. Indeed, BaKongo use

minkisi to mediate with displeased ancestors, to keep malevolent deities at bay, or to
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direct such unwanted attention elsewhere. As powerful guardians of liminal spaces,

minkisi often are found throughout domestic spaces in and around the house com-

pound, along paths traversing untamed areas, and in and around agricultural fields

where people work on a daily basis. Perhaps it would be more precise to describe these

objects as heavily implicated in socializing these spaces.

BaKongo often describe minkisi as providing cosmological foundation points to

anchor structures to socialized and relatively safe landscapes, which are considered to

be constantly buffeted by malevolent cosmological forces. Some minkisi are located

aboveground in freestanding structures that are immediately apparent to passersby

and easily identifiable by children who play nearby. These public sacred spaces are

points of veneration used daily by devotees, who worship in ceremonies presided

over by a ritual specialist and attended by specialized singers or in acts of solitary sup-

plication. The location of other nkisi is known only by those ritual specialists, or

heads-of-household who placed them in secret locations. As points of access into the

socialized space of the household and points of negotiation with ancestral figures,

minkisi are susceptible to people attempting to bring malevolence to their enemies or

rivals. The more personal the space monitored and protected by a minkisi, the higher

the stakes for keeping its location concealed. BaKongo suggest that misplaced or pur-

loined minkisi hold the potential for the collapse of families or the ruin of an individ-

ual. Devotees often are described as sharing subjective and intimate moments of their

life with minkisi that in turn serve as long-term life companions and confidants. As

items that inhabit such close and subjective spaces, it can be argued the minkisi are

closely associated with the maintenance of preferred emotional states.

Just as it is impossible to remove the minkisi from the social world from which they

derive animation, it is also difficult to describe these items in isolation. They work in

concert, and in the true plural sense of the term minkisi, to provide networks of pro-

tection and worship. However, BaKongo consider these networks to be at times fickle

and occasionally in a state of flux that causes long-term disruption. Nonetheless, the

networks of effective, ineffective, forgotten, and abandoned minkisi can be found in

an array of spaces from the homes of kings to the houses of commoners. Minkisi are

ensconced at various scales of settlement: bracing individual rooms; overlooking

points of physical access to, and exits from, the house compound; monitoring village

boundaries; and marking the houses of political elites. The ubiquity of their place-

ment throughout the landscape makes them a part of the bustle of daily of life, as well

as making them ever-present in realms of existence often partitioned—in historical

and anthropological accounts of the region—from religion. For the BaKongo, such a

separation of sacred and profane would be anathema; it would represent a cessation of

the state of constant motion embodied by minkisi.

It is difficult to chart the deep historical trajectory of minkisi, as very early oral and

documentary sources are sparse for the region. Yet from the accounts of late 15th-

century Portuguese explorers and interlopers, there are descriptions of items sharing for-

mal and social qualities to those described. Historical documents are more numerous for

the 16th and 17th centuries, and accordingly accounts of minkisi emerge from European

accounts of the BaKongo Kingdom. Many of these documents were written by mission-

aries, who wished to convert the BaKongo to Christianity and curtail the use of minkisi.

During this period, the BaKongo Kingdom was heavily involved in the trans-Atlantic
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trade in captives bound for New World enslavement. The importance of the BaKongo

region as a point of exchange for people would build from the mid-17th through early

19th centuries. From 1619 to 1866, an estimated 5.6 million people embarked from West

Central Africa, bound for enslavement in the Americas. Although recent historical

research suggests that these captives were stripped of most of their material possessions

before boarding boats for the Americas, elements of BaKongo culture and the history of

the region were more difficult for slavers and traders to remove at Luanda Beach.

In terms of modern material culture studies, researchers make forceful connections

between the BaKongo region and diasporic religious spaces in locales ranging from

Havana to the Bronx to Los Angeles. Similar connections have been made at archaeo-

logical sites where objects similar in formal execution and accumulative quality to West

Central African minkisi have been recovered at numerous sites inhabited by enslaved

Africans in the 17th through 19th centuries. For example, researchers investigating the

archaeology of the Charles Carroll house in Annapolis, Maryland, recovered caches of

quartz crystals, glass beads, pierced coins, and ceramic shards decorated with ‘‘x’’ marks.

The deposits, associated with a structure occupied between 1721 and 1821, were placed

under floorboards in spaces where enslaved individuals worked and lived.

Research linking ‘‘x’’ marks on artifacts and BaKongo cosmographic markings is well

known and of long standing in the archaeology of the African Diaspora. Early work was

focused on the rice-growing Low Country area of South Carolina, where researchers

associated x-incised marks found on hand-built low-fired local earthenware ceramics

recovered from settings near rivers with nearby communities of enslaved Africans and

other blacks. There is much debate over the nature of the incised marks, as well as the

contexts from which the ceramic vessels were recovered. However, x-incised items have

been recovered from other archaeological contexts associated with enslaved and eman-

cipated individuals. Researchers also associate the x layout with the way in which min-

kisi are deposited in the ground. In Brazoria, Texas, researchers working at the slave
quarters at the Levi Jordan plantation recovered four caches of artifacts located at the

perimeter of the house in each of the cardinal directions. The caches contained iron

kettles, burned iron nails, ash, silver coins, iron wedge fragments, and shells, and in

composite, the four caches are associated with the dikenga cosmographic marker, often

used in concert with minkisi, and even incorporated into minkisi.

Yet the broad range of minkisi forms and composite elements presents numerous

challenges to the effort of predicting patterns in related material culture in the

Americas. Moreover, the same aesthetic of accumulation that is at the heart of min-

kisi has been associated with Vodun practitioners in the Bight of Benin region.

Therefore, it is necessary to carefully demonstrate the historical entanglements link-

ing African Diaspora religious items with the world of motion embodied in minkisi.

See also Subfloor Pits.
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NEIL L. NORMAN

FIDDLES. Dancing was a central social activity in the Americas commencing with

the earliest European colonists, and the musical accompaniment for that dancing

was provided by the violin or fiddle. The mastery of the fiddle by slaves was well

under way by 1690 when a slave fiddler provided accompaniment at a dance for

white people in Virginia. The role of the musician was the only role available to

blacks, who were excluded from performing as the dance master or a caller, both

common roles at social dances from the 17th through the 19th centuries. Sometimes

the fiddle was played together with the quills, which were pan pipes or homemade

fifes made from reeds, or the banjo. English traveler Nicholas Cresswell witnessed

two black slaves playing the fiddle and the banjo together at a Georgia barbeque in

1774.

African antecedents exist for the fiddle in various parts of the continent, such as

the West African instrument called the goge, but most African bowed chordophones

are single-string instruments and normally are not used for dance accompaniment.
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Previously enslaved blacks interviewed in the 1930s from the Deep South did describe

the use of homemade one-string gourd fiddles, played with a stick bow strung with

horsehair, at dances. In Texas, Harre Quarls remembered, ‘‘I made a fiddle out of a

gourd ’fore freedom and larns to play it.’’

Inspiration to Play the Fiddle

Andy Brice first saw his former master play the fiddle in South Carolina:

One day I see Marse Thomas a twistin’ de ears on a fiddle and rosinin’ de bow.

Then he pull dat bow ’cross de belly of dat fiddle. Sumpin’ bust loose in me

and sing all thru my head and tingle in my fingers. I make up my mind, right

then and dere, to save and buy me a fiddle. I got one dat Christmas, bless God!

I learn and been playin’ de fiddle ever since. I pat one foot while I playin’. I

kept on playin’ and pattin’ dat foot for thirty years. I lose dat foot in a smash

up wid a highway accident but I play de old tunes on dat fiddle at night, dat

foot seem to be dere at de end of dat leg (indicating) and pats just de same.

Sometime I ketch myself lookin’ down to see if it have come back and jined

itself up to dat leg, from de very charm of de music I makin’ wid de fiddle and

de bow.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

‘‘Barroom Dancing,’’ by John Lewis Krimmel. Dance in a country tavern shows people drinking
and dancing while a black man plays the fiddle. Watercolor ca. 1820. (Library of Congress.)
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Runaway slave advertisements in colonial newspapers beginning in the 1700s

made reference to the skills and reputations of slaves as violinists, fiddlers, and even

fiddle makers. It was not unusual for slaveholders to send a promising slave fiddler to

New Orleans or another major urban center to be trained in the proper repertoire.

Andrew Jackson attended a dance in celebration of his victory during the War of

1812 with a New Orleans–trained fiddler. A slave’s ability to provide skilled dance ac-

companiment increased his value in the marketplace as well as provided increased

prestige to the slave owner. Slave owners found value in having a fiddler to provide

music for slave recreation as well. One slaveholder kept his fiddler supplied with

strings and required him to play a dance every Saturday night.

The ability of slaves to adapt to the European instrument and master the European

dance repertoire provided them with a unique access to both money and privilege. In

her diary, Mary Chesnut, a South Carolina author, referred to William, a coachman

who played fiddle for all her parties and was paid five dollars a night. Solomon

Northup, a free black from New York State, was kidnapped and sold into slavery in

Louisiana partly because of his value as a skilled violinist. Northup found his musical

skills excused him from labor in the fields, provided him with ‘‘pipes and tobacco, and
extra pairs of shoes,’’ and spread his reputation throughout the area.

In most cases, the slave fiddler developed at least two completely different reper-

toires, one for accompaniments at white dances and another for accompaniment at

slave dances, often called ‘‘frolics’’ or ‘‘sukey jumps.’’ This dichotomy of a separate white

and black repertoire was maintained well into the 20th century and can be seen in the

recorded output of African American fiddlers Jim Booker (b. 1872–d. unknown) and

John Lusk (b. 1886–d. unknown). Booker, from Kentucky, learned to play fiddler from

his father, a former slave. He recorded with both the white rural group, Taylor’s Ken-

tucky Boys, performing such standard white fiddle tunes as ‘‘Grey Eagle,’’ ‘‘Soldier’s Joy,’’

and ‘‘Forked Deer,’’ and his own black string band, the Booker Orchestra, recording

tunes from the black repertoire such as ‘‘Salty Dog’’ and ‘‘Camp Nelson Blues.’’ Tennes-

see fiddler Lusk, whose enslaved grandfather was sent to New Orleans for training as a

fiddler, led a square dance band in Central Tennessee that regularly played for both

whites and blacks, but had tunes that were primarily for a black audience.

Importantly, both Booker and Lusk not only mastered the white repertoire, but

were highly popular performers in the white community. The profound changes to

technique and approach in rural Euro-American dance music caused by innovative

slave fiddlers became such a deeply ingrained part of the culture itself that the music

transcended concerns over the race of the musicians in even highly segregated cir-

cumstances. Characterized by the hoedown that blends African and European musical

elements, historians describe American fiddle music as a uniquely American form that

synthesizes black and white musical traditions.
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JARED SNYDER

FIREARMS. Firearms are handheld weapons that propel a projectile, usually a lead

bullet, at a target by means of a controlled gunpowder explosion. As technical innova-

tions improved the effectiveness of firearms, Americans relied on these weapons to sup-

ply themselves with food and to provide security against hostile threats on the frontier.

Prompted by white fears of armed slave rebellion in the 18th and 19th centuries, many

states passed laws that prohibited the use of firearms by slaves or free blacks.

Evolution of the Musket
North American firearms have a lineage reaching back to the Middle Ages. The ear-

liest European firearms appeared in the 14th century and were crude metal tubes

packed with gunpowder and a solid projectile fired by placing a lighted match at the

weapon’s touchhole. The arquebus, as this firearm was called, required a wood or

metal stand to aim and shoot. Though primitive and inefficient by later standards, the

military arquebus had a faster rate of fire than a crossbow and could penetrate steel

armor at short ranges. By the end of the 16th century, gunsmiths introduced technical

improvements like the trigger, the stock, the wheel lock, and the flintlock and

adapted these innovations to a lighter firearm called the musket. The musket was a

long-barreled, muzzle-loaded, shoulder-fired weapon. The musket had been in use in

China since the 14th century and in the Ottoman Empire since the 15th century, and

by the 17th century, muskets were the standard firearms in Europe and its colonies.

Most early North American muskets were military designs imported from England,

Belgium, the Netherlands, and Germany, but by the 18th century, a significant num-

ber of weapons were being produced by American gunsmiths. Smoothbore flintlock

muskets, and to a lesser extent, pistols, were the most common firearms encountered

by slaves and free blacks in colonial America and the early United States. North

American gunsmiths adapted popular flintlock designs from European models.

Imported weapons like the British Army’s Land Pattern Musket, more commonly

known as the ‘‘Brown Bess,’’ were commonly used during the Revolutionary War era.

Use and Composition
A flintlock mechanism relied on a locking spring-loaded lever called a ‘‘hammer,’’ with

a clamp securing a piece of flint in its jaws. To fire a musket, the shooter loaded the

weapon by first loading a charge of gunpowder along with a wad, which was a bit of

crumpled paper or cloth, and a lead ball into the barrel, and then pushing the charge

down with a ramrod. Next, the shooter primed the musket by pouring powder in the

pan, a small compartment at the base of the barrel. Then the hammer was pulled back,

or cocked, which locked it into place. Cocking the hammer was a two-step motion that

prevented the musket from accidentally firing, an occurrence known as ‘‘going off half-

cocked.’’ Once fully cocked, the shooter aimed by bringing the musket to the shoulder

221

FIREARMS



and sighting along the length of the barrel. The hammer was released by pulling the

trigger. This caused the flint to strike a hinged metal piece called a ‘‘frizzen,’’ and the

resulting spark ignited the powder in the pan and burned through a tiny hole connect-

ing it to the barrel. This explosion ignited the main powder charge, rapidly expelling

the ball from the barrel. The flintlock firing process led to a slight delay between the

moment of pulling the trigger and the actual discharge of the weapon, and stray sparks

could lead to misfires, resulting in ‘‘a flash in the pan’’ or a premature discharge.

Early musket barrels were usually up to 60 inches long, with greater lengths increas-

ing accuracy and efficiency at the price of added weight and unwieldiness. Lighter

muskets, mostly of British manufacture, began to appear in North America in the

mid-18th century. These weapons had barrels up to around 50 inches in length, and

fired a projectile between 0.60 and 0.70 caliber, which was the measurement of the

inside diameter of a firearm. Stocks, the main body of a firearm, to which the barrel is

attached, often were constructed of polished cherry, walnut, or maple. American fire-

arms tended to incorporate a variety of parts and fittings culled from different firearms

or custom-built to fit an individual weapon. Many of these weapons had brass furni-

ture, which were mountings, such as the trigger; ornate stocks; and large iron screw

locks that allowed for easy disassembly and repair. Firearms were extremely valuable

to their owners, both as items of craftsmanship and as practical tools, and muskets fig-

ure prominently in colonial wills as family heirlooms.

Development of the Rifle
In the 19th century, several technical developments greatly increased the range and

accuracy of firearms. Rifling, or a grooved bore that caused a projectile to spiral when

fired, increased the effective range of muskets to 500 yards or more and made firearms

extremely accurate in skilled hands. The advent of aerodynamic gas-expanding bul-

lets, such as the conical mini�e and Burton bullets, further increased the range, accu-

racy, and muzzle velocity of these weapons. Rifled muskets, however, were costly to

manufacture and difficult to maintain and were not as common as smoothbore mus-

kets until the mid-19th century. The longrifle, also known as the Kentucky or Penn-

sylvania rifle, was an exception and appeared as early as the 18th century. The

longrifle was a flintlock-rifled musket with an extremely long barrel, some more than

60 inches in length, and it could be deadly accurate in the right hands. Longrifles

were difficult to manufacture, however, and were not widely available. Rifles were not

in common use until the 1850s and 1860s, when mass-produced military firearms like

the American Springfield Model 1861 and British Pattern 1853 Enfield saw wide-

spread use by both Union and Confederate forces. Percussion cap firing systems

replaced flintlocks, increasing the reliability of firearms. Percussion caps were small

copper or brass capsules coated with fulminate of mercury. Caps were placed on a

metal nipple mounted on the base of a musket’s barrel and, when struck by the ham-

mer, caused an instantaneous explosion that ignited the charge. More efficient and

dependable than flintlocks, percussion caps could be manufactured in vast numbers.

Restrictions on Slave Ownership of Firearms
Slaves and free blacks, like whites, used firearms to provide themselves with food

and protection. Americans could supply themselves with shot and powder without
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too much difficulty, and many came to rely on their muskets for survival. In fact,

many colonial and state militia laws assumed residents would be armed and required

all able-bodied adult males to present themselves for military service in case of

emergency. By the 18th century, however, many colonies and states had passed laws

restricting slaves and free blacks from serving in militias and from possessing or

using weapons, including firearms. In the 1750s in Louisiana, for example, the

French Code Noir prohibited blacks from carrying weapons and authorized punish-

ment up to and including death for violations. When the United States took posses-

sion of the Louisiana Territory, American authorities affirmed the Code Noir’s

restrictions and, as elsewhere, moved to restrict blacks’ use of firearms. Maryland

and Georgia went further, prohibiting blacks from owning knives, canes, or even

dogs for fear that these items could be used as weapons. Tennessee amended its con-

stitution to explicitly prohibit free blacks from owning firearms. These actions

resulted in part from white fears triggered by armed slave rebellions in the 18th and

early 19th centuries. The Stono Rebellion of 1739, for example, resulted in dozens

of deaths and inspired additional rebellions in Georgia and South Carolina. In

1775, Virginia’s royal governor, Lord Dunmore (1732–1809), proclaimed that he

would emancipate and arm slaves who escaped from their masters and enlist in the

British Army, triggering fears of racial violence and disorder among Virginia’s slave-

holding class. The Haitian Revolution of the 1790s involved armed rebellion by the

slave population against their French masters, and white Americans in slave states

were horrified as the revolt escalated into a full-fledged race war. Slave rebellions in

Virginia organized by Gabriel Prosser (1800) and Nat Turner (1831), along with

increasing sectional tensions, further reinforced many white Americans’ fears of

armed blacks and racial violence and led them to prohibit slave use of firearms. Yet,

at least in 18th-century Virginia, despite laws to the contrary, slaves were given

guns by their masters to hunt for food or to kill predators.

See also Military Equipment.
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FISH AND SHELLFISH. One of the most important sources of food for many

enslaved communities were fish, shellfish, and aquatic reptiles caught on the coasts,

rivers, bays, swamps, and creeks coursing through or abutting plantations or small

slaveholding farms. Sometimes this catch served as part of the daily or seasonal ration

system. Other times it represented food acquired during much-needed leisure time.

Enslaved blacks not only caught seafood for their own use, but also often sold the

excess as a means of participating in local economies or in a barter system with their

masters and other members of the planter class. Enslaved blacks drew on a wealth of

fishing knowledge brought with them from West and Central Africa. They became

well known for their skill, particularly on the coast from Massachusetts to northern

Florida, and along the lower Mississippi River valley. From nets and net-casting meth-

ods brought from Sierra Leone to basket traps from Central Africa and hook and line

techniques from the Niger River, a substantial amount of maritime knowledge was

transferred by enslaved Africans and passed on to their descendants. With fishing

came the introduction of styles of fishing vessels familiar to creeks, rivers, swamps,

and bays that would influence boat building along the waterways of the eastern sea-

board and Gulf Coast.

The most important fish in the life of enslaved people were anadromous species

that lived in saltier waters but bred in fresh water and returned each spring and

summer to their native rivers and tidal creeks. Of these the one most crucial to the

enslaved person’s livelihood were several species of herring caught by the thousands

and then gutted and preserved in barrels of brine for use as rations. Most common in

the Chesapeake and Carolina Tidewater, but available to enslaved people across the

eastern seaboard, salt herring were a dietary staple found into the Blue Ridge. Those

planters who did not have their own fisheries ordered the herring from others like

George Washington, who operated a massive fishery on the Potomac River staffed by

his enslaved workforce. Charles Ball, a master fisherman from Maryland who was sold

into South Carolina in the early 19th century, described a fishery like that at Mount

Vernon. Ball was the ‘‘driver’’ of a weir that supplied shad, the next most important

fish after herring in the plantation diet. Ball convinced his owner to let him leave the

fieldwork by displaying ‘‘cat(fish), perch, mullets, and especially two large pikes, that

Catching Fish

James Bolton caught fish with poles and basket traps in Georgia:

Long Crick runned thoo’ our plantation an’ the river woan’ no fur piece off.

We sho’ did ketch the fishes, mos’ly cats, an’ perch, an heaps an’ heaps er

suckers. We cotch our fishes mos’en genully with hook an’ line, but the

cyarpenters on our plantation knowed how to make basket traps that sho’

nuff did lay in the fishes.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Supp. Ser.1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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had been caught to-day and assured them that upon such fare as this, men must needs

get fat.’’ Such fisheries processing shad, herring, menhaden, eels, and other so-called

trash fish became especially important in the late 18th to mid-19th centuries along

the coast of North Carolina as slaveholders specialized in provisioning plantation

communities with dried, salted, or brined fish.

Fishing for income might be a way out of fieldwork, but it was highly regulated as a

means of controlling enslaved blacks. In many parts of the South, the first group of

enslaved blacks brought from Africa introduced fish poisoning, a method that was

used by some southeastern Native American groups as well. Portions of a river or

creek would be dammed and powerful neurotoxins were allowed to float in the water

until all the fish in that portion of the creek floated belly up, stunned, but safe for

human consumption. As early as the 18th century, several colonies took measures to

include in their laws that regulated slave behavior the regulation that enslaved people

were not to poison creeks. Slave codes in Maryland restricted the ability of enslaved

and free black fisherman to compete in the fishing industry there, limiting which fish,

oysters, and clams they could catch, sell, and market. In Virginia, some locales did

not allow enslaved blacks to sell their catch door-to-door, with authorities especially

suspect of the lingering African tradition of selling fermented (European travelers just

called it ‘‘stinking’’) fish even during times of epidemics of cholera and other diseases.

Regardless of the fact that fishing provided better nutrition and a richer diet, some

plantation owners were adamant that their workforce would not be allowed free

access to the property’s resources. In a famous scene in the escape narrative of aboli-

tionist Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1875), a starving black man diving for oysters

was shot dead in the water after being accused of poaching another slaveholder’s oys-

ter beds. Some planters took the middle ground and required a portion of the catch or

made enslaved people request a pass to go fishing on the property. Despite these meas-

ures, enslaved blacks supplied much of the fish in Southern locales and became leg-

endary for their ‘‘catch and fish’’ tales.

Judging from the archaeological record, migratory fish like shad, herring, striped

bass, and eels were not the only varieties available to enslaved communities. Archae-

ologists at Mount Vernon have noted that larger species such as sturgeon, often re-

served for the planter and his family, were absent from the record, while smaller fish

such as perch, catfish, pickerel, gar, and bluegill sunfish were more common. A Polish

visitor to Mount Vernon during the late 18th century recalled that blacks preferred

the muddier-tasting bullhead catfish, while whites were sold the white catfish, a deni-

zen of cleaner, flowing waters. Such preferences are probably underscored by the fact

that fish that lived and lurked in murky water were more likely to be caught by a trap

set by an enslaved worker who simply did not have the time or permission to catch

species found in more open waters. On plantations near saltier waters, blue crabs,

clams, oysters, sharks, mullet, sea turtles, stingrays, gafftopsail catfish, mussels, and

occasionally marine mammals familiar to slaves from West Africa, like manatees,

entered the diet. In some regions, varieties of diamondback terrapin, a member of the

turtle family, were an important addition to the diet along with oysters and the like.

In Maryland, so many terrapin were used in the rations at one point in the 18th cen-

tury that enslaved people were said to go on a legendary strike. Frederick Douglass

recalled a plantation larder that provided sunfish and perch from the farm’s millpond
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and ‘‘[t]he teeming riches of the Chesapeake Bay, its rock perch, drums, crocus, trout,

oysters, crabs, and terrapin were drawn hither to adorn the glittering table.’’

Fish and shellfish were relished as a source of protein by enslaved communities.

Because of their African heritage, preserved fish—salted, dried, or smoked—were im-

portant additions to otherwise meatless dishes and were valued for their distinctive

flavor. Many enslaved people in the Chesapeake, Tidewater, and Carolina Low Coun-

try reported receiving three to four salted herring or an occasional shad per week as

long as supplies lasted. Such preserved fish were soaked, hung to dry, and quickly fried

in a pan to be eaten with the meager ash or hoecake that was their daily bread. Other

times, a bit of preserved fish was soaked, drained, and added to a pot of leafy greens, field

peas, and the similar produce from their gardens. An accumulation of lard or bacon

grease permitted an occasional fish fry, social occasions that permitted enslaved people to

mingle with one another, and in the case of Virginia slave Gabriel Prosser (1776–1800),

in 1800 to foment rebellion. Such fried fish as catfish, perch, sucker, and chub were

dredged in cornmeal and inevitably eaten with whatever salt was available and a condi-

ment made from hot pepper. Another substantial Sunday meal might be the one noted

by a formerly enslaved North Carolinian who described ‘‘catfish stewed with onions’’ as a

popular dish. When Charles Ball ran his master’s fishery, he and his men ate large broiled

shad each day as their ration. Often times, a simple way to cook such a fish with limited

utensils was to wrap it in leaves, tie it tight, and roast it in the ashes of the fire. Fish,

crabs, and oysters were used in many of the African-influenced dishes of the Low Coun-

try, Louisiana, and the Gulf Coast and formed the main proteins of gumbos, okra soups,
and even groundnut (peanut) and sesame-based soups.
See also Canoes; Fishing Poles.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

FISHING POLES. Fishing poles are long slender rods of wood, cane, or other mate-

rial, with a line and hook at one end, for use in catching fish. Fishing poles would

have been used by both adult slaves—primarily men—and children, partly as a way of

adding to a rather meager and often monotonous diet of rations, but also as a pleasant

way to spend the few hours when they did not have to work for others. Slaves in the

Carolina Low Country were described fishing with a pole equipped with a line and

wooden hook, perhaps much like they or their ancestors had known in Africa. In

other cases, hooks might have been fashioned from already existing objects, such as

needles or pins. Manufactured fishhooks could have been acquired by slaves with

access to money or may also have been issued by a slave owner. Slaves are known to

have made fishing lines out of strong grasses.

Many former slaves interviewed by the Federal Writers’ Project in the late 1930s

recalled fishing and explained the various reasons for this activity. One elderly man,

Gus Johnson, remembered going fishing when the weekly rations ran short.

Another, John Sneed, mentioned fishing as an activity similar to trapping small

game and gathering wild greens, by which slaves could provide food for themselves,

rather than simply being dependent on what was doled out by their masters.

According to others, these activities took place during their time off: typically in

the evenings or on Sundays, but occasionally if they happened to be off on a Satur-

day afternoon. A particularly difficult slave owner might forbid his people to hunt

or fish on their own time; others, perhaps for religious reasons, would ban the prac-

tice on Sunday. In an unusual case, Hannah Crasson recalled that, as a child in

North Carolina before the Civil War, she would go fishing in the evenings with her

mistress.

In 18th-century Virginia, it was not unusual for a slave with particularly good skills

to fish for a plantation owner’s family table. Landon Carter (1710–1778), the owner

of a plantation called Sabine Hall, complained in September of 1775 that his slaves

had been so sick that there was no one well enough to fish for his family. The slave

entrusted with supplying fish to George Washington’s table was an elderly man named

Jack, who had been born in Africa. Early in the morning Jack would go out on the

Potomac River in a light canoe, keeping the small vessel in place by tying it to a

stake, and catch fish, one of Washington’s favorite foods, by using a pole, line, and

hook. He—and his catch—were expected back at the kitchen, in plenty of time for

the cook to have the fish prepared by three in the afternoon, when dinner was served.
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MARY V. THOMPSON

FLUTES. The flute provides a good example of how African musical traditions were

brought to the West Indies and Americas and came to have a significant impact on

the formation of new musical styles. Flute music played a central role in the musical

traditions of many societies indigenous to the western and central regions of Africa,

from where so many were taken into captivity for the Atlantic slave trade. Some

flutes might have been taken on slave vessels, but otherwise slaves easily could make

them from reed cane, tree limbs, and bamboo. As in Africa, flute playing figured in a

full complement of religious and secular purposes, and it was also clearly played for

entertainment and self-expression.

The African flute shares the basic characteristic of all flutes: it is a cylindrical tube

or cone. Generally made of cane, wood, bamboo, plant stem, bone, gourd, or metal,

there were and are many varieties of African flutes, including one-tone flutes; straight

flutes, open on both sides; long transverse side-blown flutes, sometimes with up to five

finger holes; and end-blown flutes either with or without finger-holes and notched

mouthpieces.

Enslaved Africans adapted their knowledge of flute making to the resources avail-

able to them in the Caribbean, South America, and North America. Slaves in

Jamaica and Surinam found the wood of the trumpet tree amenable to flute making.

Jamaican plantation slaves played a flute that became known as the ‘‘Koramanti

flute.’’ About one yard in length and with three finger-holes, it had a distinctly beauti-

ful sound, even to European ears. William Beckford (d. 1799) describes it in his narra-

tive, A Descriptive Account of the Island of Jamaica (1790): ‘‘I have frequently heard

these flutes played in parts; and I think the sounds they produce are the most affect-

ing, as they are the most melancholy that I ever remember to have heard. The high

notes are uncommonly wild, but yet are sweet; and the lower tones are deep, majestic,

and impressive.’’

Slaves in America also learned to play the European-style transverse flute. In the

Caribbean, exposure to European-style fife and drum corps music influenced the tradi-

tion of flute and percussion bands, and in the antebellum South, many accounts
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include positive references to the flute play-

ing in black dance bands that played for

slaves and masters.

As Afro-Caribbean, Afro-Latin, and Afro-

American styles developed and as European-

style music and instruments became more

familiar and widespread to slave musicians, the

flute, like the violin, provided opportunity for

cultural transmission and acculturation. While

not quite as ubiquitous as the drum, the flute

plays a central role in all these genres and in

many styles of jazz and pop more generally.

See also Fiddles.
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LINDA E. MERIANS

FOOD AND FOODWAYS. The foods created by African Americans in slavery

represent a mixture of influences from Africa, the Caribbean, Europe, and Native Amer-

ica. In turn, the foodways developed by enslaved adults directly affected the foods con-

sumed by their children and the ideas about diet and food preparation that these

children carried with them throughout their lives. Over time, however, these foods’ influ-

ences might evolve and change depending on that child’s location and relocation. Many

factors affected eating patterns: the availability of familiar foods, a new climate, and

movements and migrations across time and space, which resulted in a variety of African

American eating patterns. These patterns combined several different regional influences,

personal preferences, and changes over time. As the slave trade changed between the

17th and the 19th centuries, so African American foodways evolved as well.

Before enslavement, the acquisition of food was a ritualistic part of community life

for many West Africans. Everyone participated in preparing the daily meal, from get-

ting the food to cooking it. During the Middle Passage, in which Africans were taken

from their homelands and sold into slavery in exchange for money or goods, many

captured people experienced starvation, vitamin deficiencies, and even death.

Given the trauma of this experience, including having very little to eat except small

‘‘Plantation Melodies.’’ Lithograph by J. H. Bufford and
Company, Boston, ca. 1847. (Library of Congress.)
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portions of grains or African yam, goobers (peanuts), plantains, or limes, they were

malnourished if they lived to disembark. Some slave traders consistently used indige-

nous African crops, including peppers, herbs, spices, and medicinal plants, to treat ill-

nesses and to sustain their captives during the voyage. Once African people arrived at

their destination, they would again have to adjust to new surroundings, including the

foods available to them.

The foods of the newly enslaved Africans were highly regulated, carefully watched,

and minimally dispersed. This reality meant finding new ways of acquiring enough

food to survive. New surroundings, new ingredients, and new utensils with which to

cook and eat also meant that African traditions would have to be incorporated with

those of the Native Americans and Europeans around them. Africans adopted the

customs and traditions of their land and learned to prepare dishes using foods like

corn, collards, deer, opossum, and potatoes. Considerable archaeological evidence

has been found to indicate that slaves preferred hollow containers like bowls and

cups. This, coupled with evidence of small, cut animal bones, which generally sug-

gests poor cuts of meat, and the West African preference for liquid-based meals such

as soups and stews, indicates a continuation of African culinary traditions. What

emerged over time were contributions to the culinary lexicon of the Americas that in

the 21st century continue to have a lasting impact on the food preferences and diets

of all Americans.

Ashcakes and Butter

In Mississippi, Sarah Thomas’s mother baked ashcakes:

I used to hear my mother say how dey baked bread in dem times. I don’

know wether any one else has ever tole you ’bout it, specially dis kin’ of

bread—Ash Cake. Dey would make a big fire wid oak wood, let it burn

down to coals and ashes, and when dey made up dere bread wid meal and

salt and water dey rake de ashes back and pour in de stiff batter, and kivver

it up wid ashes and coals while dey was hot. Dat baked it quick and when it

wuz done dey tek it out of de ashes, and wash it off wid clean water, and I

tells you It wuz good eatin.’

Foster Weathersby learned to churn butter in Mississippi:

My first wuk as a slave-child was when I was a little chap. Dey made me

churn out in de back yard under de big trees. De churn was big an’ tall, an’

hel’ gallons of milk. I had to churn, and churn, and den churn some mo’;

dey just never would, look lack, let me stop; dey made me walk ’roun’ and

’roun’ dat churn. I jes natu’ally growed to lak dat job.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

10, Part 5. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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The significance of this culinary influence reveals itself when the myth of all

Africans and their descendants having eaten the same food is ignored. The reality of

different systems of slavery makes this belief both unrealistic and impossible. Slavery

varied from time period to time period and from place to place, directly affecting the

economics of a plantation or farm. While archaeologically recovered faunal remains,

along with planter’s letters and diaries, reveal that, by and large, slaves, depended on

a core group of foodstuffs for their survival, the variability of these foods was as exten-

sive as the range of their availability. Plantation diets varied greatly, even though

they were sparse, and much depended on the provisions given to the enslaved popula-

tion by a plantation owner. According to slave narratives, planters’ journals and let-

ters, and travelers’ diaries, most slaves were allotted a small portion of meal, molasses,

low cuts of pork, and sometimes coffee. Meals and their components depended on the

rations provided by slaveholders, work routines that may or may not have left time

to cultivate gardens, hunt, or fish, and weather conditions in specific geographic loca-

tions. For example, in the Carolina Low Country, some enslaved Africans arrived

with the knowledge of how to plant and process rice. Undoubtedly, rice was often

part of the diet consumed by the enslaved in the Low Country whether it was given

to them or they managed to pilfer enough for their own consumption. The French

influence in Louisiana is mirrored in archaeologically recovered faunal remains that

reveal consumption of various amounts of beef and pork by Africans and their de-

scendants over an extended period of time. If rivers, lakes, and streams were nearby,

freshwater fish such as catfish, bass, carp, and perch could augment rations. Many

slaves in the Mid-Atlantic supplemented their rations by hunting wild game such as

deer, squirrel, rabbit, opossum, turkey, capon, and other fowl and also raised chickens
that they both ate themselves and sold to their masters and in local markets. This, in

turn, sometimes meant that eggs could be added to their diet. Wild berries, greens like

pokeweed, and nuts round out the foods that could be located in the woods and other

surrounding areas.

In addition to differences in geographic locations, differences in work and nonwork

time affected the amount of time that enslaved people had to acquire additional food.

Some planters allowed their slaves to cultivate their own gardens and raise livestock,

which provided vegetables and chicken. Still other enslaved people were given per-

mission to hunt or took it upon themselves to hunt in nearby woods to supplement

their diets. These activities were limited, however, because many plantation owners

thought these tasks took time away from work. Whether enslaved African Americans

were able to undertake these activities, however, depended on whether their owners

tolerated or even allowed them. In addition, work routines used in different parts of

the country governed how much personal time slaves had to tend to a garden or hunt.

For example, the work done on the rice and cotton farms of Georgia was organized

using the task labor system in which slaves were assigned specific tasks. Once these

tasks were completed, enslaved laborers could use whatever time remained in the

day for their own purposes. In these locations as well as on plantations and

farms where enslaved workers were not required to work on Sundays and holidays,

food acquisition—hunting, fishing, gardening, tending livestock, and foraging—

occupied some of that time. Travelers’ accounts and slave narratives from the 18th

and 19th centuries documented the existence of these practices. Slaves who worked
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in the houses of their owners sometimes were afforded treats like tea, coffee, molasses,

and brown sugar, but even these foods were primarily holiday treats.

Several other forms of food acquisition were used by African women and men both

enslaved and free: hawking, bartering, and trading as well as theft. Once their

assigned work was completed, and if the owner agreed, enslaved people could partici-

pate in commercial activity. Hucksters and hawkers bought and sold barnyard fowl,

eggs, honey, berries, melons, shrimp, oysters, and other goods they acquired to sell or

that they made. Some sold goods they made like wooden stools, ceramic pots, or

sweetgrass baskets. Oftentimes, they would sell or barter these goods to their owners.

In some rare instances, these enslaved men and women saved enough money to pur-

chase their own freedom or that of their family. This tradition of selling food contin-

ued through and after the Civil War. One of the best-documented cases of such

practices is found in Gordonsville, Virginia, among a group of women who called

themselves ‘‘Waiter Carriers.’’ One magazine observer described their occupation in

this way:

Upon the arrival of our special train we were surrounded with a swarm of old
and young negroes of both sexes, carrying large servers upon their heads,
containing pies, cakes, chickens, boiled eggs, strawberries with cream, ripe
cherries, oranges, tea and coffee, biscuits, sandwiches, fried ham and eggs,
and other edibles, which they offered for sale.

Like their predecessors who bought their freedom, generations of these food vendors

used their earnings to build houses for their families, open restaurants, and feed com-

munity members who were without food.

Slave owners often thought that their enslaved workers stole provisions and then

sold those provisions in local markets. This idea was most prevalent in instances in

which the market activities of slaves and free blacks affected the profits of white mer-

chants. Laws regulating how, when, and what foodstuffs could be sold by blacks were

regularly enacted because it was presumed that these goods were acquired illegally.

However, these laws were sporadically enforced and often ignored. When livestock

like chickens, fowl, pigs, sheep, turkeys, or geese were missing, it was easy to accuse

blacks of stealing because these animals tended to roam free and were difficult to find

when they wandered. African Americans did, in fact, steal out of hunger. They took

foods like corn, cabbage, and potatoes from gardens, livestock from coops and pens or

wandering about, and corn and rice from troughs. As abolitionist Frederick Douglass

(ca. 1818–1895) noted in his narrative, some slaves stole simply because they thought

it was their right to do so. But others stole food because of hunger: it was part and par-

cel of the imperative to survive.

But the accusation of theft was a tool of control used not only against slaves but

also against free blacks and fugitives. Newspapers and other sources often spoke with

contempt of poor free blacks, in particular indicating that they ‘‘rely upon their inge-

nuity in rascality’’ and are ‘‘lazy’’ and therefore steal. Even the Waiter Carriers were

accused of stealing the recipe for their famous fried chicken from other vendors, thus

denying their own creativity and talents.
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But African Americans have always exercised inventiveness as it relates to food, far

beyond the simple idea of cooking and consuming pork scraps. Black men and women,

both slave and free, found ways to make money by catering and serving food in dining

establishments as well as on street corners. They ran restaurants, cafes, boardinghouses,

oyster houses, lodges, and inns. In Virginia, George Washington’s enslaved cook,

Hercules, cooked for Washington both at Mount Vernon and, after he was elected pres-

ident, in Philadelphia. Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) brought James Hemings (1765–

1801), brother of Sally Hemings (ca. 1773–1835), to France in 1784, where he was

apprenticed to learn cooking. Upon their return to the United States in 1791, Hemings

continued to cook for Jefferson in Philadelphia and then, finally, at Monticello. In the

18th century, Samuel Fraunces (ca. 1722–1795), a West Indian nicknamed ‘‘Black

Sam,’’ was the owner and operator of Fraunces Tavern in New York City, a famous

haunt of George Washington, and he later worked in Washington’s Philadelphia house-

hold. This century also bore witness to further selling and hawking of street food—

cooked rice, cakes, candies, oysters—by women and men from Savannah to Baltimore.

Black butchers, pastry chefs (who also made tarts, fruitcakes, puddings, and candy), and

greengrocers were making a living in the world of commercial food.

As early as 1827, African American authors began documenting their roles in the world

of hospitality when Robert Roberts published The House Servant’s Directory. Roberts was

butler at Gore Place, the home of Massachusetts Governor Christopher Gore (1758–

1827), from 1825–1827. The receipts included in his book, as well as the advice he gives to

house servants, reflect the upper-class household in which he worked and of the commu-

nity in which he lived. Likewise, in 1848, Tunis Campbell (1812–1891), who became one

of Georgia’s most influential 19th-century African American politicians after the Civil

War, published Hotel Keepers, Head Waiters, and Housekeepers’ Guide, a reflection of his

early experiences as hotel waiter and steward in New York and Boston. In 1866, Malinda

Russell published what is considered the first cookbook published by anAfrican American,

Domestic Cook Book: Containing a Careful Selection of Useful Receipts for the Kitchen. Fifteen

years later, in 1881, Abby Fisher (ca. 1832–unknown), who was born in North Carolina

but who lived in San Francisco, published What Mrs. Fisher Knows about Old Southern

Cooking, becoming the secondAfricanAmerican woman to publish a recipe book.

Oral histories and other sources describe the mistreatment, malnourishment, and

hunger that, until very recently, plagued African Americans. Families—enslaved and

free—had to survive with meager rations and food supplies. Some enslaved individu-

als even remembered eating in groups, with several people consuming greens and

grains from a trough. At the same time, African American food and foodways history

overall illustrates tenacity, ingenuity, and creativity in the ways that foods were

stretched, augmented, made tasty and sustaining, and filled with ritual, proper

accoutrement, and dignity. Free and escaped blacks lived across the United States

throughout the Midwest, West, and New England. This suggests that African Ameri-

can foodways may be more complex because of this national culinary mix. Yet regard-

less of their origin, African American foods and foodways form a central part of

American cuisine, their ingredients and preparation venerable and revered.

See also Cooking and Cooks; Faunal Remains; Pigs and Pork; Pottery.
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PSYCHE WILLIAMS-FORSON

FREEDOM PAPERS. Before 1868, when slavery had ended in every state and region

in the United States, free people of color were required by law to carry official docu-

ments, freedom papers, that verified their free status. Freedom papers were also referred

to as ‘‘freeman’s papers’’ and ‘‘free papers.’’ Issued at the time of manumission, the papers

declared freedom for a particular individual as described and were almost always nota-

rized by whatever legal body was in charge, usually the courts. Manumission was granted

to individuals and to kinship groups. If, for example, a freeing agent manumitted a fam-

ily, then the court record typically would list the names of all the freed family members,

while each individual of the group received his or her own freedom papers.

The papers served as identification papers for free persons of color that clearly

stated and certified that the person was free and not enslaved. Upon manumission,

the free person was required to carry his or her freedom papers at all times. The docu-

ment included the date of manumission; the name of the enslaved’s original or last

slaveholder; the freedman’s name and frequently a brief physical description; a state-

ment of liberty; and the signature of a court representative and possibly the freeing
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agent, commonly the enslaved’s most recent master. Free African Americans were

well advised to carry their freedom papers on their person at all times: possession of

the document meant the difference between liberty and reenslavement. A free white

person could demand to be shown a person’s freedom papers as a challenge to the

movements or actions of a person of color.

Former slave and noted abolitionist Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895) famously

described Maryland’s custom and issuance of freedom papers. He explained that free

persons of color were required to regularly renew their papers, a process that involved

a fee for having the state write the document. The document included the name, age,

color, height, and a physical description of the person’s shape or unique scars or mark-

ings. Douglass acknowledged that the physical descriptions were general enough on

freedom papers that multiple people could manage to use a document, as he did, to

escape slavery by impersonating the true owner of a particular document. The success-

ful fugitive was responsible for seeing that the document was returned to its rightful

owner by mail or by other arrangements. Failing to return the document could imperil

the life of the benefactor. The lives of the fugitive and his benefactor were in great

danger if the document was discovered to be in the hands of the wrong person.

Other kinds of official documents were produced to certify that men, women, and

children were free. For example, birth certificates of children born to slaves could be

written for a newborn child by the slaveholder stating that the child was to become

free at a future date or was free when the mother was manumitted or some other

arrangement that enabled the newborn to prove free status at a later date. This kind

of document could be used to obtain state-issued freedom papers later in life. In some

instances, enslaved individuals in the Upper South used this type of evidence as sup-

port in ‘‘freedom suits,’’ where they sued their owners for their freedom in court. Some

wills of slaveholders included instructions to manumit particular individuals or

groups. The wills often specified when an individual would be manumitted and the

conditions for each manumission. Some wills also included instructions about how to

finance the manumissions. Others spelled out monetary or material inheritances that

were to be made to specific newly manumitted individuals or groups. A ‘‘Petition for

Freedom’’ was a formal request from an enslaved individual to a slaveholder via the

courts, to recognize that the enslaved individual wanted to receive notice of freedom

based on a purchase price, a formal agreement, or other legal arrangements.
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JULIA ROSE

FREE PRODUCE. Some abolitionists urged that consumers boycott goods made by

slave labor and instead give preference to ‘‘free produce,’’ that is, goods made by free labor.

Initially championed primarily by anti-slavery Quaker women in the 1820s and 1830s, the
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Free Produce movement generated voluntary associations, free produce stores, and efforts

to buy, grow, or make substitutes for key slave-grown commodities such as cotton, sugar,

coffee, and rice. Although not successful in diminishing the profitability of slave labor, free

produce advocates had some impact in compelling Americans to confront the moral ambi-

guities of benefiting from slavery by purchasing products of slave labor.

Perhaps the first free produce advocate was John Woolman (1720–1772), a mid-18th-

century Quaker from New Jersey. During the 1750s and 1760s, Woolman walked across

the Mid-Atlantic colonies, trying to persuade slaveholders to free their chattel. On these

trips, Woolman neither slept nor ate in households maintained by slave labor, as a way of

maintaining his moral purity. Sixty years later, the Quaker reformer, Elias Hicks (1748–

1830), advanced an economic argument that abstention from slave produce would deal a

blow to the vitality of slavery. In 1824, Elizabeth Heyrick (1769–1831), a British Quaker,

contended that consumers’ abstinence from slave-grown sugar would lead to the libera-

tion of West Indian slaves. Heyrick drew her inspiration from British abolitionists’ efforts

to boycott slave-made sugar in the 1790s campaigns against the slave trade. Heyrick’s

American readers could find encouragement in the American colonists’ successful boy-

cotts of British goods during the Revolutionary-era nonimportation campaigns.

By the late 1820s, support for these views led to the creation of free produce stores.

Benjamin Lundy (1789–1839), publisher of

The Genius of Universal Emancipation in Balti-

more, noted the opening of a free produce

store in that slave state in 1828. The longest-

operating free produce store was run by Lydia

White, a Philadelphia Quaker, from 1830 to

1847. In all, more than 50 such stores sold free

labor–produced goods in more than 20 free

state locations, as well as Baltimore, Mary-

land, and Wilmington, Delaware.

In the 1830s, promoters of free produce

formed voluntary associations, often in tan-

dem with the spread of the movement for the

immediate abolition of slavery. Philadelphia

Quaker women, including Lucretia Mott

(1793–1880) and Mary Grew (1813–1896),

founded the Female Association for the Pro-

moting the Manufacture and Use of Free Cot-

ton in 1829, aided by Mott’s husband, then a

cotton commission merchant. Free people of

color founded companion organizations in the

next two years. The Philadelphia Female

Antislavery Society, organized in 1836, urged

its members to prefer free produce over its

slave-made competition. Support for free pro-

duce thus formed an important component of

women’s entry into organized activity in sup-

port of abolition in the 1830s.

Sugar bowl encouraging the use of sugar made by free
labor in the East Indies. England, 1825–1830, porcelain,
bone china, enameled and gilded. (The Colonial
Williamsburg Foundation. Gift funded by Phyllis M.
Carstens; Joan N. Woodhouse; Ann Winter Odette; John
F. Orman Jr.; Mrs. Joyce Longworth, Ms. Joan M. Ploetz;
Mr. and Mrs. John C. Austin; Mr. and Mrs. Robert
Prioleau; Mr. and Mrs. John R. Maness; Mr. and Mrs.
Dwight P. Black; Mr. and Mrs. Thomas G. Potterfield.)
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But free produce stores faced significant difficulties in obtaining key commodities

that had not been grown or harvested by slaves. Importing sugar from Mexico, Java,

or Malaya (Malaysia) avoided slave labor, but led to higher priced and often lower

quality goods. Efforts to obtain free labor–grown cotton and coffee encountered simi-

lar problems. In short, purchasers of free produce had to acknowledge that they paid

higher prices than for slave-made commodities.

Attempts to produce substitutes for slave-grown cane sugar, such as by growing

sugar beets or tapping maple trees for syrup, failed to attract substantial numbers of

customers. Sugarless candies simply did not taste as good to most consumers. Higher

prices for purchasing free produce also dissuaded many from participating in the

movement. This was especially true for free people of color, who typically had little

discretionary income. Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825–1911), a prominent black

abolition lecturer who supported free produce purchasing, admitted that her lecture

fees made it easier for her to opt for free produce than her poorer black counterparts,

but she also conceded that free produce cotton was coarser than its competition.

Some abolitionists saw the free produce movement as an impractical distraction. Wil-

liam Lloyd Garrison (1805–1879), editor of The Liberator, a major abolitionist newspaper,

contended that slaveholders were not moved primarily by economic calculus, but rather

by the desire to dominate other humans by holding them as slaves; hence, boycotting

slave-made goods was unlikely to weaken slavery. Garrison also claimed that the free pro-

duce movement’s focus on maintaining the moral purity of nonconsumers of slavery was

largely irrelevant. For Garrison, boycotting slave goods achieved nothing of value for the

slave and thus nothing of value for the abolition movement.

Most white abolitionists shared Garrison’s skepticism, and by the 1840s the free

produce movement was in retreat. The World Antislavery Convention of 1840, held

in London, rejected a call for its supporters to endorse free produce, and other anti-

slavery bodies followed suit. But black opponents of slavery had views of their own.

In the 1850s, black abolitionists began to evince interest in black immigration to

the West Indies and Africa. Discouraged by slaveholders’ domination of national poli-

tics in the United States, some leaders reconsidered their longstanding opposition to

schemes to ‘‘colonize’’ American free people of color to foreign countries. Samuel

Ringgold Ward (1817–ca. 1866) promoted the idea of black immigration to Jamaica,

and Martin Delany (1812–1885) traveled to West Africa to look into the possibility

of black-led colonization movements. Both Ward and Delany claimed that successful

colonization could lead to the free black production of sugar and cotton that would

undersell and undermine slave-grown products. The onset of the Civil War swept

away Ward and Delany’s plans, and slavery came to an end without a direct impact

from the free produce movement.
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T. STEPHEN WHITMAN

FRENCH HORNS. Africans became familiar with the French horn, a brass wind

instrument, through European contact; in Africa, wind instruments consisted exclu-

sively of woodwinds. Numerous African-born and Creole slaves became proficient on

the French horn, along with the violin, flute, clarinet, and a variety of other Western

instruments. The French horn was a popular instrument in 17th- and 18th-century

Europe, and horn-playing African slaves could be found scattered throughout the

British colonies, from North America to India. Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch colo-

nizers and slaveholders also possessed French horn–playing black slaves. It was, how-

ever, an unusual accomplishment even among musically trained slaves.

Slaves took pleasure in their ability to express themselves musically on their adopted

instruments, adapting African musical traditions, borrowing from European folk music

and Anglo-American patterns, and inventing new musical forms. Musical expression

was intrinsic to central and western African peoples’ cultures, and slaves who could play

instruments preserved ties to their roots. Knowledge of how to play a Western musical

instrument allowed them to traverse the cultural landscape between the land of their

captors and their African heritage, connecting both worlds. Musically trained slaves also

turned their masters’ appreciation, and the higher valuation consequently placed upon

them, to their advantage, gaining privileges and indulgences denied to other slaves.

Runaway slaves valued their instruments sufficiently to frequently take them along

when they escaped, despite the physical encumbrance and the danger of carrying

something that might identify them. In their autobiographical slave narratives, musi-

cally trained slaves spoke of their music as providing profound consolation during

times of hardship; Olaudah Equiano, who learned to play the French horn while liv-

ing in London, was perhaps the most famous.

Extremely wealthy, aristocratic slaveholders enhanced their prestige by displaying

exotic-looking musically trained black slaves as part of their retinue. The Seventh

Earl of Barrymore’s stag hunt included a train of four black French horn players. Like-

wise, a slave named Cato, said to be the best French horn player in England at the

time, belonged first to Sir Robert Walpole, and later to the Earl of Chesterfield, who

in 1738 gave him to the Prince and Princess of Wales. Conspicuous markers of their

owners’ wealth and status, such slaves usually were exempt from menial labor, but not

necessarily from harsh treatment. The number of advertisements found in English and

American newspapers listing runaway slaves who could play the French horn suggests

that they were by no means happy with their lot, however much better off they were

than less accomplished slaves.

See also Fiddles.
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HILLARY MURTHA

FURNISHINGS. Furnishings are vital to understanding the material world of Amer-

ican slaves. These basic, everyday artifacts shaped, defined, and reflected the lives of

the men and women who made and used them. Although many examples of slave

housing have survived into the 21st century to enrich understanding of the domestic

life of American slaves, few examples of the furnishings used in those spaces remain

to complete the picture. Oral histories, archaeological remains, narrative descriptions,

travelers’ diaries, and rare photographs, paintings, and drawings of enslaved blacks

from the 18th and 19th centuries provide an important glimpse into the past.

Slave furnishings varied considerably depending on their context. A cook working

in the sophisticated urban setting of Williamsburg, Virginia, in the 1760s lived in dif-

ferent surroundings than an enslaved mine worker for hire in Richmond in the 1820s,

or a fieldworker on a large plantation in Georgia in the 1850s. Some generalizations

can be made, however. Furnishings used by the enslaved were rarely high style or

numerous in quantity. Furniture and other household items often were handmade by

the slaves. Other times, they were purchased used or handed down from the Big

House. Basic furnishings commonly provided for or acquired by enslaved people

included beds and bedding, seating furniture, tables, eating and sometimes cooking

Drawing of interior of Spotsylvania County, Virginia, cabin with three black women
and four children, by Edwin Forbes, ca. 1864. (Library of Congress.)
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utensils, storage containers, lighting and temperature control devices, and other utili-

tarian gear such as buckets and brooms. Furnishings frequently included small per-

sonal and luxury items, purchased by slaves with money earned through a variety of

sources, salvaged from the waste stream, handmade after working hours, or carefully

preserved gifts from family members.

Early Slave Furnishings
Most slaves in the 17th century lived in small households, whether urban or rural,

consisting of a free landholder, his family, and a handful of enslaved and indentured

servants. In New York City, some slaves owned by the Dutch East India Company

lived independently, but this was not the norm elsewhere in the colonies.

Most 17th-century plantation houses were small by modern standards, with one or

two rooms on the first floor and a half story or loft above. Urban houses were not

much larger. In such cramped quarters, there was little differentiation between slave

furnishings and those used by the rest of the household. Enslaved men and women

might have a straw pallet of their own on which to sleep, but most seating furniture,

tables, cooking utensils, and accessories would have been used in common by all

members of the household.

In larger households, some differentiation of space, and therefore of objects, may

have been possible, although few specifics survive to document it. Most likely, enslaved

individuals simply received the oldest, least fashionable, and most basic furnishings

available for their use.

Slave Furnishings in the Colonial Period and Early Republic
As the slave system became entrenched and the number of slaves in the colonies

increased, slave living areas became more and more differentiated from those of white

servants and free people. Therefore, it is possible to identify specific furnishings used

Inside the Slave Cabin

In South Carolina, George Fleming recalled the contents of his cabin, which
included a mirror:

All de things we had in de house was home-made, but we sho had good

beds. Dey made wid boards, and ’stead of slats, ropes was stretched twixt de

sides real tight by slipping dem through holes and making knots in de ends.

Over dese we laid bags; den feather or straw ticks. We had plenty kivvers to

keep us warm. We had shelves and hooks to put our clothes on. We had

benches and tables made wid smooth boards. Missus Harriet, dat Marse

Sam’s wife, she give us a looking-glass so we could see how to fix up.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: North Carolina and South Carolina Nar-

ratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 11. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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primarily or exclusively by slaves. Detailed descriptions, however, are few and far

between. A 1711 inventory of Bacon’s Castle in Surry, Virginia, for example,

describes ‘‘Negroes Bedding & a parcell Lumber’’ without giving details about what

might have been considered ‘‘bedding,’’ or what was contained in the parcel of ‘‘lum-

ber,’’ which was an 18th-century term meaning ‘‘stuff’’ or sometimes ‘‘junk.’’

One of the best descriptions of the furnishings found in an 18th-century slave quar-
ter comes from George Washington’s plantation, Mount Vernon. Julian Niemcewicz

(1758–1841), a Polish statesman, who visited there in 1798, penned the following

record of the conditions endured by Washington’s enslaved agricultural workers:

We entered one of the huts of the Blacks, for one cannot call them by the
name of houses. They are more miserable than the most miserable of the cot-
tages of our peasants. The husband and wife sleep on a mean pallet, the chil-
dren on the ground; a very bad fireplace, some utensils for cooking, but in
the middle of this poverty some cups and a teapot.

Niemcewicz also viewed a small garden, where Washington’s slaves grew vegetables

and raised hens to sell to ‘‘procure for themselves a few amenities.’’ The cups and tea-

pots he described may have been broken or outmoded objects from Washington’s ta-

ble, or they may have been among the ‘‘amenities’’ purchased by the slaves themselves

with the proceeds from their gardens or the sale of their hens—a common practice

among 18th-century slaves in Virginia.

Although Niemcewicz’ description dates to the end of the 18th century, it could

accurately describe conditions throughout North America for much of the 18th and

early 19th centuries. James Williams, who was born in 1805 and whose fugitive slave

narrative was published in 1838, described the contents of his lodgings while enslaved

in Alabama: ‘‘The furniture consisted of a table, a few stools, and dishes made of

wood, and an iron pot, and some other cooking utensils.’’

One rare visual depiction of furniture in a known slave context is a four-legged

stool that is visible in a well-known watercolor depicting slaves dancing and playing

music in the plantation yard, now in the collection of the Colonial Williamsburg

Foundation. Another type of furniture found in some slave quarters was wooden

boxes, sometimes with iron or leather hinges, clasps, and even locks. Landon Carter

(1710–1778), a wealthy Virginia plantation owner, noted in his diary on September

21, 1770, that he sent ‘‘Billy Beale to search all their [his slaves’] holes and boxes.’’

These hiding places would have provided a private space for storing personal objects

away from the prying eyes of slaveholders, overseers, and fellow slaves.

A variety of smaller utilitarian and luxury items could also be found in 18th- and

early 19th-century slave quarters. Williams mentions ‘‘dishes made of wood, an iron

pot, and some other cooking utensils,’’ which may have included skillets, fire pokers,

and forks and spoons of wood, iron, and pewter. Buckets, brooms, and baskets all

would have been needed for cleaning, cooking, and food storage. Archaeological evi-

dence indicates that slaves used a variety of ceramics and glassware in their quarters.

These included glass bottles and ceramic jugs for drinking and storing liquids, which

were also visible in ‘‘The Old Plantation’’ watercolor (ca.1800, owned by the Colonial

Williamsburg Foundation), utilitarian colonoware ceramics made by the slaves or
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acquired from Native Americans, and more typical European-style stoneware, red-

ware, and occasionally even fine creamware or porcelain, such as the ‘‘cups and a tea-

pot’’ mentioned by Niemcewicz. Finally, personal items including pipes, children’s

toys, and articles of adornment such as beads, buttons, and buckles also were present

in slave quarters.

The furnishings allocated to an enslaved person varied based on status in the plan-

tation community. Field slaves had access to the smallest quantity of material goods

but in exchange had more autonomy and control of their nonworking hours. Domes-

tic servants were on call 24 hours a day to tend to their owners’ whims, but the prox-

imity often led to special treatment, including the provision of better living quarters,

food, and clothing. For example, in 1754, wealthy Virginia landowner Joseph Ball (d.

1760), who was then living in London, provided his favored slave, Aaron Jameson

(who he had sent back to his plantation, ‘‘Morattico’’), with one of his old bedsteads

as well as a selection of bedding and cooking gear that far exceeded the single blanket

and minimal pots and utensils typically given to field slaves.

By the early 19th century, urban slavery had become increasingly differentiated

from plantation slavery. In cities such as Richmond, Virginia, slaves were often rented

out by their owners, either to other private individuals for use as household servants

or to serve as industrial laborers in mines and factories. This ‘‘hiring out’’ arrangement

provided enslaved workers with additional autonomy and privacy, and many lived in-

dependently during the period of their hire. Some were even permitted to earn wages

to put toward purchasing material goods or their own freedom. Although little is spe-

cifically known about the furnishings of urban hired slaves, they were probably similar

to those of free blacks and poor whites during the same period, including basic,

unfashionable bedsteads, seating furniture, and tables, as well as simple cooking uten-

sils and household accessories similar to those aforementioned.

Slave Furnishings in the Antebellum South
The most detailed picture of slave furnishings emerges from the antebellum period. A

wide variety of sources survive, the most vivid being the words of the slaves them-

selves from the Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Writers’ Project inter-

views during the 1930s. By the 19th century, most enslaved workers on large

plantations lived in small freestanding slave quarter buildings, each ideally accommo-

dating a single-family unit. Slaves without family ties were sometimes quartered with

other families and sometimes housed together in dormitories or communal cabins.

These quarters were used for sleeping, craft production, recreation, and sometimes

cooking and eating. In good weather, activity spilled out into the plantation yard, and

in bad weather, it was centered around individual fireplaces.

The system for acquiring furnishings seems to have varied from plantation to plan-

tation. Some furnishings, such as blankets and sometimes beds and cooking equip-

ment, were routinely provided by slaveholders, but most were produced or purchased

by the slaves themselves. Occasionally plantations boasted skilled carpenters and

blacksmiths. Specific forms and materials varied from plantation to plantation based

on what was locally available and popular.

The main piece of furniture mentioned in most descriptions of mid-19th-century

slave quarters is a bedstead. By the 1850s, most adult slaves were sleeping in raised
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bedsteads. Often the bedstead was a form known as the ‘‘Georgia bed,’’ which was

built into the corner of the room and used two cabin walls for support. Other ex-slaves

described freestanding bedsteads with roped bottoms. The bedsteads would be covered

with a pallet or tick made of rough fabric stuffed with straw, cotton, corn husks, or

whatever surplus material was handy. Children and single adults slept in surplus bed-

steads, trundle beds, pallets on the floor or in lofts, or boards propped in front of the

fire.

Typical seating furniture described by former slaves consisted of benches and stools

rather than chairs. Several styles of benches and stools were used, including four-

legged stools in which the legs were pegged into a plank seat and longer board

benches consisting of three boards nailed together. Occasionally ex-slaves described

chairs, probably ladder-backed, with caned or hide-bottom seats, but these appear to

have been the exception rather than the rule. Presumably this was because benches

and stools were easier and faster to make than chairs, while serving the exact same

purpose, and spare production time was limited. Where seating was at a premium,

boxes, stumps, stoops, and beds could all be used as makeshift seats.

Another common feature of 1850s slave cabins was a table. Tables were nailed to-

gether from simple unfinished wooden planks, sometimes rubbed with sand to create a

smooth finish. Some had two legs and the wall was used as support.

Some slaves also created storage furniture for their houses. This included boxes and

chests, possibly for storing extra bedding, clothing, and personal items, as well as

makeshift shelving and cupboards for food storage. Cupboards often consisted of boxes

or crates to which a few shelves had been added. Sometimes these cupboards were

secured to keep children out when the adults were in the fields.

On some plantations, a single cook prepared food for all or a portion of the

enslaved workers. In these cases, food was eaten communally in the kitchen or yard.

More typically, however, enslaved women prepared food for their own families over

individual quarter fireplaces. Thus, many quarters were also furnished with basic cook-

ing and eating implements. Much of a plantation slave’s diet consisted of one-pot

meals cooked in a large iron pot over the open fire. This was supplemented by corn

cakes that could be baked on a footed iron skillet called a ‘‘spider,’’ directly in the

ashes, or sometimes on the back of a hoe, giving them the name ‘‘hoecakes.’’ Simple

iron implements and wooden spoons would have been necessary to cook these basic

food items. When not in use, these often hung from nails on the wall. Rations typi-

cally were distributed weekly and ceramic crocks, fabric bags, wooden boxes, and hol-

lowed-out gourds were used to store food within the quarters.

Wooden spoons, forks, and plates are frequently mentioned in ex-slave narratives.

These were often handmade on the plantation and could be replaced as needed. Tin

plates, pans, and cups were used at some plantations, as were iron forks and knives

and shell spoons. Occasionally, high-style ceramics and glass have been found in

archaeological excavations of slave quarters, although they rarely are mentioned in

ex-slave interviews.

Other small furnishing items used by enslaved men and women included gardening

tools for tending small vegetable and herb gardens, water buckets, and brooms. Slaves

might make woven baskets, brushes, and straw hats for their own use or for sale. For

lighting they used grease lamps, pine knots, wooden torches, and occasionally
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homemade tallow candles. Households with children might include simple toys like

marbles or a riding stick.

Although most furnishings in antebellum slave quarters were strictly utilitarian in

purpose, many enslaved men and women actively sought to improve and even beau-

tify their living quarters. Many ex-slaves recall that their mothers kept the dirt floors

carefully swept, and that they slept not only under coarse blankets, but also carefully

made quilts of scrap cloth and cut-up garments. Slaves created furniture, eating uten-

sils, and household objects to make their lives more comfortable. Many former slaves

also recalled handmade or purchased instruments including banjos and fiddles that

provided entertainment for the entire plantation community.

See also Blacksmith Shops; Cast Iron Pots.
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GARDENS. West and Central Africans came from largely agrarian societies where

the cultivation of small gardens was essential to domestic subsistence as well as to

market economies centered in the trade and barter of produce, foodstuffs, and medici-

nal and culinary herbs. In early America these garden-ways melded with European

and Native American traditions and became the basis for gardening in enslaved com-

munities from small farmsteads and urban settings in New England and the Mid-

Atlantic to the plantation landscapes of the South. Before the settling of mainland

British North America, however, the cultivation of gardens in the West Indies set a

precedent for patterns followed in the hearth areas of the coastal Mid-Atlantic, the

greater Chesapeake, the Low Country, and the Lower Mississippi Valley. These tradi-

tions spread from these core areas into the Southern backcountry and westward to

Texas as slavery expanded. Not all enslaved Africans and their descendants were per-

mitted to cultivate plots for themselves and their families, but many benefited in some

way from the nutritional, financial, and sociocultural consequences to which the gar-

den patch gave rise.

African Roots and Creole Transformations
The types of compound gardens cultivated in West and Central Africa were the basis

for the gardens known in the Caribbean and mainland North America. Unlike their

Enlightenment-era colonial masters, West and Central Africans did not see the gar-

den as a geometrically defined space where the natural world was dominated or

shaped by humanity, but rather as a space where humanity and nature worked in har-

mony. To outsiders, African gardens were a primitively enclosed tangle of plants

interspersed with weeds and rubbish. European chroniclers from the era of the slave

trade often used the phrase ‘‘without cultivation’’ to suggest that Africans lacked

industry and a strong work ethic in the pursuit of subsistence. It was actually a low-

impact gardening culture where edible and medicinal ‘‘weeds’’ were encouraged and

exploited, and where compost heaps became new grounds for gardens because of their

fertile soil.

Among the useful practices that enslaved African Americans would inherit was the

custom of intercropping companion plants. Intercropping made intensive use of
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garden space, reduced insect infestation, and conserved precious water resources. For

example, the Igbo grew yams and corn together. Other combinations were cassava,

eddo, beans, and gourds or millet and ground nuts. Shifting cultivation and rotation

was traditional to Fon culture; they cultivated plants that would grow upright as well

as low-lying plants side by side. In Senegambia, Wolof women planted a plot behind

their houses consisting of tomatoes, red peppers, okra, eggplant, and sesame. Like the
Fon they interplanted cowpeas with sorghum, allowing the peas to climb the stalk.

Echoing descriptions of similar traditions found in 19th-century Virginia, tobacco of-

ten was planted under the eaves of the houses.

In the West Indies, seeds brought to grow crops familiar to the enslaved population

quickly took root alongside those grown by the Caribbean’s indigenous peoples. Sev-

eral cultural patterns emerged that would endure and later be transplanted to North

America. First, the monoculture of sugar and other plantation crops made necessary a

supplementary food supply to augment rations of salty proteins and starches poor in

nutritional value. Second, the gardens transformed peripheral areas of the plantation

into spaces where continuity with generalized African ways of shaping the landscape

could be maintained and crops could be cultivated in the precious spare or leisure

time afforded the enslaved population. Last, the provision grounds encouraged eco-

nomic activity between slaveholders and their workforce, between blacks, and

between whites and blacks at marketplace where surplus crops were sold. The result is

Garden Patch

Pet Franks and her family sold extra produce from their garden patch in Mississippi:

All de niggers on de Tatum place had dey own patches where dey could

plant what ever dey wanted to and dey could work dey patch on Satdays.

When dey could sell anything from dey patch de mistress would let dem

keep de money dey got for it and when de boats went down to Mobile we

could send down for anything we wanted to buy. One time I had $10.00

saved up and I bought lots of pretties with it.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

7, Part 2. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.

Mary Childs worked in the ‘‘patch’’ at night with her father in Georgia:

I went to the patch many nights with my father. I’d hold the kindling light

while he worked the patch. He’d know I was sleepy when the light began to

fall down. He’d holler at me: ‘‘If you don’t wake up, I’ll knock you in the

head with this hoe.’’

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Supp. Ser.1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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that the gardens inspired in enslaved people a sense of ownership, reduced nutritional

stress, reinforced West and Central African foodways, and created supplementary eco-

nomic opportunities and a market presence for enslaved producers.

In the greater Chesapeake, the cultivation of gardens was almost an agreed-on privi-

lege extended to enslaved communities. Allowing for huck (‘‘to sell,’’ from the word

‘‘huckster’’) or truck (from the word ‘‘truck’’ meaning ‘‘food’’ or ‘‘grub’’) patches meant

that part of the responsibility of supplementing the diet was placed squarely in the

hands of the enslaved. In tobacco-growing regions, tobacco was cultivated to the exclu-

sion of other crops to the point at which lower-class and middling planters in Virginia

were legally required to plant some sort of kitchen garden to provide for their household

dietary needs. Because of the nature of tobacco’s monoculture, these gardens not only

supplied vegetables for the enslaved families but also for the tables of whites from the

elite to the poorer classes. The gang system, which employed groups of enslaved workers

under an overseer or foreman, limited the number of hours in a day in which workers

could cultivate their own small patch, often located at the back of a dwelling. In day-

light, gardening was done by children or elders; at night, men and women cultivated

under the full moon, or by pine torch or lantern. If at all possible, much of the garden

work was done on Sundays or half-Saturdays if personal time was allowed. In the Caro-

lina-Georgia Low Country where rice prevailed, the task system required that each per-

son work on a set parcel known as a task and if the work was completed, ideally, they

had some time in the workday to tend to their own affairs, including gardening. Much

like those in the West Indies, Low Country gardens might be located on less desirable

land and often were considerably larger than those cultivated in the Chesapeake. Like

their Chesapeake counterparts, enslaved people sold garden produce and herbs in the

marketplaces of Charleston and Savannah and relied heavily on these gardens to vary

and improve a meager diet based on broken rice and preserved fish or meat. Systems

similar to the Caribbean, the Chesapeake, and Low Country could be found in the early

Lower Mississippi Valley where influences from each of these areas as well as the culti-

vation of tobacco and rice determined the nature of slave gardens. Much like the urban

centers of other regions, New Orleans and Natchez, Mississippi, served as sites where

produce grown by enslaved hands made it into the market economy.

Form and Function
There are descriptions of enslaved people’s garden plots from as early as the 18th cen-

tury. Former slave Charles Ball (ca. 1781–unknown) noted, ‘‘On every plantation, with

which I ever had any acquaintance, the people are allowed to make patches, as they are

called—that is, gardens, in some remote and unprofitable part of the estate, generally in

the woods, in which they plant corn, potatoes, pumpkins, melons, &c. for themselves.’’

Philip Vickers Fithian (1747–1776) described the fence-making process in 1774 in Vir-

ginia’s Northern Neck: ‘‘The Negroes make a fence, then drive into the ground chest-

nut stakes about two feet apart in a straight row and twist in the boughs of savin (red

cedar), which grows in great plenty here.’’ Near Lynchburg, Virginia, just after the Civil

War, John Dennett (1838–1874) described African American gardens as ‘‘a fence of

palings, or of pickets interwoven with brushwood, encloses a small patch of garden

ground, planted with cabbages, string-beans and tomatoes, . . . near by is a bush or two

of red peppers, much used by these people in medicine and cookery.’’
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The garden patches probably were not as aesthetically vacant as these descriptions

suggest. Many of the symbols of a developing Afro-Creole spiritual world built from a

variety of African, European, and Native American beliefs and customs probably

would have adorned the spaces. Power objects (charms), conjure bags, strips of cloth,
feathers tied in bunches, shells, bottles, special rocks, or earth—would have been

placed carefully in gardens to attract fertility, growth, and plentitude and to serve as a

warnings to would-be thieves to keep their distance. Gourds were used as a means to

arrest spiritual forces before they entered the garden or home.

The form of the garden patches varied. More than likely, slaves’ gardens through-

out most of the South were similar to those described by Rev. Charles Colcock Jones

Jr. (1831–1893), who wrote that the garden of an elderly man on his Georgia Sea

Island plantation included arrowroot, long collards, sugarcane, tanniers (an edible

starchy root found in the tropics, also known as cocoyam), ground nuts, benne,

gourds, and watermelons grown ‘‘in commingled luxuriance.’’ In keeping with descrip-

tions by whites of slave quarters as dirty, disheveled and disorganized, gardens among

the enslaved were not likely the geometric, linear forms known to the gentry. The

commingled luxuriance described by Reverend Jones was a reflection of an African

aesthetic that worked with the contours of nature and the local environment rather

than against it or in efforts to control or manipulate it. Fireplace ashes, chicken ma-

nure, bones, and other compost materials kept the plots fertile. Inevitably visitors to

plantations would have seen these materials scattered about the soil.

Archaeological research provides concrete evidence for what enslaved people may

have grown in their gardens. To date, the archaeological record attests to the fact that

beans, corn, cowpeas, watermelons, squash, pumpkins, peanuts, sweet potatoes, sun-

flowers, sorghum, gourds, and millet were among the crops. These remains do not tell

the whole story, however, because many of the cultivated vegetables would have been

varieties of greens and tubers that would have decayed quickly. In 1732, William Hugh

Grove noted the companion cultivation of cowpeas, sweet potatoes, and cymling (white

pattypan squash) in plots. Peter Kalm (ca. 1716–1779) noted okra in the gardens of

Philadelphia in the late 1740s, and William Feltman described ‘‘snaps and collards,’’ in

the gardens of Hanover County, Virginia, in the 1780s. In the Low Country, sugarcane,

benne or sesame seed, ‘‘Negro pepper,’’ yams, okra, and cowpeas were recorded. Thomas

Jefferson (1743–1826) not only testified to okra, tomatoes, peanuts, and red pepper being

commonly grown in Virginia but also lived on a plantation where his own enslaved

workers supplied themselves and the Jefferson household with two dozen fruits and vege-

tables, including cucumbers, beets, greens, muskmelons, onions, lettuce, cabbage, and

both Irish and sweet potatoes. Both Jefferson and George Washington (1732–1799)

noted the introduction of the green-striped cushaw pumpkin, then known as the sweet

potato pumpkin, to the plantations of the South via Jamaica in the late 18th century

and remarked that it was ‘‘highly esteemed’’ among enslaved African Americans.

Between the late 18th and early 19th centuries, migrants from Haitian, Jamaican, and

other Caribbean black communities introduced new varieties of okra, peppers, tomatoes,

and pumpkins that spread among African American gardeners in the United States.

Recent interest in food history and heirloom vegetables has shed even greater light

on the subject, allowing scholars to further contextualize the varieties of crops grown.

In Maryland the ‘‘fish pepper’’ was grown to season seafood dishes, while in Philadelphia
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the ‘‘pepperpot’’ pepper gave heat to that city’s famed stew. In Georgia, the ‘‘rattle-

snake’’ watermelon flourished; in Virginia ‘‘green glaze’’ collards grew; North Carolina

slave gardens had the ‘‘seven top’’ turnip green; and chayote or mirliton, a vegetable

central to the Afro-Caribbean heritage, grew in Louisiana. Culinary and medicinal

herbs grown in these patches included sage, parsley, mint, basil, thyme, pennyroyal, and

balm.

Gardens and Power

Gardens were material markers of social and cultural power in the world of slavery.

They were contested spaces where the African Diaspora asserted itself and yet slave-

holders still had some say over what might be cultivated. Thomas Jefferson directed

his son-in-law at his Poplar Forest estate to curtail the cultivation of tobacco among

enslaved workers because there was no way of knowing in the end what was his

enslaved workers’ product versus his own. Some slaveholders saw the garden as a tra-

ditional right; others saw it as a privilege to be withdrawn as a means of control. In

the westward expansion of slavery, the industrial nature of the cotton kingdom lim-

ited garden cultivation. On some plantations from Mississippi to Texas, a large plan-

tation garden might be cultivated for the entire enslaved community, tended by those

deemed too old for intensive fieldwork, which obviated the need for individual plots.

On other plantations, gardens were less elaborate than those along the southeastern

seaboard with enslaved people planting simple crops—leafy greens, sweet potatoes,

and legumes—that demanded little cultivation. Consequently, these became the most

common garden staples grown across the slave states.

These gardens allowed enslaved people to participate in the local economy. At Jeffer-

son’s Monticello, extensive records demonstrate the sale of hops, fruit, and vegetables to

the main house from 43 enslaved persons. This was fairly common in the Chesapeake

region. Other slaveholding families, including the Randolphs and Washingtons, document

similar transactions in their records. In Baltimore, the cultivation of huck or truck patches

translated into enslaved blacks having precedence in the marketplace of what was then a

major metropolis. The marketplace provided a place for enslaved blacks to congregate,

exchange knowledge about the wider world, make money, and establish networks away

from the plantations and farms. The garden culture promoted the marketplace in which

the ‘‘tumultuous’’ public culture of sing-song sales, religious meetings and storytelling,

cooking, joking, and dancing lived alongside commercial exchanges. In the Virginia Pied-

mont, William Tatham described ‘‘potatoes, garden-stuff, pumpkins, melons, a few particu-

lar fruit trees, peas, hops, flax and cotton,’’ being ‘‘confirmed by custom to slaves.’’ These

crops were sold to passersby or brought to market and often were bartered for goods at local

stores that kept records of enslaved people exchanging their produce for luxury items and

even gunpowder, Bibles, and door locks, which tested the bounds of slavery’s reach.

Gardens and Folklife
As sources of food, the gardens helped maintain a link with the mainly vegetarian diet

of West and Central Africa. The ration-based diet of most enslaved African Americans

was poor, and garden produce provided necessary variety and nutrition. Through these

gardens, foods introduced to the American diet partly through the agency of enslaved

Africans, such as peanuts, tomatoes, red pepper, eggplant, rice, okra, sesame, millet,
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sorghum, cowpeas, garden huckleberry, watermelons, sweet potatoes, leafy greens, and

tanniers, all became part of the Southern diet. This fostered the continuation of dishes

common to West and Central Africa and the Afro-Caribbean. The semicultivation or

maintenance of native fruit trees and bushes—apple, peach, persimmon, cherry, honey

locust, blackberry, and raspberry—further strengthened the connections between Afri-

can and American landscapes. The presence of culinary and medicinal herbs, along with

archaeological evidence suggesting the use of lamb’s quarter or goosefoot, purslane, and

dock for greens and medicine, suggests the community’s agency in healing itself and

managing its health. The gourd vines that grew up and over the fences and roofs of slave

cabins provided the raw material for a host of domestic utensils and musical instruments,

including water dippers, spoons, bowls, and gourd banjos, fiddles, drums, rattles, and

thumb pianos.
See also Bottle Trees; Fetishes.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

GOURDS. During the era of slavery, gourds were commonplace throughout

the American South, the Caribbean, and the slave societies of Central and South

America. Enslaved African Americans used dried gourds constantly because they

were durable, useful, and easy to grow. They also were biodegradable, disappearing
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into the earth like other plant matter. Therefore, while archaeologists on slave sites

discover pots, shells, buttons, knives, and other resilient objects, they rarely find clear

evidence of gourds. As a result, scholars are only beginning to realize what a large role

gourds played in the daily life of slaves.

Gourds belong to the cucurbit family of plants, which includes winter squash,

summer squash, and pumpkins. The bottle gourd (Lagenaria siceraria), also called ‘‘the

white-flowered gourd,’’ has large flowers that open up at night to be pollinated by

moths. The vine grows rapidly with little cultivation in warm climates throughout

the world, so it was one of the earliest plants domesticated by humans. Its ovoid or

long-necked fruit, which is a hard shell containing hundreds of seeds, varies in size

and shape and can be put to numerous uses.

Africans brought to the Western Hemisphere as slaves were already familiar with

gourds, and they found that Native Americans had been growing and using gourds for

centuries. The plant seems to have originated in Africa and spread to Asia. Some

have speculated that gourds floated across the Atlantic from Africa to the Americas

in pre-Columbian times. But recent DNA studies of ancient gourd remains in Ecuador

suggest that New World gourds arrived from Asia, perhaps brought by humans as long

as 10,000 years ago, well before the domestication of plants for food.

Besides gourds and various other cucurbits, native inhabitants of tropical America

also had an unrelated tree (Crescentia cujete). Occasionally called a gourd tree, it pro-

duces a globular fruit with a hard, woody shell slightly thinner and less porous than a

bottle gourd. The fruit, almost as big as a softball, is best known through the maracas,

or rattles, used by Latin American musicians. When the Old and the New Worlds

came together in the Caribbean more than 500 years ago, the confusion regarding

these separate fruits was immediate, since the Spanish referred to both the tree and

the gourd vine with the Spanish noun calabaza, which became calabash in English.

Gourd fiddles. (�C Blue Ridge Institute and Museum. Used by permission.)
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The word ‘‘calabash’’ became the generic term for gourds among early European

newcomers, who lacked the knowledge or interest to differentiate the fruit of the tree

from that of the vine. Arrivals from Africa made use of both, building on their prior

familiarity with gourds, which had figured constantly in both their folklore and their

daily life. In much of West Africa, decorated gourds, along with baskets, served as the

primary containers. They ranged in size from small drinking cups to huge bowls, often

carried on the head, that could hold vegetables or milk. Bottle gourds also made fine

canteens, since water permeating slowly through the shell evaporates, keeping the

water inside cool. In fishing communities, West Africans used gourds as floats for their

nets, and everywhere gourds served as resonators for creating a wide variety of string

and percussion instruments.

All these uses continued among Africans in the New World and were augmented

by other innovations that developed from necessity or learned from American Indi-

ans. As slavery expanded in the West Indies, Africans learned to put fireflies inside a

gourd pierced with small holes, making it into a lamp, and they used gourds to bail

out their canoes and sailboats. In Haiti, gourds became a common medium of

exchange; one denomination of Haitian currency is still called a ‘‘gourd.’’ In America,

slaves in the Chesapeake region used small ‘‘darning gourds’’ to hold the fabric in

place when mending clothes, and workers in the Carolinas turned gourds into bird

houses to attract purple martins, aggressive birds that would scare hawks away from

the chickens and devour bothersome mosquitoes and barnyard insects.

Everywhere, rural African Americans used long-handled dipper gourds, known as

drinking gourds, to dip water from streams and wells. And like the American Indians,

Drinking from Gourds

On Nicey Kinney’s Georgia plantation, slaves used gourds as drinking contain-
ers and dippers:

De bestest water dat ever was come from a spring right nigh our cabin and us

had long-handled gourds to drink it out of. Some of dem gourds hung by de

spring all de time and dere was allus one or two of ’em hangin’ by de side of

our old cedar waterbucket. Sho’, us had a cedar bucket and it had brass hoops

on it; dat was some job to keep dem hoops scrubbed wid sand to make ’em

bright and shiny, and dey had to be clean and pretty all de time or mammy

would git right in behind us wid a switch. Marse Gerald raised all dem long-

handled gourds dat us used ’stid of de tin dippers folks has now, but dem warn’t

de onliest kinds of gourds he growed on his place. Dere was gourds mos’ as big

as waterbuckets, and dey had short handles dat was bent whilst de gourds was

green, so us could hang ’em on a limb of a tree in de shade to keep water cool

for us when us was wukin’ in de field durin’ hot weather.

Source:George P. Rawick, eds. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport, CT:

Greenwood Press, 1972.
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blacks in the South used large bushel gourds with a hole cut at the small end, near the

stem, as buckets for hauling water. Gourds were used to keep rations of food and could

be used in place of other crockery and utensils. But the gourd made its greatest impact

on the material culture of the Americas through the introduction of African musical

instruments. Different parts of the New World absorbed and adapted diverse African

instruments—the birimbau and the marimba in Latin America, the banjo in North

America. Large dipper gourds could be fashioned into gourd-bodied banjos, and over

time the banjo gained a foothold in parts of the Caribbean and on North American

plantations, in part because slave drums were often forbidden by law. The gourd-

conscious Hausa of Nigeria played a ‘‘molo,’’ which usually had three strings, and in

the Congo-Angola region, Kimbundu speakers referred to a stringed musical instru-

ment as mbanza. This latter term predominated in the New World, perhaps because it

bore some resemblance to bandore, a variant of the word pandore, meaning an English-

style lute. It passed into Brazilian Portuguese as banza, into Jamaican English as banja,

and into Virginia English as ‘‘banjar.’’ Thomas Jefferson wrote that black slaves had

introduced ‘‘the Banjar, which they brought hither from Africa.’’

A unique watercolor, ‘‘The Old Plantation’’ (owned by the Colonial Williamsburg

Foundation), was reportedly painted on a plantation in the Charleston, South Caro-

lina, area in the late 18th century and shows slaves dancing to music played on a

carved gourd banjo. Johann David Schoepf, a German naturalist who visited South

Carolina in the 1780s, noted that a common ‘‘musical instrument of the true Negro is

a Banjah. Over a hollow calabash (Cucurb lagenaria L.) is stretched a sheep-skin, the

instrument lengthened with a neck, strung with 4 strings.’’ Schoepf decided this unfa-

miliar creation ‘‘gives out a rude sound,’’ but he reported that in ‘‘America and on the

islands they make use of this instrument greatly for the dance.’’

Because the gourd vine grew rapidly and then withered quickly, it often appeared

in black folklore and sermons as an emblem of fickleness. In the Old Testament,

Jonah is grateful for the cool shade of a gourd vine, but it only lasts a brief time

(Jon. 4:6–10). Black writer Zora Neale Hurston made use of this image in her 1934

novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine.

During slavery times, the gourd became an emblem of freedom for slaves escaping

to the North by following the North Star, which is located near the constellation

known as the Big Dipper. Since slaves used gourds for dippers, they sang a song called

‘‘Follow the Drinking Gourd’’ to instruct others on the path to freedom. Northerners

opposed to slavery adopted the same symbol, and gourds appear in several paintings of

black subjects by white artists, such as A Southern Cornfield (1861) by Thomas Water-

man Wood, and Near Andersonville (1865–1866) by Winslow Homer. When ex-slaves

began forming Equal Rights Leagues in North Carolina in 1865, The Freedmen’s Jour-

nal reported that new chapters sprang up as quickly as ‘‘a gourd in the night.’’

See also Clothing; Gardens.
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PETER H. WOOD

GRAVES. Slaves were buried in rural burial grounds, where evidence of traditional

folk customs can be found, or in urban contexts such as cemeteries of benevolent
associations, funeral homes, or other organizations, where the graves take on a more

Euro-American or Creole appearance.

Rural and Plantation Burial Grounds
The earliest graves of African Americans are generally those of slaves, often found on

Southern plantations. In these rural burial grounds, many of the graves of slaves may

be unmarked or marked with unconventional items, such as metal pipes. Some graves

may be marked with memorial plants, such as cedars, yucca, daffodils, snowbells, or

other heirloom plants.

Graves may appear untended, because these rural burial grounds largely did not par-

ticipate in the Euro-American ‘‘beautification of death’’ movement. A distinctive

characteristic often remarked on by researchers is the prevalence of grave goods found

on African American graves. These items may include bottles, some still filled with

liquid, possibly medicine, ceramics, lamps, furniture, and other items associated with

the individual during life. At least one early source refers to these items as ‘‘necessi-

ties.’’ Many of these items have been removed from graves, either during scheduled

‘‘cleanup’’ or by theft. Others have been buried in the soil and may not be immedi-

ately apparent.

Accounts of early plantation burials are uncommon. They describe simple coffins,

made on the plantation by enslaved carpenters that were unpainted, unlined, and

lacked coffin hardware. Coffins, however, were likely a European influence and many

18th-century burials probably lacked coffins. According to slave narratives, by the

Civil War, plantation carpenters made wooden coffins, sometimes painted black, and

lined with black and white calico.

While some bodies were wrapped in cloth or a shroud—a practice reported by a

host of African cultures, such as the Wolof of the Senegambia, Sierra Leone–Liberia

region, Gold Coast, Bight of Benin, and Niger Delta region—many others were

interred in clothes. African accounts of shrouds are generally from the 17th century,

and these groups may have been influenced by Catholic and Islamic groups, making it

difficult to distinguish precontact behavior.

Burials typically occurred at night, perhaps reflecting the inability to take time off

from work, although it may be just as likely that night burials were the specific choice

of the enslaved Africans because there would be less white oversight. Evidence indi-

cates that, in New York, enslaved African Americans preferred nighttime burials, with

the result that in 1722 a law was enacted to prohibit burials except during the day.
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Some slave owners prohibited the use of drums to announce the burial, while others

discouraged singing, which they thought was ‘‘heathenish.’’

Accounts generally describe large assemblages, with individuals from surrounding

plantations participating. The nature of the gathering, however, varies considerably

from account to account. There are accounts from the Barbados where the burial pro-

cession was marked by ‘‘mirth and joy,’’ with no ‘‘weeping or bewailing.’’ Some

accounts from the South mention the singing of hymns. Differences may be the result

of various religious influences; where Christianity was dominant, the enslaved may

have altered their customs; where Christianity had less of an impact, more African-

based customs continued.

The burial grounds were set apart from the main house, although often not far

from the slave settlement. Located on less productive plantation land, these burial

grounds often are located on prime development tracts, often in proximity to water.

Burying the Dead

Robert Shepherd from Georgia remembered that bodies were laid out on cool-
ing boards and wrapped in sheets while the coffin was built:

When one did die, folks would go 12 or 15 miles to de buryin’. Marster

would say: ‘‘Take de mules and wagons and go but, mind you, take good keer

of dem mules.’’ He never seemed to keer if us went—fact was, he said us

ought to go. If a slave died on our place, nobody went to de fields ’til atter

de buryin’. Marster never let nobody be buried ’til dey had been dead 24

hours, and if dey had people from some other place, he waited ’til dey could

git dar. He said it warn’t right to hurry ’em off into de ground too quick atter

dey died. Dere warn’t no undertakers dem days. De homefolks jus’ laid de

corpse out on de coolin’ board ’til de coffin was made. Lordy Miss! Ain’t

you never seed one of dem coolin’ boards? A coolin’ board was made out of

a long straight plank raised a little at de head, and had legs fixed to make it

set straight. Dey wropt ’oman corpses in windin’ sheets. Uncle Squire, de

man what done all de wagon wuk and buildin’ on our place, made coffins.

Dey was jus’ plain wood boxes what dey painted to make ’em look nice.

White preachers conducted de funerals, and most of de time our own Mar-

ster done it, ’cause he was a preacher hisself. When de funeral was done

preached, dey sung Harps From De Tomb, den dey put de coffin in a wagon

and driv slow and keerful to de graveyard. De preacher prayed at de grave

and de mourners sung, I’se Born To Die and Lay Dis Body Down. Dey never

had no outside box for de coffin to be sot in, but dey put planks on top of de

coffin ’fore dey started shovellin’ in de dirt.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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Some burials in the Barbados were not made in burial grounds, but rather under house

floors. At least one such grave has also been identified in South Carolina.

Burials typically were made in an east-west orientation. Although this often is

attributed to Judeo-Christian influences, a vast number of sun-worshiping cultures

recognize that the sun gives life, going back to the Egyptians. Some have suggested

that east-facing burials may suggest an intentional orientation to Africa. No evidence

supports one supposition over the others.

There are also ‘‘abnormal’’ burial positions. Several accounts record individuals

being buried facedown to prevent the return of the spirit. There are similar accounts

of individuals buried north-south, or ‘‘cross-wise with the world.’’ South Carolina has

an oral tradition that those dying of drowning are buried where the tide can wash over

the grave.

Even while in use, these burial grounds appeared unkempt and covered with trees

and brambles. Graves might be marked with wood planks (headboards), sticks or

branches, brick, or occasionally a small marble stone.

The burial grounds begun in slavery continued to be used after emancipation,

largely because of the strong association with ancestors. As a result, these graveyards

often contain far more burials than initially thought or suspected. It is also not

uncommon for more recent burials to intrude into earlier ones. While repugnant to

white society, in African American culture, the desire to be with one’s ancestors was

a driving force that maintained the use of ‘‘filled’’ grounds. Often the burial grounds

were limited in size by surrounding white owners.

Many of the burial grounds were never formally deeded by their white owners.

That, coupled with the appearance of ‘‘abandonment,’’ has resulted in numerous court

cases as African American graves and burial grounds are found in areas marked for de-

velopment. In South Carolina, court cases have occurred or are occurring in Beaufort,

Charleston, and Georgetown counties. Outcomes favoring the preservation of the

graves are never certain, and many states do not require archaeological removal of

burials. Instead, graves typically are removed by funeral homes and others unskilled in

the recovery of skeltonized human remains and their associated artifacts. This has sig-

nificantly affected the ability of professional archaeologists and bioanthropologists to

learn more about African American graves and mortuary practices.

Urban Burial Grounds and Practices

During the antebellum period, cities such as Charleston, South Carolina, and Peters-

burg, Virginia, with large populations of free persons of color had burial grounds

begun by various African American associations, benevolent associations, and

churches. Descriptions are even less common for these burials than for those on plan-

tations, but the few available reveal considerable variation. As in plantation burial

grounds, individual graves generally were not marked, although wood boards or posts

were used. Marble markers might be found, reflecting on the virtues of a good ‘‘ser-

vant,’’ and clearly erected by the owner of the slave. Perhaps because of closer over-

sight or the more confined conditions, these urban burial grounds appear to be more

carefully laid out.

For most urban enslaved African Americans, however, burial grounds were little

more than disposal locations. For example, Charleston, South Carolina, had five
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burial grounds used by African Americans between 1746 and 1860. As each became

filled, a new one was created and the old was ‘‘abandoned,’’ with the sale of the prop-

erty for new housing lots.

There is no mention of burial goods or other traditional black African practices

openly associated with these burials, perhaps because of the strict white oversight

faced by both free and enslaved African Americans in the urban setting.

Burial Associations

Confronted by racism, poverty, and uncertainty, African Americans sought to ensure

a good burial through a variety of benevolent associations. Some, such as the Brown

Fellowship in Charleston, South Carolina, trace roots back to the early antebellum

period. A number were organized in urban areas across the South before the Civil

War. Many more were organized after emancipation, with different ‘‘bury leagues’’ or

cooperative societies forming in both urban and rural areas. Members paid a small

sum on a regular basis with the promise of a respectful burial upon death. Typically a

coffin, hearse, and other accoutrements were provided.

Magicoreligious Beliefs
While many beliefs may be inferred from the scant historical accounts, the best evi-

dence comes from late 19th- and 20th-century folklore and oral history studies.

Although virtually all of these were conducted by whites and therefore may exhibit

varying degrees of bias, they do provide rich information on the importance of the

cemetery and burial in African American culture.

A large number of accounts have been collected concerning the importance of

grave dirt, or goofer dust. Its powers varied depending on when collected and whose

grave from which it was obtained. Equally important in much rootwork was the use of

human bones, including hand bones and the skull.

Another theme running through African American oral tradition is the ‘‘plat-eye’’

or evil spirit not given appropriate respect during burials. The plat-eye is able to take

on various shapes and haunts both the graveyard and those still alive. The use of blue

paint on many Low Country houses is based on its ability to keep the plat-eye and

other spirits away.

Archaeological and Bioanthropological Studies

The most impressive, and thorough, examination of an African American cemetery is

that conducted by the Howard University African American Burial Ground Project.

Between 1991 and 2006, the project investigated in detail the ‘‘rediscovery’’ of

the New York African Burial Ground in 1989 during the construction of a federal

office building. As a result of the work, 419 enslaved Africans and their descendants

were made available for detailed bioanthropological study before they were reinterred.

The study incorporated historical research, demographic analysis, analysis of the coffin

remains and associated artifacts, and a detailed examination of the skeletal remains.

The work incorporated studies of childhood health; use of the teeth to examine

issues of disease, diet, and nutritional inadequacy; evidence of infectious disease; indi-

cations of arthritic and traumatic damage; and growth and development indicators

found in children and young adults. In addition, the study incorporated DNA
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analysis, revealing that a variety of West and West Central African states and empires

were represented in the burials. The use of chemical analysis, with strontium isotope

analysis and analysis of lead, helped determine where individuals were born and grew

up. Among other results, the study found that infant mortality was high—higher than

for the white population—and that overall life expectancy was short and few adults

lived to old age. During life, the adults were subjected to extreme work stresses, with

much degenerative joint disease in both men and women.

No other research project has had funding to compare with the New York Burial

Ground Project, yet important studies of African American populations have taken

place in a number of southern states, including South Carolina, Georgia, Arkansas,

Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas.

See also Charms; Conjure Bags; Fetishes.
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GUINEAS. Introduced in 1663 during the reign of Charles II of England, the

‘‘guinea’’ coin represented a new denomination in the nation’s monetary system.

The coins were so named because much of the gold used to produce them came from

the Gold or ‘‘Guinea’’ Coast of West Africa and was provided by the Royal African

Company, which had been granted a monopoly of the Africa trade from 1672 until

1698. Coins produced from African gold bore the company’s distinctive emblem

below the monarch’s head: an elephant or elephant and a castellated howdah, an

ornate canopied seat used for riding on elephants and camels.

All coins of this denomination, whether or not they bore the insignia of the Royal

African Company, came to be known as guineas. And because the company grew so

prominent in the slave trade—to the extent that England was second only to Portugal

and Brazil as the foremost exporter of slaves to the New World by the 17th century’s

end—guineas came to be associated with the traffic in human chattel. Another reason

why the coins were linked to the slave trade may have been that some of the same

English entrepreneurs who originally were involved in mining African gold along the

Guinea Coast later abandoned that venture to pursue what became a more lucrative

trade in the seizure and export of native peoples from the adjacent Bight of Benin,

which came to be known as the Slave Coast.

Guineas are approximately 25 millimeters in diameter, about the size of a U.S.

quarter. Initially valued at 20 shillings, the coin increased in value to 30 shillings in

1694 before settling at 21 shillings for most of the 18th century. Each guinea contains

slightly less than a quarter ounce of pure gold, which, at 2009 prices would be worth

about $250 in bullion value alone. The coins also were produced in one-half, two,

and five guinea denominations, containing nearly an eighth, a half, and one and a

quarter ounces of pure gold, respectively. Beyond their intrinsic gold value, guineas

are highly prized by collectors of rare coins who pay tens of thousands of dollars for

the best and scarcest specimens. Among the most prized examples are those bearing

English guinea coin with the head of Charles II, 1677. (The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Gift of the
Lasser Family.)
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the elephant or elephant and castle emblems, symbols of a time when England ruled

the seas and the Sub-Saharan peoples and resources of Africa were fair game for

exploitation.
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SAM MARGOLIN

GUITARS. The guitar played only a small role as a slave instrument, which is in sharp

contrast to its dramatic rise in popularity at the end of the 19th century and its domi-

nating role in American music by the mid-20th century. In contrast, fiddles accompa-

nied the first European settlers to the New World. Slaves from Africa arrived with fresh

memories of single- and double-string gourd fiddles that led to its early adoption by

slave musicians. It was soon joined by the fretless banjo, an instrument with unclear ori-

gins but common precedents in Africa and Europe. With a fretless neck, the construc-

tion of either instrument remained with the skills of a local luthier with access to

materials required. The fretted neck of the guitar was difficult to create without instruc-

tion and access to designs. Guitars were uncommon among northern Europeans who

saw them as a unique part of Spanish culture in the 17th and 18th centuries. It is likely

that the earliest use of guitars in the New World was in those parts of North America

under Spanish control, although the English guitar, which is related to the cittern,

could be found in the former British colonies of North American beginning in the last

quarter of the 18th century. In the early 19th century, guitars began to be manufactured

in a way that made them accessible to the American market, and a rage for the guitar

swept America starting in the 1830s, following the fashion in England. Professional gui-

tarists toured the country performing in the European style during the 1830s and 1840s.

Those looking to keep up with musical innovations likely purchased guitars to show

they could stay current with fashion. This rage even caught up free blacks, such as

William Johnson (1809–1851), a barber in Natchez, Mississippi, whose diary shows his

striving for just such status and includes a reference to his purchase of guitar strings for

his fianc�ee, also a free black, in the 1840s.

Besides the issue of the fretted neck, these early guitars were strung with gut strings

that could not produce the kind of volume that would make the instrument viable

outside the parlor. Guitarists did appear in some early 1850s minstrel shows, but they

were a peripheral instrument to the banjo, fiddle, bones, and tambourine that supplied

the crux of the show’s music.

The slave experience with the guitar was probably closer to that of Liza Mention,

of Beech Island, South Carolina, who recalled string bands composed of fiddles and

banjos at the local dances but not any of the cheap mass-produced guitars that were
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commonplace by the time she was interviewed in 1937. In another case, former slave

Harriet Jones from North Carolina remembered how the slave-owning Fulbright fam-

ily participated in a Christmas party for the house servants that included dancing and

the singing of Christmas songs with accompaniment of guitar, banjo, and fiddle.

When the master and the mistress went to slave quarters to oversee the Christmas

dance of field slaves, Jones recalled only the sounds of banjo and fiddle, implying that

the guitar was essentially a store-bought trophy, the instrument of the house servants.

The Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Writers’ Project narratives

make scarce mention of the guitar. An index of instruments mentioned by name in

the WPA narratives compiled by musicologist Robert B. Winans finds only 15 refer-

ences to guitars in comparison with 106 for the banjo and 205 for the fiddle. The pre-

ponderance of those 15 references comes from three contiguous Mississippi counties,

Copiah, Rankin, and Simpson, in the southwest portion of the state. According to

Simon Durr of Copiah County, slaves from his plantation were given passes to attend

frolics at other plantations with music provided by fiddle and guitar. Slaves from

Simpson County consistently described fiddle and guitar accompaniment for dancing.

The frolics occurred on Saturdays, in woods lit by large bonfires, and ran late into the

night. The bands were fronted by a caller who called the steps while the bands played

‘‘Molly Put the Kettle On’’ and ‘‘Turkey in the Straw.’’ Set dances, those directed by

the caller, were augmented with buck dancing. In one case, the slave master allowed

the building of a large shaded platform for slave dances. Simpson County alone pro-

duced nine references to fiddle and guitar with one each from Rankin and Copiah.

Another reference appears across the Mississippi River from Natchez in Black River

Louisiana where slaves on the Kilpatrick family plantation also had a fiddle and guitar

group to provide music for the Saturday night frolics.

Until the early 1920s, the banjo was the instrument commonly paired with the

fiddle across the rural South including Mississippi. The cluster of guitar players in

southern Mississippi is a clear anomaly. Still references appear to other slave gui-

tarists, even in other parts of Mississippi. The uncle of former slave Evergreen

Richardson played guitar on a plantation in the central county of Madison County,

which was about 60 miles south of Carroll County, home to one of the most popular

guitar and fiddle groups of the 1920s.

Although southern Mississippi including Natchez was under the control of Spain

from 1779 to 1798, nothing links this governance with the use of guitars in this area.

In the capital of Spanish America, New Orleans, however, a clear and continued

Spanish influence had an apparent impact on the use of the guitar in that city. New

Orleans had a long tradition of string band music that included the guitar, with vio-

lin, mandolin, and string bass. Brass and reed musicians doubled on a string instru-

ment, which allowed them to perform in a wide variety of social contexts. This

included music for social gatherings and serenading. The earliest proto-jazz groups

combined horns and strings and exclusively used guitarists.

Perhaps western Kentucky is the most interesting region in terms of guitar playing

and its long-term influence on American culture. Two WPA interviewees from this

region, Tinnie Force and Elvira Lewis, describe banjo and guitar groupings, but they

make no mention of the fiddle. It is likely that there were fiddlers and that they simply

were outside of the interviews or the interviewee’s memory.
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African American musicians, starting during Reconstruction, adopted the guitar

and rapidly developed a plethora of styles that continue to reverberate across 21st-

century American culture. Uncommon during slavery, the guitar did not carry the

stigma of bondage associated with the fiddle and banjo and came to a place of domi-

nance in the 20th century.
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JARED SNYDER

GUMBO. Gumbo, from the Bantu word for okra, is a soup or stew thickened with

okra and served over rice that originated in 18th-century Louisiana. Gumbo usually

contains two or more meats or seafood. Okra has a slimy consistency that serves as a

thickening agent. Rice flour also could be used to thicken a gumbo. Some historians

believe that gumbo is an adaptation of French bouillabaisse.

Among the most distinct characteristics of gumbo are the key ingredients that

reflect an international blending of culinary traditions from France, Africa, Spain, the

Caribbean, Germany, and Native Americans. Two-thirds of the slaves in Louisiana

were brought from the Senegambia region of West Africa by the French slave trade.

The people from the Senegal Valley cultivated rice, indigo, and cotton. These were

key cash crops in colonial Louisiana. Barrels of rice seed and okra, among other

African foodstuffs, were carried through the Middle Passage with thousands of slaves

who knew how to cultivate these crops. By 1720, rice became an important food sta-

ple and an abundant crop in the Lower Mississippi Delta. Many slaves kept small

kitchen gardens where they raised vegetables, including okra and herbs, to supple-

ment their meager weekly rations of salt pork and a peck of cornmeal. Some slaves

raised pigs and chickens. Slaves supplemented their diet with foods foraged in nearby

forests, bayous, and rivers, including small game, fish and shellfish, and sassafras

leaves. Most of these ingredients found their way into a gumbo.

Fil�e is originally a Native American seasoning made from ground sassafras leaves

that can serve as a thickening agent as well as a seasoning in gumbo. Another key in-

gredient that distinguishes gumbo from other soups or stews came from Spain and is

called the ‘‘Holy Trinity,’’ which is a saut�eed mixture of onion, celery, and green pep-

per. It is still prepared to this day as the start of a gumbo. Spices and red pepper added

flavor to gumbo, a technique that came from Africa and the Caribbean. German set-

tlers who brought their knowledge of sausage making to the region introduced

another kind of meat into gumbo. Combinations of okra, vegetables, fish, pork, or

chicken scraps, and seasoning that were simmered for long hours in an iron kettle
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produced gumbo served over steamed rice. Gumbo was served in many Big Houses

and in slave quarters. Enslaved cooks used whatever appropriate ingredients were

available to prepare gumbo.

See also Cast Iron Pots.
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HAIR AND HAIRSTYLES. The structure of the hair of African and African-

descended people is characterized by an intense curl pattern that is called ‘‘kinky’’ or

‘‘nappy.’’ The forms of styling and concealment of this intricately textured hair are an

eloquent, visual language through which the experience of black women and girls,

particularly, can be ‘‘read.’’

African Background
Complex hair cultures that centered in the symbolism of the head and used various

forms of carving, sculpting, and molding developed over many centuries in West Africa.

By the time of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, West African hairstyles had become a

sculptural form of body art as well as a form that required maintenance. Although chal-

lenged by the intricacy of the kink, women in these cultures were pleased by the excel-

lent sculptural qualities of coarse, malleable hair. They frequently reduced the thick,

amorphous mass of hair and organized it into compact units—beautiful geometric

shapes that contained philosophical and social meanings. The picks used to create these

hairstyles were finely carved from wood and the handles often decorated. Wood and

fiber masks and figurines made out of clay, wood, and metal bearing artful hair forms

were other key elements in these highly integrated, material cultures.

Women’s and girls’ hairstyles signified conditions such as age, marital, and social

status, as well as grief and initiation into secret societies. A communal art form, as

one could not create a precise or complex style on one’s own head, the care of the hair

also had spiritual dimensions. For example, in the Mende culture, the working space

where the hair was styled had to be cleared of tensions and be full of harmony to

achieve a successful pattern.

Bound Heads in Bondage
Enslaved and resettled in North America, African women generally did not have the

tranquility and luxurious license to leisurely gather and painstakingly beautify one

another, but vestiges of the African practices survived in the enslaved community.

Laboring for the master from sunup to sundown and maintaining the slave commu-

nity from sundown to when they went to bed, black women generally resorted to
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simple, expedient means of maintaining their hair and routinely covered their heads

with a kerchief or cloth. After the fall harvest season and on Sundays, however, field-

working women had some time for personal maintenance. Urban-dwelling female

slaves also had some respite on Sunday. So, in addition to factors of time and inten-

sive labor, other factors worked against the continuation of African hair care tradi-

tions among enslaved women.

The integrated material cultures that supported African hair care practices had

been decimated. Without the use of smoothly carved hair implements, some enslaved

women resorted to raking the head with the farm utensil used to card sheep’s wool.

However, the close combing and precise parting—essential to artful styling—was not

possible with the bulky carding tool.

Another factor in the decline of African hair culture within the enslaved commu-

nity was the disparagement of the ‘‘lower’’ African physical type by whites. Ideas and

images of ‘‘higher and lower races’’ began to proliferate in American opinion in the

1790s when a spate of treatises on physical variations among the races began appear-

ing in England and the United States. This racist disdain discouraged the creative

manipulation and public projection of kinky hair.

As the image of the African physical character depreciated in the public view and

the bristling character of the hair was ridiculed, as evidenced by the proliferation of

Hairdressing for Special Occasions

Gus Feaster, formerly enslaved in South Carolina, recollected that ‘‘some o’ de
old men had short plaits o’ hair’’:

De gals come out in de starch dresses fer de camp meeting. Dey took dey hair

down out’n de strings fer de meeting. In dem days all de darky wimmens wore

dey hair in string ’cep’ when dey ’tended church or a wedding. At de camp

meetings de wimmens pulled off de head rags, ’cept de mammies. On dis occa-

sion de mammies wore linen head rags fresh laundered. Dey wore de best

aprons wid long streamers ironed and starched out a hanging down dey backs.

All de other darky wimmens wore de black dresses and dey got hats from some

dey white lady folks; jes’ as us mens got hats from our’n. Dem wimmens dat

couldn’t git no hats, mostly wore black bonnets. De nigger gals and winches

did all de dressing up dat dey could fer de meeting and also fer de barbecue.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Sarah Felder remembered that, in Mississippi, ‘‘Ebery Sunday we hed ter
wrap hair.’’

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

7, Part 2. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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pickaninny and black-face-type caricatures in print media, and whites’ pervasive and

derisive description of the hair as ‘‘wool,’’ black women came to dislike and reject the

lively character of their hair and were motivated further to conceal it.

The custom of covering the head, particularly among urban mulatto women, also

was reinforced by the forcible restriction of these women’s ability to assert their

beauty, project a public allure, and compete with white women for the attention of

white men. Forbidden to show their luxuriant tresses, mulatto women in the Louisi-

ana territory developed the artfully tied and shaped ‘‘tignon’’ head wrapping, which

evolved into a chic accessory, subverting its basic purpose.

After becoming an integral part of enslaved women’s personas, certain types of

head coverings became principal symbols of respectability. Reminiscent of the social

coding in African hair forms, in some areas of the American South, head coverings

also were symbols of married status.

In coastal South Carolina, the fresh, white turban signified the status of the trusted,

chief house servant—the ‘‘mammy.’’ The brilliant whiteness of the mammy’s turban

was official balm in the plantation manor, obliterating the tensions that accompanied

a kinky-haired black women’s entrance into the formal company of whites. Second to

the turban as a symbol of respectability in the hierarchy of female slave head cover-

ings was the often-colorful bandanna. Like the turban, the bandanna was tied at the

forehead with the ends tucked in but was a more snug covering than the higher,

thicker, and more authoritative-appearing turban that was created from larger swaths

of cloth. Like the turban, house servants wore the bandanna.

Compared with house servants, female fieldworkers could exercise more options in

the appearance of the head and were able to work without covering their hair. In pho-

tographs and illustrations, however, black women at work in the fields generally

appear with their hair covered by simple rags. These women devised sleek, graceful

ways of wrapping the rags. A small piece of cloth was pulled to the back of the head

and tied with the ends tucked neatly inside to form a snug cap. Women in agrarian

West African cultures did not wear their hair tightly bound while working and sweat-

ing in hot weather, so the head-covering custom among black women fieldworkers

was attributable to more than factors of utility, such as keeping dirt and crop debris

out of hair and the rigors and deprivations of slavery.

In addition to these social and pragmatic factors, other motives influenced the

practice of enslaved women concealing their hair. The economic significance of the

head covering in the slave woman’s persona was pointed out by a former enslaved

man who, when interviewed for the 1930s Federal Writers’ Project, recalled: ‘‘Just

before dese here speculators would get to a town or plantation . . . dey stop the

crowds . . . and make de womens wrap up dey heads with some nice red cloth so dey

all look in good shape to de man what dey gwine try to do business with.’’

While vestiges of the communal aspects of traditional African hair care continued

in slavery, much of the artistry and symbolism was lost. In addition to the functional

constraints of enslavement, geographic factors contributed to the enslaved women’s

loss of African types of hair care practices. Their West African ancestors had settled

near streams, rivers, and oceans, and water had become an important symbolic and

functional element in women’s hair care and beauty. Ritual baths, massaging the

cleansed head and body with perfumed oils, belief in river spirits that appear as
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dazzlingly beautiful women, and aesthetics and styles based on the freshness of the

hair and tidiness of the scalp were integral parts of the West African feminine groom-

ing practice. In contrast, enslaved women often lacked access to flowing bodies of

water.

Descriptions of enslaved women’s hair care practices appear infrequently in the

African American slave narrative and oral history collections and in historiography

and fiction about slavery, but scattered accounts in these sources provide glimpses of

hair care practices. In recalling hair care practices on a Georgia plantation for a Federal

Writers’ Project interview, a former slave described a confined, insect-infested situation:

On Sundays, the old folks [adults] stayed home and looked one another’s

heads over for nits and lice. Whenever they found anything, they mashed it

twixt they finger and thumb and went ahead searching. Then the woman’s

wrapped each other’s hair the way it was to stay fixed ’til the next Sunday.

The wrapping referred to encircling sections of hair with thread or string. To wrap

the hair, a woman would part the hair in blocks. Then she gathered, according to the

thickness of the hair, a few strands or many, and secured the section of hair by tying a

piece of thread or string around it at the end. The wrapped lengths of hair were con-

nected with string or hung loose like braids. This technique kept the hair in place and

smooth. Enslaved women’s braided and wrapped hair forms were typically simple,

functioning for purposes of utility rather than fashion and style.

A former resident of a southern Louisiana plantation recalled a style that was

smoothed by being rolled up for several days but was still vibrant: ‘‘The girls dress up

on Sunday. All week they wear they hair all roll up with cotton they unfold from the

cotton boil. Sunday come they comb the hair out fine. No grease on it. They want it

naturally curly.’’ Memories of string-wrapped hair evoked joy in the former slave,

Peter Clifton:

I meets Christina and seek her out for to marry. Dere was somethin’ about

dat gal day I meets her, though the hair had about a pound of cotton tread it

in, dat just attracted me to her like a fly will sail ’round and light on a ’lasses

pitcher.

Often the heads of black women were doubly wrapped—first with the string wrap-

pings and then by a kerchief. In Mamba’s Daughters (1929), novelist DuBose Heyward,

who had spent years observing the black people of Charleston, graphically describes the

hairstyle of an old black female character of the 1900s who had lived during the ante-

bellum era and who had ‘‘not been born to the dignity of the kerchief.’’ Her hair was

divided into a dozen or more equal tufts. Each of these was tightly wrapped

with string, commencing at the tip and ending at the scalp; the collection,

resembling rope ends, was drawn together and united in a tight knob on the

crown. The general effect was as though an enormous gray tarantula had set-

tled upon the head, and was holding on tightly with outstretched legs.
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Keeping the hair restrained and untangled, the string wrappings primarily func-

tioned as devices of maintenance, not style. One black woman reported that the style

also was to ‘‘make um grow.’’ Like kerchiefs and turbans, string-wrappings were a pro-

visional response to the problematic image of kinky hair in a society that deemed, as

an essential feature of feminine beauty, long, soft tresses.

Varieties of Braids
Young black girls normally wore their hair uncovered, either braided, string-wrapped,

or short and loose in the style that later would be called a close ‘‘Afro.’’ Considered

unseemly for women, wiry, kinky braids could assume an amusing, animate character

of cuteness when worn by little girls. Consequently, braids were an outstanding part

of the ‘‘pickaninny’’ caricature, a familiar figure of 19th-century American popular

culture. With her ‘‘woolly’’ hair braided in ‘‘sundry little tails, which stuck out in every

direction,’’ Topsy, originally appearing in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel Uncle

Tom’s Cabin, was the most famous of the pickanniny figures.

Typically, however, the hair of young black girls was not worn in wildly erratic

ways. A common, easily maintained style was the simple box-braid. The often very

short hair was parted into four or six squares, braided, and the tiny braids vertically

connected by sticking the end of the top braid into the top of the lower braid. This

style was easier to create than the other common braided style that resembled pat-

terns formed by growing crops that came to be known as ‘‘cane rows’’ or ‘‘cornrows.’’

In the latter style, the braided row is created through the continuous motion of the

stylist’s hands down or across the head; additional strands are picked up and incorpo-

rated into the row as the hands move along the head.

Black people living on the coasts and the islands off the coasts of South Carolina,

Georgia, and Florida retained comparatively more complex African behavior than

did enslaved blacks living inland, and some of this was manifested in the hair culture

of the coastal and Sea Island–enslaved women.

One of the most elaborate examples of the hair care practices of enslaved women is seen

in an ivory bust of a young black woman who lived at the Retreat Plantation on St.

Simons Island, Georgia. The neck base of the sculpture is carved with the legend: ‘‘Nora

August, slave, age 23 years. Purchased from the market, St. Augustine, Florida, April 17,

1860. Now a free woman.’’ An anti-slavery medallion is carved on the neck. It says: ‘‘Am I

not a man and a brother?’’ Above the medallion is carved: ‘‘Sold east of plaza, 1860.’’ The

sculpture is part of the Sea Island Company Collection, St. Simons Island, Georgia.

The sculpture of August has thick, kinky hair that is divided into five sections and

braided into dense, thin rows; each section is molded into raised, pyramidal-shaped wedges

that form a starfish-shaped pattern in back. The top three sections of the hair converge

into three braids that are formed into a cord-wrapped crown at the top front of the head.

The two sections of the lower back of the head converge into a single, cord-wrapped,

U-shaped braid at the nape of the neck. The even, intricate detail of the hair indicates

that the parting and braiding of Nora’s hair were done by a woman or girl with consider-

able practice in creating such styles. The sculptural wedge structure is reminiscent of the

treatments of hair on figures carved in traditional West African cultures.

Little is known about the specific circumstances out of which the hairstyle was pro-

duced except that August was either an enslaved worker on the Retreat Plantation or
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a recent contraband arrival. It is unclear whether the style was entirely a direct

African retention or the spontaneous, creative response of two black women to the

sculptural potential of thick, kinky hair. A likely assumption is that it was a combina-

tion of both impulses. One aspect of the style of braiding used in August’s hairstyle

was a technique long and extensively used by African women: the continuous weav-

ing of the hair into parallel rows, that is, ‘‘cornrowing.’’

Presented to the nurses at Darien, Georgia, in 1865, the sculpture was carved from life

at Retreat Plantation, which was occupied by Union troops and used as an army hospital

and camp for contraband slaves. Clearly apparent in the form are two inspirations: the in-

spiration of the hair stylists to articulate a black women’s distinctive beauty through an

intricately detailed hair form and the inspiration of the sculptor to work a piece of ivory,

probably indigenous to Africa and a medium difficult to carve, into fine detail to produce

a lasting portrait of a regal, self-possessed, newly emancipated woman.

See also Headwraps, Tignons, and Kerchiefs.
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JULIETTE HARRIS

HEADWRAPS, TIGNONS, AND KERCHIEFS. Slaves wrapped their heads or

wore head-coverings such as tignons and kerchiefs. These types of headwear were

viewed with wonder or with derision by slaveholders and other whites, for they were

structured differently from other types of headwear worn during slavery. At times, head-

wraps were colorful and configured in stylish ways so that they completely covered the

hair. The wrapping and tying of hair was carried over from Africa, as a traditional way

to represent beauty, enclose charms, and seal intentions about health and well-being.

Representations of enslaved women have featured them with headwraps. The

‘‘mammy,’’ usually an enslaved female, who served as a nursemaid or a cook in a slave-

holder’s main house, was regularly identified in publications as someone who wore a

headwrap. Some enslaved women may have been forced to cover their hair to avoid

competing with the mistress in the arena of beauty. Materials that could be used for

headwraps and handkerchiefs were included in plantation supplies given to slaves.

Enslaved men sometimes wore headwraps, as did children. In the 1830s, Fanny Kemble

(1809–1893), an English actress who married a Southern plantation owner in Georgia,

found it strange that slave babies were wearing headwraps. Apparently, their parents were
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trying to protect the babies from crawling

insects as well as the cold air, thus preventing

illnesses. Perhaps, based on beliefs about how

early a child’s hair should be combed or cut,

the hair may have been left uncombed and

covered.

Slaves literally and practically used their

heads to lighten their loads. The common

West African practice of transporting goods

on the head was popular, too, in the Americas.

Here slaves, including pregnant women, car-

ried a wide range of things such as live

animals, furniture, and agricultural produce in

this manner. Wrapping the head or using

wrapped-cloth pads helped to facilitate such

transport by lessening the pressure of the

weight.

Headwraps were not simply easy or quick

solutions to hair care for the enslaved. Wrap-

ping and tying the head ensured that it was

protected, empowered, and invested with

both secular and spiritual meanings. These

practices helped the slaves to nurture both

self and community.
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YWONE EDWARDS-INGRAM

HERBS. An herb is a nonwoody plant used for its medicinal, culinary, or aromatic value.

In American folklore and enslaved African American communities, an herb also could

include parts of trees and common weeds. In both Western Europe and West and Central

Africa, the notion of special herbs that were gathered for these purposes was a part of daily

life in rural communities that were largely self-reliant and had limited access to spices,

Needlework picture with the figures of a white woman and a
black woman wearing a headwrap. Catherine Fairfax with
Chloe at Mounteagle, attributed to Ann Culpepper Fairfax,
Alexandria, Virginia, ca. 1805, appliqu�ed wool, cotton, and
linen fabrics, wool embroidery thread, and beads on a wool
ground. (The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
Purchased with partial gift funds from ‘‘Jeannine’s Sampler
Seminar.’’)
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medicines, and perfumes. When these cultures encountered Native American traditions,

this unique interpretation of the landscape was reinforced as foreign plants mixed with

native ones in a new body of herbal knowledge. As enslaved Africans and their descen-

dants worked at creating new Afro-Creole cultures from New England south to Texas and

into the central interior, each community had its approach to growing, gathering, and

making use of such plants to heal, feed, disinfect, and provide fragrance.

Herbs familiar to the contemporary Western world were well known in historic

West and Central Africa. Some were native to Africa and Asia; others were intro-

duced by Arab traders from North Africa and Europeans trading in enslaved persons

and gold who settled on the coast. Others were completely native to Africa and would

be introduced into the Americas with the slave trade.

Herbalism was an essential part of daily life. While specific people in the commu-

nity were charged with healing, and therefore knew hundreds of herbal plants, rem-

edies, and combinations, most West and Central Africans grew up collecting and

learning the uses of common plants necessary for daily life. Among the Ewe, herbs

were collected to disinfect and sweeten gourds and earthenware pottery; others were
used to prevent infection in wounds or purify the body or, in the case of initiatory or

religious ceremonies, the soul. In traditions analogous to those of southern and east-

ern Asia, sacred herbs were grown around temple compounds, others were made into

special teas for consumption for both physical and spiritual imbalances, and others

were specially selected to flavor foods while also acting as medicinal cures.

In what is nowGhana andNigeria, for example, indigenous species of the basil plant were

incorporated into both traditions of spiritual purification and food preparation. Thyme was

used as a disinfectant and important ingredient in healing. European traders and explorers

noted the dispersion of herbs as a part ofWest African life. Swedish botanist AdamAfzelius

(1750–1837), traveling in what is now Sierra Leone, recorded sage, purslane, and thyme in

the gardens of villagers there. Mint was incorporated into the teas and aromatic culture of

the Sahel and Senegambia, having been brought from Morocco and other parts of the Is-

lamic world. Special herbs collected from the bush were steeped for sacred herbal baths,

burned to expel insects, or included as part of power objects such as amulets, charms, or
offerings made to divine forces. In the words of Harriet Collins, a formerly enslaved woman,

the idea that certain healing traditions came from Africa guaranteed their confidence and

sense of authenticity in the enslaved community: ‘‘My mammy larned me a lots of doctorin’

what she larnt from old folkses fromAfricy, and some de Indians larnt her. . . . All dese doc-

torin’ things come clear fromAfricy, and dey allus worked forMammy and forme, too.’’

When enslaved Africans came to what would become the United States, they

encountered both exotic and familiar herbs as a result of their contact with the Is-

lamic and European worlds. They also found plants native to the northeastern and

southeastern woodlands and coastline that were members of the same botanical fami-

lies as those in West Africa. Those plants introduced with the slave trade dispersed

around the South and the eastern seaboard, further linking enslaved blacks with an-

cestral traditions. Whatever their origin, enslaved blacks gained a reputation for their

interest in and usage of herbs. Without these herbs, blacks could not accomplish

much of the necessary healing because of the expense and the class and racial status

of blacks in slave societies. Without such herbs, the foodways of enslaved people also

would have been much blander, their spiritual traditions would have lacked a central
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component, and lives often lived in misery and challenging conditions would not

have known the fragrance of these plants.

This relationship with plants and the landscape provided a source of conflict and

empowerment for enslaved communities. On the one hand, certain enslaved healers

were rewarded with emancipation for providing herbal cures for ailments and snake-

bites; and on the other hand, herbalism was condemned for its connections with tradi-

tional African religious practices and most especially with its connection to knowledge

of poisons. In colonial-era Williamsburg, blacks were banned from practicing as apothe-

caries, and traditional methods of healing were occasionally outlawed or placed under

stringent control by legal authorities. ‘‘Pizens’’ (poisonous substances) were used to rebel

against slavery and were a subtle form of retaliation. Attempts at poisonings, and suc-

cessful murders of whites from New York to Virginia to North Carolina to Louisiana,

all point to the use of tuckahoe, oleander, and devil’s shoestring among other toxic

herbs to seek revenge against the forces of African American oppression.

Herbal traditions in enslaved communities borrowed heavily from those of their

European masters. European settlers of the period favored culinary herbs such as

lovage, parsley, sage, thyme, sweet marjoram, savory, borage, and horseradish. Early

African American gardens included cuttings of rosemary, mint, catnip, pennyroyal,

sage, balm, and various types of roses. Basil was grown for export in Virginia as early

as the 1770s, and this may have some connection with the large West African popula-

tion there. In Louisiana, among other parts of the South, basil was associated with

good luck and was grown by the doorway to discourage negative forces and bring good

luck. Sage tea was boiled for fevers or flux. In the Upper South, mint tea crossed the

ocean from Senegambia, and mint-flavored beverages have retained their popularity

in the region into the 21st century. Garlic was used to expel parasitic worms from the

body. Many herbs were used in this capacity because of the lack of hygiene. Enslaved

children often were required to eat with their hands in unsanitary conditions. Para-

sitic worms from animal or human waste consistently infected the ground and eating

troughs from which enslaved children were fed.

A number of traditional herbs and plants that were similarly used for healing have

been found among the archaeological remains of Thomas Jefferson’s Poplar Forest. Bed-

straw, carpetweed, cherry dock, goosefoot (lamb’s quarters), mallow, nightshade, rag-

weed, smartweed, vervain, and poppy were recovered from the slave quarters at the

site. Some of these herbs may have been edible potherbs; others provided infusions used

for teas and soaking liquids used to soothe external ailments. Similarly, a number of im-

portant medicinal and spiritual herbs, including comfrey, mullein, mayapple, wormseed,

tansy, pokeweed, and Sweet William, that originated in enslaved communities in the

18th and 19th centuries continued to be used in African American communities in

Virginia into the early 20th century. Herbs, especially fragrant ones such as basil, rose-

mary, lavender, and roses, often were rubbed on or placed between safeguarded clothing

as a means of deodorizing or perfuming special clothing. Herbs not only healed the

enslaved body and spirit but also provided a sense of humanity despite the utter poverty

and degradation that the enslaved people often had to endure.

Both men and women had access to and participated in herbalism in enslaved com-

munities, but for women, the use and value of herbs was especially important in mat-

ters of healing, beginning with childbirth and continuing through child rearing and
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general family health care. In Georgia, Aunt Darkas was remembered as a blind

woman who ‘‘could go ter the woods and pick out any kind of root or herb she

wanted.’’ Polly Shine recalled that ‘‘Maser would get us a Negro mama, and she doc-

tored us from herbs she got out of the woods.’’ Enslaved women were particularly val-

ued for their role as midwives and healers of childhood illnesses and ‘‘women’s

troubles.’’ Indeed, the brutalities of slavery gave rise to the use of some herbs and

plants such as pennyroyal and cotton root as abortifacients. ‘‘Conjure women,’’ mid-

wives, and ‘‘doctors’’ were essential persons of the social landscape, drawing their per-

sonal and communal power from the herbs that they grew and gathered around them.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

HOECAKES. Hoecakes are a simple unleavened bread of ground corn, water, and occa-

sionally salt formed into a round or oblong cake and baked until browned, usually over an

open fire. Tradition holds that slaves cooked hoecakes on large gardening hoes during days
spent in the fields, and the cooking method gave the dish its name. Whether the term

‘‘hoe’’ refers to the tool used for cultivation or a specialized large flat kitchen implement is

unclear, however. The association of hoecakes with the garden hoe baking method

became solidified in 19th-century cookbooks and life accounts, especially after Reconstruc-

tion. The term ‘‘hoecake’’ typically refers to the Southern version of corn and water bread,

but similar breads existed throughout the United States under the names ashcake, Johnny

cake, crackling bread, and bannock. Sometimes different names indicate a shift in prepara-

tion practice or the inclusion of additional ingredients. Ashcakes were prepared by placing

the dough near or directly in ashes to cook and were sometimes covered with cabbage

leaves. Crackling bread benefited from the addition of small bits of meat left over from

rendering of pork fat during the butchering process. The term ‘‘bannock’’ originates from

the English combination of water and grain baked into bread.

Hoecake is the only term for corn bread that suggests the type of tool used in the bak-

ing process. Slaves could have used large garden hoes by leaning the metal blade toward

the fire and placing the cake on the side exposed to heat. The hoe also may have been

removed from the long wooden handle and used like a griddle. In this method, the hoe

would sit directly on top of a small fire or coals and the cakes would be flipped to bake

evenly. If hoes specifically were made for baking, the pan would sit on top of the fire and
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the cakes were cooked in a similar manner. Using garden hoes would have allowed field

hands to carry only a few items to the fields each day to both work and prepare a meal.

Although the origins of hoecakes are associated with slaves, simple cornmeal breads

were eaten by a diverse swath of the U.S. population. The practice of making simple

breads and cakes can be found in all of the cultures that came to settle in the Americas.

Native Americans were the first to use corn for bread and the tradition likely passed to

colonists and slaves early during the colonial period. While the English would have

related this to bannock, Spanish, French, African, and Dutch culinary traditions all

had their own versions of simple breads. Through the Atlantic slave trade, the Portu-

guese transported American maize to West Africa in the 16th and 17th centuries, and

African slaves were likely exposed to corn before their forced passage to the American

colonies as a result. The weekly rations of corn that slaves typically received in the

United States would have been a familiar staple to make bread. Hoecakes were only

one among many corn dishes regularly consumed by the enslaved population.

See also Food and Foodways.

FURTHER READING

Cofield, Rod. ‘‘How the Hoe Cake (Most Likely) Got Its Name.’’ Food History News 76
(2008): 1, 6–7.

Covey, Herbert C., and Dwight Eisnach. What the Slaves Ate: Recollections of African American
Foods and Foodways from the Slave Narratives. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2009.

Opie, Frederick Douglass. Hog & Hominy: Soul Food from Africa to America. New York:
Colombia University Press, 2008.

LAURA RUSSELL PURVIS

HOES. The hoe was the most widely used agricultural implement in the plantation

world. This simple tool—a broad, steel-edged blade fixed to the end of a long wooden

handle—was the enslaved field hand’s badge of office.

The hoe was not something with which the early European settlers in North America

were familiar; in northern Europe, it was the plough that was used habitually to break the

soil. But the plough was not an option open to Native Americans who had no draft ani-

mals. They relied instead on fire-hardened digging sticks, to which blades fashioned from

clam shells or animal bones were sometimes added, enabling cultivators to scoop soil into

mounds in which seeds could be planted. Early English settlers in the Chesapeake, who

were not well provided with draft animals, adopted this Native American practice when

they began to grow tobacco and corn. Because the English could draw on the European

tradition of iron and steel making, which Native Americans could not, they were able to

import hoes with metal blades that were far more robust than the makeshift items used in

Native American systems of agriculture. A preference for the hoe as the primary instru-

ment of tillage, established early on in the settlement of the Chesapeake, was strength-

ened when Virginia’s planters turned to enslaved Africans as field hands, as they did

decisively in the 1680s. West Africans, who knew ferrous metallurgy but lacked draft ani-

mals, were well used to the metal-bladed hoe; it was an ancestral tool for them.

In the 18th-century plantation, hoes were almost always imported from Britain. The

leading British manufacturers had the capacity to produce them in huge numbers. The
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Crowley firm in the North East of England

could turn out over 11,000 hoes a week in

the 1750s. Colonial metalworkers could not

match such speed and volume. Vast numbers

of hoes were needed because the market

underwent tumultuous growth as the enslaved

population of the English-speaking colonial

world increased exponentially. It was a market

that had to be replenished annually, for it was

taken for granted that a hoe would be worn

out after a year’s labor.

Hoes were made in various forms. There

was a fundamental distinction between the

broad hoe and the narrow. The first, whose

blade might measure as much as seven or eight

inches across, was used to turn over the soil;

the other was employed to chop back weeds.

Each type came in various sizes, ranging from

0, suitable for a child slave, through 4 or 5,

heavy models for prime field hands. Already,

at the start of the 18th century, British manu-

facturers differentiated between the Virginia

hoe, which was intended for tobacco cultiva-

tion, the Carolina hoe, which was adapted for

the rice fields of the Low Country, and several types of hoes destined for the sugar islands

of the Caribbean.

The hoe was a tool of the plantation frontier. It was most heavily employed in the

growing of tobacco in the Tidewater and in the first phase of rice cultivation in South

Carolina. Changes in agricultural practice reduced its relative importance toward the

end of the 18th century. The shift from tobacco to grain made by many Chesapeake

planters led to the increased use of the plough after 1750. Similarly, the spread of tidal

irrigation through the Low Country in the second half of the 18th century made the

hoe less conspicuous than it had been in South Carolina’s formative years. In that ear-

lier period, an endless round of hoeing had taken up the Low Country summer; under

the new regime of tidal irrigation, greater use was made of controlled floods to sup-

press weed growth in rice fields.

But while the demand for hoes slowed in Chesapeake and South Carolina, new markets

opened up in the Cotton South in the early 19th century. Indeed, the hoe played a funda-

mental role in the advance of cotton cultivation across Alabama and Mississippi in the

1820s and 1830s. The first crops were raised on hastily cleared fields that were littered with

stumps and roots. The plough could not operate in such conditions; the hoe had to serve.

Only in the 1840s did a concerted turn to ploughs occur. By this time, hoes were being

produced by Northern industrialists who had acquired a capacity for bulk production that

colonial artisans had lacked. The emergence of specialized producers, like the Scovil Hoe

Company of Higganum, Connecticut, pushed foreign manufacturers out of the U.S.

market.

Wrought-iron broad hoe head of the type used to
cultivate tobacco, probably American, 1750–1860. (The
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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The North may have profited from the escalating demand for farm tools in the

South, but Yankee observers were not impressed by Southern reliance on the hoe.

They took it to be an apt symbol of what they saw as the slovenliness of Dixie agricul-

ture. Maine physician and abolitionist Charles Grandison Parsons (1807–1864)

scoffed at the crudity of the hoes (‘‘as heavy as the woodman’s axe!’’) he claimed to

have seen while traveling through the South in 1852–1853. Noted landscape archi-

tect Frederick Law Olmsted (1822–1903), contrasting the efficient bustle of Northern

agriculture with the torpor of the slave South, enlarged on the point. Overly bulky

tools were attributable to the reckless work habits that slavery encouraged:

I am assured that, in the careless and clumsy way they must be used by the

slaves, anything lighter or less rude could not be furnished them with good

economy, and that such tools as we constantly give our laborers, and find

profit in giving them, would not last out a day in a Virginia corn-field. . . .

Ironically, this was an issue on which Southern planters found some common ground

with their Northern critics. Manufacturers in the North, it was complained, produced

substandard articles for the Southern market.

The stigmatization of the hoe as primitive instrument, which reached its climax in the

years preceding the outbreak of the Civil War, was the culmination of a lengthy process,

one that had begun in the mid-18th century when Chesapeake planters began to swap

tobacco growing for the cultivation of wheat, abandoning the hoe for the plough in the

process. As this was the Revolutionary era, the change of implement began to be imbued

with ideological meaning. The plough was held up as an emblem of sturdy republican vir-

tue. It became the proud embodiment of a new nation, featuring eventually on no fewer

than 16 state seals. The hoe, which had hitherto had no particular negative connotation,

correspondingly became an emblem of servility. Yet it was the hoe that had been the foun-

dation of American agriculture from its earliest days. In the South, it long remained so.

See also Hoecakes.
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CHRIS EVANS

HOMINY. Hominy is maize (corn) that has been treated and cooked so that the

germ and outer hull are removed. It was a method of preparing the corn developed by

indigenous Native Americans so that it was more easily digestible, and it had the

added benefit of converting niacin and vitamin B into a more absorbable form. Unlike

the untreated corn consumed in West and Central Africa that led to a number of

nutritional deficiencies and diseases, hominy, combined with other foodstuffs such as

legumes, in many cases soup beans, butter beans, or black-eyed peas, was the basis of a

fairly balanced diet. Both blacks and whites ate hominy as part of their daily diet. Using
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large ears of white ‘‘Virginia Gourdseed’’ corn

and later varieties, enslaved communities

were constantly in the process of preparing

hominy, known as ‘‘beating’’ hominy.

The mortars and pestles used for beating

corn, lye barrels, and large iron pots known

as ‘‘hominy pots’’ became part and parcel of

the slave quarters’ material culture. The

sound of beating hominy, day and night,

was a constant in the quarter just as the

pounding of millet, rice, and sorghum had

been in West Africa. Hominy, corn mush,

and other similar foods took the place of the

bland, starchy grain preparations eaten with

spicy sauces or stews or bits of meat or fish

as the main meal of the day in West Africa.

Hominy often was eaten communally out of

the pot it was cooked in. It left a familiar

white film on everything it touched.

In the 17th and 18th centuries, hominy was

eaten as the main meal several times a day.

According to J. F. D. Smyth who traveled in

the Middle Colonies in the middle of the 18th century and wrote in 1784 of his experien-

ces in America after returning to England:

He [an enslaved person] is called up in the morning at day break, and is seldom

allowed time enough to swallow three mouthfuls of homminy, or hoe cake, but

is driven out immediately to the field to hard labour;. . . . About noon is the

time he eats his dinner, and he is seldom allowed an hour for that purpose. His

meal consists of homminy and salt, and, if his master be a man of humanity, he

has a little fat, skimmed milk, rusty bacon, or salt herring to relish his homminy

or hoe cake. . . . They then return to severe labour, which continues in the field

until dusk. . . . It is late before he returns to his second scanty meal. . . .

According to William Hugh Grove, an English traveler who visited Virginia in 1732:

(Corn) Tis the only support of the Negroes, who Roast it in the Ear, Bake for

Bread, and Boyl it when Hulled, and Like our buttered wheat, the Children and

better sort breakfast with it and make farmity. The first they call Homny and the

Latter Mush. To Hull it they Beat it in a Mortar as the Scots do their Barley.

‘‘Old Dick,’’ an enslaved man from 18th-century Virginia, said,

I was put to work at the hoe, I was up an hour before sun, and worked naked till af-

ter dark. I had no food but Homony, and for fifteen months did not put a morsel of

any meat in my mouth, but the flesh of a possum or coon. . . .

Large woodenmortar used to pound corn into hominy, Virginia,
1800–1900. (The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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Hominy was bland and boring, but filling. If enslaved people were lucky, it was sea-

soned with a bit of preserved or salted pork or a piece of fatback, or it was enjoyed with

black-eyed peas or other cowpeas, often called ‘‘hominy beans.’’ Many enslaved people,

especially those from the Chesapeake and its diaspora, recalled eating hominy late into

antebellum slavery. James V. Deane from southern Maryland reported that the food

for a cornshucking party on his tobacco plantation included ‘‘supper at twelve, roast

pig for everybody, apple sauce, hominy and corn bread.’’ Another man from the same

area recalled, ‘‘our food consisted of bread, hominy, black strap molasses and a red her-

ring a day.’’ Adeline Hodge of Alabama described a feast of chickens eaten with ‘‘dem

good ol’ cushaws an’ lye hominy, too.’’

See also Cast Iron Pots; Food and Foodways; Pigs and Pork.
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Making Hominy

Sarah Thomas, a formerly enslaved woman from Mississippi, described the
hominy-making process as such:

It wuz made by putting oak ashes in a barrel wid holes in de bottom and

pouring water over dem ashes and whut dripped through made a strong lye.

Den dey husked de corn and put it in dat lye to boil till it swell up and wuz

tender and husks come off and lef’ the corn purty and white. Den dey

washed it through several waters till it wuz clean.

Sources: George P. Rawick. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

10, Part 5. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.

Peter Bruner, a formerly enslavedman fromKentucky, remembered beating hominy:

At nights he [the master] would have me to beat hominy. This hominy was

beat out of corn. It was beat in a mortar a large piece of timber similar to a

water bucket. They had a pestle to beat the hominy with. By the time I would

get this beaten it would be about 10:30 o’clock and the next duty I was to per-

form was to go and wake my mistress up in order for her to see if it was fine

enough. Then I would return and next time beat it into meal. Then I would

have to go and get another peck of corn and beat it, and by the time I had

accomplished this it would be about 1 o’clock. I think that was good bedtime.

Sources: Peter Bruner. ‘‘A Slave’s Adventures toward Freedom. Not Fiction, but the True

Story of a Struggle.’’ Documenting the American South. http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/

bruner/bruner.html.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

HOPPIN’ JOHN. Hoppin’ John is a dish combining cowpeas, usually black-eyed

peas, and rice. It is particularly associated with the Carolina Low Country and Geor-

gia Sea Islands but is found in other forms throughout the Lower South. It is a dish

based on culinary traditions brought by enslaved Africans from West and Central

Africa and specifically relates to similar dishes found in Senegambia.

In the rice-growing region from lower North Carolina to upper Florida, vast quanti-

ties of Carolina Gold rice were cultivated for export. Broken or unpolished rice that

was not sold was given to the enslaved community as an addition to their rations.

Cowpeas, a crop of African origin that came to the South during the slave trade, came

in a diverse array of forms and colors, including brown, black, blue-gray, red, and

white, as well as the familiar black-eyed form. All of these separately or together were

boiled and spiced with ‘‘Negro pepper’’ and mixed with broken rice and salt fish or

pork to form a tasty dish. The dish became associated with New Year’s Day in African

American folk tradition and came to symbolize good luck owing to black-eyed peas as

traditional West African symbols of the Creator’s guidance and protection, wealth,

and fertility. The word for black-eyed pea in Yoruba, for example, is a pun on the

words for ‘‘tradition,’’ ‘‘beauty,’’ and ‘‘good character.’’ In Senegal, black-eyed peas by

themselves or cooked in a dish are given as alms to beggars. Hoppin’ John was first

recorded in Sarah Rutledge’s cookbook The Carolina Housewife in 1847 and called for

red (field) peas boiled, then steamed, with rice. The dish is related to other culinary

creations that started in West and Central Africa and the enslaved community,

including hominy and black-eyed peas, red beans and rice, Limpin’ Susan (okra and

rice), and greens and rice. Hoppin’ John was a convenient one-pot meal, taking full

advantage of the limited utensils available in the ordinary enslaved household.

See also Pigs and Pork.

FURTHER READING

Gamble, David. The Wolof of Senegambia. London: International African Institute, 1957.
Harris, Jessica B. The Welcome Table: African American Heritage Cooking. New York: Fireside,
1995.

Harris, Jessica B. Iron Pots and Wooden Spoons: Africa’s Gifts to New World Cooking. New
York: Fireside Press, 1999.

280

HOPPIN’ JOHN



Rutledge, Sarah. The Carolina Housewife. 1847. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
1979.

Walker, Sheila S. ‘‘Everyday Africa in New Jersey: Wonderings and Wanderings in the
African Diaspora.’’ In African Roots/American Cultures: Africa in the Creation of the Americas,
edited by Sheila Walker, 45–80. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2001.

MICHAEL W. TWITTY

HORSES. Until well into the 20th century, Americans relied on horses as a major

mode of transportation. Whether ridden singly or grouped together in a team to pull a

wagon, a carriage or a stagecoach, horses hauled people and supplies over long and

short distances. Animals were expensive and needed to be maintained. To sustain the

horses’ strength and health, they required daily care. Many slaveholders, even when

they possessed few other slaves, assigned individuals specifically to take care of their

horses, mules, and livestock.

Enslaved individuals who worked with horses were described variously as ostlers,

hostlers, grooms, and stable hands. Daily care of the horses included putting out hay,

corn or feed, carrying buckets of water at least twice a day, and mucking out the stalls,

as well as exercising the horses, grooming them with a brush or curry comb, and put-

ting them out to pasture in good weather. Slaves who worked at public livery stables

performed much the same work. Stable hands also were responsible for maintaining,

cleaning, and polishing the tack, including the leather saddles, harnesses, reins, bits,

Horse Racing

Former slave Henry Coleman was a jockey and raced horses in South Carolina:

When I wuz a young fellow I used to race wid de horses. I wuz de swifes run-

ner on de plantation. A nigger, Peter Feaster, had a white horse of his own,

and de white fokes used to bet amongst de selves as much as $20.00 dat I

could outrun dat horse. De way us did, wuz to run a hundred yards one way,

turn around and den run back de hundred yards. Somebody would hold de

horse, and another man would pop de whip fer us to start. Quick as de whip

popped, I wuz off. I would git sometimes ten feet ahead of de horse ’fore dey

could git him started. Den when I had got de hundred yards, I could turn

around quicker dan de horse would, and I would git a little mo’ ahead.

Corse wid dat, you had to be a swift man on yer feets to stay head of a fas

horse. Peter used to git so mad when I would beat his ole horse, and den all

de niggers would laf at him kaise de white fokes give me some of de bettin

money. Sometimes dey would bet only $10.00, sometimes, $15 or $20. Den

I would race wid de white fokes horses too. Dey nebber got mad when I

come out ahead. After I got through, my legs used to jus shake like a leaf.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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and stirrups. An archaeological study of the Rich Neck Slave Quarter in Williams-

burg, Virginia, which dates to the mid-18th century, recovered remnants of harness-

related gear, including buckle, rings, chains, and hook fragments from the slave
quarters. Stable hands usually maintained whatever carts, wagons, or coaches were

owned by the slaveholder, although blacksmiths were required for more complicated

repairs or to shoe the horses. Slaves also saddled up the horses for riding by slavehold-

ers and their guests and then cooled the horses down and put them back in the stables

after they returned. The slaves sometimes accompanied their masters on trips to care

for the horses.

Horses typically were kept in stables, and in urban environments enslaved workers

frequently lived within them. The Aiken-Rhett House (built 1817) in Charleston,

South Carolina, includes a stable with six stalls, wooden pegs for storing the tack, a

hay loft, and an adjoining carriage house at the end of a brick work yard. The stable’s

second floor contains a series of small rooms for enslaved workers.

Some enslaved African Americans took advantage of their position in the stable.

In a letter George Washington (1732–1799) wrote to his farm manager in 1793, he

pronounced a young slave named Cyrus ‘‘very unfit I believe to be entrusted with

horses, whose feed there is strong suspicions he misapplies. . . .’’ At the same time,

Washington also accused his slaves of ‘‘suffering my horses to be rode at unseasonable

hours in the night without your knowledge or that of the overseers.’’

The slaves working with horses who had their owners’ trust were the jockeys.

Wealthy Southerners who bred and raced racehorses used their slaves, both adolescents

Black attendant with Captain Beckwith’s horse at the headquarters of the Army of the Potomac, Brandy
Station, Virginia, ca. 1864. (Library of Congress.)

282

HORSES



and adults, as jockeys and trainers. These individuals enjoyed such privileges as a more

flexible work schedule and some personal freedom. Although races were sometimes

informal, enslaved jockeys also wore uniforms, similar to those worn today, and carried

their owners’ colors. Born on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, William Green became a

jockey for his owner, Edward Hamilton. Green remembered that his master ‘‘kept a

great number of fine noble horses, with a number of race horses; and being the right size

for a rider, he took me to ride races.’’ After Green became a fervent Christian, he asked

Hamilton to give him another job because he did not want to be exposed to the gam-

bling that often accompanied horse racing, and Hamilton complied.

See also Blacksmith Shops.
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I

INDIGO. Indigo is one of the world’s oldest dyes as well as a popular blue pigment.

The most common dye in West Africa, indigo became popularized in the Americas in

the mid-18th century. Slaves grew indigo plants, produced the dye, and colored cloth.

The process of producing indigo proved less taxing than rice production, but the res-
pite for slaves proved brief because the indigo industry in the United States collapsed

with the American Revolution.

Indigo formed a crucial part of the slave trade. Asian indigo-dyed fabrics came to

Europe for reexport to West Africa as essential barter for slaves. These slaves provided
much of the labor on the indigo plantations in the West Indies and Americas. The

end product crossed the Atlantic for use in Europe.

The slaves who produced indigo likely had considerable familiarity with the dye.

Indigo has been exceedingly fashionable in every part of the world since ancient

times. Many of the slaves in America came from West Africa, which is also the center

of textile activity in the African continent, in the 21st-century countries of Nigeria,

Ghana, Senegal, Ivory Coast, and Mali. It is quite possible that slaves who produced

indigo in the Americas had produced it in Africa.

The popularity of indigo as a source of income brought the indigo industry to the

Americas. Every ethnic group in the Americas experimented with indigo, beginning

with the Dutch in New York. However, no one had any success in producing indigo

until the 18th century. In the late 1740s, Eliza Lucas Pinckney (1722–1793) of South

Carolina developed indigo as a cash crop. Pinckney came to South Carolina from the

West Indies, where indigo production was common. At the age of sixteen, left in

charge of her family’s plantations and her ailing mother, Pinckney perfected a method

of cultivating indigo in the swampy South Carolina tidewater. Indigo replaced rice as

a major cash crop as export demand for the latter stagnated. The indigo industry,

although centered in South Carolina, also existed in Georgia, Virginia, Alabama,

Louisiana, and Florida.

In French-owned Louisiana, the French government encouraged indigo production

in the 1720s by sending seed over from the West Indies. Advisers from West Indian

plantations helped many plantation owners build indigo factories in the lower Missis-

sippi valley around New Orleans. These plantations produced 70,000 pounds of
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indigo annually by 1750. In the second half of the century, the quality of the product

improved and more than 240,000 pounds of dye were produced, all by slave labor.

When the Spanish assumed control over Louisiana in 1763, many settlers were

enticed to the region by the prospect of making riches from indigo. Up to 550,000

pounds were sold annually in the 1790s. Increased competition from Guatemala,

Making Indigo

Emma Tidwell from Arkansas grew indigo and made dye:

We planted indigo an hit growed jes like wheat. When hit got ripe we gath-

ered hit an we would put hit in a barrel an let hit soak bout er week den we

would take de indigo stems out an squeeze all de juice outn dem, put de

juice back in de barrel an let hit stay dere bout nother week, den we jes

stirred an stirred one whole day. We let hit set three or four days den

drained de water offn hit an dat left de settlings an de settlings wuz blueing

jes like we have dese days. We cut ours in little blocks. Den we dyed clothes

wid hit. We had purty blue cloth. De way we set de color we put alumn in

hit. Dat make de color stay right dere.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Arkansas Narratives, Vol. 10, Parts 5 & 6.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Detail of cartouche illustrating indigo production. From
‘‘A Map of South Carolina and Georgia,’’ 1757. (The
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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exhaustion of the soil, insect damage, and the upheavals caused by the American

Revolution effectively killed the industry by the early years of the 19th century.

Indigo promised to improve the working conditions for slaves. It involved toiling

on dry land instead of swamps, with the labor less physically intensive although

requiring precision. Slaves who worked with indigo often had body parts turn blue

from handling the dye, and they remained that way as long as they worked on the

plantation. For every five acres of indigo, four workers were required.

These workers used different sources to make indigo. More than 300 plant species

produce the indigo dye, and many processes were used to make it. Indigo is insoluble

in water and must be reduced (the process of removing oxygen) and dissolved in an

alkaline solution before it will adhere to fabric. When a fabric has been soaked in the

dye solution long enough to absorb the potential color, the material is removed and

hung to dry. Exposure to the air causes reoxidation and turns the greenish shade

to blue. The dye then has been absorbed by the fibers of the fabric and is again water-

insoluble. Indigo is one of the most colorfast of natural dyes and the color retains its

hue for decades.

The process of making indigo is exacting and repetitive, and different plant sources

required different treatments. In the method most popular in South Carolina, the

plants were placed in a series of three adjoining vats after harvesting. The plants

remained in the first vat until they had oxidized. When the resulting liquid reached

the right consistency and odor, it was transferred to the second vat to be aerated by

agitating paddles. The blue liquid drained into the third vat where it sat until a

muddy substance settled to the bottom. After the remaining liquid was drained off,

the semisolid remainder was placed in linen bags to drain further and then it was

placed into boxes to form into cakes. The cakes were dried in sheds, cut into cubes,

and packed into barrels for shipment.

American indigo yielded a weaker blue than dyes from Africa or the West Indies.

A common shade of blue required 50 cakes of African or West Indian indigo but more

cakes of American indigo, hence more expense. A dark shade of indigo-dyed fabric

could require as many as 150 cakes, thereby demonstrating the wealth of the owner.

Dying the cloth was labor-intensive and tedious. As in the African tradition, mud

kilns often were used for the preparation of mordant ash, with any cracks in the thick

walls repaired before each use. Layers of wood, from dry sticks to green boughs, were

layered on top of a sieve that lay about a foot from the top of the kiln. Balls formed of

old ash from the salt-ash pots and wood ash from house cooking fires then were placed

on top of the sticks. When these formed a big pile, rising above the walls of the kiln,

the sticks were ready to be lighted. The fire was kept burning for about 10 to 12 hours

or until all the wood turned to ash. The ash was collected continuously, to be formed

into balls that were left to dry. When all the wood had burned, the kiln was left to

cool for a night and a day. To prepare the alkaline solution, the dyer used a pot with a

hole in the bottom placed over another pot. Ash was placed in the top pot to act as a

sieve and water was poured over the ash. As the water drained, it took salt with it,

and then the salt water was transferred to the dye pot. The indigo cakes, broken up,

were placed in a pot with the alkaline water poured over them. The mixture was left

to stand for about three days and occasionally stirred. As the water was absorbed by

the cloth, more water was added. The dye would keep for only about five days before
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developing an unpleasant odor that could pass to the cloth being dyed. The cloth was

dipped three or four times for a few minutes and then left to dry in the sun. The series

of dippings and dryings was repeated to achieve the desired color. Dyed cloth was

never rinsed but instead drip-dried.

The technique often used with indigo, tie and dye, was also employed by the slaves.

Tie and dye, practiced throughout the world, likely came to America through both

African and European sources. Tie and dye is a resist method of patterning fabric that

is achieved by withholding dye from certain areas of the fabric. This leaves the origi-

nal undyed area as a background for the design of the dyed area, or vice versa.

The onset of the French and Indian War in 1756 increased demand for American

indigo because the French were no longer selling to the American or British markets.

The British placed a bounty on the product, thereby increasing profits for planters

and prompting more planters to grow indigo. Indigo became such a source of wealth

that almost every successful professional man in the Low Country supplemented his

income by planting it. A South Carolina planter reportedly could fill his bags with in-

digo and ride to Charleston to buy a slave with the contents, exchanging a pound of

indigo for a pound of a slave. By the eve of the American Revolution, Charleston in-

digo planters alone pounded more than a million pounds of indigo or 35 percent of

South Carolina’s total exports.

The high price for indigo translated into a high price for slaves. In 1754, the gover-

nor of South Carolina lamented that slaves cost more to purchase in his state than in

any other because of the indigo demand. The prices did not remain high for long,

however. When the American Revolution began, the British market for indigo disap-

peared along with the British bounty. Other markets proved impossible to develop.

By 1780, planters largely abandoned indigo in favor of rice, although a few small

growers produced it until the Civil War. Worldwide, indigo lasted as a popular natural

dye until the introduction of synthetic dyes in the 20th century.
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CARYN E. NEUMANN

IRONWORK. Ironworking was a highly developed skill among African peoples,

especially those inhabiting the region from the west edge of Burkina Faso to Gambia

and the Atlantic Ocean. Africans from this region, brought as slaves to the New

World, played an important role in shaping American culture, including significant

contributions to the architectural ironworking traditions of the American south, espe-

cially in Charleston, South Carolina, and New Orleans, Louisiana.

South Carolina planters particularly sought slaves from rice-growing Senegal-Gambia

and the Gold Coast, and a large number of Africans from the Congo-Angola region
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entered the colony during the formative period of the 1730s. In New Orleans, the French

brought enslaved Africans from Senegal, Whydah, and Angola, and both the Spanish

and French exchanged Indians for blacks from the West Indies, where West African

slaves dominated.

Surviving architectural ironwork from these early days continues to be a point of

pride for Charleston and New Orleans residents and dominates their architecture up

to the present day. In Charleston, lampposts and lamps, gates, railings, storefronts,

boot scrapers, window grilles, and sign brackets made of wrought iron contribute to

the city’s unique architectural experience. New Orleans, especially the historic Vieux

Carr�e, is renowned for its ornate wrought iron on railings, grilles, and gates. Through-

out the urban and the rural south, blacksmith shops turned out well-made hardware

and tools for the farm and home such as latches, hinges, nails, agricultural imple-

ments, and cooking equipment, as well as andirons, tongs, and shovels for fireplaces.

Wrought iron is a medium which allowed skilled slaves to apply their knowledge,

experience, and imagination. Although the full history of this creative and dynamic

process remains undiscovered, elements of the story are now emerging. Blacksmithing

was one trade in which slaves incorporated African influences into European iron-

working traditions, and it flourishes as an Afro-American craft in Charleston and

New Orleans up to the present day.

Charleston

During the 18th and the first half of the 19th century, slaves constituted the majority

of South Carolina’s population. It was the only Southern state to reopen the foreign

slave trade from 1803 to 1807, and slaves were brought in huge numbers to its major

seaport in Charleston. While most slaves were resold to nearby plantations, some

remained in the city to be integrated into the urban slave system, becoming an impor-

tant element of Charleston life.

Most slaves who mastered ironworking lived in urban surroundings. In fact, urban

slavery held more advantages for the slave than rural situations because enslaved

individuals in a city had more opportunity to become involved in various trades.

Sometimes slaves acquired skills and training from their owners. Christopher

Werner, the German ironworker who designed Charleston’s famous Sword Gate orig-

inally made for the city’s guard house in 1838 but later installed on Legare Street,

owned five slaves who carried out his commissions. Of these black craftsmen, Toby

Richardson is the best remembered, and may possibly be responsible for many works

designed by Werner including the Sword Gate. Masters often hired out their slaves

to different craftsmen, allowing them to increase their knowledge and experience.

Many slaves hired themselves out in their free time, with the profits earned split with

their masters or used to buy freedom. Charleston became a central destination for

many former slaves who had received or purchased their freedom and were looking

for better opportunities to develop their skills and earn a living. Among those free

blacks were blacksmiths, carpenters, bricklayers, shoemakers, tailors, seamstresses,

painters, wheelwrights, and silversmiths.

Widespread involvement of free and enslaved African Americans in the ironworking

industry caused some white laborers to feel the pinch of competition from blacks and

they successfully petitioned the General Assembly to restrict training opportunities for
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blacks. These laws had little impact, however, and black artisans continued to prosper in

the ironworking trades.

Charleston’s free black class, which numbered only 586 in 1790, grew to 3,622 by

1860. In the 1848 city census, free African Americans were recorded in more than

50 different occupations. The records also show that among ironworkers, almost com-

plete parity had been achieved between blacks and whites. Of 89 smiths, 45 were

white, 40 were slave, and 4 were listed as ‘‘free persons of colour.’’ Two years later,

some 16 free blacks listed their trade as blacksmith. As a result of their skill in iron-

working and their abilities as businessmen, many slaves were able to earn enough

money to purchase their freedom. The tradition of African American employment in

ironworking in Charleston persisted after the Civil War; in the 1870 census, African

American workers accounted for 54 percent of listed blacksmiths.

New Orleans

There was a radical difference between the treatment of slaves on rural plantations

and their treatment in urban New Orleans. New Orleans’ slaves were generally better

fed, clothed, and housed than their rural counterparts. This privileged situation

allowed them easier access to training and to acquire the skills necessary to play an

important role in the New Orleans economy.

It is commonly thought that New Orleans ironwork was largely crafted by skilled

slaves during the antebellum period. However, sparse records relating to the involve-

ment of slaves in this craft has prompted a long debate among scholars regarding the

source of New Orleans’ architectural ironwork. Some argue that although the early

ironwork was designed by craftsmen in New Orleans, the work was produced and

imported from Seville, Spain. Other scholars assign the manufacture of much of the

French Quarter ironwork in the shop of the famous Jean Lafitte (ca. 1776–ca. 1823),

‘‘the pirate of the Gulf.’’

Lafitte himself mentioned in his journal that he constructed a blacksmith shop

in New Orleans in 1805. A 1930s brochure by Mrs. Philip Werlein describing New

Orleans iron railings states that ‘‘one story that seems well authenticated is that a

great many of the best [railings] were made in the work shop of the famous pirates

Jean and Pierre Lafitte in St. Philip Street.’’ The brochure also says: ‘‘Other of the

older residents remember a little shop on St. Louis Street which made a specialty of

these same iron railings. All agree that the majority were the work of the skilled slaves

brought to the city from St. Domingo where they had been well trained in the art.’’

Slaves shipped to Louisiana were not identified on the slave registers by trade, but this

does not mean that there were no skilled slaves among those that were transported to

America. Slave owners knew that enslaved Africans had the capacity to acquire new

European-style skills and that Africans had long traditions of skilled workmanship,

including ironworking.

Beginning in French colonial Louisiana, authorities actively advocated the training

of blacks in ironworking. In fact, the value of a slave skilled as an artisan was greatly

increased, and many masters paid white artisans to train their slaves to be hired out

for income as skilled laborers. Lafitte and his partner accordingly accepted slaves as

apprentices in their shop. Although these craftsmen’s names remain unknown, it is

evident that during the antebellum period, slaves and free blacks spent their days in
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blacksmith shops, forging the decorative architectural ironwork so commonly identi-

fied with the city of New Orleans. The decorative balconies, window grills, and gates

produced by such firms as Leeds, Geddes and Shakespeare, Baumiller and Gaudwin,

Malus, or Urtubies should be recognized as the products of African American artisans

because these firms owned slaves and employed free blacks in their workshops.

See also Slave Badges.
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Preface

Human beings spend their lives surrounded by things. Sometimes these objects are util-

itarian, such as the cars we drive, the beds we sleep on, or the shoes we wear. Others

may represent something more unique and personal, like a gift from a beloved friend or

relative. Still others reflect the society in which we live or our value systems and beliefs.

Whether we are considering the objects that help us to do our work or those that reflect

our choices, passions, and decisions, we all understand that these things say something

about us and our identity, often more powerfully than words. This encyclopedia tries to

capture the material culture of slavery. Until recently, scholars, museums, and the gen-

eral public thought that little tangible evidence remained from those 200-plus years of

U.S. history, other than a detailed documentary record that reflects almost entirely the

slaveholders’ perspective. Thanks largely to recent archaeological investigations con-

ducted across the plantation South, the Chesapeake, the Upper South, and sites in

New England and the Mid-Atlantic, new museum collecting practices, and a renewed

interest in and access to the oral histories collected from former slaves by the Federal

Writers’ Project of the Works Progress Administration in 1936–1938, we know more

about what slaves surrounded themselves with than ever before. The entries collected

here use objects as a prism for understanding both the complex institution that was

American slavery and the individual experiences of the people trapped within it. The

items that brought joy and preserved culture get as much attention as those that

inflicted cruel punishments or extracted long hours of backbreaking labor.

As much as possible, it is the story of the enslaved that we try to tell, and it is their

world that we explore throughout the encyclopedia. The focus is on the enslaved in all

of the areas where slavery was to be found, from the North to the South, and west to

Texas, and from the 17th century through Emancipation. In addition, many entries

discuss how the West and Central African traditions and customs brought by those

torn from their homelands continued to manifest themselves in the everyday lives of

African Americans even through the difficult years of slavery. This melding of cultural

traditions and influences resulted in new practices and beliefs, called creolization,

which enabled enslaved Africans to use the objects they found in their new locations

and the ideas that they learned to make sense out of experiences that were demeaning

and painful, and lives that were marked by unrelenting labor and unpredictability.

Although thousands of books have been published about slavery, this is the first en-

cyclopedia to focus on the material culture of slaves in the United States. It covers



the everyday lives of the enslaved: what they wore, saw, and looked at; played and

played with; ate and drank and smoked; worked on and in; heard, read, used, made,

touched, hid away, lived in, built, were given, slept on, carried, raised, and cultivated;

were sold on; and much more. The experiences of the enslaved are the principal topic,

but a great deal is revealed about the white and slaveholding society as well. Much of

the information contained in the entries has not been published before in this format.

Hopefully, this reference will serve as a springboard for future investigations and new

discoveries about this important subject.

The encyclopedia includes more than 170 entries arranged alphabetically. Readers also

will find a topical list of entries at the front of the book so that they can quickly find topics

of interest. Two broad essays on music and dance and on literacy and orality appear before

the encyclopedia entries as necessary context for readers to understand the wider material

culture. The individual entries include suggestions for further reading, and cross-references

are given to related entries, either as bolded topics in the entries or following ‘‘See also’’ at

the end of the entry. The volume ends with a selected bibliography that will lead readers to

substantive books and articles as well as Web sites. Contributors are experts drawn from

academia, historical archaeology, museums, and public history who work in this field.

The encyclopedia boasts a large number of images selected frommuseum and library col-

lections to illustrate the entries. The photographs of now-vanished slave quarter houses,

the watercolor portraits of the enslaved, and the archaeological survivals from slave-

related sites chosen for this encyclopedia are but a sample of what has survived and been

documented for posterity. We have tried to be as wide-ranging as possible, realizing that

examples from archives of material slave life are anything but generic; architecture and

objects were as varied as the plantations and states in which enslaved African Americans

lived. For example, slave housing looked very different in Virginia, New Orleans, and

Tennessee and even from plantation to plantation to less grand slaveholdings, depending

on local vernacular and resources, degree of wealth, and architectural ambitions.

Many entries are accompanied by sidebars that offer complementary testimony from

the Federal Writers’ Project slave narratives. The narrative excerpts taken from inter-

views with former slaves usually were transcribed in vernacular speech with unusual

spelling and grammar, and they use language that some modern readers may find offen-

sive. As many historians note, these interviews are problematic in that the individuals

who were interviewed for the project were mostly young children as slaves. Their mem-

ories were also shaped by the era in which the interviews were conducted, the Great

Depression. Many of the people interviewed in 1936–1938 were old, hungry, and living

in poverty. The interviewers, most of whom were white, asked leading questions and fre-

quently patronized their subjects. Nonetheless, these accounts often are detailed, and

they offer the most direct record that we have of the world of a slave. Fisk University

Social Science Institute staff member Ophelia Settle Egypt was a rare example of an

African American interviewer. When she interviewed a former slave in 1929 or 1930,

she was told, ‘‘If you want Negro History, you will have to get [it] from somebody who

wore the shoes.’’* This encyclopedia offers readers a chance to put on those shoes.

*In Rawick, George P. The American Slave: Oklahoma and Mississippi Narratives, Vol. 7
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972), pp. 45–46.
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Introduction

The study of human experience through objects and their context is called material

culture. According to the pioneering scholar of material culture, Thomas Schlereth,

the methodology that underlies the study of material culture is that ‘‘objects made or

modified by humans, consciously or unconsciously, directly or indirectly, reflect the

belief patterns of individuals who made, commissioned, purchased, or used them, and,

by extension, the belief patterns of the larger society of which they are a part.’’1 In the

case of enslaved African Americans, these objects can be as large as a house that sur-

vives from the 1800s or as small as a fragment from a ceramic plate recovered from a

slave quarter after being buried for more than a century. Some objects are more

ephemeral: while they might have survived slavery, their meanings have slipped away

in modern life, and archaeologists are only now beginning to unravel them.

This encyclopedia takes a broad look at enslaved experiences over the more than

250 years between the establishment of the first colonial settlements and the Civil

War that ended chattel slavery in the United States. The work concentrates on the

American South. This is where the largest enslaved African American populations

resided, over the longest period of time. By 1861, some 4 million enslaved individuals

lived in the region, about half the total population of the South. Our entries try to

cover everything used by slaves, whether that is the goods found in their dwellings;

their work tools; the furniture, textiles, and other goods used by them in the course of

their day; or the houses in which they lived and worked as well as the landscapes in

which they were situated; the clothing they wore and how they wore it; their food

and how they prepared it; even their hairstyles and oral traditions. From the emerging

field of slave archaeology, we find tantalizing evidence that some things, which

remained largely invisible to whites, reflected the belief systems that accompanied

captive Africans to the Caribbean and Americas, but often were adapted or changed

in the face of their altered circumstances. Slaves came into contact with other objects

too, ones that we associate with the oppression that marked their chattel status,

including those that were used to inflict the cruel punishments that many slaves

feared or experienced. For all its bleakness, slavery was far from monolithic. We know

that enslaved African Americans were able to purchase fashionable items at stores as

consumers as well as make or repurpose objects for themselves. These modest endeav-

ors suggest the ways that material goods added richness and color to an individual’s



life and contributed in no small measure to creating and maintaining personal and

collective identity. All this was a part of ‘‘the World of a Slave.’’

Although the characteristics of enslavement varied from place to place and

changed over time, all slaves occupied two distinctive and complex worlds: the one

that was dictated to them and controlled by whites, which they needed to traverse

and survive daily, and the one that they fashioned for themselves within their families

and their communities that existed apart from whites. Our contributors address both

the ways that particular objects functioned in these two worlds, and the different

kinds of meaning that those items might have embodied for enslaved people.

Nearly 200 years stretch between 1619, when the first Africans arrived in the

Virginia colony, and the official end of the U.S. slave trade by Congress in 1807.

Although estimates by scholars vary, more than 12 million captive Africans were

transported to the Caribbean, South America, and mainland North America over this

time span. Still others were brought illegally, despite the ban, right up until the Civil

War. This movement of Africans to the Americas has been called the largest forced

migration in world history. Some African captives were themselves the victims of

tribal wars in their own countries; others were people who had been kidnapped either

by slave traders or their African agents and sold into slavery. Most could trace their

origins to the wide swath of what is identified in the 21st century as West and Central

Africa, although individuals were transported to coastal slave markets from locations

much farther away. To a large extent, the Africans who came to what became the

United States were from West Central Africa. Yet they spoke assorted different lan-

guages and dialects and held many different beliefs and traditions. In fact, it is thought

that some already knew a version of the creolized form of English learned from

Europeans that is preserved in the Gullah language found in the Georgia and South

Carolina Sea Islands. Seeking agricultural workers for their colonial holdings, and

especially valuing individuals with experience in the crops that they hoped to exploit

like tobacco, sugar, or rice, many European countries, including Great Britain,

Holland, France, and Portugal, participated in the African slave trade until well into

the 18th century. According to the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, more than

40,000 voyages from Africa by slave-trading vessels are documented.2

Those individuals who survived the terrible trip across the Atlantic known as the

Middle Passage spent upward of 45 days together below deck in close quarters with

inadequate food, water, and exercise. On some ships, even while outfitted in heavy

chains, slaves were forced to dance, sing, or drum for the crew’s amusement—and were

whipped if they refused. Some captives carried out mutinies against their captors and

others jumped overboard in desperation. The trip, too, was subject to the vagaries of

weather, including terrible storms. By a recent estimate, some 10.5 million Africans

probably survived the Middle Passage.3 After arriving in the Caribbean or North

America, individuals could be sold several times over and travel considerable distances

before they reached their final destinations.

The brutality associated with the African slave trade makes it relatively certain that

few, if any, enslaved individuals transported personal belongings with them to the New

World. Although most captives reportedly were stripped of their clothing before the

voyage, a cowry shell tucked away in hair or perhaps a bead necklace might have trav-

eled across the Atlantic Ocean on a slave ship and thus into the colonial South. It is
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more likely that slaves acquired such items on board ship. Slavers often carried goods

for trading that included glass beads. The Henrietta Marie, which sunk off the coast of

present-day Florida in 1701, had thousands of glass beads in its cargo hold, along with

shackles and chains. African women possibly were given beads on board ship as a diver-

sion. James Penny, an English slave trader in the 1770s and 1780s, reported that he fur-

nished captives with pipes and tobacco as well as musical instruments. He noted that

‘‘the women are supplied with beads, which they make into ornaments.’’4

With the exception perhaps of some scattered trinkets recovered by archaeologists

at different sites associated with slavery, what nearly all Africans brought with them

stayed alive only in their memories, perhaps later reinforced by oral traditions that

were repeated and passed down within the groups or communities that colonial

enslavement created. This included information on how to grow and harvest certain

African crops; what foods were preferred and how to cook them; medical and health

practices; the shapes and materials that composed once familiar household objects;

the perpetuation of sacred forms that were imbued with spiritual meaning and power;

and traditions related to the built environment. These were all they had to help them

make sense of their lives in a very foreign place, under circumstances that, by and

large, robbed them of their names, families, and societies. This process, which, in fact,

occurs with all people who move to a new culture, was continuous and changing. Sec-

ond-, third-, fourth-, and even fifth-generation people of African descent became

more and more acculturated, and they were as familiar with their material environ-

ment as people in the 21st century are with theirs. Throughout the 18th century,

newly arrived Africans brought reminders of old traditions to their new homes, but

they soon learned the ways of the European colonists who now owned them and

became accustomed within several generations to their new environments.

The material objects that are the easiest to associate directly with American slavery

across its entire time span are those related to work. They are the hoes, plows, and

other implements that worked the fields, the looms that made cloth, the needles and

thread that sewed or repaired clothes, the pots that cooked food and the plates that it

was served on, the variety of tools that crafted everything from silver cups to manacles,

the chamber pots that had to be emptied each morning, the saddles that needed clean-

ing or repair—the list goes on and on. Although building techniques and forms varied

across the region, from shotgun houses to one-room cabins, enslaved individuals con-

structed both the buildings in which they lived and those in which they worked.

Slaves used a diverse range of objects to perform work that varied in terms of quality

and quantity, depending on their owners’ economic level. A farm where two or three

slaves resided presented a different living situation and level of material comfort than

a plantation with several hundred workers in residence. Similar modifications are

found in Southern cities, where most enslaved individuals lived in proximity to their

owners. In some cases, enslaved African Americans not only used these objects to do

the jobs required of them by whites, but crafted them as part of their labors as trades

workers. The domestic workforce handled different objects than did the field hands.

Yet, even given these many distinctions, doing work day in and day out for someone

else, without choice or precious little recompense, was a condition that all slaves

shared. Regardless of location or time period, the white and the black worlds inter-

sected over work. Through their daily use of the implements that performed every type
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of job imaginable, enslaved African Americans learned much of what they knew about

the world of their white masters. And whenever possible or desirable, they acquired or

replicated these objects for themselves. The pallets, benches, stools, and iron pots that

furnished many slave quarters were homemade or readily available and looked the

same as those used by lower-class whites or free blacks.

To many readers, the notion that enslaved people slept in beds, lived in houses

with wood floors, cooked with a variety of equipment, and wore clothing that spanned

the range from coarse linen shirts and trousers for work in the fields to dresses of

printed cottons or suits of fine livery may seem strange. After all, being a slave implies

that someone owns not only one’s physical body but also anything else that one might

have, from the clothing one wears to the food one puts into one’s mouth to the bed

one sleeps in—whatever that bed might be—to the utensils one cooks with. It implies

a material status so low that only the most basic of food, shelter, and clothing is pro-

vided. Yet the evidence we have, both archaeological and documentary, shows time

and time again that slaves in the 18th century and 19th century lived within a fairly

wide range of material levels, from those who truly did have only the most basic of

the necessities of life, to those who managed to acquire goods that were equal to or

better than those that poor to middling whites could obtain.

How did slaves accumulate these goods? Were they yet another facet of the nego-

tiation historians described that occurred regularly between master and slave that

characterizes other aspects of enslavement? If slaves had no legal right to own these

items, why were they not required to give them up to their owners? And if American

slavery was not denoted by having few, if any, possessions of one’s own, then how was

it characterized?

The last question is probably the easiest to answer: simply, that these people of

African descent were slaves by virtue of laws, enacted beginning in the late-17th century,

that delineated their status and reflected long-time prejudices, not because these laws dic-

tated levels of material goods. The law said they were chattel, and the law provided the

ways in which they could cease being slaves. Over time, these laws were modified,

repealed, and reenacted. Sometimes they specified what slaves could and could not pos-

sess, like guns, liquor, or dogs. In these cases, the laws reflect what enslaved individuals

actually did possess or had access to and, therefore, what slave owners were unhappy

about them possessing and wished to prohibit. But, by and large, these laws were enacted

to regulate behavior and legal status, not consumption.

How slaves acquired goods is also relatively easy to answer, because of the wealth of

primary sources—letters, diaries, business records, legal records, runaway slave adver-

tisements—that provide the information. Masters issued clothing, blankets, and food

on a semiregular schedule: clothing was issued in the spring/summer and fall/winter or

once a year on New Year’s Day, blankets usually in the fall, and food was distributed

weekly as well as seasonally. It appears from the available documentation that, once

these goods were issued, masters as well as slaves considered these goods to be the slaves’

property. Masters also supplied slaves with the tools necessary to do their jobs, although

these remained the property of the master and are the items most likely to be found

listed in probate inventories of slaveholders as the property of the deceased’s estate.

Although not well documented, some slaves received hand-me-down cooking

utensils, furniture, and clothing from their masters. This, however, was not a usual
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practice. They also picked up items discarded by whites, repaired them and put them

to their own purposes. They obtained goods by theft, usually from their owners, a

crime for which, if discovered, they were punished and sometimes legally prosecuted.

That many masters or overseers kept a close eye on the tools and supplies used by

their enslaved workers, scrutinized their return carefully, and kept them under lock

and key suggests that stealing was a widespread problem. On the other hand, enslaved

individuals understandably displayed little remorse over these appropriations, think-

ing perhaps that they had earned these items.

Slaves made things for themselves and bartered and sold these goods to their mas-

ters, to white neighbors, and on the open market. Especially on rural plantations, slaves

had their own plots of land called ‘‘patches’’ and grew their own produce, and they also took

advantage of nearby streams, rivers, and woodlands to catch fish and trap animals. Slaves

acquired goods by purchasing themwithmoney they earned from tips or gifts, from the sale

of produce or animals, primarily chickens, from the sale of their own products, like baskets,

or from their own labor. In urban settings, greater opportunities existed for enslaved indi-

viduals to earn money, including by selling produce or other items at city markets. By the

end of the antebellum period, the hiring-out system had evolved in such a way that many

enslaved individuals were permitted to keep some part of their wages. With cash accumu-

lated over many years, some slaves hoped to buy their freedom or that of family members,

but many others used their money more immediately, to purchase a variety of goods, rang-

ing from fabrics and ribbons to tools, liquor, and food. These purchases are well docu-

mented in surviving store account books; in both early Maryland and Virginia, for

instance, these records often appear as credit accounts in the slave’s own name.All of these

goods were the same types of things bought by whites and free blacks.5

As for why slave owners allowed their slaves to keep their goods, one answer may

be found in a principle derived from ancient Roman law, called the peculium, that was

well understood by most slave owners. According to this principle, slaves were

allowed to accumulate property but that property was subject to appropriation by the

master at any time, although in practice, the appropriation of the goods may have

happened infrequently, if at all. Thomas Jefferson makes it clear that he understood

this principle in a letter that he wrote to his son-in-law, Thomas Mann Randolph, in

1798, thanking Randolph ‘‘for putting an end to the cultivation of tobacco as the

peculium of the Negroes. I have ever found it necessary to confine them to such

articles as are not raised on the farm. There is no other way of drawing a line between

what is theirs and mine.’’6 Historian Orlando Patterson writes that the peculium

solved the most important problem of slave labor: the fact that it was given invol-

untarily. It was the best means of motivating the slave to perform efficiently on his

master’s behalf. It not only allowed the slave the vicarious enjoyment of the

capacity he most lacked—that of owning property—but also held out the long-

term hope of self-redemption for the most diligent slaves. The master lost nothing,

since he maintained an ultimate claim on the peculium, and he had everything to

gain.7

From the point of view of the slave owners’ self-interest, allowing slaves to accumulate

goods made good management sense: slaves who stood to lose a lot materially by
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rebelling might think twice about doing so if it meant losing the property they had

worked long and hard to accumulate. Therefore, for all practical purposes, it is most

likely that slaves’ personal goods were considered by both blacks and whites to belong

to the slaves and therefore not subject to inventory or other accounting as part of the

possessions of the slaves’ owner, although the real possibility exists that white slave

owners, at least initially, felt that the items owned by their slaves were of no real value.

In the antebellum period, when the institution of slavery came under greater threat,

some slaveholders did express concerns about whether enslaved individuals should be

allowed to spend the money they earned as they pleased and choose their own posses-

sions. Not only did slaveholders wish to reinforce their control and authority over their

slaves whenever possible, but they increasingly perceived that any means by which

enslaved individuals could carve out some measure of autonomy for themselves was

dangerous to the entire system. ‘‘Money is power,’’ an Alabama planter astutely

observed in 1858. He suggested ‘‘cram[ming] negroes’ pockets with strings, old buckles,

nails, &c. instead of silver dollars.’’8 But by the 1850s, enslaved individuals certainly

were too sophisticated as consumers to be satisfied with any old castoffs. Even if the

amount of money that slaves had was not great, it still permitted them the ability to

acquire possessions that they could use in any way they saw fit. Through goods,

enslaved African Americans found one means with which to thwart the threadbare life

accorded them by whites and craft a distinctive identity.

While archaeological excavations have found evidence of guns and other weap-

ons in slave quarters, the objects associated with reading and writing that have been

uncovered might be considered more seditious. By the outbreak of the Civil War,

because Southern whites were increasingly fearful of anything that might provoke

dissention or violence among their slaves, enslaved people were legally prohibited

from learning to read and write. By these laws, whites hoped to limit slaves’ access

not only to books, but also to newspapers, auction posters, and the rare anti-slavery

tract. Some slaveholders, who were motivated by their religious beliefs, taught

their slaves to read the Bible regardless, but undoubtedly some individuals, such as

Frederick Douglass, who escaped from slavery in Maryland and went on to become one

of the most famous black abolitionists, learned on their own. The pens, pencils, ink bot-

tles, and slates found by archaeologists tucked behind walls and secreted in other loca-

tions on slave-occupied sites offer a tantalizing clue that some enslaved individuals

pursued these skills, regardless of the risk. It is significant that in their testimony given

before the Freedmen’s Bureau at the Civil War’s end, many former slaves declared

emphatically that their first act in freedom was to learn to read and write.

In the words of an ancient Yoruba proverb, ‘‘However far the stream flows, it never

forgets its sources.’’9 Although the Africans who came to the New World as slaves

possessed backgrounds as different as the languages that they spoke, they sought and

found areas of common ground. Africa clearly provided a critical element that shaped

enslaved material culture over several generations. To have some stability in their

lives, enslaved people had to make some sense of the chaos around them. One way

they did this was to take the objects they had, both manufactured and natural, and

impose upon them the usages and meanings that similar objects carried in Africa.

They also made objects with materials found in the United States that in form and
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function resembled those that they knew from their homelands. Archaeological evi-

dence suggests that even as they acculturated, enslaved individuals retained some cul-

tural traditions. While the form and meaning changed over time, ideas about the

innate power of certain objects—pierced coins worn as charms, crystals placed under

kitchen floors, or pottery marked with cosmogram symbols—and their ability to pro-

tect and transform were preserved and handed down to descendants. African elements

likewise remained alive in many facets of slave life: in the music they played, the

songs they sang, the dances they performed, the food they ate, the stories they told,

the hairstyles and adornments they wore, and the ways in which they buried their

dead. In areas such as the Sea Islands of South Carolina and Georgia, where enslaved

African Americans lived together in large groups with limited contact with whites,

these traditions and practices stayed intact into the 20th century.

Many 21st-century Americans recognize that this country is far richer for the contri-

butions made to it by enslaved African Americans. This powerful legacy has trans-

formed American culture. We can see, hear, and taste it every day, through the foods

we eat, the landscape that surrounds us, the words we hear, and the music, art, and

dance that we enjoy. It is harder to experience enslaved material culture, although it

forms a distinctive element in this story of survival and change. While slavery is inter-

preted at many museums and historic sites in the 21st century, original objects with

enslaved provenance are few, and archaeological materials are seldom displayed.

Whether they purchased, found, or appropriated them, African Americans adopted

the familiar objects that signified the white world and brought them into their lives.

Despite the fact that these items made their lives more comfortable and bearable,

they must have served as poignant reminders of what free people could possess.

At the same time, as terrible as slavery was, it did not truly rub out what enslaved

African Americans were as a people. Archaeology in slave sites across the South

shows that the old ways persisted in secret, not only because whites found them sub-

versive but also because enslaved individuals thought it was important to preserve

them at any cost.
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JEW’S HARPS. The Jew’s or jaw harp is an ancient, small, mouth-resonated single-

reed instrument found in many cultures throughout Europe and Asia. It most likely

originated in Asia. The ‘‘Jew’s harp’’ is an English term, and it became the name most

commonly used in America. Globally, more than 1,000 names are used for this instru-

ment. ‘‘Jew’s harp’’ first appeared in English in 1595, in editions of Richard Hakluyt’s

(1552–1616) Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English

Nation. It is not known why the English name associates the instrument with Judaism;

no other name for it does.

The Jew’s harp is relatively simple to make despite the fact that it is capable of pro-

ducing sophisticated music. The instrument is in the shape of a hoop and down the

center is a flexible tongue (lamella). There are two principal types. The idioglot vari-

ety has a vibrating tongue cut from a single piece of wood, bone, or metal. The hetro-

glot style has a metal or cast frame, to which is affixed a separate metal reed. These

two basic types have many variations. In either case, the musician holds the frame in

the mouth and manually plucks or manipulates the free end of the tongue to produce

sound. It is possible for the musician to shift the instrument’s tone by adjusting the

mouth shape and to adjust volume by changing the velocity of breath.

Most likely the Jew’s harp was brought to Africa by the earliest traders and adapted

for use by northern and west African societies, in particular. African versions are of

the hetroglot style. The instrument has strong traditions in western African nations,

particularly in Mali, Niger, and Cameroon, regions that were targeted for the slave

trade. Before the 18th century, the Songhai society, from Mali, Niger, and Benin,

extended use of the Jew’s harp, called the bamboro, to the Hausa and Fulani societies,

most heavily located in northern Nigeria and southeastern Niger. However, use of

the instrument can also be found in African societies as far away as Madagascar.

Enslaved Africans carried their own traditional use of the instrument to Caribbean

and American plantations, where at first it probably had similar usage and purpose in

dance music and ceremonial rituals as it did in Africa. Accounts from former slaves

indicate that the Jew’s harp also was used for personal recreation and entertainment.

In America, the Jew’s harp might well have promoted cultural transmission of African
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and European musical styles because it was an instrument familiar to and quite

popular with white Americans.

FURTHER READING

Wright, Michael. ‘‘The Search for the Origins of the Jew’s Harp.’’ The Silk Road: The Silk Road
Foundation Newsletter 2 (Nov. 2004): 49–55. At www.silkroadfoundation.org/newsletter/
srvol2num2.pdf.

LINDA E. MERIANS
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KITCHENS. Enslaved cooks lived, managed, and worked in their kitchens. South-

ern hospitality drove their labor and was central to their world. The kitchens were

the stage for their culinary skills and the production of Southern plantation food.

During the 18th century, entertainment was a critical part of plantation culture, but

the growth in large-scale plantations created an isolated atmosphere that fostered

local socialization. Neighboring plantations became a community as each took turns

hosting dinners and balls. The kitchen became a distinct space in which the perform-

ance of such traditional customs manifested itself in the production of food, catering,

and social entertaining.

The rise in hospitality within these microcommunities called for increased atten-

tion to culinary fare. Whereas in the 17th century food was seen more as a necessity

for survival, the formalization of kitchen spaces coincided with an increased desire to

produce noteworthy meals as part of the entertaining platform. This in turn, made

kitchens, ballrooms, and enslaved cooks a more valuable commodity, as they were

the center of food production. The cooks’ role in the kitchen promoted the perform-

ance of a particular kind of presentation of wealth and custom that made the South

known for its hospitality.

Plantation Kitchens

Plantations varied in size, function, order, and location. The larger the plantation

was, the more specialized roles and buildings it housed. For example, Shirley planta-

tion in Charles City County, Virginia, has a large external kitchen and a separate

external formal laundry. Shirley was one of Virginia’s most prominent plantations,

and the cook had a dwelling separate from the laundress. On many smaller planta-

tions, the kitchens tended to be combined with the laundry, and the enslaved house

servants shared the living space. The grander the property, the more formal planta-

tion service buildings became, as they closely mirrored the aspirations of their planter

owners.

The main house had its own set of public, semipublic, and private spaces. The heart

of the planter’s order was his hall, which in turn became the nucleus of his world. It

was the center of entertaining, of public displays of wealth, and the meeting point
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between the inside and outside worlds. It was in this space that planters performed

the elite activities that defined their Anglo-American world, including balls, dinners,

and social gatherings. By the middle of the 18th century, formal ‘‘dining rooms’’ were

standard in these houses. Georgian-style house plans suggested ways to incorporate

new spaces into traditional homes and ways to control their interior circulation, lead-

ing to an architectural response to specific social requirements.

The kitchen was the heart of the slaveholding mistress’s order and in some in-

stances closely reflected her purpose. The kitchen and the enslaved cook who worked

in it became the mistress’s responsibility, directed by the domestic ideals of the day. Thus,

Sleeping in the Kitchen

Mark Discus, a former Missouri slave, slept in the kitchen:

Married folks lived in log cabins, but the single folks lived in the big house.

I slept on a pallet on the floor in the kitchen and every mornin’ the ol’ mas-

ter would holler, ‘‘Mark, Mark, light that fire.’’ And If I didn’t git right up I

got a cane over my head.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘Missouri.’’ The American Slave: Arkansas, Colorado, Minne-

sota, Missouri, and Oregon and Washington Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 2. Westport, CT:

Greenwood Press, 1978.

Robinson-Aiken slave building and kitchens, Charleston, South Carolina. (Library of
Congress.)
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the kitchen arose as an essential part of the cultural landscape. The vast majority of

18th-century real estate sale advertisements for Virginia properties, for example, list

the kitchen directly after the main house, as it was seen as the second most important

building on a plantation.

Home and Work Place
Most enslaved cooks lived in the external kitchens that lay outside the main house,

and their quarters and living conditions differed from those of field hands and other

unskilled workers. Kitchen quarters could be seen as a microcosm of the Big House,

with private space created by constructing an upstairs sleeping quarters. This provided

a clear division of work and home space that was unique to the enslaved cooks and

their families. However, on larger plantations, the kitchens were reserved exclusively

for food production.

Domestics’ Quarters
The domestic slaves lived and worked within the white landscape. Many house serv-

ants slept inside the mansion. The cook’s living space depended on the location of

the kitchen, however. By the 18th century, most large-scale Virginia plantations con-

structed external kitchens, but some kept their internal kitchens and continued to

house the cook(s) within the main house, in a room adjacent to the kitchen. This was

a departure from the detached kitchen arrangement known to have prevailed on the

landscape of 18th-century Tidewater Virginia. This internal kitchen type is among

the four general styles of kitchen and homes that enslaved cooks lived and worked in

through the 18th and 19th centuries.

The most common, the external kitchen, usually sat adjacent to the main house,

sometimes among the rows or streets formed with other dependencies, all visible from
the main house. Their exteriors resembled the main house in style but differed in con-

struction. These external kitchens generally came in three forms. The first was a small

one-room cabin, with a chimney that varied in size.

In some cases, within this type of kitchen, large hearths encompassed one entire

wall of the kitchen building. Given the width of the hearth and the adjacent fire-

places, this type of building was most likely used as both a kitchen and laundry. The

sleeping quarter would be located in a loft opposite the fireplace. Some kitchens also

accommodated weaving rooms, where the kitchen was on the first floor and the weav-

ing room sat upstairs, presumably within the space of the cook’s or weaver’s sleeping

area, and away from the mess of food preparation.

The second common external kitchen building was a two-room dwelling with a

central chimney. The fireplace was located either along the back of the dwelling or in

the middle of the kitchen space, dividing the space in two. If the chimney stood along

the backside of the kitchen, the enslaved cook usually would have a ladder or stairs

along the internal sidewall leading to a loft above. If the fireplace sat as a divider

between the two rooms, the space typically was split in multiple ways. Similarly, a

third kitchen variation had fireplaces on the gable ends of the kitchen.

Although separate from the main house, the kitchen was placed where its windows

or openings faced the main house. This allowed the mistress to ‘‘watch over’’ the cook,

or at least enforce the notion of her eyes staring into the kitchen at all times. The
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main kitchen door usually was placed toward the dining area to promote a direct flow

of service from kitchen to table. The placement of the windows and doors encouraged

a constant association between the main house and kitchen and between mistress and

cook. By the beginning of the 19th century, architectural developments began trans-

forming this virtual connection into actual constructed spaces. Enclosed colonnades,

hidden walkways, ‘‘all-weather’’ passageways, and ‘‘whistling walks’’ began to appear.

The Passageway
Architectural trends continued to shift into the early 19th century. In the 17th cen-

tury, enslaved spaces were separated from those of whites; the 18th century saw this

partitioning formalized as part of what were highly structured working landscapes.

The vast majority of kitchens remained outside in ancillary buildings, while the plan-

tation homes became highly functional producers of domestic entertainment. Balls

and banquets became synonymous with Southern culture, and its hospitality became

renowned.

By the early 19th century, many plantations had constructed an all-weather pas-

sageway that stretched from the kitchen to the main house. These covert walkways

were purportedly built to keep the enslaved cooks from having to walk through rain

and snow. The construction of these passageways, however, coincided with a chang-

ing ideological view of enslavement and public displays of wealth and servitude that

allowed the planter to directly and individually control circulation to every room in

the house. The introduction of an all-weather passageway, which made some aspects

of slavery invisible, began appearing throughout the South, especially in Virginia, just

as slavery and anti-slavery became a more significant subject of international dia-

logue. With the close of the trans-Atlantic slave trade in 1808, some planters found

new ways to deemphasize their direct connection to enslaved servitude and labor on

the landscape.

Furnishings
While 18th- and 19th-century field slave quarters had little in the way of built-in fur-

niture and storage, kitchens had comparatively more furnishings. Enslaved field

hands often installed furnishings privately and found areas under the floor to hide and

store their belongings. Kitchens were unique in that they had all the amenities avail-

able at the time, but the cook’s enslaved status often limited their accessibility. White

mistresses ‘‘carried the keys’’ and kept sugar, knives, and other valuable and dangerous

items locked in the kitchen safe. Food, especially butter, sugar, liquor, and other valu-
able ingredients, were stored and locked in the main house. This lock and key rela-

tionship intensified during the mid-18th century, as some enslaved cooks and field

hands began ‘‘stealing’’ these items for their personal consumption. This temptation

must have been overwhelming for the cooks as they had to smell, taste, and work with

these items on a regular basis.

Aesthetics
Most external kitchens resembled the main house, both in style and material. Most

fireplaces were made of brick, rather than sticks and mud, and the floors usually were

plain compressed clay, brick, or oyster shell in lieu of wooden planks. White wash was

298

KITCHENS



often applied to the interior of the kitchen to promote a ‘‘finished’’ or ‘‘visually clean’’

look. Kitchens usually were proportional to the main house and larger than most

other outbuildings. They most often sat adjacent to the main house and near the

kitchen garden. The interior varied as much, if not more, than the exterior. The fur-

nishings changed drastically between the late 17th and 19th centuries. Whereas

17th-century cooking technology consisted of an iron pot over open flame, the 18th

century saw the spread of kitchen technology and equipment specialization that

included the use of Dutch ovens, salamanders, and more sophisticated tools. With the

invention of the stove in the mid-19th century, the material culture of kitchens

became increasingly technical. What had been reserved in Virginia for the Gover-

nor’s Palace kitchen during the 18th century now made its way into plantation kitch-

ens. These elite kitchens were stocked with fat skimmers, fish and shellfish forks,

trivets, mortars, and countless other elaborate tools.

Work Space

The kitchen furnishings varied, yet most had the basic necessities. Along with the

usual hearth cooking area, some had formal dressers (built-in shelves) for rolling bread

and baked goods, and these also served as storage for plates, pots, pans, and utensils.

This marks the importance of the kitchen’s presentation as a ‘‘visually clean space’’

and suggests the mistress had close control over the presentation of this particular

ideal. While the kitchen space was kept visually clean, some kitchens had the formal-

ity of an adjacent scullery. Many sculleries included ‘‘slop drains’’ for the washing of

food items, dishes, pots, and so forth. These sculleries helped the flow of kitchen work,

separating the business of cleaning from the production of food.

Home Space
The cooks usually slept on the second floor of the kitchen, either in a loft or a sepa-

rate room. Their beds varied in size and quality, ranging from a basic straw mat and a

wool blanket to mattresses laid on wooden frames. Regardless of the bedding’s quality,

the cook’s family typically was allowed to live in this area as a nuclear family, without

having to share with other slaves. This was drastically different from the situation in

field quarters and even the domestic dormitories, where the sleeping arrangements

sometimes disregarded family bonds.

The cook’s life was not as privileged as it might seem. The field hands sometimes

slept in dormitories with as many as 25 other people, but they did not have to sleep

close to a burning hot oven. The field hands often cooked outside in the house-yard

during hot days and nights. In contrast, the cook had to use the hearth regardless of

the weather. This consistent use of the kitchen as workplace regularly interfered with

the cook’s comfort in bed, as sleeping outside in the summer was a way to keep cool.

Yet just as field hands found innovative ways to make their cabins ‘‘home,’’

enslaved cooks also made their kitchens home and were just as connected to their

roots as the field hands were. Cooks carved pictures into the walls of the second floor

and persevered for the sake of their families and themselves. Although they were

housed away from the rich cultural space of the house-yards and slave cabins, they

nonetheless remembered their origins and displayed their cultural symbolism within
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the white landscape of the plantation. For whites and blacks alike, kitchens repre-

sented the wealth and pride that came to characterize what was termed Southern

hospitality.

See also Cast Iron Pots; Laundries; Subfloor Pits; Yards.

FURTHER READING

Bullock, Helen Claire Duprey. Kitchens in Colonial Virginia. Williamsburg, VA: Colonial Wil-
liamsburg Research Series RR-102, 1931.

Hole, Donna C. Architectural Fittings in Colonial Kitchens, Vol. 1. Colonial Williamsburg
Research Series RR-16, 1980.

Upton, Dell, and John Michael Vlach, eds. Common Places: Readings in American Vernacular
Architecture. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986.

Vlach, John Michael. Back of the Big House: The Architecture of Plantation Slavery. Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1993.

KELLEY DEETZ

KORAN (QUR’AN). Muslims believe the Koran (Qur’an, literally ‘‘the Recitation’’

in Arabic) to be the unmediated, unaltered, and final word of God as revealed to the

Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century CE. As such, it is the scripture of Muslims.

By the start of the Atlantic slave trade, Islamic traditions had spread throughout a

substantial part of the African continent because of trade, exploration, and conquest.

As a result, although statistics are difficult to pinpoint, somewhere between 7 and

20 percent of slaves who undertook the involuntary voyage to North America were

Muslims. Although few African Koran copies made it to the United States, the Koran

nevertheless played a significant role in the lives of many slaves in antebellum

America.

Compared with non-Muslim slaves, enslaved Muslims tended to be literate when

they arrived in North America and some of them transcribed portions or even entire

reproductions of the Koran in Arabic, a few of which still exist. For example, Job Ben

Solomon Jallo (1701–1773), also known as Ayuba Suleiman Diallo, a Senegalese

Muslim of aristocratic birth enslaved for a brief period in Maryland, composed three

separate copies of the Koran solely from memory. Abdulrahman Ibrahim Ibn Sori

(1762–1829), also known as Abd ar-Rahman, the famous West African prince

enslaved for 40 years in Mississippi, occasionally delighted audiences by telling them

he was writing out ‘‘The Lord’s Prayer’’ in Arabic, when in actuality he had tran-

scribed the first sura, or chapter, of the Koran, known as the fatiha. Omar Ibn Said

(1770–1864), a Muslim scholar from Senegal enslaved in the Carolinas until his

death in his mid-90s, recorded in Arabic many passages and prayers from the Koran as

well as excerpts from the Christian Bible that include invocations to Allah and the

Prophet Muhammad. Bilali Mohammed (ca. 1770–1857), a Georgian slave originally

from Timbo, Fouta Djallon (Guinea, West Africa), where he may have been an imam,

or religious leader, was buried with his own copy of the Koran.

Although Islamic law and tradition allowed for limited forms of slavery—Muhammad

and his companions owned slaves, for example—the Koran’s verses dealing with slavery

tend to emphasize the humanity of the enslaved and grant them legal rights (for instance,
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suras 2, 4, 9, 16, 23, 24, 30, 33, 58, and 70). By contrast, the Bible espoused by most

European American slave owners contains certain passages commanding slaves to obey

their masters ‘‘in everything . . . whatever your task’’ (Colossians 3:22–25). Furthermore,

the Koran has no evidence of prejudice against blacks as sometimes found in the Bible,

such as the Curse of Ham in Genesis 9:18–27. For these reasons, the Koran often was an

attractive alternative to the Bible for religious slaves as well as a source of opposition to

the abuses of chattel slavery.
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LAUNDRIES. Until mechanization and the introduction of crude washing

machines began to offer some relief later in the 19th century, washing clothes, bed-

ding, and other fabrics was a difficult, labor-intensive, and arduous task that had to be

performed regularly by women. In the urban and rural slave South, enslaved or free

black women did the laundry.

Even as stricter standards of cleanliness began to take hold in early America, gar-

ments and bedding were aired frequently, rather than washed. Because many individ-

uals owned just a few garments, clothing was worn and reworn many times before it

was laundered. Shirts, undergarments, and other types of body linen were likely to be

washed more regularly. Laundry was a regular chore that had to be done year-round;

however, because of its onerous nature, by the 1800s, most white Americans came to

rely on either hired help or enslaved workers to do the washing.

Typically, dirty clothes were washed in a series of steps. First rips and tears were

mended and missing buttons replaced. Then, large quantities of water had to be lifted,
hauled, or carried from the well or stream in buckets for the main laundry production.

Firewood had to be collected and put at the ready. Equipment that included a variety

of different size washtubs was set out. The colonial Virginia governor Lord Botetourt’s

1770 probate inventory details the assorted laundry equipment needed in his house-

hold: ‘‘2 Linnen Baskets, 3 washing Tubs, 3 Rensing [rinsing] tubs, 2 pails, 1 Large

Iron pot, 1 Large Boyling Copper.’’

Clothes usually were soaked in a tub for one or two days, during which time they

were scrubbed to remove stains, using different remedies depending on what caused

the stain. The clothing was then transferred to large vats of heated water, in large iron

or copper pots or even waterproofed wooden vats, to which soap had been added for

the washing. Delicate fabrics such as silk, those prone to shrinkage like felt and wool,
or yellowing and fading like calico were not boiled. After picking the clothes out of

the tubs with sticks, they were beaten with flat bats, identified as battling sticks by for-

mer slaves, sometimes against a wooden battling block or a bench, to get the dirt out.

The clothes were boiled again to remove any remaining vermin such as lice and then

rinsed first with hot, then cold water. When finished, the clothes were dried on trees,

bushes, laid flat on the grass or placed on racks or ropes near the kitchen fire or
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Washing Clothes

Marie Askin Simpson, enslaved in Missouri, remembered the time-consuming
effort necessary to wash clothes and the equipment that it required:

Mother did most of the cooking and washing and ironing. In those days

they did the washing with battlin’ sticks and boards. They layed the clothes

on this board and battled them with battlin’ sticks. We had little ‘‘piggins’’

to carry the water, a little thing, made of ceder, with little handles. Much

smaller than the regular water buckets. It could be carried anywhere, easily.

They were pretty little things, with bright brass bindings, and they kept

them brightly polished, too.

We boiled our clothes in big iron kettles, over a fire in the yard. We made

our own lye and soap. The ash-hopper was made of boards, a sort of trough that

was set slant-wise over a big iron kettle. The wood ashes from the fire place

were dumped in this hopper. Hot water was poured over the ashes and they

drained down into the kettle. It dripped slowly. When we thought the lye was

strong enough, we got a turkey feather, (a chicken feather won’t do, ’cause it

would eat up too quick) and if the lye from the hopper was strong enough it

would eat up the turkey feather. Then a fire was started under the kettle.

Into this big kettle of boiling ash-lye, we stirred in ‘‘cracklin.’’ This was

the fried out fats left over from hog killin’. Old meat rinds, old meats that

had turned strong, any kind of fat meat that was not used to eat, was thrown

into this hot boiling lye. When the meat did not melt anymore we know

that there was enough fat in the lye to make soap.

This was boiled down until it got ‘‘ropey’’. We tested it by dripping some

of it in cold water. If it floated on top, it wasn’t done. If it sunk to the bot-

tom, we pulled the fire from under it and let it get cold. That was called

hard soap. Next day, it was cut into chunks, placed on boards and put in the

smoke house or attic to dry. If a body wanted soft soap, they just didn’t let it

‘‘cook’’ so long. Soft soap was jelly like and looked like molasses. Nobody

had any other soap but home made soap, to wash, scrub or use on their

bodies. Soft soap was a little handier to use to boil the clothes with. Some

folks made as much as a barrel and a half, owing to the old grease they had.

The ironing was done with hand wrought flat irons. They were kept hot by

setting them up before the fireplace and heaping nice clean hot coals to them.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘Missouri.’’ The American Slave: Arkansas, Colorado, Minne-

sota, Missouri, and Oregon and Washington Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 2. Westport, CT:

Greenwood Press, 1978.

Sally Brown, a former Georgia slave, cleaned clothes by pounding them with
a ‘‘battlin’’ stick:

I used battlin’ blocks and battlin’ sticks to help clean the clothes when we

wuz washin’; we all did. We took the clothes out’n the suds, soaped ’em

LAUNDRIES
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outside. At the point at which the garments still were slightly damp, they were ironed

on tables in the kitchen with a metal iron that had been heated in the fire. As part of

their job, enslaved laundresses made the soap used for the washing, usually by boiling

tallow and lye together with a small amount of lime, although by 1800 ready-made

laundry soap might be purchased in cities. Sometimes urine was added to the soap as

a bleaching agent. Many enslaved laundresses bore scars from burns caused by soap

lye, boiling washing water, or hot irons and had chapped hands and arms.

In the 18th century, laundries frequently shared spaces with kitchens, but by the

early 19th century, on larger plantations or among the urban slaveholding elite, free-

standing laundries were included among the dependencies. Virginia planter John

Tayloe III, who built the elaborate Octagon town house in the new capital city of

Washington, D.C., in 1801, included a two-story laundry with servant housing within

a complex of work buildings that also incorporated a stable, an icehouse, and a dairy.

On most plantations or farms, however, laundry usually was done outside in the serv-

ice yard because it required work space and that a steady fire be maintained.

good and put ’em on the block and beat ’em with a battlin’ stick, which wuz

made lak a paddle. On wash days you could hear them battlin’ sticks

poundin’ every which way. We made our own soap; used ole meat and

grease, and poured water over wood ashes, which was kept in a rack-lak

thing, and the water would drip through the ashes. This made strong lye.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.

Old laundry and kitchen, Mrs. Hugh Foster House, 201 Kennon Street, Union Springs,
Bullock County, Alabama. (Library of Congress.)
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Enslaved domestic workers who spent their days around slaveholders were expected

to look presentable, and they undoubtedly did their laundry on a regular basis. Field

hands had little time to wash their meager wardrobes, but by the antebellum period,

slaveholders increasingly equated clean clothes and bodies with better health and good

work habits. In 1848, a planter writing in the Southern Cultivator and Monthly Journal

recommended that field hands be allowed one hour on Saturday evening ‘‘for the purpose

of washing their clothes.’’ Another suggested dividing the workers into ‘‘companies’’

that would take turns doing the mending and the laundry for the group. University of

Louisiana professor James Debow (1820–1867), writing about plantation management in

1852, noted that he gave ‘‘all females half of every Saturday to wash and clean up, my

cook washing for young men and boys through the week.’’ A former Texas slave, Mary

Reynolds confirmed, ‘‘once in a while they’d give us a li’l piece of Sat’day evening to wash

our clothes in the branch [creek]. We hanged them on the ground in the woods to dry.’’

After the American Revolution, slaveholders manumitted (freed) significant num-

bers of enslaved African Americans, and those newly freed individuals migrated to

cities like Baltimore, Richmond, and Washington, D.C., where they entered into the

service economy—in some cases, performing the same jobs that they had held in slav-

ery. Early city directories for Washington, D.C., published in the 1820s indicate that

many free African American women had established independent business there as

laundresses.

See also Cast Iron Pots; Cooperage.
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KYM S. RICE

LEGAL DOCUMENTS. Legal documents were essential to the institution of

American slavery. During the 17th and 18th centuries, legislators in Britain’s North

American colonies passed laws that established slavery within their particular colony.

Colonists relied on statutes to control the actions and lives of the men, women, and

children whom they enslaved. Laws gave owners the power to exploit enslaved people

for their own economic benefit and the authority to punish any behavior deemed a

challenge to the master’s position. Beginning in the last quarter of the 18th century

and continuing until 1865, Americans used legal documents to both end slavery in

some states and continue slavery in other states.

Because slave laws—including those passed during the colonial period and those

approved after the end of the American Revolution—defined enslaved men, women,
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Fate of Slaves When the Master Died

Historians estimate that most slaves were sold at least once in their lives. In
this recounting of the settlement of a Missouri slaveholder’s estate in 1855, the
slaves’ fate rested in the hands of his widow:

Hiram L. Sloan, a wealthy resident, had his home and farm along the banks

of the little stream. He had a number of slaves and much other property at

the time of his death during the spring of 1855.

By an order of the Court of Common Pleas, Judge Ranney presiding, a

public sale of all his property was issued on the 12th day of October, the sale

to take place on December 3rd and 4th, 1855, in order that the division of

his property could be made for his heirs.

This story will begin on the night of December 2nd, just before the sale

to be held on the following day, on which night the twenty-four slaves

appeared at the Sloan residence to bid farewell to their mistress, the widow

of Hiram Sloan, before they were transferred to other owners. The slaves

lived in cabins a short distance from the Sloan residence which was called

by them the ‘‘Big House.’’

The colored people had known for some time of the approaching sale

and were much cast down, not knowing to whom they would be transferred

nor if families would be scattered among different owners.

On this evening, preceding the sale, the colored folks came to the ‘‘Big

House,’’ led by Uncle Nelson, the patriarch among the slaves. Uncle Nelse

was a leader among his people, an exhorter in their religious gatherings, an

example of industry and loyalty, so they followed him trustfully in their last

visit to the ‘‘Big House.’’

Standing just inside the door, his white hair showing through the gather-

ing gloom of the winter evening, with twenty other blacks, old and young,

just behind him, Uncle Nelse twisted his battered hat and tried to speak.

But words would not come.

‘‘Come in, Uncle Nelse. Come inside, all of you who can find room,’’ said

Mrs. Sloan.

Slowly the blacks came into the room to stand near the wall on either

side of the door. They were of all ages from Uncle Nelse to the babe in arms.

On the faces of all could be read a story of tragedy—of fear for the future.

‘‘Old Miss, please ’scuse us for botherin’ you, but we are mighty pestered

in our minds an’ we know you’ll be kind to us when we’s about to be parted

from you. We just had a gatherin’ at our quarters. We prayed and sung some

hymns. We prayed that you all would keep as many as you can, and we

prayed from our hearts that none of us would be sold down the river. Please,

Old Mis’ won’t you try and keep any of us from going down the river?’’

‘‘Uncle Nelse, and all of you—you must know it grieves me to lose you

and I hope you will all find good homes. I hope you will always remember

kindly your old home here. I wish I were able to keep you all, but this I can’t
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do as I have not enough money. But I promise you this, and Marshall Clarke,

who will conduct the sale, promises, when possible that husband and wife

will not be separated and babies will not be taken from their mothers.’’

‘‘Thank you, Old Mis’, thank you kindly. But we’s also skeered that some

of us will be sold down the river. A boat done landed here tonight and Tom

was down at the landing. He says four or five germans, lookin’ lack the

Missip or Loozan got off the boat.

‘‘Do you rackon they is aimin’ to buy some of us?’’ asked Uncle Nelse, the

others waiting breathlessly, for the answer.

‘‘I don’t know, Uncle Nelse,’’ Old Mis’ replied, ‘‘It is a public auction and

they can bid if they want to. But if they do make bids I’ll try to get my

friends to outbid them. It is the best I can promise you.’’

‘‘Thank you, Old Mis’, thank you. I done tole ’em you’d not fergit us in

this time of awful sorrer.’’

Early in the morning of December 3, the slaves in the Sloan Negro quar-

ters were astir. Uncle Nelse called them to the largest cabin for sunrise

prayer. It was a pathetic scene.

‘‘Good Lord, once mo’ we gather at Thy footstool an for the last time we

are meet in prayer. Some of us may go nawth, some of us will go west, but,

Good Lord, we pray that none of us will go down the river, where black

folks ain’t held much account. The Good Book tells us ‘Thou art the

Resurrection an’ the Life’. If we live ‘cordin’ to the book we will be saved in

everlastin’ happiness in the Good Lan’ where black skins ain’t held against

a body.’’ ‘‘Amen.’’

After a hearty breakfast and the distribution of well-filled pokes to be car-

ried for later consumption, Uncle Nelse went to the bank of Sloan Creek,

muddy from recent rains. But in his memory he could see the Sloan Creek

of other days—The Sloan Creek of Spring and Summer.

He remembered the dog-wood blossoms that told him that fishing time

had come. His mind went back to the Sweet Williams, Johnny-Jump-ups

that grew in profusion along the banks of the stream.

‘‘Oh, Good Lord, why ain’t Marster Hiram here to keep his black folks

from bein’ scattered lack chaff before the wind. Where at kin we find pleas-

ant waters and green pastures lack the waters of this crick and the green

fields of Marster Hiram’s farm?’’

Then, later, cameMarshall Clarke, who was to conduct the sale, with an in-

ventory of the slaves to be sold, and a sad procession started for the courthouse.

They were led into the courthouse and left in the corridor to be inspected by

prospective buyers, then to be called one by one to the auction block.

Old Mis’ was there and went slowly through the corridors stopping

and speaking to each one in passing. She stopped before Charlotte, a

young woman with an infant in arms, ‘‘I am going to try and bid you in,

Charlotte,’’ she said.

‘‘God bless you, Old Mis’ and kin I keep my baby?’’ cried the young

mother with tears of happiness running down her cheeks when she was told

that she would not lose her child.
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and children as property, individual masters could use legal documents to manage

their laborers and to transfer these people to new owners. These documents included

deeds, indentures or letters of agreement, lawsuits, wills, probate inventories, and

manumissions. These records are a valuable source for historians because they contain

details about the lives of colonial and American slaves.

Deeds
Slave owners used a written conveyance known as a ‘‘deed’’ to convey one or more

enslaved laborers to a new master. A deed began by noting the name of the first

person—the ‘‘grantor’’—and then the name of the person who would gain ownership of

James Stalcup and Dr. Franklin Cannon, friends of Mrs. Sloan were

there. Mrs. Julia Sherman, another friend, was also present—all passing

slowly down the corridor inspecting the slaves.

Learning that each of her friends expected to buy slaves she urged them

to buy without separating husband and wife or mother and child and was

made happy by their promises to respect her wishes.

On the morning of December 3, 1855, His Honor, Mayor Cale was pres-

ent. Judge Ranney of the Court of Common Pleas, giant of brawn and brain,

greeted all whom he met.

By the report of Marshall Clarke we learn to whom and for what prices

the slaves were sold. It is a satisfaction that the friends of Mrs. Sloan had

made their purchases without separating families and that Old Mis’ was

able to keep her promise to Charlotte.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘Missouri.’’ The American Slave: Arkansas, Colorado, Minne-

sota, Missouri, and Oregon and Washington Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 2. Westport, CT:

Greenwood Press, 1978.

Receipt given to Judge S. Williams of Eufaula by Eliza
Wallace in payment of $500 for a black man, January 20,
1840. (Library of Congress.)
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the slave or slaves—the ‘‘grantee.’’ Next, the grantor specified the names of the slave

or slaves to be transferred to the new owner. Often, deeds included details about the

ages, family connections, and skills of these enslaved laborers. In the case of a female

slave, the grantor noted that the grantee also gained ownership of any children whom

she might have during her lifetime. The grantor specified the amount of money that

the grantee agreed to pay for the slave or slaves as well as the length of time the

grantee had to make this payment. In some cases, the local court required a grantor’s

wife to give her consent to the sale. A wife’s agreement was necessary if the deed con-

veyed a slave or slaves who were part of her ‘‘dower’’—the portion of property that a

husband left to a wife to use during the time she was a widow. The deed concluded

with the signatures of the grantor and the people who witnessed the transaction. Both

the grantor and the grantee ensured that the clerk of the local court recorded the deed

in the record book, so there was a legal record of the transfer of title to a slave or

slaves.

Additional details in some deeds explain a master’s reason for conveying one or

more enslaved laborers to another person. A number of owners sold individual slaves

as punishment for what the master saw as ‘‘bad behavior.’’ The sale of an enslaved

laborer also showed other slaves what would happen to them if they challenged the

control of a master. Also, by the third quarter of the 18th century, some planters did

not have enough work for all of the slaves on their plantations. These planters sold

slaves to middling planters who wanted to expand their labor forces and to planters

who needed slaves to create new plantations in the western part of the colony. Soon

after the turn of the 19th century, planters along the Atlantic coast began to convey

thousands of enslaved men, women, and children to plantation owners in the cotton-

producing areas in the Deep South and to slave traders who moved enslaved laborers

to this region.

Grantors used a specific type of deed to transfer ownership of slaves to family mem-

bers and friends. In a ‘‘deed of gift,’’ the grantor transferred legal title to one or more

slaves to a grantee without receiving any payment from the grantee. Many grantors in

deeds of gifts were parents who wanted to give an enslaved laborer to a child. Slave

owners gave enslaved laborers to sons so they would have workers for their planta-

tions. Many daughters received domestic slaves as their ‘‘dowry’’—the property that a

female took to her marriage.

Whether a slave owner used a deed or a deed of gift to transfer ownership of an

enslaved laborer, the grantor used a written document to convey a slave because it

would benefit the white family. Deeds enabled masters to sell slaves to assert their

power and control over their labor force or to make money. Transfers through deeds

of gift gave owners a way to convey enslaved laborers to their family members and

friends.

Wills
From the first half of the 17th century until the end of slavery in 1865, slaveholders

included instructions in their wills that detailed the transfer of enslaved laborers

to new masters after their deaths. In many instances, the author of the will—the ‘‘tes-

tator’’—conveyed workers to his or her spouse and children. Masters also left slaves to

people in their extended families and to close friends and neighbors.
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By law, a male testator left a specified portion—often one-third—of his labor force

to his wife, and she controlled these slaves during the rest of her lifetime. The widow

had a ‘‘life right’’ to this portion of her husband’s enslaved men, women, and children.

The testator also noted the person who would gain possession of these ‘‘dower’’

slaves—enslaved laborers whom a husband left to his wife during her widowhood—

after her death. Some men gave their wives full ownership of a portion of their labor

force, and, as a result, these women could bequeath these slaves to their heirs.

Next, the slave owner—whether male or female—divided the remaining enslaved

men, women, and children among family and friends. The testator included descriptions

of individual slaves to ensure that each heir received a specific enslaved laborer or

laborers. The details included a slave’s name, gender, approximate age, racial background

(negro, mulatto, mustee, or octoroon), place of birth, family connections, and skills.

Testators considered the skills of their enslaved laborers when they made their

bequests. Sons who inherited plantations needed agricultural laborers to tend, har-

vest, and transport crops to markets. Future plantation owners also required skilled

slaves, including carpenters, blacksmiths, and wheelwrights who could repair agricul-

tural tools and wagons. As the wives of planters, daughters received domestic slaves

trained to cook, do laundry, and look after children. In the case of urban slaveholders,

the slaves whom they bequeathed to their sons and daughters possessed skills that

could be used in small towns and large cities. These enslaved men, women, and chil-

dren worked in taverns, stores, and factories.

Whether they lived in urban areas or on plantations, testators had one goal when

they planned bequests of slaves to their heirs: to provide for the financial future

of their families and friends. Many testators did not take the wishes of their enslaved

laborers into account when they wrote their wills, although a few might leave a

favored slave a favorite possession or even grant freedom to a favored slave in their

wills. It was more often the case that the provisions that benefited white families often

separated enslaved husbands from wives and enslaved parents from their children.

The act of dividing slave families was a sign of the control that slave owners exerted

over their enslaved laborers.

After listing the bequests of slaves and any other personal property, a testator

appointed someone—usually a family member or a close friend—to serve as the ‘‘execu-

tor’’ of the will. The executor was responsible for taking a decedent’s will to the local

court, ensuring that the clerk copied this document in the record book, and distributing

the various legacies to the heirs. If a slave owner died without making a will, the court

appointed a person to serve as the ‘‘administrator’’ of the estate. The administrator had

the same responsibilities as an executor. When the executor or administrator transferred

slaves to their new owners, the enslaved men, women, and children gathered any cloth-

ing, blankets, tools, and personal possessions they might have to take to their next home.

Probate Inventories
After an executor presented a decedent’s will in court and the clerk copied this docu-

ment in the locality’s record book, the court frequently appointed a small group of

individuals—usually three or four people known as ‘‘appraisers’’—to compile a hand-

written list of the deceased person’s possessions. This record, known as a ‘‘probate

inventory,’’ included a decedent’s enslaved men, women, and children.
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The local officials chose the appraisers carefully because it was important to have

an accurate legal record of a person’s estate and the value of the property owned by

the decedent. In many instances, the members of the court selected individuals who

were friends of the decedent and who were of a similar social and economic standing.

As a result, most appraisers were knowledgeable about the value of a decedent’s pos-

sessions and slaves because they had similar items and laborers in their own homes.

Once the appointed men agreed to serve as appraisers, the local officials instructed

them to write down each item they found, to add any necessary description of an item so

as to distinguish it from similar objects, and to note the value of the item. After the

appraisers completed the probate inventory, they gave the document to the executor or

administrator who then took it to the local courthouse. The clerk copied the probate in-

ventory in the record book and gave the original back to the executor or administrator

who used this list to keep track of the bequests to be transferred to the decedent’s heirs.

As an executor or administrator examined a probate inventory, this person paid

attention to the details that the appraisers recorded when it was time to divide the

enslaved laborers among a decedent’s heirs. This information included the name and

gender of each slave. Many appraisers wrote down a slave’s approximate age and racial

background (negro, mulatto, mustee, or octoroon). In addition, some appraisers noted

a slave’s place of birth, family connections, and skills.

Probate inventories also included lists of objects that shaped the lives of enslaved men,

women, and children. Appraisers recorded items that slaves used each day as they worked.

These objects ranged from agricultural tools to kitchen equipment and utensils. Often,

appraisers noted the presence of material to be made into clothing for slaves as well as

shoes and socks for the decedent’s laborers. Through the appraisers’ descriptions of a dece-

dent’s real property and the buildings that stood on the land, it is possible to learn about

the physical environment in which enslavedmen, women, and children lived and worked.

Lawsuits
During the first half of the 17th century, a small number of Africans used their knowl-

edge of colonial laws to initiate ‘‘lawsuits’’—legal actions heard by members of the

local court. Both African men and women traveled to their local court in the role of

the ‘‘plaintiff’’—the person who brought a lawsuit against another individual. They

sued their master for their freedom and the freedom of their spouses and children.

The slave owner—the ‘‘defendant’’—appeared in court to answer the legal action.

Extant records from several colonies indicate that some African men and women were

successful in their attempts to gain their independence.

The opportunities for slaves to initiate lawsuits disappeared as various colonies, and

later states, established legal slavery. Enslaved men and women lost the chance to

appear in court as plaintiffs because slave laws defined these enslaved individuals as

property, not as people who had the right to take someone to court. In addition, slaves

could not appear in court as defendants or to provide testimony against a white man or

woman. After the American Revolution, ‘‘freedom suits’’ initiated by enslaved African

Americans again appeared among court cases heard in Upper South courtrooms, but

only a few of these cases resulted in slaves winning their freedom. Some Maryland

slaveholders bargained with their slaves and promised to manumit (free) their slaves

after they had ‘‘served’’ for a term of several years rather than face a lawsuit.
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Although statutes classified enslaved men, women, and children as property, in one

instance, the law treated slaves as people who were responsible for their own actions.

An enslaved man or woman accused of committing a capital crime stood trial as a

person in a court of ‘‘oyer and terminer’’—a French legal term that means ‘‘to hear

and to determine.’’ In an oyer and terminer trial, the local officials heard the evidence

against the accused individual and decided the fate of this person. Slaves were denied

the right to a jury trial that white men and women had.

During the proceedings, the accused slave could testify and have other enslaved

people serve as witnesses. Having heard the testimony of the accused slave and all

witnesses, the officials discussed the evidence and reached a verdict. Slaves found

guilty of a capital offence received a death sentence.

Indentures of Apprenticeship
During the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries, some slave owners decided to have one or

more of their enslaved laborers trained as artisans. A master entered into an ‘‘inden-

ture of apprenticeship’’—an agreement in which each of the parties agreed to recipro-

cal obligations—with an artisan. A slave owner—the grantor in the indenture of

apprenticeship—agreed to allow an enslaved laborer to live and work with an artisan.

In return, the artisan—the grantee in the indenture of apprenticeship—promised to

teach the slave a specified trade, art, or occupation. The agreement also detailed the

length of time that the apprenticeship would last and any other training that a slave

would receive. In some colonies and states, laws allowed an artisan to teach reading,

writing, and arithmetic to enslaved apprentices.

Slave Hiring
From the 17th century until the end of the Civil War, some slave owners hired out

enslaved laborers to others. If a slaveholder did not have enough work to keep each

slave busy, the master might hire out a worker. Others leased their skilled slaves to

increase their income. People hired slaves because they needed extra help to tend or

harvest crops. Individuals also rented slaves because they could not afford to purchase

an enslaved laborer.

Once an owner found someone willing to hire a slave, the two parties negotiated

an agreement that outlined how long the enslaved worker would be hired. The con-

tracts included deals for short-term labor—from a day to few months—as well as

arrangements for as long as a year. Many localities set aside January 1st as the day to

negotiate annual contracts that ran from New Year’s Day until Christmas. Written

agreements also specified what the person who hired the slave would provide—food,

clothing, shelter, and any necessary medical care during the term of service.

Many contracts detailed the work that the slave would perform. Hired slaves

labored on both large and small plantations, produced naval stores, worked in facto-

ries and on the railroad, dug canals, repaired tools, and constructed buildings. In

urban areas, leased slaves cooked and served food in taverns, ran errands, and worked

in stores. The practice of hiring slaves—whether in rural or urban settings—enabled

whites to adapt their labor force to their needs.

Hiring out offered some precious autonomy for slaves. In antebellum cities like

Richmond, Virginia, or Washington, D.C., the hiring-out system evolved such that
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enslaved individuals negotiated their own terms for their hires, paid some of their

wages back to their owners, and made their own independent living arrangements.

Manumissions

Although many slave owners used legal documents to maintain power and control

over their enslaved laborers, some masters used a specific type of legal document—a

‘‘manumission’’—to free one or more of their slaves from the institution of slavery.

The total number of slaves manumitted was a small portion of the enslaved men,

women, boys, and girls who labored for others. Between the 17th century and 1865, a

series of colonial statutes and state laws often limited a master’s ability to release indi-

viduals from slavery.

When a master decided to free an enslaved laborer, the master could use either a

deed or a will to do so. In the case of a deed, the owner—the grantor—gave freedom

to the former slave, the grantee. The grantor specified the name and gender of this la-

borer and often included information about the person’s age. Next, the deed of manu-

mission stipulated the date a slave was to become free and any financial assistance

that a master agreed to provide. Some manumission agreements also contained details

about the family connections and skills of the freed person.

Slave owners also used the instructions in wills to end slavery for some of their

enslaved laborers. The author of the will—the testator—noted the name of the per-

son who would become free as well as this individual’s gender. Next, the testator

specified the date that the slave would gain freedom. Some testators noted the names

of family members and any special skills that the former slave possessed.

Whether a slave gained freedom in a deed or a will, the resulting written document

was an important legal document. For the owner, the manumission provided a way to

release people from the institution of slavery. For the recently freed person or persons,

the manumission changed their lives and gave them the opportunity, although lim-

ited by legal restrictions on free people of color, to labor for their own benefit.

See also Blacksmith Shops; Cotton; Freedom Papers; Slave Tags and Badges.
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JULIE RICHTER

LINEN TEXTILES. Made from the processed inner fibers of the flax plant, linens of

medium to coarse quality were used to make slaves’ summer clothing, some of their winter

clothing, and bedding. Depending on the extent and type of processing, linen textiles
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ranged from unbleached, coarse, and scratchy goods for use as sails, grain sacks, mattress

ticks, and worker’s clothing to gossamer laces and fine bleached white fabrics used by

wealthy individuals for underwear, decorative clothing ruffles, tablecloths, and bed sheets.

Although finer grades of linen were bleached white in the sun, less expensive vari-

eties remained their natural grayish-brown unbleached color. The transformation of

the flax fibers into linen was a lengthy process that began by pulling up the plants by

the roots to preserve the fiber length. The stems were then put through a series of

steps that released the soft fibers from the straw-like stem portions of the flax plant.

After the flax seeds were removed with a flail, the stems were softened by exposing

them to water, either by laying them out to absorb moisture from the air or by sub-

merging them in water. The outer stems then were broken mechanically with a flax

break and then beaten by hand with a special wooden hand tool to further break

down the outer layer. Once the stems were sufficiently broken, they were pulled again

and again through a hackle, which was a wooden board with nails or spikes that acted
like a comb, pulling out the rough outer stems and leaving the softer inner fibers. The

shorter tow fibers, left in the hackle tool during processing, were spun and used to

make coarse textiles. Tow linen typically was filled with slubs and sometimes adulter-

ated with incompletely removed stem pieces of the flax plant.

Linen had many advantages as a utility fabric. It was strong, absorbent, and wash-

able, getting softer with each washing. Linens encompassed a wide variety of fabric

names, including lawn, sheeting, holland, garlix, crocus, canvas, osnaburg, and

numerous other varieties. Linen was relatively inexpensive and widely available as

an import from the British Isles and northern Europe. Linen also was produced in

America in areas where climate and soil favored flax production.

Detail from ‘‘Industry and Idleness’’ handkerchief, England, 1770–1785, copper plated-printed linen. An enslaved
man and an indentured servant wear identical linen clothing. (The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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Osnaburg, also spelled osnabriggs or oznabig, was a variety of linen widely used for

laborers’ clothing, including that of slaves. Originally named for the German city of

Osnabr€uck, osnaburg was later copied in Scotland from the 1740s on. Although 18th-

century osnaburg was coarse unbleached or brown linen, osnaburg made from the cot-
ton plant became prevalent by the early 19th century, spurred by developments in

ginning and spinning that made cotton goods faster and more economical to produce.

Cotton osnaburg eventually supplanted the linen version of the textile for the cloth-

ing of free laborers and slaves. Nineteenth-century cotton osnaburgs, often woven in

America, came in stripes, checks, and solid colors.

Osnaburg was used for summer clothing and underwear. Male slaves wore shirts

and pants made of linen osnaburg, while female slaves had osnaburg shifts and petti-

coats. Before the 1820s, workingmen’s linen pants were made in several different

styles: breeches constructed with tight buckled bands below the knees, or loose-fitting

trousers that ended anywhere from the calf to the shoe tops, similar to modern cutoffs

or trousers. During the first quarter of the 19th century, knee-length breeches ceased

to be worn in favor of long pants, or pantaloons. Workingwomen’s linen clothing

included shifts or chemises and petticoats. Styled similar to plain knee-length dresses,

shifts served as underwear but sometimes were worn as outerwear while women per-

formed heavy manual labor in hot conditions. Petticoats were full skirts tied around

the waist over the shifts.

The textile called ‘‘rolls’’ was a related material used for laborer’s clothing, espe-

cially in the 18th century. Made from either flax or hemp, the fabric probably was

named because it came on rolls, rather than on bolts or as folded yard goods. In the

18th century, slaves’ trousers, aprons, and petticoats were made from rolls.
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LINDA BAUMGARTEN

LIQUOR. Liquor and other intoxicating beverages were central to the history of

enslavement in the Americas. Rum and other hard liquors were used to barter for

enslaved people in West and Central Africa, some of whom would be shipped to the

Americas to grow sugarcane and other raw materials for the manufacture of liquor
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that in turn would be used through the so-called Triangle (or Triangular) Trade to ac-

quire more enslaved Africans. Although some varieties of traditional alcoholic bever-

ages were known in Africa, religious and social taboos curtailed the consumption of

alcohol before the introduction of Western liquors. Both in Africa and the Diaspora,

Western-style liquors, alongside traditional folk wines and other intoxicants, became

entrenched. Alcoholic beverages were a common part of enslaved people’s lives and

often were used as an easy escape from the hardships of daily life. Although alcohol

consumption among enslaved people, the home manufacture of alcohol, and the sale

of alcoholic beverages to the enslaved were regulated highly by state and county

authorities as well as by individual slaveholders, it was an everyday part of early

African American lives, whether legal or contraband. This aspect of enslaved mate-

rial life left its mark on the archaeological record, oral histories, and religious life and

left a heritage of alcoholism in many early African American communities.

Several types of alcoholic beverages were known in West and Central Africa during

the time of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Palm wine, the fermented sap of the raffia

or oil palm, was known throughout both regions. Less potent were weak beers brewed

from millet, sorghum, and other traditional cereals, and meads made from wild honey.

Palm wine was incredibly time-consuming to make and demanded both skill and

courage to tap the tall trees or to carefully fell them and draw the sap through the

crown. Traditional liquors also were made from indigenous fruit, notably that of the

ebony family, cousin to the American persimmon. With the coming of sugarcane,

bananas, and other plants from Asia and the Mediterranean, other folk beverages

were brewed in villages using ceramic vessels. Eventually, with the introduction of

pineapples and other tropical American crops, a wide variety of folk liquors were

available in the traditional societies from which enslaved Africans came.

Liquor use was regulated by traditional social and religious taboos. Those West

Africans who adopted Islam either temporarily refrained from or outright abandoned

the consumption of intoxicating drink. In those societies that retained more tradi-

tional beliefs, individuals younger than a certain age, women, and persons being initi-

ated into adulthood or in training for a secret society also were forbidden from

consuming alcohol. If an individual had a special relationship with a deity or ances-

tor, this could also be grounds for an alcohol taboo. For all other individuals, alcohol

consumption and use were important parts of festival rites, celebrations, funerals, and

the regular propitiation of deities or ancestral forces. Virtually every community prac-

ticed some ritual requiring strong liquor to feed the other world, perhaps by pouring a

little on the ground.

Much like the introduction of cast iron pots and manufactured cloth, the introduc-
tion of Western liquors eliminated time-consuming and dangerous work associated

with collecting palm sap, honey, and fermenting beverages. Along with gunpowder,

weaponry, trinkets, beads, and other items, rum, whiskey, and other liquors became

central in the purchase and sale of enslaved peoples destined for the Western

Hemisphere. Once these enslaved Africans arrived in the Americas, they became

aware of an astonishing variety of Western liquors, including red wine, which some,

including the people of Kongo-Angola, originally rejected on the grounds that it was

the blood of their people. The colonial world—often devoid of clean water—relied

on weak alcoholic beverages for liquid intake because of the sanitizing elements of
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brewing and fermentation. Beer, cider, corn, and rye whiskey, and alcoholic beverages

mixed with milk were primary, not secondary, drinks in early America. Wealthier slave-

holders, who could afford more variety, imbibed Madeira, port, rum, spiced rum, gin, and

other wines and spirits. Some enslavedAfricans would become specialized workers charged

with the production of these liquors at urban or plantation-based distilleries. Through this

contact and social intercourse with indentured servants, the earliest African Americans

became connoisseurs in their own right of this newfound relationship with alcohol.

In the archaeological record, shards of bottles used for liquor have been found in

the grounds of former slave quarters. Indeed, alcoholic beverages such as rum, whis-

key, and the like occasionally were distributed by slaveholders at harvest time or holi-

days as a reward and incentive. In some areas, people developed various recipes for

harvest beer—light spirits meant to serve as a stimulant as harvesting pushed into the

wee hours of the morning and late hours of the night. George Washington noted that

‘‘others are getting out of the practice of using spirits at harvest,’’ and yet he retained

the custom of purchasing a hogshead of rum for the same purpose. Those enslaved

Wine

In Mississippi, one of the older women on Charlie Davenport’s plantation made
homemade wine:

Ole mammy nearly allus made a heap of dewberry en simmon (persimmon)

wine. En us little tykes would gather black walnuts in de woods en store ’em

under de cabins to dry. At night when de work wuz all done en de candles

out we’d set around de dyin embers en eat a pan of cracked walnuts pickin

de meat out wid horseshoe nails. Den mammy would pour herself en her ole

man a cup ob wine. We nevah got to taste hit lessen us got sick. Den she’d

mess hit up wid wild cherry bark en say ‘‘drink dat down’’. Hit nearly

strangled us but us gulped hit down.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

7, Part 2. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978

On the South Carolina plantation where George Fleming lived, liquor was
not reserved just for special holidays:

We got a lil’ extra liquor and brandy on de holidays, but cose we had some

all along enduring de whole entire year. Marse had three stills on de place

and dar was plenty liquor, but he didn’t let anybody git drunk. He call de lil’

niggers, too, sometimes and give ‘em a drink, and he give ‘em jelly biscuits.

He call everybody up to de big house on Christmas and make a speech; den

he give everybody some good brandy.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘South Carolina.’’ The American Slave: North Carolina and

South Carolina Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 11. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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workers who produced chickens, garden produce, and other products often bartered

for liquor at markets or purchased it from taverns or stores in town. Landon Carter,

an 18th-century Virginia plantation owner, exerted patriarchal control over his

enslaved population by attempting to discourage the purchase of alcohol. He limited

their cloth allowance so that they would ‘‘buy linen to make their other shirt instead

of buying liquor with their fowls.’’

For others, liquor invited theft from plantation storage and cellars. Liquor con-

sumption was largely limited to Saturdays and Sundays when some enslaved people

were granted half or full days of rest. Jim Allen, a former slave in Mississippi, said,

‘‘On Sat’day night, we mostly had fun playin’ and drinkin’ whiskey and beer—no time

to fool around in the de week time.’’ Not surprisingly the resulting fights and being

too hungover to attend to daily chores led to laws forbidding the sale of liquor to

slaves and to slave owners banning alcohol entirely from their slave quarters. Other

slaveholders feared that alcoholic consumption might foment revolt. Although a

great deal of these spirits were enjoyed recreationally, archaeological evidence of

alcoholic residues from burial sites points to the continued practice of pouring liba-

tions as a gift to the ancestors. At other times, spirits were used as flavoring for certain

foods or more often as a solvent for an array of traditional medicines.

Enslaved blacks often produced their own homemade wines. On George Mason’s

Virginia plantation, Gunston Hall, a specific group of enslaved workers were charged

with the making of apple cider, peach liquor, and persimmon brandy. The last was a

common beverage in the enslaved community, often brought to the fields in a gourd
as refreshment. The recipes for persimmon liquor have some similarity to both Euro-

pean and African beverages, because they were prepared from a fruit from the same

botanical family that is almost identical to the persimmon that is native to West and

Central Africa. Another botanical cognate—the honey locust pod—was used in simi-

lar ways. Any fruit (berries and orchard fruit) or grain (corn, rye, and the like) were

mixed with sugars and left to ferment in crocks. Former slave Charles Ball noted

that a pint of hard cider was regularly disbursed to enslaved workers in Maryland and

Virginia, probably because of the surplus of apples and other orchard fruit used for

that purpose. Some enslaved people grew and sold hops, suggesting that they had

adopted European traditions of the brewer’s trade. In coastal South Carolina and

Georgia, several varieties of palm wine were made from the native palmetto. Palm

cabbage full of palmetto sap or the berries from the top of the tree were fermented

into a beverage that reminded Low Country blacks of similar tastes from their African

homelands.

If rum was the key beverage provided to the enslaved communities during the colo-

nial period because of the Triangular Trade, corn whiskey took its place in enslaved

life in the antebellum period. Whiskey was not merely a drink but a painkiller as well

as an ingredient in medicine. Alcohol, in the form of ‘‘moonshine,’’ became part of an

underground economy between whites and blacks. The Fourth of July, harvest time,

the autumn corn shucking, and Christmas often were times of drinking for those

slaveholders who allowed it. However, the presence of alcohol did not impress all

enslaved people. Yarrow Mamout, enslaved in Maryland and what became the

Georgetown district of Washington, was a Muslim of the Fulbe people whose ortho-

dox approach to Islam forbade alcohol consumption. He was quoted as saying,
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‘‘Whiskey, very bad!’’ Abolitionist and former slave Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–

1895) thought the practice of free-flowing Christmas-week alcohol was nothing more

than a ruse on the part of slave owners, when hiring day, January 1, was right around

the corner. Families might be split up and men might be forced to leave for a year or

two, and drunkenness might detract from attempts to run away from slavery or from

remembering the coming tragedy. Douglass also thought that drunkenness was

another way in which slaveholders sought to demonstrate the inability of enslaved

blacks to control and monitor themselves. On some plantations, because of the influ-

ence of the Baptist church or because of the temperance of the slaveholder, no alco-

hol at all was consumed, and fresh cider and other nonalcoholic beverages were

offered at times of celebration or as refreshment during harvest time.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

LIVERY. Livery was a specific distinctive uniform worn by mid-level male servants

of an elite household with a large staff, usually more than eight. Intended to enhance

the employer’s status, livery gradually fell out of use in early 19th-century America.

Upper servants—butlers, tutors, and housekeepers—wore their own clothes even

when seen by the public. Housemaids, cooks, scullery workers, and so forth generally

worked behind the scenes. Doormen, footmen, waiters, and carriage attendants wore

dirty clothes in the early morning when they polished silver plate and cleaned iron-

bladed knives, laid fires, and prepared candlesticks and lamps. When in the public

eye, they changed into fancy dress provided by their employers, or in the case of

slaves, their owners.

Livery suits usually were made of wool in two colors and trimmed with ‘‘livery

lace.’’ In 1755, George Washington ordered two enslaved servants’ suits of scarlet and
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off-white to be trimmed with scarlet. He further ordered ‘‘Silver lac’d hats for the above

Livery’s.’’ He placed subsequent orders in 1764 and 1784. During his presidency, Thomas

Jefferson wrote that blue coats with scarlet cloth were to be worn over waistcoats of scar-

let. The trimmings were to be silver. Less elaborate was the livery that Jacob Read’s

(1752–1816) runaway slave, Mungo, took with him from Charleston, South Carolina. It

was of ‘‘brown Yorkshire cloth lined with white, with a scarlet cape [collar].’’

Attitudes toward livery varied from place to place and changed over time. Livery

was worn less in the North and decreased in use during the early republic. In the early

19th century, Margaret Hall, an English traveler, wrote home to her family that until

she reached the South she had seen liveried servants in only two Philadelphia houses.

She approved of Charles Carroll (1737–1832) who had ‘‘no less than three servants in

livery’’ at his Maryland estate. The author of an unpublished novel of about the same

date and set in Washington, D.C., wrote about an invitation to a servants’ party

where ‘‘Gentlemen with livery not admitted.’’ In 1827, Robert Roberts (ca. 1780–

1860), the free African American butler to Gov. Christopher Gore of Massachusetts,

advised young male servants to be dressed in a clean shirt collar and cravat, ‘‘with a

clean round jacket, white linen apron and clean shoes.’’ For dinner they were to ‘‘look

neat and tidy, but not foppish’’ in ‘‘good superfine blue body coat, blue cassimere trow-

sers, and a yellow cassimere vest.’’ Roberts did not mention livery.
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vants, Slaves, and Mistresses in Early Washington.’’ In The American Home: Material Culture,

Suiting up to Become a Footman

Former Texas slave Willis Woodson wore livery as a footman:

De mostest fun I ever got was when Marse Isom ’lows me to be footman. He

gits me [Not readable] uniform, most like a sojer’s, ’ceptin’ mine an red with

black stripes down de pants. I ’member it jist like yesterday, de first time I

puts it on. Marse give a cel’bration at he house and de doorman am sick, so

I has to be it. He give me dat suit and say to hurry put it on. Den he make

me come to de front door and let him in over and over, so as to git de hang

of it. He told me to take his hat and cane and put dem up, and to say.

‘Thank you,’ and ‘Dis way, please,’ and not to say no more to nobody, and I

didn’t. After dat night I opens de door lots of times, but mostest I wears dat

suit when I takes de white folks to church, while dey listens to preachin’

and I holds de hosses.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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Domestic Space, and Family Life, edited by Eleanor McD. Thompson, 71–93. Winterthur, DE:
Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1998.

Roberts, Robert. The House Servant’s Directory. Boston, 1827.

BARBARA G. CARSON

LOCKS AND KEYS. Masters often suspected their slaves of stealing from them—

and evidence suggests that enslaved individuals did pilfer food and other items from

whites, sometimes out of necessity. The former North Carolina slave Louisa Adams

remembered, ‘‘We were so hungry we were bound to steal or perish.’’ Kentucky slave

Peter Bruner echoed, ‘‘The white people had plenty of the best of food but we never

got any unless we stole it.’’ In other instances, slaves stole as a kind of quid pro quo for

their treatment. In every case, slaves knew that if caught stealing, they would be

severely punished.

To prevent thefts, slaveholders methodically locked up their expensive foodstuffs,

liquor, and any other items that might prove too alluring. Even the outbuildings, which

could not be patrolled closely at night, sometimes were padlocked to prevent theft.

Whenever possible, slaveholders maintained control of the keys to these locks. They

locked and unlocked all doors, storage boxes, trunks, closets, and rooms themselves

Black servant William Lee in livery in the background, with George Washington, Martha Washington, and
her two Custis grandchildren. Engraving by Edward Savage, London, 1798. (Library of Congress.)
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when needed. As a Virginia planter warned in 1834, ‘‘Never put temptations in their

way by leaving keys or money carelessly about.’’ Regardless of slaveholders’ vigilance,

things nevertheless still disappeared. In 1801, at Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, the

theft of ‘‘80 gallons of Coles best cider, in 3 days exactly, under 2 locks & keys’’ was

noted.

Because the slaveholder’s wife or daughters supervised the household, it often fell

to them to hold the keys that controlled the locked spaces and to closely monitor the

daily access to these spaces by enslaved domestic workers. Jefferson’s daughters per-

formed that role at Monticello and carried the keys to the storage areas and wine cel-

lar. On the plantation, all outbuildings and storage spaces, including those that

adjoined the work areas under the house, were locked. Jefferson even locked the privy

nearest the house to prevent anyone outside his immediate family from using it.

Evidence suggests that at least some slaveholders or the overseers that they

employed recognized the rights of slaves to acquire personal possessions and protect

them. At Poplar Forest, Jefferson’s retreat in Bedford County, Virginia, and at Carter’s

Grove plantation near Williamsburg, Virginia, archaeologists have recovered several

metal locks from the slave quarters. Other individuals observed that slaves used

wooden locks with keys that they made themselves. When noted landscape architect

Frederick Law Olmsted (1822–1903) visited a Savannah, Georgia, plantation in the

1850s, he noticed individual slave cabins were equipped with closets that locked with

a key. He further observed, ‘‘The people were nearly all absent at work, and had

locked their outer doors, taking the keys with them.’’

See also Chamber Pots and Privies; Dependencies; Personal Objects; Subfloor Pits.
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American Archaeology: Newsletter of the African-American Archaeology Network 19 (Winter
1997). African Diaspora Archaeology Network. At www.diaspora.uiuc.edu/A-AANews
letter/newsletter19.html.

Olmsted, Frederick Law. The Cotton Kingdom: A Traveller’s Observations on Cotton and Slavery
in the American Slave States, edited by Arthur M. Schlesinger. New York: Da Capo Press,
1996.

Stein, Susan R. ‘‘Restoration Focuses on ‘Working’ Monticello.’’ Monticello Newsletter 14, no.
2 (Winter 2003): 1–5. Monticello. At www.monticello.org/press/newsletter/2003/winter/
dependencies03.pdf.

KYM S. RICE

LOFTS. A significant number of slaves lived in log cabins with one-room lofts. Many

of the lofts measured about 12 by 14 feet squared or as a rectangle with similar dimen-

sions. Other lofts were larger, with a size of a one and one-half story structure. They

were made of tree timbers and had roofs made of pine slabs. Cabins had wood chim-

neys and dirt floors, and contained root cellars dug into floors for storing vegetables.

They could house 8 to 12 people.

Slave quarters typically were located on streets behind the Big House where the

owner or overseer could see the slaves. At times, the size of a loft was a factor in its
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location. A few masters were benevolent enough to keep large ‘‘families’’ together in

one spot.

Slave housing varied over time and space and was dictated by the slave masters’

preferences, but according to most descriptions, the loft, as a living quarter, was a par-

ticular favorite among slaves, because it gave them the feeling of having their own

home. The loft was sometimes a structure whose only luxury was hinged shutters, and

it often was built without a fireplace. It was warmed only by the heat rising from a fire-

place on the first floor. On some occasions, the loft was lighted by a window on each

wall, even when the room below did not have windows.

In many lofts some occupants slept on beds while other slept on the floor, boards,

straw mats, or pallets, or simply wrapped themselves with blankets. Even under such

conditions, the concept of ‘‘family’’ and ‘‘home’’ was created and had a valuable psy-

chological effect on the slave.

Some slave quarters had half lofts. Enslaved families could store items and use them

as sleeping quarters for children. After more slaves were brought to North America’s

mainland, housing space and the need to shelter slaves became more critical, and the

slaves and the masters built more lofts.

Slave owners discovered early that they had to separate field and domestic slaves

and with that discovery came separate housing. Slaves who worked in the fields lived

in housing commonly called slave quarters or slave cabins. Domestic slaves or servants

often lived in lofts above the kitchen, in designated locations within the Big House,

or in dependencies attached or near the main house.

Early slave housing was makeshift and flimsy. Whenever, the slaveholder found ‘‘an

extra room’’ a slave was placed there, usually with little or no regard to structure or

preferences. In the Mid-Atlantic region, where small farms were the rule, a relatively

small number of slaves lived in these ‘‘extra’’ buildings, with detached kitchens, in

attics, or in basements of a main dwelling. Extra rooms or lofts continued to be of use

on plantations even after slavery was abolished in some areas.

See also Subfloor Pits.
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MARBLES. The game of marbles had special significance in the lives of slave chil-

dren. For some, it was a favorite game, but for others, the significance of the game was

more than child’s play. Some former slaves recalled trading marbles for lessons and for

passes to visit family at other plantations. Archaeological excavations at a number of

plantation slave quarters illustrate the types of marbles with which the children

played. Marbles and doll’s heads are among the objects known to have been placed

on African American graves as offerings.
Many slave children had no other playthings besides marbles. In slave narratives

gathered by the Federal Writers’ Project (1936–1938), 67 of the former slaves inter-

viewed recall playing marbles as children, and for many, this was the only game they

played. Some recalled playing marbles with white children on their plantations. Rev.

Squire Dowd in North Carolina remembered that if the master would not give them

passes to visit other plantations at Christmas, they could obtain them from the white

children with whom they played.

Slave narratives described a game in which a square was drawn in the dirt, with a

marble in each corner and one in the middle. Some slave children played for fun or to

win marbles; others gambled for money. John Smith in North Carolina said that they

did not have money, so they played for watermelons. A Florida slave, Lindsey Moore,

was taken into town by his master to compete against slaves from other plantations,

with the masters betting on the winners. Moore used pennies tossed by the spectators

to place small wagers of his own.

In the antebellum period, most commercially produced marbles—of stone, clay,

porcelain, and glass—were imported from Germany. The slave narratives and

archaeological evidence both point to the use of handmade clay marbles and store-

bought marbles of stone, porcelain, or clay. Several former slaves described making

marbles of lumps of clay, baked in the sun or hardened in the fireplace. The esteemed

educator Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) wrote in his memoirs that he rolled

marbles out of red clay and put them in the ashes in the fireplace. He learned to grad-

ually increase the heat so that the marbles would not crack, and wrote, ‘‘This lesson was

of great value to me in beginning to burn brick at our school.’’ Washington and others

also owned store-bought marbles. One former slave recalled running footraces against
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slaves from other plantations and being rewarded with a jackknife or a bag of

marbles.

Noted abolitionist Rev. John Sella Martin (1832–1876) recalled that he had been

an expert player with a large stock of marbles. A white boy, Eaton Bass, asked to part-

ner with him. In exchange, Martin insisted that Bass teach him the alphabet.

Although he had been taught not to teach slaves to read, Bass eventually consented,

Playing with Marbles

In North Carolina, former slave Charlie Barbour played with marbles and little
else: ‘‘I ’minds me of de days when as a youngn’ I played marbles an’ hide an’
seek. Dar wuzn’t many games den, case nobody ain’t had no time fer ’em.’’

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: North Carolina Narratives, Vol. 14.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

George Fleming, a former South Carolina slave, amused himself with marbles, too:

Us lil’ kids played lots of games den, some of dem like what dey plays now,

but we had a better time. Befo’ we was big enough to work, ‘cept tote water

and de like of dat, we played sech things as marbles. We had purty red and

blue marbles dat Marse Lyntt brung frum de store.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘South Carolina.’’ The American Slave: North Carolina and

South Carolina Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 11. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.

Clay marbles found at the Nicholas-Tyler House site in Williamsburg, Virginia. (The
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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giving Martin a book and lessons. Methodist minister Richard Parker (b. 1808–ca.

1879) collected old nails as a child and exchanged them for marbles. Then he would

give marbles to white boys in exchange for teaching him a letter. Parker continued to

trade marbles for lessons until he could read words of two syllables. James Forten

(1766–1842), another abolitionist, claimed that a game of marbles saved him from a

life of West Indian servitude. Born free, he was serving in the Continental Army at

age 14 when his ship was captured by the English in 1780. He played marbles with

the captain’s son, and they became good friends. The boy saved him from being cap-

tured and sold as a slave.

Archaeologists have found marbles in excavations of slave quarters at a number of

plantation sites, including Mount Vernon, George Washington’s Virginia estate;

the Hermitage, the Nashville home of Andrew Jackson; and Poplar Forest, Thomas

Jefferson’s retreat near Lynchburg, Virginia. Homemade clay marbles were most com-

mon, although striped porcelain marbles were recovered at the Hermitage along with

those of local clay. Homemade marbles also were found at slave quarters of Kingsley

plantation in Jacksonville, Florida, and at North End plantation in the Georgia Sea

Islands. At Ashland-Belle Helene plantation in Louisiana, where historical records

show that marbles were the only toy sold in the Ashland store, archaeologists found

marbles of glass, limestone, and clay. A hand-blown glass marble and a clay marble

were found at the slave barracks of the Bruin Slave Jail in Alexandria, Virginia.
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BARBARA MAGID

MARKETS. For thousands of years, consumers throughout the world regularly have

patronized markets to purchase fresh produce and other foodstuffs that were destined

for their kitchens and tables. Markets served as important locations for the exchange

of news and gossip between buyers and sellers, and for social gatherings by residents of

all races.

As customers, workers, and most important, entrepreneurial vendors and hucksters,

free and enslaved African Americans participated in this economic system, which in

particular gave slaves critical access to cash. According to travelers’ descriptions,

account books, and other sources, African Americans sold several items at markets,

including vegetables, fruits, butter, eggs, prepared food, chickens, and other animals

that they gathered in the wild or raised themselves in their yards and gardens.
Slaveholders frequently allowed slaves to grow food in their spare time and sell the

surplus. Because the individuals who shopped at produce markets usually paid with

cash or engaged in some sort of barter, the market took on a special significance

among African Americans as an income source. In early Washington, D.C., President
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Thomas Jefferson regularly patronized Alethia Browning Tanner’s (d. 1864) vegetable

stand located near the White House grounds. Reportedly, Tanner made enough

money from her produce sales that she was able to purchase her freedom in 1810 and

eventually that of several other family members.

Wherever they occurred, most often in towns or cities, markets typically were infor-

mal open-air gatherings, held seasonally on particular weekdays. Engravings of early

Philadelphia and New York illustrate markets that took place there on street corners

where hucksters sold items out of carts, wagons, baskets, and other containers: anyone

with surplus goods to sell or trade could participate. In the precapitalist ‘‘walking

city,’’ historians single out food markets as important settings where transactions

occurred among individuals who conducted face-to-face business.

By the 18th century, municipal authorities began to regulate American markets:

they built market houses and collected license fees from vendors who rented stalls

in these buildings. At the same time, some Southern localities also sought to control

what slaves could buy and sell both door-to-door as well as in markets. In cities like

Baltimore, Maryland, some market regulations were tightened in response to white com-

plaints about sales practices by African Americans, whom they accused of selling food at

lower prices, in off-hours, or outside established locations. Some even went so far as to

accuse black vendors of stealing food from whites to enhance their inventories.

FURTHER READING
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Market scene in Macon, Georgia. Engraving of sketch by A. R. Waud, 1867. (Library of Congress.)
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KYM S. RICE

MASTER’S HOUSE. The master’s house was the primary domestic space for a slave-

holding family. The house could be large or small, but typically it was the most comfort-

able and well-appointed building on the property in either a rural or an urban context.

The master’s house was physically distinct from the work buildings, the food prepara-

tion, garden cultivation, or livestock raising structures, and the enslaved peoples’ cab-

ins. The master communicated distinctiveness by distancing the master’s house from

the other buildings, by giving it a more ornamented appearance, and by situating it at

the center or at the highest point of the property. Roads and paths generally led to and

from the master’s house, so any entrance to or egress from the property encountered it.

From the slaveholders’ perspective, the master’s house was the center of the prop-

erty. Slaveholding families identified the master’s house as their family seat, a place

for rituals and celebrations such as marriages and funerals to take place. For many

Christmas at the Big House

As John Sneed from Texas described, field slaves only approached the slave-
holder’s house on special holidays like Christmas:

On Christmas all us go to de big house and crowd ’round massa. He a li’l

man and some black boys’d carry him ’round on dere shoulders. All knowed

dey gwine git de present. Dere a big tree with present for everyone, white

and black. Lots of eggnog and turkey and baked hawgs and all kind good

things. Dere allus lots of white folks company at massa’s house and big

banquets and holidays and birthdays. Us like dem times, ’cause work slack

and food heavy. Every las’ chile have he birthday celebrate with de big cake

and present and maybe de quarter in silver from old massa, bless he soul. Us

play kissin’ games and ring plays and one song am like dis:
‘‘I’m in de well,
How many feet?
Five. Who’d git you out?’’

Iffen it a man, he choose de gal and she have to kiss him to git him out
de well. Iffen a gal in de well, she choose a man.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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slaveholding families, the master’s house represented expressions of their sophistica-

tion, wealth, and power. From the perspective of the enslaved people, the master’s

house was the center from which they received their working orders, food rations,

and punishments. For all enslaved people, the master’s house was a physical and

unavoidable symbol of the slaveholder’s presence.

Enslaved laborers usually built the master’s house, following accepted local building

practices, or the directions of a carpenter, a housewright, or, rarely, an architect. Con-

struction varied, depending on the size of the enslaved population, the ambitions of

the master, and the availability of materials, inspiration, skilled craftsmen, and capital

to finance the project. For the large, showplace master’s houses, a planter typically

hired carpenters and craftsmen who brought their own forces of skilled enslaved work-

ers to the project with them. Particularly for houses outside of urban centers, these

crews would set up temporary housing on site and remain there until their portion of

the work was finished. In a few cases, masters demanded a specific kind of house and

hired free white construction workers from great distances, only relying on enslaved

labor for menial construction assistance and work on secondary buildings.

Because of the ravages of time, wind, fire, and weather, only a small percentage of

master’s houses still exist. Most of the extant houses give a biased view into the kinds

of houses slaveholders occupied, skewing contemporary viewers’ perceptions that all

masters’ houses were large and comfortable. Granted, even the poorest master’s house

probably was of higher quality than the other living spaces on the property, but most

Drayton Hall plantation, in the Carolina Low Country near Charleston, South
Carolina, is one of the most handsome examples of Palladian architecture in North
America. The house was built for John Drayton, begun in 1738 and completed in
1742, using both free and slave labor. (Library of Congress.)
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small and middling master’s houses have vanished from the landscape. This is particu-

larly true for master’s houses from the 17th and 18th centuries, for which the survival

of any building is rare. Extant buildings tend to be the largest, the most architecturally

notable, made of the most permanent materials, and to have been maintained by a

family or a continuous series of owners. Scholars have discovered that since the begin-

ning of English settlement in North America at Jamestown in 1607, cultural prefer-

ences for personal square footage have grown exponentially. In the 17th and early

18th centuries, a prosperous slaveholding planter might have lived in an approxi-

mately 500-square-foot house. The planter and his family lived in that house, and,

particularly in the 17th century, also included some of his enslaved and indentured

workers. As indenture became less common in favor of lifetime servitude and pro-

slavery legislation gained power during the 17th century, more workers were likely to

be enslaved and to live separately from their owners. A surviving small wood-frame

planter’s house called ‘‘Pear Valley’’ in Northampton County, Virginia, has a footprint

of about 21 by 16.5 feet, for a total of approximately 350 square feet. The building has

a single room on the ground floor, with access to a loft under the roof provided by a

ladder through a hole in the ceiling. Notwithstanding the building’s modest size, the

owner of Pear Valley was an upper-middle-class planter in the county. Upon his

death, the value assigned to his estate placed him securely in the most affluent quarter

of the population. Pear Valley is an extremely rare example of what many scholars

think was a common building type and size until the mid-18th century.

Technological advancements generated much larger crops and greater financial

returns, and as enslaved populations stabilized and grew, slaveholders began building

larger houses. At the turn of the 19th century, a common form of master’s house for

prosperous planters in the American South was the ‘‘I-house.’’ I-houses had side

gables, one room to either side of a central passage, as well as a symmetrical fa�cade,

and rose two stories high. This type of house was quick and economical to build and

easy to enlarge, either with shed additions or by adding two rooms, front and back, to

each side of the passage under an expanded roof, in what is commonly called a dou-

ble-pile arrangement. These houses were so ordinary that few scholars paid attention

to them until the study of vernacular architecture emerged in the 1980s. Another

common house type, particularly in the coastal South, was the planter’s cottage, a var-

iation on the English cottage. Usually one story high with an attic and side chimneys,

the cottage was one room deep and two rooms wide, with an entrance directly into

one of the rooms. These houses often expanded to incorporate a central passage with

two flanking rooms. Single-room, 20- by 16-foot structures such as Pear Valley

became the prototype for enslaved peoples’ cabins.

Historians make the distinction that while most enslaved people lived in groups of

50 or more, most masters owned from one to five enslaved persons. Most slaveholders

were not wealthy planters, and their houses were small, modest, and often imperma-

nent. Particularly when settling new land in the parts of Mississippi, Alabama, Geor-

gia, and Louisiana, which became known as the Cotton Belt, most people’s priorities

were to clear the land, plant a crop, and start making profits. Hence, the vast majority

of master’s houses began as single-room log cabins, expanded, and enclosed under a

layer of clapboards as the slaveholding family established themselves on a property.

Travelers’ descriptions from the 1830s describe fine silver and ceramic on display in a
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log building with unglazed windows and large cracks between the logs. The grand,

white-pillared mansions that figure so prominently in modern conceptions of the mas-

ter’s house were relatively uncommon features on the landscape.

Thinking about the landscape in gendered terms provides context for understand-

ing how the master’s house functioned in the lives of slaveholding families and

enslaved persons. The master’s house, together with outbuildings like the kitchen,
smokehouse, icehouse, and dairy, and vegetable and flower gardens were predomi-

nantly female spaces, whereas the fields, barns, and crop-processing structures were

male spaces. Considering the master’s house as a female space gives insight into how

both slaveholding and enslaved women thought about, organized, and controlled

their worlds. The mistress, or dominant slaveholding woman who was usually the wife

or a relative of the male head of the household, ran the house, issuing orders for cloth-
ing to be cleaned, mended, and made; for food preparation and storage; and for care

and maintenance of valuable family goods like china, silver or silverplated ware,

spices, and liquor. An enslaved domestic servant, typically a woman, often served her

mistress as a housekeeper. The person who filled this role delegated the various tasks

to the corps of enslaved domestics, managed their output and performed quality con-

trol to the mistress’ standards, and was an expert on the requirements of the domestic

economy. Depending on the household, the enslaved housekeeper sometimes effec-

tively took over the duties of the mistress. Only households with a large enslaved pop-

ulation had specified domestic servants. On smaller farms with one to five enslaved

persons, typically a single enslaved woman performed domestic work like cooking and

washing for the slaveholding family and the other enslaved laborers or split her time

between domestic and field duties.

Enslaved domestic servants spent most of their working lives in the master’s house,

and personal servants such as maids and valets often lived in the house with the slave-

holding family. Especially in urban master’s houses, visitors observed that enslaved

domestics would sleep in the hallways or in the attics. In the past, many historians of

slavery have argued that enslaved domestics reaped material benefits such as better,

more nutritionally diverse foods, better housing, and more substantial clothing than

the enslaved field workers. More recently, historians have questioned this argument,

asserting that these material gains came at high costs. Close contact with slaveholders

often exposed domestic servants to challenging demands, mood swings, and some-

times violent reactions, and physically separated these domestic servants from the

community of other enslaved workers who lived together in the cabin settlements,

some of whom may have been family members, friends, or spouses. In addition,

domestic servants had fewer opportunities than other enslaved people to make money

on the side. Skilled artisans could be hired out or hire themselves out for tasks, and

field hands could grow and sell more vegetables or chickens. Enslaved domestic serv-

ants’ duties were personal and specific, and it was difficult for them to capitalize on

their skills, although they frequently received monetary tips for their duties from their

masters as well as from visitors.

Especially on larger farms, the master’s house had a series of support buildings close

by, including the kitchen, dairy, washhouse, smokehouse, carriage house, and stables.

Enslaved domestic servants, such as the cook and assistants, the laundresses, and

seamstresses, who typically were female, and the grooms and carriage drivers, who
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were typically male, often lived in rooms in the buildings associated with their work.

Through the antebellum period, as slaveholders’ fears about emancipation increased,

the design of houses and the situation of outbuildings included more opportunities for

slaveholders to scrutinize the work of the enslaved.

It is more common to think about the master’s house in a rural farming context, in

terms of a plantation, but many of its characteristics remained consistent in an urban

context. In a town or city, the master’s house occupied the optimal position on the

lot, featured more refined architectural details and higher quality building materials

than the other structures on the property, and existed as a primarily female space.

Private homes were among the few socially acceptable places for slaveholding women

to gather and visit in cities and towns, and reports and censuses suggest that more

enslaved women than men lived and worked in domestic urban environments.

Smaller property sizes and high population density meant that enslaved domestic

servants lived in close quarters with the slaveholding family, but urban homemaking

duties such as going to the markets and running errands offered domestic servants a

small amount of time and space that was not directly supervised. Close quarters and a

large urban enslaved domestic servant population also presented possibilities for social

interaction with other enslaved persons, sometimes in the form of religious meetings

or unsanctioned outings. Urban town houses often had gardens and work yards sepa-
rated one from the other by fences and alleys, which could operate as communication

points between properties and across neighborhoods.

In a rural context, the master’s house typically occupied a site separated from the

quarters but positioned in a way that allowed the slaveholder some level of supervi-

sion over the living and working spaces of enslaved people. The overseer’s house was

a proxy for the master’s house, an outpost of surveillance and control over the lives

and relationships of the enslaved. On large properties with large enslaved populations,

slaveholders employed overseers to stand in for the master and organize, direct, moni-

tor, and often punish the labor force. Slaveholders considered supervision necessary

to control enslaved persons, tacitly acknowledging that enslaved people were not

mindless workers but had meaningful lives and relationships beyond their situations

as chattel property. Enslaved persons often knew their home plantations and the sur-

rounding properties intimately, and recognized ways to use and inhabit the landscape,

including the fields, woods, swamps, and water sources, for social, ritual, and spiritual

purposes. Any free time found many slaves traveling to surrounding properties, visit-

ing friends and family, with their master’s approval or, as was more often the case,

without it. For many enslaved persons, the domestic ideals of home and home place

extended far beyond the confines of their cabins and out of sight of the master’s house.

To reinforce the slaveholders’ position of power, overseers stood in as secondary mas-

ters, and often their houses were situated near the slave quarters to represent second-

ary master’s houses. Overseers’ houses were smaller and less refined than the master’s

house, although they were significantly more commodious than the quarters cabins.

The slaveholders’ fallacy lay in thinking that observation of the quarters would

encompass all facets of enslaved persons’ lives and communities.

Typically, large plantations had several enslaved men trained as carpenters, coop-

ers, and brick makers and layers who maintained the master’s house and agricultural

buildings. On smaller building projects, a master probably assigned a group of
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enslaved men from his own labor force to assist a carpenter or to build according to

local practices. Masters often hired enslaved workers from neighbors and family mem-

bers to work on construction projects. Hiring enslaved workers was a common prac-

tice, particularly for masters who owned few enslaved workers or did not want to

allocate manpower away from crop cultivation.

See also Cooks; Dependencies; Kitchens.
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EMILIE JOHNSON

MEDICINE. The poor living and working conditions experienced by enslaved Afri-

can Americans took a daily as well as a long-term toll on their bodies. Not only was

their life expectancy lower than that of whites, but also they were more susceptible to

different maladies that included recurrent intestinal, respiratory, skin, and parasitic

diseases. Enslaved individuals endured work-related injuries that ranged from minor

conditions like hemorrhoids or arthritis to more serious maladies: internal damage

from beatings; burns from boiling sugar; and fingers, hands, or arms amputated or

crushed in mechanical equipment. Although archaeological excavations have

revealed tooth brushes in slave quarters, both males and females experienced dental

problems. Female slaves suffered, too, from complications of pregnancy, and the

infant mortality rate among slaves was high. Large numbers of early Americans,

including slaves, fell victim to yellow fever, smallpox, and malaria.

In both modern and contemporaneous terms, slave quarters were unsanitary. Few

privies (outhouses) were available for slaves to use; instead daily waste and other trash

was dumped outside in the quarter yard, where sewage contaminated the soil and the

water and attracted vermin. Consequently, intestinal parasites were especially wide-

spread. Slaves of all ages, both male and female, and especially young children who

played outside, were treated regularly by their owners for worms that sometimes

infected the victim’s internal organs and caused severe pain.

Poor nutrition was another cause of health problems. By one estimate, 80 percent

of the calories consumed by slaves came from corn and pork, which meant that, on
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average, enslaved individuals consumed meals that were high in fat and carbohydrates

and low in iron, calcium, and desirable vitamins. As a result, many enslaved individu-

als were chronically malnourished, even if they had their own gardens or were able to
hunt game or fish to supplement their diets.

Because slaveholders’ economic well-being relied entirely on their workers’ produc-

tivity, they usually took sickness among their enslaved population seriously. Neverthe-

less, many blamed the slaves themselves for getting sick, comparing them with

troublesome children or animals that needed supervision and guidance. A Mississippi

planter complained in 1847 that ‘‘Negroes are a thriftless, thoughtless people, and have

to be restricted in many points essential to their constitutions and health. Left to them-

selves they will over eat, unseasonably eat, walk half the night, sleep on the ground,

out of doors, anywhere.’’ To prevent illness and to protect their self-interest, antebel-

lum planters aimed to establish healthier living and working conditions for slaves. In

Southern agricultural journals, they published essays that touted various preventive

measures, such as prohibiting slaves from working in the rain or other bad weather,

Homemade Remedies

James Bolton remembered some homemade remedies in Georgia:

Gyarlic was mos’ly to kyore wums. They roastid the gyarlic in the hot ashes

an’ squez the juice outen it, an’ made the chilluns take it. Sometimes they

made poultices outen gyarlic for the pneumony.’’

We saved a heap er bark from wile cherry, an’ poplar an’ black haw, an’

slip’ry ellum trees, an’ we dried out mullein leaves. They was all mixed an’

brewed to make bitters. When-some-ever a nigger got sick, them bitters

was good fer, well, Ma’am, they was good fer whut ailed ’im. We tuk ’em fer

rheumatiz, fer fever, an’ fer the mis’ry in the stummick, an’ fer mos’ all sorts

er sickness. Red oak bark tea was good fer so’ th’oat.

As Sally Brown related, sometimes slaves in Georgia relied on folk remedies
for pain:

We jest had our babies and had a granny to ketch ’em. We didn’t have all

the pain-easin’ medicine then. The granny would put a rusty piece of tin or

a ax under the straw tick and this would ease the pains. Us didn’t have no

mattresses in them days, but filled a bed tick with fresh straw after the wheat

wuz thrashed, and it wuz good sleepin’ too. Well, the granny put a ax under

my straw tick once. This wuz to cut off the after-pains and it sho did too,

honey. We’d set up the fifth day and after the ’layin’-in’ time wuz up we wuz

’lowed to walk outdoors and they tol’ us to walk around the house jest once

and come in the house. This wuz to keep us from takin’ a lapse.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives. Part 1, Supp. Ser. 1,

Vol. 3. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.

335

MEDICINE



cooking all meat including pork thoroughly, and initiating regular inspections of

enslaved housing for cleanliness. They discussed building cabins with better air circula-

tion and assigning smaller groups to live in them.

In the case of illness, slaveholders routinely first treated their sick slaves themselves.

The diary of 18th-century Virginia plantation owner Landon Carter (1710–1778)

reflects his constant worry over his slaves’ various illnesses and his relentless efforts to

treat them. He, like most slaveholders in his time and into the 19th century, turned to

physicians for advice or to acquire medicines only if his own remedies were unsuccess-

ful, the symptoms proved mysterious, or the situation turned into a real emergency. On

the whole, medical care by physicians in the 18th and 19th centuries was rudimentary.

Physicians routinely treated sick people by bleeding or purging them—and sometimes

did both. Irrespective of race or class, many individuals suffered—and died—under a

physician’s care. Like other whites, slaveholders availed themselves of a combination of

folk remedies and drugs, usually procured from a doctor without examination, to treat ill-

nesses. Records for an early 19th-century Fredericksburg, Virginia, physician indicate

that slaveholders sent him notes that briefly described their slaves’ sickness and asked for

medicine to treat them. Only rarely did they require the doctor to directly treat slaves

who were seriously ill.

For many illnesses, slaveholders dispensed quinine, the antimalarial drug that

reduces fever, and various emetics to induce vomiting or purging. On occasion, they

tried bloodletting. Most frequently, they treated a variety of complaints with calomel,

a mercury-based purgative that kills bacteria but also is highly toxic because the mer-

cury remains permanently in the body. Archaeologists working at Andrew Jackson’s

Hermitage plantation near Nashville, Tennessee, uncovered in the slave quarter a series

of medicine bottles that originally contained calomel. Accounts for Pierce Butler’s

(1806–1867) plantation on Butler’s Island, Georgia, indicate that slaves there were

treated for arthritis with patent medicines and rum. Slaves may have even dosed them-

selves on occasion. Patent medicine bottles have been recovered in several different

slave quarters sites, but they perhaps were used for their high alcoholic content.

Often the slaveholding mistress, or in some cases, the overseer’s wife, was given

charge of sick slaves. As Tines Kendrick, a former Georgia slave described her mistress:

Ole Miss, she generally looked after the niggers when they sick and give them

the medicine. And, too, she would get the doctor iffen she think they real bad

off. . . . Howsoever, it was hard sometime to get her to believe you sick when

you tell her that you was, and she would think you just playing off from work.

Slaveholders frequently suspected that slaves claimed sickness as a way to get off work,

and slaves did feign illness as a method of resistance.

Consequently, slaveholders let their slaves get very sick before calling a doctor.

Tines Kendrick recounted the time that a little boy was very sick for about a week.

His mother begged the mistress to get a doctor but she refused, ‘‘She say Mose ain’t

sick much.’’ In fact, the child died shortly thereafter in some agony.

Some slave owners, particularly those who owned significant numbers of individuals

built special slave hospitals or sick houses on their properties. Ideally, pregnant slaves
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delivered their children in these buildings, and sick slaves recovered there. More im-

portant, from the slaveholder’s perspective, a separate facility kept contagious diseases

from spreading through the entire population. Slave owners sometimes put an older

enslaved woman who was past manual work in charge of the sick at the hospital.

In reality, whenever possible, the enslaved community turned to its own healers for

medical care. Slaveholders tacitly acknowledged this by permitting slaves to use slave

healers (also called ‘‘root doctors’’) for treatments, and even sometimes used these

cures themselves, although most whites feared poisoning at the hands of slaves. Their

therapies usually involved teas or potions made from herbs or plants they gathered or

grew. As former slave Vinnie Brunson explained, ‘‘We had de remedies dat wuz

handed down to us from de folks way back befo’ we wuz born.’’ Poke root, for example,

in either poultice and salve form, was used to relieve pain or reduce sores or as a laxa-

tive. Many treatments prescribed by slave healers reportedly worked. Enslaved indi-

viduals trusted them over the medicines haphazardly dispensed to them by white

slaveholders or physicians.

Other slave healers included midwives who delivered the children within the slave

community. Just as slaves did, slaveholders seem to have recognized and respected

their abilities. Elsey, a midwife on Alexander Telfair’s Georgia plantation, not only

helped with slave births but also assisted the births of the white women who lived in

the neighborhood. Unknown to most owners, although sometimes suspected, mid-

wives also mixed and administered the botanical remedies that could induce an

abortion.

Among the slave communities, the conjurer was the most powerful, respected, and

feared slave healer. Both male and female, conjurers wielded magic for their cures and

curses that many former slaves called ‘‘hoodoo.’’ By and large, whites tended to dismiss

conjuring as evidence of ‘‘primitive’’ superstitions. Conjurers claimed the ability to

communicate with the spirit world and the ‘‘haunts’’ (ghosts) that inhabited it; to read

the meaningful signs evident in everyday life (an owl’s hoot or a woodpecker’s peck,

for example); and, through their charms and potions, to control an individual’s fate.

At the Levi Jordan plantation in Brazoria County, Texas, archaeologists recovered

what they identified as a conjuror’s kit in a slave cabin. Made of two small kettle lids,

it contained bones, chalk, bits of clay, and a shell. The same site included doll parts,
nails, perhaps used for a fetish (nkisi), and other items arranged in what archaeolo-

gists interpret as a cosmogram shape.

Many former slaves reported to interviewers in the 1930s that they wore protective

charms made from coins or other materials presumably fashioned by conjurers. A con-

jurer could both protect as well as impair an individual: slaves sometimes credited

their unexplained or lingering illnesses to a conjurer’s spell. An ex-slave from Texas

who identified himself as a conjurer, William Adams, ascribed the magic’s success to

‘‘faith’’ on the part of those who believed in conjuring. ‘‘If they has the true faith in

such, it works. Otherwise, it won’t.’’ Although conjurers did take credit for the acci-

dents, and even deaths, that sometimes befell cruel overseers or masters, their inter-

ventions were not always successful. On Josh Hadnot’s Texas plantation, a woman

who wore a small bag of sand as a conjuror’s charm was said to ‘‘git too uppity and sass

de marster, ‘cause she feel safe.’’ The slaveholder then whipped her ‘‘so hard he cut

dat bag of san’ plumb in two. Dat ruint de conjure man’s business.’’ Yet slaves’
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knowledge of healing sometimes worked to bring about their ultimate goal: freedom.

In 1729, Virginia governor William Gooch (1681–1751) freed Papan, who revealed

his secret cure for yaws and syphilis to the government, and in 1749, the South Caro-

lina House of Assembly not only freed a slave named Caesar who revealed his cure for

poisons and rattlesnake bites but also awarded him £100 per year for life.

See also Chamber Pots and Privies; Cast Iron Pots; Conjure Bags; Liquor; Pigs and

Pork; Shrines and Spirit Caches.
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KYM S. RICE

MILITARY EQUIPMENT. From colonial times to the end of the Civil War, mili-

tary equipment—the uniforms, firearms, ordnance, and accoutrements men used in

wartime—changed considerably. Good mat�eriel, however, often was denied to the

African American population. Slaves and former slaves who served in the military

faced the persistent problem of discrimination based on skin color and legal status.

Enslaved African Americans, nevertheless, served ably in the major conflicts of the

colonial era, early national period, and the Civil War.

Once in America, colonists had to fight a new kind of warfare. The first soldiers

in America looked more medieval than modern, more European than American. In

Virginia, colonists’ body armor, similar to that worn in the Crusades, initially

defended them against Native American arrows, and officers armed with single-shot
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pistols might carry a shield into battle. In Europe, musketeers—protected in battle by

pikemen armed with long spikes, called pikes—used heavy matchlock firearms that

required a fork-rest for support. Native Americans, however, preferred unleashing

short, intense raids rather than fighting European-style set battles and prolonged cam-

paigns. European tactics and weapons, therefore, often failed colonists when fighting

the Indian population.

Slaves eventually would adopt the English colonists’ methods of fighting. Before

the American Revolution, all the English colonies had legalized slavery, but not all

African Americans were slaves. English settlers brought the first Africans to Virginia

in 1619, but it took decades before chattel slavery became entrenched in the colonies.

In the 1660s, Virginia instituted slave codes, which included a law that prevented

African Americans from owning guns. In 1705, Virginia further barred slaves from pos-

sessing a ‘‘gun, sword, club, staff, or other weapon.’’ Nevertheless, over the years, many

Virginia masters allowed slaves to use guns on their farms or plantations to kill predators

or hunt for food. Also, colonies other than Virginia were less strict about keeping

weapons out of the hands of African Americans. In 1641 in New York, Dutch law

allowed blacks armed with a tomahawk and half pike to defend colonists against Native

Americans. The Southern colonies also were willing to arm slaves. In 1654, Maryland

required that ‘‘every master of families provide Arms and Ammunition . . . for Every such

Servant . . . Imploying [sic] them for the service of the Commonwealth.’’

In 1703, South Carolina passed a law that stated, ‘‘it shall and may be lawful for

any master or owner of any slave, in actual invasion, to arm and equip any slave or

slaves, with such arms and ammunition as any other person.’’

In the 17th century, white and black colonists could not rely on regular English

troops for defense. They instead depended on militias, which were made up of local

citizens and usually led by the colonial governor. Some slaves served in the militias,

Black soldiers near Dutch Gap canal, Virginia, 1864. (Library
of Congress.)
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while others performed noncombat roles in the English army. In 1770, the 29th Regi-

ment of Foot fired on a hostile mob in what patriots soon called the Boston Massacre.

Among the 29th were slave drummers who had been purchased by the regiment’s

commander. The drummers dressed in tall hats, wore coats of ‘‘reversed colors’’ of yel-

low and red, and played drums painted yellow, the regiment’s adopted color.

By the eve of the American Revolution, firearms became more available to the co-

lonial population and were easier to use. The popular image of the patriot soldier car-

rying a hunting rifle, short knife under his belt, and powder horn slung over his

shoulder illustrated several improvements in weaponry. A significant advance in fire-

arms technology was the development of flintlock rifles and muskets. With its spiraled

barrel, the rifle proved a more accurate and longer range weapon than the musket.

Used by hunters and militiamen in the mostly rural North American colonies, the

rifle had advantages over the smoothbore musket, which professional troops used in

massed formations. But despite the fact that muskets were less accurate than rifles,

they were more numerous and easier to load, and only muskets could be outfitted with

a bayonet, which was invented in the late 1600s. Most of the men who fought in the

American Revolution (1775–1783) did so with muskets rather than rifles.

When the Revolution began, it was uncertain what role, if any, slaves would

play in the conflict. In November 1775, George Washington prohibited African

Americans, free or slave, from joining the patriot armies. Because of manpower short-

ages, however, Washington eventually reversed his decision, and some former slaves

distinguished themselves in battle. Among the most famous black patriot forces was

the First Rhode Island Regiment that consisted of free blacks and former slaves. An

observer described the men at the Battle of Rhode Island, ‘‘with their cocked hats and

black plumes tipped with white, moving with charged bayonets as a single man.’’

Slaves also served in the Loyalist armies. Historians estimate that 100,000 slaves fled

their masters to seek refuge behind English lines. Some enlisted in Virginia Lieutenant

Governor Lord Dunmore’s ‘‘Ethiopian Regiment,’’ whose men bore sashes reading ‘‘Lib-

erty to Slaves.’’ Others worked as spies and guides for the English. More often, however,

slaves were used to haul supplies, tend horses, and cook meals for the British armies.

Patriots and Loyalists, blacks or white, suffered from shortages of proper military

equipment. Infantry uniforms often differed depending on state, unit, or availability

of supplies, but eventually the U.S. Congress adopted blue uniforms—complete with

black felt hat, waistcoat with white buttons and lining, and breeches—for the Conti-

nental Army. On the march, a well-outfitted soldier’s gear consisted of a musket with

detachable bayonet, a knapsack or haversack containing his mess kit and rations, a

blanket and canteen, and a cartridge box that held 20 to 30 rounds. Very often, how-

ever, the reality of soldiering failed to live up to the ideal.

Although it had fought the American Revolution in defense of ‘‘life, liberty,

and the pursuit of happiness,’’ the United States, once independent, barred African

Americans from joining the army. Many blacks continued to serve in the more inte-

grated navy, while others aided Native Americans in their ongoing struggle against

the U.S. government. At times, it was the absence of military equipment, rather than

the presence of it, that made black resistance exceptional. Gen. Rufus Saxton (1824–

1908) said of the Native American’s slave allies he fought in Florida, ‘‘The Negroes
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would stand and fight back, even with bare hands.’’ Many slaves were prepared to do

anything to win their freedom.

African Americans played a small role in the relatively brief War of 1812 and Mexican

War. During the Civil War (1861–1865), however, they served both the Union and

Confederacy in great numbers. An estimated 180,000 African Americans, most of them

former slaves, joined the Northern army, while another 10,000 enlisted in the navy. Most

served in the infantry, but others became cavalrymen and artillerists. Many Northern

whites did not believe former slaves would fight well—some black troops initially were

given pikes rather than rifles, an action that angered abolitionists. Even after they proved

their worth in battle, black soldiers did not receive the same wages as white troops, and

nearly all their commissioned officers were white.

Former slaves, nevertheless, persisted, and they quickly learned the ways of modern

warfare. The Civil War featured the first machines guns, rifled cannon, breech-loading

carbines, ironclad ships, and telescopic sites. But the most important innovation of the

era was the 0.58-caliber Springfield Model rifle, a muzzle-loading weapon. With its

mini�e ball (or bullet), Civil War rifles had far greater range and accuracy than smooth-

bore weapons. In the 1860s, close-formation combat proved far deadlier than it was in

George Washington’s time. The process of loading and discharging a musket, however,

had not changed dramatically since the Revolution: an accomplished soldier could still

fire only two or three rounds per minute under fire. A former slave using a Civil War–

era rifle first had to tear open a cartridge containing the ball and powder; put the pow-

der, wadding (a bit of crumpled paper or cloth), and ball down the muzzle; push the

bullet to the end of the barrel with a ramrod; load a percussion cap on the ‘‘nipple’’

underneath the hammer of the rifle; and then fire. Yet, as complicated as muskets were

in comparison to present-day firearms, former slaves mastered soldiering quickly and

served bravely in some of the war’s most important campaigns.

In the Confederacy, which consisted entirely of slave states, soldiers mostly used the

same types of military equipment as their better-armed and supplied Northern enemy.

The South was not as industrialized as the North, but it had millions of slaves who

served as common and industrial laborers. Many were impressed by their masters into

Confederate service. Slaves built entrenchments and fortifications, toiled in dangerous

ordnance factories, unloaded railroad cars and wagons, drove animals, and were body

servants in camps. Not until March 1865, however—a few weeks before the South sur-

rendered—did the Confederate Congress allow African Americans to serve as soldiers.

Some slaves used guns against Northern forces during the war, and in many cases when

they accompanied their Confederate masters onto the battlefield, but for most of the

conflict, white Southerners were too fearful of revolt to arm their black workers.

The Civil War ended with a Union victory and the abolition of slavery. Military

equipment would change, but prejudice against black soldiers continued. African

Americans repeatedly proved themselves to a white public that seemingly had forgot-

ten the sacrifices they had made on the battlefield.
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COLIN WOODWARD

MINES AND MINING. The early engineering of mines reflected the same vernac-

ular architectural traditions that slaveholders used to construct their houses, barns,

and bridges and the building knowledge brought to the task by the slaves that were

used in the mines’ construction. But the sturdiness of any mine was determined solely

by the laborers who worked there. In mines where slaves worked, not only were speci-

alized mining tools used but also tools that would be familiar to anyone employed in

the building trades. Slaves swung picks and hammered the ore from the mountains,

driving their chisels in deep. They packed black powder, lit fuses, and ran through the

dark to escape the iron and coal torn out of the ground by the explosives. They shov-

eled ore into wooden wheeled carts and drove them along wooden tracks toward the

surface on their hands and knees, pushing with their heads, often traveling great dis-

tances before reaching a place to stand. Enslaved workers in coal mines used hand

picks with four-inch steel bits set into the iron to tear the coal from the veins. Slaves

did all the same hard dangerous work that freemen did, but they did it with fewer tim-

bers to protect them, fewer expensive tools, and often little or no light to guide them

through a dark world in which men and boys sometimes were lost forever.

The slave hire agreement and the insurance policy were the pieces of material cul-

ture that mattered most to a mine owner who employed slaves. Early mining was

extremely dangerous, and this offered an opportunity for a mine owner to benefit from

the insurance policy he most likely held to protect himself from an enslaved worker’s

death. A slave who died in the mines could bring a good profit to an owner; so safety,

which was expensive, could be an even lower priority. A well-insured, hired-out slave
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digging ore might therefore be at a much higher risk of losing his life when his

employer and owner had little incentive to keep him alive.

Slaves were involved in every aspect of the mining industry, although not in every

mine. Some mine operators reasoned that the upper levels of production could be

made more stable by training slaves for jobs as skilled craftsman, engineers, ‘‘machine

drivers,’’ and even superintendents. The tools of a slave in the mining industry ranged

from the cooks’ pots, pans, and ladles, through the carpenters’ bow saws, squares, and

hammers, right up to the supervisors’ desks, ink blotters, and quills.

The extraction and processing of iron in 17th-century Virginia began at Jamestown

as early as 1608, although there was never any large-scale production on the island.

More promising was a site near Richmond that had the water power necessary to

power the blast furnace and mills necessary for iron ore production. Falling Creek, as

it was named, began operation in 1619–1620 and by 1622 was able to produce enough

cast iron pigs to ship back to England.

The manufacture of iron, both in pigs and in finished products like firebacks and

cast iron pots, was undertaken by ironmasters from Saugus, Massachusetts, (estab-

lished in 1646) to the Berks County, Pennsylvania, Colebrookdale Furnace in 1720,

to the Principio Furnace alongside Maryland’s Patapsco River in 1715. All of them

(except Saugus) eventually used both purchased and hired slaves to mine the ore,

process it, and in some cases, supervise many aspects of the ironwork’s operation. For

those who dug the ore and ran the furnaces and mills, an ironworks was a dangerous

and dirty place, and the risk of injury or death was great. And though highly skilled

slaves may have had more freedom to move about the countryside, they, too, were

subject to the discipline imposed by their owners.

Slaves in California’s mid-19th-century Gold Rush were in a far more enviable

position. First, the mining was safer. It was hard work but performed on the surface in

the light of day. Second, the men in the gold fields may not have cared about slavery

back home, but they were decidedly opposed to one man, the slave owner, getting

what two men had dug. This anti-slavery attitude was found everywhere: among min-

ers, masons, dentists, doctors, lawyers, judges, and others.
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MIRRORS. Mirrors are in many ways the most magical of consumer goods. Before

the 19th century, they most often were called looking glasses, and they were to look

into and look beyond at one’s face into other worlds. Mirrors have been important

parts of myths and folk cultures. Mirrors were owned or used by enslaved men and

women. ‘‘Negro Jack’’ purchased a mirror from Virginia merchant William Allason in

1761; the slave woman Sukey bartered for one from Virginia merchant John Hook in

1774. The small mirror of Casy Minnott (1732–1822), who lived in Concord, Massa-

chusetts, is now in the Concord Museum as an example of a mirror owned by a slave.

Her mirror is 6.5 by 5.5 inches and framed in simple pine ogee moldings painted black

and nailed together. The foil backing of the glass is mostly gone. A folded piece of pa-

per, taken from a penmanship practice book and inserted in the back, tells the story

of its ownership. A label on the back written in 1861, the first year of the Civil War,

by a relative, Cumming Davis, records some of Minnott’s prayer, asking for blessing

and long life.

Archaeologists have recovered mirror glass from numerous slave quarters through-

out the South, including Carter’s Grove near Williamsburg. Three pieces of mirror

glass were uncovered there from subfloor pits, a feature thought by many to be the

best place to recover personal slave items. Indeed, these pits also contained knives

and forks, pins, and rum bottle glass, all items that could be purchased in the 18th-

century cornucopia of consumer goods and all potentially playing part in the spiritual

world of African Americans.

Probably known from the Egyptians, round mirrors spread through the ancient

worlds of Greece, Asia, and China. By the Middle Ages, they could take multiple

forms: flat, curved (to distort shapes), burning (to create fire), and ‘‘magic’’ (to serve

in sorcerer’s kits). Exotic items, they were small, made of metal or crystalline or blown

glass and framed and backed with precious materials. Nonetheless, the image they

might produce was crude.

The discovery in Venice of crystalline glass and the technique of glass blowing into

cylinders revolutionized the manufacturing of mirrors. Twelfth-century northern

Europeans developed the method of putting a lead backing on the greenish glass of

the cylinders. Although the results were still quite imperfect, prices began to drop.

Larger plates made mirrors possible for wall decoration, and their expense was soon

measured in their size, not precious materials.

Although they became more common, mirrors still carried deep symbolism. When

artists of the Renaissance began to master the powers of light and its depiction, mir-

rors were a favorite artistic trick as iconographic devices with deep moral play. Artists

often used mirrors as symbolic icons for vanity, and in Europe women were naturally

to blame for such weakness. If, on the one hand, mirrors denoted self-admiration and

perhaps false images, by the 18th-century Enlightenment, mirrors were depicted as

proof of the ability to see with clarity, and hence were signs of science and rationality.

With these technological improvements, mirrors became inexpensive and were avail-

able as hand-held or wall-hanging mirrors or as large wall mirrors for interior decora-

tion. In one late-18th-century Virginia store operated by John Hook, even the poor

could buy a small, perhaps imperfect reflection of a face for a mere two and a half
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shillings, whereas the wealthiest planter could enjoy the largest looking glass at a cost

of more than three pounds.

Reflective surfaces such as mirrors signified a number of ideas in African religion

and divination. The physical properties of mirrors led to doubled possibilities: to view

one’s self (to critically examine, to preen, to decorate) and to reflect (to heighten

available light and to flash or flicker when turned). Western commodities like mirrors

functioned in a BaKongo ritual tradition, which valued light and transparency, en-

abling sight into another world. The transparency and reflective quality of particular

beetle wings began to be extended and intensified with manufactured goods; the bee-

tle’s wings fused the glitter of the spirit with the ability to see to another world

through flight. As mirrors became important trade items to West Africa, glittering

objects such as mirrors soon became a fundamental component of African American

spiritualism. Mirrors could, in essence, capture, attract, or repel a spirit, and these

qualities played out in numerous superstitions and customs.

European mirrors were important trade goods, recorded, for example, in the areas occu-

pied by multiple subgroups of the Igbo people in West Africa. Red cloth, velvet, and mock

and coral beads were essential trade items, followed in importance by looking glasses and

ornamental glass snuffboxes. A European trader recorded that the Ebo manifested a great

desire for rum, small looking glasses, and cowries. One trader presented at least a dozen

looking glasses as gifts to dignitaries on his route to the continent’s interior. When visiting

King Obie of the Igbo, the traders prepared a long list of gifts, including an armchair and a

large looking glass. Upon being seated in the chair, the king called for a looking glass,

examined himself in it, then burst out laughing—repeatedly looking and laughing.

Few such examples of mirrors in use are recorded in these early trade narratives.

But other evidence indicates how mirrors were integrated into ritual practices at least

by the 19th century. Titled African women carried mirrors in finely carved wooden

frames as display items in their ceremonial installation, although use was not re-

stricted to them. European missionaries penetrated the interior at Onitsha, where an

Igbo trading group had been active for a century. A phrase ‘‘the glass is very dazzling’’

is recorded in the ex-slave Samuel Crowther’s (1809–1891) translations of Douda in

1854. When he returned a few years later, Crowther recorded a telling story. The

traders had earlier given a mirror to an African. The man sadly related how he was a

great doctor, pretending to drive out moa (spirits) for which the people showed him

much respect. One day, wanting to exhibit wonders to them, he told his people that

he had been to see Beke or Oibo, his moa (spirit) companions, and they had given

him a wonderful reflector. He placed it among his Ofos (markers of divinity) and

smashed it to pieces. He wanted another mirror to continue his power.

Other African groups developed special uses for reflective glass. Very small pieces

of glass used to produce glittering light effects probably spread from the East. Moorish

conquests took mirrors throughout the Mediterranean. Persians, Indians, and Africans

all used tiny fragments of silvered glass. As a result of this blending of cultures, north-

ern Africans used the powers of the reflection of light to protect people and places

from the ‘‘evil eye.’’ Mirrors would flow into Western Africa as European trade goods

and they ultimately would take on multiple layered meanings.
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These patterns continued in America. In the 19th- and 20th-century South, mir-

rors functioned in several distinctive ways. Mirrors and black cats were both necessary

to create some particular charms or nkisi. Gaining special powers with mirrors

required a set of special conditions for activation, such as sacred materials (grave soil)
and time (midnight). For example, one early 20th-century oral history informant sug-

gested burying a mirror at a crossroad, then digging it up in three days. He cautioned

not to look at it without having a cat or dog look first. Seeing a vision and having su-

pernatural powers would then be possible. Another informant suggested going into

the graveyard with a mirror and a new pair of scissors. At exactly midnight, if one

called out the name of the deceased and dropped the scissors, the reflection of the

dead man would appear, and through the reflection of the dead, one could ask him

questions. The scissors meanwhile would cut away at one’s fear.

Mirrors were strongly linked with black cats. With some variation, the custom

required catching a black cat and boiling him. When the flesh is off the bones, each

bone is put in the mouth. When the ‘‘lucky bone’’ is in one’s mouth, one’s image will

disappear in the mirror. What is most compelling—although too tentative to be more

than speculative—is that similar beliefs about lucky bones (from unlucky cats) are

recorded in both black and white North Carolinian stories. But only mirrors are

recorded for black informants.

Buried outside or standing next to the front door, mirrors take on protective powers

and can flash back evil spirits from portals or boundaries. That flash of spirit has been

documented extensively in modern African American yard art. Broken dishes,

lamps, glassware, mirrors, and tin foil all have been recorded on African and African

American graves. Known as early as the 19th century in North Carolina, the ragman

in traditional jonkannu (musical street masquerade) ritual play wore small bits of mir-

ror, as well as beads and bells, on the streaming rags of his costume.

The power to link the dead to the living also could be dangerous. If a mirror sees a

corpse, it will capture that spirit. Hence, mirrors must be covered in the presence of

a corpse. In a late-18th-century Connecticut needlework picture by Prudence Punderson,

a covered mirror hangs over a coffin. Covering mirrors in the presence of death is a cus-

tom found a century later in North Carolina folklore, practiced by black and white

mourners. The next person reflected in the mirror after the corpse will die. This illustrates

a case in which the custom before burial is probably European in origin, although the

treatment of the grave after death is probably African. Mirrors again express that duality.

Mirrors have a deep resonance in African and African diasporic culture, even as

traditions evolve and take different specific forms. For example, the Mami Wati wor-

ship tradition is alive and flourishing in Africa and creolized Caribbean and Central

American cultures. Mami Wata is a water spirit that can bring good luck and mone-

tary gain; the mirror is considered by some to be the female goddess’s most prized pos-

session. The reflective surface covers the boundaries of water and land and allows

special seeing of the future. But Mami Wata’s mirror also is a reminder of critical

preening and false pride of humans, a morality much like the earlier Renaissance

European ideas about female vanity and false earthly pride.

Enslaved African diasporic peoples likely used mirrors for sight: to clean dirt from a

face, admire a ribbon, or style hair. Perhaps they also were heirs and makers of spirit-

ual practices that used mirrors to protect and harm others. Archaeologists and
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architectural historians have found shrines and ‘‘witchery kits’’ hidden in houses and

cellars. Evidence points to shrines devoted to water spirits like Mama Wati. Some

objects, like knife handles, have been carved and cut in ways similar to Kongo cosmo-
grams and other forms of African expression.

All this evidence builds a remarkably strong case for spiritual practices in which

material objects like mirrors were activated long after slaves were imported from

Africa or generations after setting foot on African soil. Mirrors likely played an im-

portant role in the lives of the enslaved whenever they could manage to own and use

them.

See also Cemeteries; Fetishes.
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ANN SMART MARTIN

MULES. Mules are the draft animals most closely associated with the rural antebel-

lum South and with cotton cultivation in particular. They are hybrids, the result of

the union of a male ass (a ‘‘jack’’) and a female horse (‘‘mare’’), and can be either male

or female. The mating of a female ass and a male horse is much less common. Mules

were common animals in the ancient world, used as riding animals by kings and com-

moners alike, pulling carts and wagons, and used as pack animals. Breeding of the

American mule began in the 18th century when plantation owners like George

Washington imported different breeds of male asses from Europe to incorporate their

most desirable traits in the mules bred here.

As a result of this breeding, some mules were particularly suited for specific uses and

locations: rice farming, cotton cultivation, sugar plantations, mining, hauling, and

farming. A breed that was suitable for one use was seldom suitable for another because

of differences in size, weight, and temperament, so it was important to acquire the right

mule for the task at hand. Over a period of about 20 to 30 years, mules gradually

replaced horses and oxen as the draft animal of choice on Southern plantations. They

were considered a more ‘‘modern’’ animal as compared with horses and oxen and were

particularly suited to the agricultural reforms adopted by many Southern farmers and

plantation owners, which included new types of plows and other agricultural

347

MULES



implements and improved methods of plowing and land use. Even though horses and

oxen continued to outnumber mules well into the 19th century, by the beginning of

the Civil War, mules were found in all Southern states and many Northern ones as

well.

An analysis of the information collected by the federal government in the years

before the Civil War indicates that most of the plantation owners who owned mules

were also slave owners. For these men and women, owning mules represented a major

step in embracing progressive farming methods, and they had the enslaved manpower

necessary to implement them. Therefore, it is not surprising that, at the war’s conclu-

sion, mules continued to grow in importance as the primary draft animal on Southern

farms and former plantations, now worked by the black sharecroppers who were the

formerly enslaved. The formerly enslaved men and women knew the animals, knew

how to take care of them, and were familiar with the best ways to use them.

Mules figure prominently in one of the most persistent myths of the Civil War: the

promise of ‘‘forty acres and a mule’’ for each freed slave family. This belief stems from

a misunderstanding of Gen. William T. Sherman’s Special Field Orders No. 15, issued

January 16, 1865, which directed that land on the Sea Islands of Georgia and Florida

be set aside for the use of the freed slaves who were following Sherman’s army. Sher-

man ordered that the head of each black household receive no more than 40 acres

and be lent—not given—a farm animal to work the land, but the terms of the distri-

bution of the land, as well as how each household head was to receive a deed to it

were left unspecified. The legislation creating the Freedman’s Bureau also included

language allowing freed slaves to lease no more than 40 acres from the Bureau, with

an option to purchase the land at some unspecified date in the future. But the restora-

tion of land to former Confederates pardoned by President Andrew Johnson put an

end, for the most part, to this land redistribution. Even the Southern Homestead Act,

passed in 1865 and repealed in 1876, only succeeded in getting a relative handful of

former slaves settled on their own land, most of which was in Florida. But the symbol

of ‘‘forty acres and a mule’’ endures as a reminder of the importance of land and the

animal power necessary to work it that freed slaves so greatly desired.
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NAILS. Nails, which have been in use in various cultures for the past several thou-

sand years, are the most commonly used fasteners employed in building construction

and are widely used as fasteners in applications such as the manufacture of furniture,

shoes, ships, wagons, and musical instruments. Nails are made in different forms for

different uses, but they all have a point, a shank, and a head. The point allows the

nail to pierce materials being fastened together, the shank provides surface area for

friction to hold parts together, and the head provides a broader surface for driving

with a hammer and securing the parts together.

Historically, nails most often were made of iron, or more recently, steel, copper,

aluminum, and other materials. Blacksmiths periodically made nails, although com-

mercial production of nails was carried out by specialists called nailsmiths or nailers.

The smith softened bars of iron with heat, and then formed the point under a hammer

by turning the bar back and forth between hammer blows. The hammer reduced the

width and thickness, increasing the length and forming a point. Hammering the ma-

terial on the corner of the anvil developed a distinct transition that formed the shank

of the nail and determined the nail’s length. The material was cut where the bar was

still full size and held in a small heading tool, with the small lump of original-size iron

used to form the head. The work was quite repetitive, but with repetition came effi-

ciency. Although a newcomer to the trade might make only one nail every few

minutes, a skilled worker could make two to three nails in a single minute.

Nails were produced in large quantity by employing many thousands of nailers in

industrial settings and distributing the nails widely over multiple markets. Many of

the nails used in colonial America were the products of nail makers working in two or

three industrial cities in England, whose products were shipped to North America

and sold by merchants in coastal cities. As settlement moved farther west in mainland

North America, overland shipping of cargo added considerably to cost, prompting

local manufacture.

Enslaved men and boys were employed in nailmaking throughout the 18th century

and well into the 19th. In 1759, Allan Macrae, a Virginia merchant, advertised in the

Annapolis Maryland Gazette for his runaway slave, Dick, whom he described as ‘‘by

Trade a compleat Wheelwright, and so much of a Smith, as to make the Nails, and

349



shoe those he makes.’’ Almost 20 years later, in 1777, the executors of the estate of

John Dalton of Alexandria, Virginia, advertised in the Virginia Gazette that, as part of

dissolving the mercantile and shipping business of Carlyle & Dalton, which had

its own blacksmith shop on the Alexandria waterfront, they were going to sell

‘‘8 NEGRO MEN, six of which are good smiths. They have served regular times to

the trade, and do all kinds of ship and planters work, shoe horses &c. One of them

has been used to gun work, and is a good nailor.’’

Another factor promoting local production was the onset of the Revolutionary

War. The war interrupted trade with England, creating shortages of manufactured

goods and creating opportunities for local workmen to fill the void. James Anderson,

a Williamsburg blacksmith and armorer advertised in the Virginia Gazette for ‘‘a good

blacksmith and nailer that is capable of acting as a foreman in my shops.’’

In later correspondence with the State of Virginia, he stated, ‘‘I have nine lads

that’s nailers, which the state may have for one year at 2/3 specia per day, the

lads must be fed clothed washing and lodging fitting for apprentices. Eight of those

lads shall make twenty five thousand nails per week.’’ In the first decade of the 19th

century in Baltimore, Maryland, Bernard Coskery, Enoch Betts, and Richardson

Stewart, major manufacturers of nails, all employed enslaved men and boys.

In 1794, Thomas Jefferson decided to add nailmaking to his blacksmithing opera-

tion to supplement his income so that he could improve his agricultural lands. The

workers were almost exclusively enslaved boys, whom he started off at the work when

they were 10 years old. As he noted in his Farm Book, ‘‘Children till 10. years old to

serve as nurses. From 10. to 16. the boys make nails, the girls spin. At 16. go into the

ground or learn trades.’’ He expected that, after six months of training, a 10-year-old

boy could make 500 nails a day, and that, after a year, that same boy could make

800 nails a day. By the time these enslaved boys were 13 or 14 years old, they could

make 1,000 nails a day, and at various times, the nailery’s production averaged 10,000

nails per day. Jefferson kept track of every aspect of his nailmaking operation, meas-

uring out each nail rod in the morning and then weighing the amount of nails made

by each worker at the end of the day. Isaac Jefferson, who was born and grew up at

Monticello, was among the most prolific and efficient of the nailmakers; from January

through June 1796, he produced about 1,000 pounds of nails in six sizes. Isaac was

taught to be a blacksmith, for like most of Jefferson’s enslaved boys who worked in

the nailery, Jefferson used those months and years of nailmaking to decide which

trade would be suitable for each boy. Isaac became free by at least 1847 and remained

a practicing blacksmith throughout his life.

Following the Revolutionary War, new methods of manufacture were introduced to

nailmaking to make American production competitive with England. In 1796,

Thomas Jefferson purchased a nailmaking machine, hoping to streamline nail manu-

facturing and increase his production. Cut nails were made using shears to cut

wedge-shaped pieces off of the end of a flat, rectangular bar, with the width of the bar

becoming the length of the nail. A separate hammering operation produced a head at

the broad end of the wedge. Later machines were designed to produce the nail and

form the head in a single operation. Between the handmade and the cut nails made by

his enslaved nailmakers, Jefferson was able to make a profit at the business for several
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years. Decreased demand caused by labor and management problems at the nailery

and competition from cheaper imported nails forced the end of his efforts by 1823.

Wire nails began to be manufactured in the mid-19th century and are the most com-

mon in use in the 21st century.

Nails were used for nonutilitarian purposes as well. For enslaved men and women,

nails could be used in a variety of African-derived rituals that could provide protec-

tion or healing. Perhaps the best-known example of this type of usage was found at

the Levi Jordan plantation in Brazoria County, Texas. Among the materials found at

several of the cabins excavated on the plantation were objects associated with

BaKongo healing rituals and other spiritual practices, and among these objects were

cut nails. The iron in the nails gave spiritual power to the user and in combination

with other objects could impart healing or strength.

See also Charms; Conjure Bags; Fetishes.
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KENNETH SCHWARZ

NEGRO CLOTH. Negro cloth was the generic name given to the coarse woolen

fabric used for clothes for slaves. The cloth came in various forms, such as ‘‘plains,’’

so-called to reflect the unadorned weave of the material, or the misleadingly named

‘‘cottons,’’ which actually were woolens whose nap had been raised or ‘‘cottened’’ to

give a more even finish to the cloth.

Slave clothing had two basic elements. Linen was worn next to the skin; outerwear

was made from Negro cloth. Cheapness and durability were essential. Negro cloth

was also drab. Much of it was ‘‘white,’’ that is, uncolored, and those pieces that had

been dyed came in a limited number of shades. This was deliberate. Masters were hos-

tile to the expression of individuality by slaves through the use of vivid colors,
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sometimes prohibiting the wearing of fancy fabrics in colonial slave codes. It was

something that the enslaved constantly sought to subvert, often using a Negro cloth

garment as a blank canvas to which vegetable dyes could be applied or by adding

scraps of illicitly obtained material to their costume. An Angolan-born slave in 18th-

century South Carolina was described as embellishing his ‘‘white negro cloth’’ suit

with ‘‘some blue between every seam.’’

Negro cloth invariably was imported from Britain before the American Revolution.

It was manufactured in the wet, cold, and impoverished uplands whose inhabitants

eked out additional income by spinning and weaving wool in domestic workshops.

Mountainous mid-Wales was an important center, hence ‘‘Welsh plains,’’ as was the

Lake District in the northwest of England, which was the source of ‘‘Kendall cotton.’’

In the 18th century, tremendous quantities were shipped across the Atlantic. Fitting

out the entire captive population of British North America required several million

yards of fabric. One Georgia planter told his London supplier in 1764 ‘‘that 5 yds of

Plains usually makes a mans jacket & Breeches or a womans gown.’’ It was taken for

granted that a year’s wear and tear would reduce slave clothing to tatters, so fresh

imports were needed every autumn to see slaves through the winter.

In the post-Revolutionary decades, American textile production progressed. Many

colonial planters had had their female slaves trained to sew Negro cloth into the

jackets, breeches, and skirts needed for plantation use. After the war, slave owners

bought spinning equipment and looms to allow them to substitute slave-made home-

spun for British imports. More important, the emergence of a mechanized woolen tex-

tiles sector in New England in the early 19th century allowed U.S. industrialists to

oust their British rivals. By the 1820s, Yankee firms, such as the Peace Dale Manufac-

turing Company of South Kingstown, Rhode Island, were marketing their goods

aggressively across the South and doing so with great success. Antebellum slaves were

clothed by the North.

Lowell Clothes

In Texas, Mariah Snyder and her family always wore ‘‘Lowell’’ cloth (also
known as ‘‘negro cloth’’) named after the Massachusetts town where it was
manufactured:

Massa Sam live in a great big, ceiled house, and had plenty land and

niggers. The quarters was logs and any kind beds we could git. We wore

lowell clothes and I never seed no other kind of dress till after surrender.

We et meat and collards and cornbread and rough grub, and they biled all

the victuals in a big, black pot what hung on a rack in the kitchen fireplace.

We had red russet, flat shoes and no stockin’s, but in winter we made wool

panties to wear on our legs.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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CHRIS EVANS

NETS AND SEINES. Net and seines were used by slaves for fishing, both for commer-

cial purposes for their owners and, on a smaller scale, to supplement their own diets. Nets

allowed people to catch much larger quantities of fish than they could using fishing
poles. A seine is a specialized type of fishing net, with floats on its upper edge and weights

on the lower one, which cause it to hang vertically in the water. The seine would be

dragged through the water, either pulled by fishermen on foot or in boats. Typically, the

leading lines on one end of a seine were tied to a tree or wooden piling on the shore,

while the net was taken by boat out into the water. As the boat followed a semicircular

path paralleling the shore, the seine gradually was placed in the water. The other leading

line was rowed to people on the shore, who would begin pulling in the seine, while others

held the top of the net to keep it from collapsing and allowing the fish to escape. The

catch was removed by hand, before being placed in baskets, in readiness for processing.

Made of twine and sometimes covered with liquid coal or wood tar for protection,

nets and seines often could be quite large. The earliest seines known to have been pur-

chased from England for use at George Washington’s (1732–1799) home, Mount Ver-

non, in the early 1760s, were a pair, each measuring 210 feet long and 20 feet deep, made

of small, one-inch mesh. After determining that this size was too deep for use in the Poto-

mac River, Washington next ordered a longer seine, to allow the slaves to go farther out

into the river, but one that was much less deep so that the net would not get torn up from

debris on the bottom of the river. By 1771, he ordered the largest seine of all: it was 450

feet long, 10 feet deep in the middle, and tapered to 8 feet at the ends. The corks along

the top were placed 2.5 feet apart, and the lead weights along the bottom had five feet

between each. The hauling lines were 2,400 feet long. For Washington, as for many plant-

ers in the 18th century, the fisheries attached to their plantations were a major source of

income and provided food to feed the slaves and generate extra income.

Slaves are known to have used seines for their own purposes. In 1760, the slaves at

Mount Vernon asked for permission to borrow Washington’s seine, which he allowed

them to do. Years later, Elias Thomas, who grew up as a slave in antebellum North

Carolina, recalled fishing in local rivers, sometimes using hooks and lines, but also

making use of seines, at times when those bodies of water were low. Sylvia King,

another former slave who was interviewed during the Great Depression, remembered

that the older men and boys on the plantation spent their nights whittling a wide va-

riety of useful objects, including needles for making nets for the seines.
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MARY V. THOMPSON

NURSERIES AND NURSEMAIDS. Increasingly over the antebellum era,

enslaved infants were taken away from their mothers for much of the day and placed

under the care of nursemaids, most of whom were children themselves. In turn, the

caretakers were supervised by one or more adults, sometimes an older woman who

had given birth to a large number of children but often someone—usually a woman—

whose frailty or disability prevented her from engaging in more productive work.

Adults whose tasks left them time to check periodically on the youngsters also were

placed in the position of supervisor, and at times, the mistress or another member of

the owning family looked in on them. The cook, in particular, was singled out as

someone who could keep an eye on youngsters while doing double-duty in the

kitchen, but many gardeners, seamstresses, and other workers kept watch over young-

sters while going about their chores. More than one person might offer supervision.

While the cook prepared meals, the dairy maid or mistress might check on the chil-

dren, for example.

Although most nursemaids watched other slaves, some were recruited to care for an

owner’s children, an act that exposed them to very different material conditions of

living, expectations of childrearing, and greater levels of training. Many of these

nursemaids were young and subject to close scrutiny by household slaves and members

of the slave-owning family who watched to ensure they met the exacting standards

set for them.

In earlier times, enslaved mothers kept their infants and young children close, stop-

ping work now and then to tend them as the need arose, with the help of older sib-

lings and anyone else at hand. Slaveholders had long selected enslaved children as

companions for their sons and daughters and expected maids to wash their children’s

bodies and clothing, prepare and feed them their meals, and keep an eye on them

indoors and out, night and day. As cotton planting expanded across the South and

plantations increased in size in the early years of the new nation, slaveholders pushed

workers to greater efficiencies, and an increasing number of them established day

nurseries for enslaved children in the belief they could keep them safe and well while

sending all able-bodied adults, including mothers, to the field or other work sites to

labor without the distraction of having youngsters nearby. At the same time, greater

attention was paid to training children at young ages to work as nursemaids in the

owner’s home.

Slave parents watched the developments with trepidation. For parents, a child rep-

resented a chance to love and be loved, as well as a potential set of extra hands to

help families carry out tasks of daily living. Raising children gave parents respite from

the dehumanization of servitude and a cultural space in which they could resist the

psychological dominion of slaveholders. Children signified hope that their people
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would survive physically and maintain connections of culture and kinship through

ascending and descending generations. Enslaved parents wanted to raise their chil-

dren according to their notions of proper procedures.

Slaveholders were determined to wrest control of infants from enslaved parents for

a variety of reasons. After the U.S. Congress acted in 1807 to end the international

slave trade the following year, slaveholders understood that slavery could continue

only if children born in bondage survived to adulthood. Without new generations of

workers to take the place of older ones who died, the slave system that had been

evolving on the North American mainland since the 17th century would die out.

Some Americans thought it should. By the mid-19th century, slaveholders found

themselves on the defensive. They said that they acted as the stewards of slaves, for

whom the slaveholders only had their best interests at heart. Ill, injured, and dying

children hardly fit the paternalistic image slaveholders hoped to put forward, which

encouraged them to take an interest in childcare arrangements. In the days before the

discovery of antibiotics and modern knowledge of germs and bacteria, children fell ill

and died in large numbers. Accidents too took their toll. Infant and child mortality

rates were particularly egregious among the enslaved population.

Changing attitudes about why children became ill or were injured in accidents

encouraged a shift in the way children were cared for throughout the nation. Whereas

once people had attributed death and disease to fate or providence, now they attrib-

uted such outcomes to neglect or ignorance. The new way of thinking indicted adults

who did not supervise children closely enough. Slaveholders—ever willing to blame

parents, particularly mothers, for the poor outcomes associated with enslaved

Nursemaid’s Story

William McWhorter’s mother was a nursemaid in Georgia:

Dere warn’t never no let-up when it come to wuk. When slaves come in

from de fields atter sundown and tended de stock and et supper, de mens

still had to shuck corn, mend hoss collars, cut wood, and sich lak; de ’omans

mended clothes, spun thread, wove cloth, and some of ’em had to go up to

de big house and nuss de white folks’ babies. One night my ma had been

nussin’ one of dem white babies, and atter it dozed off to sleep she went to

lay it in its little bed. De child’s foot cotch itself in Marse Joe’s galluses dat

he had done hung on de foot of de bed, and when he heared his baby cry

Marse Joe woke up and grabbed up a stick of wood and beat ma over de head

’til he ’most kilt her. Ma never did seem right atter dat and when she died

she still had a big old knot on her head.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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children’s health—concluded that they should make other arrangements for ensuring

their welfare.

The human impulse that encourages concern for other people, particularly children

too young to fend for themselves, also played a role in slaveholder decision making, as

did fear of what their parents might do if the children were neglected. Mistreatment

of children might roil relations with adult slaves who could protest by slowing the

pace of work, damaging property, threatening owners with physical harm, or with-

drawing from the workforce. By law and custom, slaveholders could use violence or

the threat of violence to make slaves do the owner’s bidding, but pushed too hard,

enslaved people sometimes engaged in actions detrimental to their owner’s welfare.

The constant use of violence interfered with the smooth operation of plantations,

farms, and households and called into question the slaveholders’ claim that enslaved

people fared well under their paternalistic rule. Slaveholders thus favored a system of

childcare that would keep youngsters safe, satisfy parents that their children were not

being neglected, and consume few human or material resources. Earlier practices pre-

vailed after 1807 on small farms and in households that did not employ many slaves,

but the use of nurseries and nursemaids increased on large slaveholdings.

Some planters set aside a cabin or part of a larger building for infants and young chil-

dren. Cabins and other structures tended to be cramped, dark, and smoke-filled. Some

of the buildings set aside for childcare also housed sick slaves, a situation that exposed

both infants and young caretakers to disease. In cooler weather, keeping infants warm

and dry posed a challenge because owners rarely allocated them more than two sets of

clothing or more than one blanket. In good weather, everyone might venture outside

where unclad or lightly clad infants could be kept clean and dry more easily.

Even before the importance of sterilizing bottles for infants was recognized, everyone

knew that a mother’s milk was the best means of ensuring an infant’s survival. Conse-

quently, a new mother stayed with or near her baby for about a month following the birth.

After this period of lying-in, mothers returned to productive or domestic labor in the own-

er’s field, house, or yard, returning to breastfeed at intervals that grew further apart as the

infant became capable of consuming supplemental foods and of being weaned. Mothers

who visited the nursery checked on the nursemaids as well as the babies.

Attention given to infants in a communal nursery was more regimented than the

care provided by individual mothers. Mothers preferred that a child receive attention

as the need arose, but groups of children took their meals and baths and received pre-

ventative health care when supervising adults found time for them. Former slaves

who had been cared for in day nurseries tended to especially remember feedings that

resembled those of barn animals. Slops, perhaps cornbread mixed with buttermilk or

pot likker, which was a broth made from cooking greens, were set out in troughs at

which small children fed either with hands or shells used for spoons.

Nurseries were established to serve the needs of infants under the age of two or three.

Any older children present helped care for children younger than themselves. The only

requirement for the job of nursemaid was that a boy or girl be strong enough to lift a

baby. A big part of a nursemaid’s job was keeping an infant quiet and out of the way of

the adult in charge, who could be engaged with other work or who might be too infirm

to carry out many of the physical tasks of childcare. Boys and girls used time-honored

ways of accomplishing this task: confining the infant to lap or arms, rocking the infant

356

NURSERIES AND NURSEMAIDS



where hand-hewn cradles were available, or stuffing a milk-soaked rag or a piece of ani-

mal skin in the baby’s mouth to encourage sucking. All posed dangers to the infant, and

many an older child was blamed when a younger one wandered too near a fire, fell out

of a cradle, or choked on a homemade pacifier. Infants tend to sleep much of the day,

which provided some respite from constant watchfulness on the part of youthful nurse-

maids, but sleeping arrangements also posed a hazard. Most youngsters slept on pallets
made of coarse cloth stuffed with straw, which had the advantage of being easy to clean

and dry but which failed to keep an infant from rolling around on the floor and coming

near the fireplace and other dangers. Enslaved children who cared for an owner’s chil-

dren did so in the owner’s home, where they were trained and closely watched by house

slaves, the mistress, and other members of the slaveowner’s family. Unlike nursemaids in

the slave quarters, they had access to a great array of material goods to keep the children

safe and entertained, including walkers, buggies, swings, and cradles. Children who

minded infants in an owner’s family tended to be older than nursemaids who tended

enslaved babies. They were tried and tested with a particular infant and assigned the job

of nursemaid only after they proved themselves capable of taking direction and carrying

out the necessary chores. Corrections for dereliction of duty could be swift and harsh.

Offenses for which young caretakers were punished included rocking an infant too hard,

failing to keep a bonnet on a child’s head when out of doors, falling asleep while on

duty, and refusing to obey a command. As this list of faults suggests, nursemaids not only

kept an eye on their charges but also received instruction on how to act the part of a

house slave. Knowledge about how a particular task was to be performed was deemed im-

portant by owners, but so was the nursemaid’s demeanor. All nursemaids had to please

members of the slaveholding family, including the child being attended. An ideal nurse-

maid was competent in performing tasks, ranging from comforting a child who awoke

during the night to bathing a youngster’s feet before bedtime; demonstrated loyalty; and

carried out orders with the proper subservience.

Nursemaids who did not please owners were corrected or—if errors were too fre-

quent or egregious—dismissed and set to other tasks. Before it got to that point, how-

ever, slaveholders encouraged the development of a close relationship between their

children and their nursemaid. Girls were paired up with girls and boys were paired

with boys more often than not, although an older girl or woman might supervise the

care of both. Punishments occurred, but privileges and treats also were used to pro-

mote behavior that masters sought in a nursemaid.

Because they interacted regularly with members of the white family, black nurse-

maids of white children had access to clothing, food, and toys unavailable to other

young slaves. They were expected to bathe more frequently and wear a better quality

of clothing than other enslaved children, whose clothing often took the form of a

one-piece garment made of coarse fabric and likened to a shirt or shift depending on

the gender of the child who wore it. In an owner’s home, nursemaids wore garments

resembling the clothing of their charges. They ate food that was similar to or the

same as that consumed by the owner’s children, and they joined in play involving

dolls, rocking horses, balls, wagons, and other popular toys of the day. No one mis-

took the similarities for equality, however. The clothes of nursemaids often were

hand-me-downs. The nursemaids ate leftovers from the slaveholding family’s meals,

and the rocking horse was put away after the owner’s child tired of playing with it.
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Nursemaids who worked in their owner’s home were keenly aware of the differences

between their access to material goods and that of the children they minded. As one

former nursemaid put it, ‘‘they had dainties and we had crusts.’’ Although former

slaves sometimes recalled dramatic instances in which they learned that they held a

different status from that of free children, nursemaids who lived in close contact with

their owners recognized these distinctions from an early age. They learned on a daily

basis to bathe in a separate tub from the one used by the owner’s children, to drink

from a separate glass, and to sleep on the floor rather than in bed with the child they

minded. In games of pretend, they deferred to the wishes of the owner’s child in

deciding who played which part.

Service to the white family could mean separation from a black family. Slavehold-

ers often chose nursemaids for their children from the sons and daughters of house-

hold servants, an arrangement that was convenient for everyone involved. Mothers

and sometimes fathers would be around to help correct a child learning the exacting

nature of servitude. Such arrangements were not always possible, however, and some

youngsters were taken from their families in the quarter to wait on an owner’s child.

The physical distance might be close enough that nursemaids could return to the

slave quarter at night or at least occasionally, but the cultural distance could prove

difficult to bridge. Children, then and now notorious as tattletales, sometimes told

things to one set of adults that the other did not want revealed. One child told her

owner of an enslaved man’s plan to run away; another informed her parents of a slave-

holder’s intention to sell a woman.

Young nursemaids, like the children they tended, grew up. For nursemaids in the own-

er’s family, games gave way to adult chores, and training for the performance of domestic

tasks intensified. Many of these nursemaids lived a lifetime serving their childhood com-

panions, moving with them to new homes when they married and began families of

their own. Slaveholders preferred that household help be knowledgeable about family

preferences in everything from preparing favorite foods to washing garments and greeting

guests. Grown-up nursemaids carried this knowledge with them as they moved into new

households where domestic routines learned in childhood were replicated. Theories of

childrearing suggested that slaves trained from young ages would be more loyal and

become more skilled than others, and many young nursemaids grew up to become wait-

ing women and valets. They sometimes took over the care of children in succeeding

generations of slaveholding families as well. In fact, adult nursemaids frequently were dis-

couraged from establishing their own families. When pregnancies occurred, as they

sometimes did before an owner authorized the nursemaid to marry, owners reacted as

though their authority to control slaves had been undermined.

See also Cooking and Cooks.
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OKRA. Okra (Abelmoschus esculentus) is a member of the mallow family, relished for

its mucilaginous pods that thicken soups and stews. When picked young, it also serves

as a crispy vegetable. Okra was brought to the Western Hemisphere by means of the

slave trade and probably arrived in British North America through its cultural and

trade relations with the Caribbean. It was a common garden crop in many of the soci-

eties along the West and Central African coast and known as kanja among the Wolof,

nkru among the Twi speakers in what is now Ghana, okwuru (the etymological root

for ‘‘okra’’) among the Igbo, and quingumbo (from which ‘‘gumbo’’ is derived) among

the Mbundu of Angola. The English captain Hugh Crow (1765–1829) noted in 1792

that at the port of Bonny and throughout West Africa, there was no want of ‘‘ocra’’

and that it was ‘‘well known throughout the West Indies as an ingredient in making

soup.’’ The zoologist, Joachim Monteiro (1833–1878), writing about 19th-century

Angola, described okra under cultivation and reported it being sold at markets. Okra

was not only valued for its pods but also for its edible leaves and seeds. It was used as a

medicinal plant, especially to ease the birthing process. Okra was documented by Sir

Hans Sloane (1660–1753) in Jamaica in the late 17th century and was noted by Peter

Kalm (1716–1779) in Philadelphia in the 1740s where he found it growing in city

gardens, writing that it was ‘‘reckoned a dainty . . . especially by the Negroes.’’ Refer-

ences to okra are scant in the mid-18th century, but by 1781, Thomas Jefferson

(1743–1826) noted in his Notes on the State of Virginia that ‘‘ochra’’ was one of Virgin-

ia’s garden crops. In the same decade, Luigi Castiglioni (1756–1832) noted that in

Carolina Low Country blacks cultivated a plant ‘‘brought by Negroes from the west

coast of Africa and is called okra by them.’’ The okra that Kalm, Jefferson, and Casti-

glioni described being eaten was probably a variety resembling the heirlooms known

as ‘‘Cowhorn’’ and ‘‘Stubby’’ as well as white and red varieties of the plant.

Okra made its debut in a cookbook with the 1824 publication of The Virginia

Housewife by Mary Randolph (1762–1828). Given her instruction to make ‘‘ochra

soup’’ in an earthenware pipkin, the dish appears to originate in some of the earliest

black communities in the colonial Chesapeake and Low Country. Randolph included

okra in several recipes—as a soup, stewed with butter, and stewed with tomatoes. Other

period recipes suggest that enslaved African Americans and other blacks introduced
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whites of all classes to okra mixed with rice, later known as Limpin’ Susan, which is the

cousin dish of Hoppin’ John, fried okra, and a variety of okra stews made with fish and

crab, akin to recipes found along the Rice and Gold Coasts of West Africa. Cookbooks

from Maryland to Louisiana provide dozens of recipes calling for the vegetable.

Enslaved blacks also sold roasted and ground okra seed as a coffee substitute as late

as the Civil War. Perhaps the most important dish made with okra was gumbo, a rich

stew made with a flour thickener called a roux in the French tradition in Louisiana

and along the Tidewater and Low Country coasts. Okra gumbos typically omit fil�e

powder, made from pulverized sassafras leaves, which are a contribution of the Choc-

taw Indians.
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PALLETS. Pallets were only one of many types of bedding used the by the enslaved.

In 18th- and early 19th-century Tidewater Virginia and Maryland, they usually were

made of a length of coarse linen sewed into a rectangle that was then stuffed with any

one of a number of fillings—feathers, straw, or corn husks, for example—and then

laid either on the floor of the building where an individual lived or on some kind of

bed frame. As bedding, pallets were considered better than just blankets laid over

straw and much better than blankets laid on a dirt or wood floor, but they were not as

good as a mattress laid on a bed frame.

Pallets were the kind of bedding that Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) directed his

overseer, Richard Richardson, to give to Edward Gillette, an enslaved man who lost

all of his possessions in a fire in February 1800. Jefferson mentioned a ‘‘hempen roll

bed,’’ which was probably a pallet made of coarse linen fabric. Jefferson’s female slaves

who married men owned by Jefferson could expect to be given ‘‘a pot and a bed.’’ Again,

this meant some kind of pallet made of linen. In 1798, Julian Niemcewicz (1758–1841),

a Polish visitor to George Washington’s (1732–1799) Mount Vernon, noted in the

description of one of Washington’s slave quarters and its residents that ‘‘[t]he husband

and wife sleep on a mean [poor quality] pallet, the children on the ground.’’

Very often those individuals who worked in the master’s house slept on pallets kept

there so they could be available whenever they were needed. Delicia Patterson, born

in Boonville, Missouri, in 1845, was 92 when she was interviewed for the Federal

Writers’ Project in the 1930s. Patterson remembered that she ‘‘did not even have to

sleep in the cabins. I slept on a pallet in the bedrooms with old marse’s children. I was

a pet anywhere I worked, because I was always very neat and clean, and a good

worker.’’ D. Davis, about 85 years old when he was interviewed near Marvell, Arkan-

sas, said, ‘‘En de last two or three years of de trubble I wuz big enuf ter be doin sum

wuk, so dey tuk me in de big house fer ter be er waitin boy round de house, en I slept

en dar too on er pallit on de floor.’’

FURTHER READING

‘‘Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936–1938,’’ American
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

PASSES. For most of the 18th and 19th centuries, the power of a single piece of pa-

per determined whether enslaved African Americans traveling outside their home

plantations would be arrested as runaway slaves, jailed, or returned to their owners. A

pass represented not only the temporary liberties sometimes granted slaves by owners,

but also characterized the ‘‘give and take’’ negotiations that occurred between

enslaved blacks and whites that ultimately helped to maintain slavery’s status quo.

A slave might receive a pass for short-term travel on behalf of the master to pick

up goods for market or to attend a religious service. A slave might receive a pass for

several days to visit a wife or child held by a slaveholding family on another area plan-

tation, city, or town: away ‘‘marriages’’ between enslaved couples were fairly common.

Or a literate slave might forge a travel pass to create an opportunity for freedom or sell

that possibility to another slave. The pass granted a temporary moment of ‘‘liberty’’

for a slave who seldom experienced great freedom. Time off from daily chores and

duties was a commodity highly prized by enslaved African Americans.

Travel permit for ‘‘Negro Bobb Coachman and Negro George Postillion’’ from
Fredericksburg, Virginia, to James Mercer at Williamsburg, October 29–30, 1771. (Special
Collections, John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Library, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)

362

PASSES



Slaves in rural Monmouth County, New Jersey, were granted passes to travel on holi-

days, to go to religious gatherings, and to do shopping chores for owners. Sometimes

owners in this Northern state did not issue travel passes but allowed their slaves to move

widely in the region. Southern slaveholders more carefully controlled their slaves’ travel.

Patrollers

John Van Hook told a story about Adam Angel who ventured off his Georgia planta-
tion without a pass and was caught by the neighborhood patrols, called paterollers:

When darkies wanted to get news to their girls or wives on other plantations

and didn’t want Marse George to know about it, they would wait for a dark

night and would tie rags on their feet to keep from making any noise that the

paterollers might hear, for if they were caught out without a pass, that was

something else. Paterollers would go out in squads at night and whip any dar-

kies they caught out that could not show passes. Adam Angel was a great big

man, weighing about 200 pounds, and he slipped out one night without a

pass. When the paterollers found him, he was at his girl’s place where they

were out in the front yard stewing lard for the white folks. They knew he

didn’t belong on that plantation, so they asked him to show his pass. Adam

didn’t have one with him, and he told them so. They made a dive for him,

and then, quick as a flash, he turned over that pot of boiling lard, and while

they were getting the hot grease off of them he got away and came back to

his cabin. If they had caught Adam, he would have needed some of that spilt

grease on him after the beating they would have give him. Darkies used to

stretch ropes and grapevines scross the road where they knew paterollers

would be riding; then they would run down the road in front of them, and

when they got to the rope or vine they would jump over it and watch the

horses stumble and throw the paterollers to the ground.

Many former slaves, including Ferebe Rogers from Georgia, recollected this
same song about patrollers:

You had to have passes to go from one plantation to ’nother. Some de nig-

gers would slip off sometime and go widout a pass, or maybe marster was

busy and dey didn’t want to bother him for a pass, so dey go widout one. In

eve’y dee-strick dey had ’bout twelve men dey call patterollers. Dey ride up

and down and aroun’ looking for niggers widout passes. If dey ever caught

you off yo’ plantation wid no pass, dey beat you all over.
Yes’m, I ’member a song ’bout –

‘‘Run, nigger, run, de patteroller git you,
Slip over de fence slick as a eel,
White man ketch you by de heel,
Run, nigger run!’’

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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Slave patrols, widely called patrollers or pattyrollers by slaves, were on the regular

prowl for slaves who were in the process of running away from a life of slavery or those

who then posed as free men or women. The physical written document—whether called

a travel pass or slave pass—had to be carried at all times and surrendered when demanded

by whites. Failure to produce the pass could result in great danger for the slave. A slave

who traveled without a pass signed by his or her master could expect punishment, incar-

ceration, and the probable elimination of future freedoms. These punishments and restric-

tions existed throughout much of the emerging American nation, but the chaos of the

Revolutionary War combined with the lingering effect of Lord Dunmore’s 1775 Procla-

mation, stating that slaves who served the British side would be free, enabled many

enslaved men and women to escape to the British lines, even if they did not have passes.

The pass was the tool that enabled many African Americans in the Upper South

to escape slavery. The annual Christmas holiday included several days off for slaves

and might feature an ‘‘away’’ visit with spouses, children, or other family members

who lived on other plantations. In the case of Jermain Loguen (1813–1872),

enslaved in Tennessee, the holiday also presented an opportunity to seek freedom

because holiday celebrations delayed the searches of slave patrols and bounty hunt-

ers who were paid to recover runaway slaves. Traveling with a counterfeit pass that

he purchased from another slave for $10, Loguen and a fellow fugitive narrowly

avoided capture by several patrols and a wrong turn toward Louisville, Kentucky.

They were able to cross over the Ohio River to eventual freedom in Canada. The

antebellum author, runaway slave, and abolitionist Henry Bibb (1815–1854) also

learned to write to forge a pass to use in his escape from slavery in Kentucky. When

Bibb initially ran away, he was recaptured and threatened with resale in New

Orleans. After he learned to write his own travel document, Bibb successfully

escaped and made his way to Canada. Noted abolitionist Frederick Douglass

(ca. 1818–1895), too, fled slavery in Maryland with the aid of a forged document

that identified him as a free sailor, which he presented to a train conductor.

Although the pass system enabled some semblance of ‘‘free’’ movement for enslaved

people that allowed them to maintain some contact with relatives or negotiate

directly with owners for time off, the use of the documents symbolized the larger sys-

tem of control and authority that slaveholders attempted to exert over enslaved Afri-

can Americans. When in the hands of a literate slave, however, passes became a

powerful tool for subversion.
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PEANUTS. The peanut (Arachis hypogaea) is a tropical plant native to South

America that was introduced to Virginia and the Carolinas during the slave trade

from West and Central Africa, where it became a staple food after its introduction by

the Spanish and Portuguese. In Senegambia, Ghana, and Central Africa, peanuts

have been made into a number of quickly cooked street foods and serve as the

base for savory and spicy stews, soups, and sauces. After their introduction in the

Americas, peanuts slowly became a substitute for a similar indigenous plant widely

cultivated in Sub-Saharan Africa, the Bamana or Bambara groundnut. Although the

Bamana groundnut was brought to various locations in the Americas from Africa,

including the Southern United States, it was cultivated locally by enslaved blacks in

their garden patches and never became a commercial crop. This may be the plant

that the English botanist Philip Miller (1691–1771) referred to in 1754: ‘‘the Negroes

kept this a secret among themselves, therefore they could supply themselves with

these nuts unknown to their masters.’’ The peanut may have grown alongside the

groundnut, and Miller found that ‘‘in South Carolina there is great plenty of these

nuts, which the inhabitants roast, and make use of as chocolate.’’ The peanut was

known as the ‘‘goober pea’’ and the ‘‘pinder nut,’’ both names coming from Central

Africa, specifically the Kimbundu (nguba) and BaKongo (mpinda) languages. By the

mid-18th century, the peanut was widely grown from Senegal to Angola in West and

Central Africa, and from Virginia to the Lower Mississippi Valley and the Afro-

Caribbean. The archaeological record suggests that peanuts probably were being culti-

vated by the 1760s at Rich Neck plantation, near Williamsburg, Virginia. By 1781,

Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) referred to the ‘‘groundnut’’ as one of the common

crops in Virginia gardens, and by 1794, he was planting them at his experimental gar-

den at Monticello. Several enslaved Virginians referred to cultivating their ‘‘goober

patches.’’ In the 1790s, formerly enslaved Haitians, who were part of the migration

that followed the Haitian Revolution, wearing the tignon headwrap, were selling pea-

nuts and peanut cake confections on the streets of Philadelphia. In the enslaved com-

munity, peanuts were roasted, made into sweet cakes, and cooked into stews and

soups—all of which mirrored similar dishes from Africa. During molasses pulls, cured,

roasted peanuts might be added to the cooking taffy to make a quick confection. In

The Carolina Housewife (1847), Sarah Rutledge records several recipes for the ground-

nut, including a spicy groundnut soup reminiscent of stews based on peanuts from

West and Central Africa. Up to and especially after the Civil War, peanuts began to

be commercially cultivated using African American labor, starting near Wakefield,

Virginia, in 1842, and outside Wilmington, North Carolina, in the 1850s. At Poplar

Grove plantation in Wilmington, peanuts, rather than cotton or rice, were the main

cash crop cultivated by an enslaved workforce. In addition to their meat, peanuts

have been valued for their oil, a critical ingredient in deep frying and other cooking

methods associated with the culinary influence of West and Central Africa.

See also Headwraps, Tignons, and Kerchiefs.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

PERSONAL OBJECTS. Enslaved men, women and children lived with a range of

personal items that they acquired in a variety of ways. In general, most slave owners

considered that these items, once acquired by their bondmen and bondwomen,

became the property of those individuals, in spite of the fact that the men and women

themselves were the property of their owners. These goods included clothing, tools,
cooking equipment, and household goods of many kinds. They were used in a variety

of ways, ways that were recognizable to slave owners and ways that had meaning to

the enslaved but went unnoticed by their owners.

Masters provided for the most elementary material needs of their slaves: a roof over

their heads, basic clothing, and simple food and cooking utensils. These were given to

slaves on a more-or-less regular schedule. Food—usually corn or wheat, plus occasion-
ally some meat—was distributed weekly. In 1732, William Hugh Grove, an English-

man, visited Virginia and noted that ‘‘[the slaves] are allowed a peck of Indian Corn

per Week.’’ In 1767, Landon Carter (1710–1778), a Virginia plantation owner, wrote

in his diary that ‘‘we took out this day 16 Bushels of eared Corn from the M[angorike]

Corn house to make the peoples’ allowance.’’ This schedule continued to be the prac-

tice into the 19th century. Martha Ogle Forman (1785–1864), who lived in Cecil

County, Maryland, noted in 1842 in her diary that ‘‘Mr. Nowland gave out the people’s

meat, he gave each a hog’s head and made out the rest of the allowance with beef.’’

Ben Horry, a former slave interviewed around 1937 in South Carolina about his life as

a slave, told his interviewer that ‘‘Sat’d’y time come to ration off. Every head on the

Plantation to Brookgreen line up at smoke-house to draw he share of meat and rice

and grits and meal.’’ Annie Stanton, interviewed in 1937 in Alabama, told her inter-

viewer that ‘‘[d]e rations for a week wuz 3 lbs of meat a week, 1 peck ob meal, potatoes

an’ syrup. . . . De overseer also gib tuh us flour and sugar fo’ Christmas.’’

Clothing usually was issued twice a year, before the winter and before the summer.

Johann David Schoepf (1752–1800), a German traveler through the Upper South in

the years right after the Revolution, noted in North Carolina that ‘‘[w]ell-disposed

masters clothe their negroes once a year, and give them a suit of coarse woollen cloth,

two rough shirts, and a pair of shoes.’’ Former slave George Womble, interviewed in

1937 in Georgia, stated that

clothes were given to all the slaves once a year. An issue for the men usually

consisted of one or two pairs of pants and some shirts, underwear, woolen

socks, and a pair of heavy brogans. . . . The women were given one or two

dresses that had been made of the same material as that of the men’s pants.
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Enslaved men and women sometimes received outmoded or worn clothing and

other goods as gifts from their owners. Joseph Ball (1689–1760), who lived in London

but owned property in Virginia, sent clothing back to the colony in 1749 and

instructed his overseer to distribute it as follows:

The old Cloths must be disposed of, as follows: The Grey Coat Wastecoat &

breeches, with brass buttons, and the hat to poor Will: The stuff shirt to

Mingo: and the Dimmity Coat & breeches and the knife in the pocket to

Harrison: and Aron’s Old Livery with one pair of the Leather breeches and

one of the Linen frocks to Moses: and the other frock and rags & [illeg.] as

you think fit.

Archie Booker, held as a slave in a plantation near Richmond, Virginia, and inter-

viewed in Hampton, Virginia, in 1937, told his interviewer that, because his owner

was the only man in the house, ‘‘Slaves had to wear his suits, no matter what size dey

was. Dem suits of marsa’s look right funny when de get pieced out wid all sorts of extra

pieces.’’

Wool blankets were distributed to each slave every year or every other year, and

many slave owners also gave their enslaved workers pallets or bedding of some kind.

In 1809, Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) wrote in his Farm Book that when two of his

bondpeople married, he always gave them ‘‘a pot, and a bed, which I always promise

them when they take husbands at home’’ and on May 28, 1811, he wrote in that same

book that he ‘‘gave a sifter & a pot to Bedford John and his wife Virginia. also a bed.’’

In addition to essentials, slave owners supplied their bondpeople with tools, imple-

ments, and even special clothing required to do their jobs: plows, hoes, rakes, shovels,

hammers, anvils, axes, saws, planes, chisels, pots, andirons, pot hooks, spinning

wheels, looms, livery, and special footwear. These tools and special equipment were

the property of the master and were expected to remain at the slave quarters, even if

their users were sold to another owner.

Enslaved people also made goods for themselves. Nearly all slaves had some skill,

whether it was as a field hand, a basketmaker, a carpenter, a blacksmith, a cook, or a

spinner. With these skills, many were able to make the things that they needed or

desired for daily life, ranging from the simple, such as mended clothing or gourds for
drinking vessels and bowls, to the complex, such as sleeping platforms, stools, or even

musical instruments for their entertainment.

Other slaves relied on their skills as farmers and foragers to increase the amount of

food available to them both for their own tables and as a marketable commodity.

Much of this food was grown by slaves at their quarters. Edward Kimber (1719–1769),

an English novelist who traveled through Maryland in 1745 and 1746, described slave

quarters as ‘‘a Number of Huts or Hovels, built some Distance from the Mansion-

House; where the Negroes reside with their wives and Families and cultivate at vacant

times the little Spots allow’d.’’ Francis Taylor (1747–1799), a plantation owner in Or-

ange County, Virginia, wrote in his diary, in May 1795, that his ‘‘Negroes [were]

planting for themselves.’’ Other observers noted that slaves raised poultry and caught

fish. Traveler Thomas Anburey (1759–1840) described a planter near Charlottesville,

Virginia, who, instead of providing his slaves with the usual rations, ‘‘grant[ed] his
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negroes an acre of ground, and all Saturday afternoon to raise grain and poultry for

themselves.’’ Using their chickens, eggs, produce, and foraged foodstuffs, slaves bar-

tered to obtain goods. This bartering usually took place between slave and master. Not

all enslaved people were able to raise their own food, however. William McWhorter,

interviewed in Athens, Georgia, in 1938, reported that, although his owner gave his

bondmen and bondwomen adequate food from his garden, they did not have a garden

of their own because, he said, ‘‘dey never had no time of deir own to wuk no garden.’’

Another way in which slaves obtained goods was by theft. In 1737, Jacob, a

slave held by William Fantleroy in Richmond County, Virginia, stole ‘‘two Cloth

Jackets . . . One pair of Britches . . . one Felt Hatt . . . Two Woolen Caps . . . two new

Oznabrig Shirts . . . one New Linen Shirt . . . One linen Sheet . . . One Frying pan

[and] one Rug.’’ In 1747, two of Landon Carter’s (1710–1778) slaves, Manuell and

Ralph, were indicted for breaking into Carter’s mansion and stealing ‘‘two hundred

and thirty three Ells of Dreheda Canvas. . . . Four Torinton Rugs . . . Four suits of Cot-

ton Cloath . . . Ten yards of Half Thicks . . . Four Sides of Leather . . . Five files . . .

[and] Two Dozen Hose.’’ Goods stolen in such quantities were undoubtedly intended

for resale. George Washington (1732–1799), in 1793, acknowledged such trade when

he tried to prevent his former carpenter’s daughter from going into business as he feared

‘‘her shop wd. be no more than a receptacle for stolen produce by the Negroes.’’ He

knew that without this source of cheap goods, poor whites ‘‘would be unable to live

upon the miserable land they occupy.’’ The goods taken by these slaves in Richmond

County may have been stolen to barter or to sell, but other goods were stolen to assist

in escaping, as reported by the owner of Sam, ‘‘a bright Mulatto Man Slave,’’ who took

with him ‘‘his Bedding, a new spotted Rug which he had stolen, and several Yards of

mixed coloured Broadcloth, cut from a whole Piece that he had stolen, the remainder

of which he distributed amongst the Sloop’s Crew to bribe them to Secrecy.’’

Enslaved men and women also bought and sold goods on the open market. Food
products were the most common items that slaves sold. James Mercer, writing in 1779

to a friend in Loudoun County, Virginia, wrote, ‘‘I know allready that Chickens or

other fresh meat cant be had but in exchange & Bacon to spare will allow me a prefer-

ence with the Country people or rather Negroes who are the general Chicken mer-

chants.’’ Besides bartering with his slaves, Francis Taylor also purchased such items as

carp, oysters, cabbages, and potatoes for his own table, paying his slaves in cash.

Slaves earned money through selling products of their skilled labor. Robert

‘‘King’’ Carter (1663–1732) observed in 1731 that his slaves ‘‘surely must depend on

a great deal of their Time in making Pails & Piggins & Churns for Merchandizing.

Manuel tells me the smith does a great many jobs for neighbours.’’ Jack, the slave

who belonged to the estate of a Mr. Linton near Colchester, Virginia, earned

credit of more than £100 from Glassford & Co. from 1760 to 1769 for mending

bridges, building furniture, and selling poultry and other work. In 1768, William

Allason (ca. 1720–1800) paid John Fitzhugh’s ‘‘Negro Harry’’ for ‘‘puting up

Shelves in Kitchen & making Stairs &c.’’ In 1796, Francis Taylor paid his half-

brother’s slave, Tom, for ‘‘2 days work hooping nest ware & repairs of Porch etc.’’

Willis Bennefield, interviewed in Hephzibah, Georgia, about 1936, told his
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interviewer that ‘‘[d]ey made dey own money. In slavery time, if you wanted four or

five acres of land to plant anything on, marster give it to you, and whatever dat

land make, it belong to you. You could take dat money and spend it any way you

wanted to.’’

Some slaves also earned money through tips. In 1768, John Frere (1740–1807) of

London wrote his cousin, John Hatley Norton (1745–1797) in Yorktown, Virginia,

and asked him to send any plant or animal fossils that might be found in the area.

Frere wrote, ‘‘if such Things are to be found, the Negroes I suppose for a small Gratu-

ity wou’d bring them to you.’’ And in 1794 George Washington instructed one of his

overseers, William Pearce, to ‘‘[r]emember to give John the Gardener a dollar, the last

day of every month, provided he behaves well; letting him know that it is on that

express condition he is to receive it.’’ James Wiggins, born in Anne Arundel County,

Maryland, remembered being taken to Annapolis as a boy and how he would ‘‘dance

in the stores for men and women, they would give me pennies and three cent pieces,

all of which were given to me by the Revells [his owners]. They bought me shoes and

clothes with the money collected.’’

With the money that slaves earned, they were able to buy goods of their own

choosing, and the goods they bought were as varied as the goods available. In 1737,

‘‘Negro Jack’’ bought fabric, scissors, thread, hose, and penknives from Thomas Par-

tridge. ‘‘Negro Jack,’’ who had made furniture and other wooden articles for Glassford

& Co. bought a wide range of goods, from rum and fabric to a wine glass and a plane

iron between 1760 and 1769. Robert Carter III (1728–1804) noted in his diary in

1785 that he ‘‘paid old Nat a dollar he wanted, he wanted to buy Brandy to bury his

Granddaughter Lucy, but I refused to sell; telling him he might lay out his Annuity as

he pleased.’’ Enslaved men and women in Thomaston, Georgia, purchased a wide va-

riety of goods from local merchants, including cloth, plates, teaspoons, and even alco-

hol, although the latter was nominally forbidden by law to be purchased by slaves.

All of these goods generally were available on the open market to any person,

white or black, who had the money to pay for them. Virtually all of the items used by

slaves, whether given by their owners, used while doing a specific task, or acquired for

personal use, were products of either English or American manufacture, and they gen-

erally were used in ways that were familiar to everyone, both black and white.

Enslaved men and women, however, also used these items in ways both unknown and

unnoticed by their white owners. Cast iron pots were used for cooking, but, over-

turned, as many formerly enslaved people related to the interviewers who worked for

the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Writers’ Project, they were thought to

muffle the sounds that the enslaved wanted to hide from their masters. Clay Bobbit,

who was enslaved in Warren County, North Carolina, related that his owner, Richard

Bobbit, was a harsh master, saying ‘‘We ain’t gone swimmin’ ner huntin’ ner nothin’

an’ we ain’t had no pleasures ‘less we runs away ter habe ‘em. Eben when we sings we

had ter turn down a pot in front of de do’[door] to ketch de noise.’’ Pewter spoons

were used for eating and cooking, but, with the handle broken off, drilled with a hole

and hung by a cord, a spoon could be worn as an amulet under regular clothing and,

with its highly reflective surface, turn back evil spirits. Libations offered to gods
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known from Africa could be poured on the ground from ordinary stoneware or slip-

ware bowls. And pins, crystals, and ceramic sherds (fragments) could be arranged

under the floor of a slave quarter, in the northeast corner of a room, to provide a

measure of protection for the building’s residents.

See also Furnishings; Subfloor Pits.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

PIGS AND PORK. The domesticated swine (Sus scrofa) is perhaps the animal most

associated with the diet of enslaved people on Southern plantations. Pigs and pork,

not common in much of historic West and Central Africa, were far more essential to

the Northern and Western European diet. Pigs were first brought to the South by the

earliest Spanish explorers and English settlers. They were running wild by the time

most enslaved Africans first encountered them in the 17th century. The ‘‘hog and

hominy’’ diet associated with African Americans did not truly begin until the 19th

century, when salt pork and other preserved pork products became standard issue

rations in the enslaved community. In the 17th century, enslaved blacks would have

surely tasted pork, but the much cheaper salt fish formed a larger part of their diet.

Through the mid-18th century, enslaved people enjoyed a greater diversity of preserved

or less common, fresh meats that included beef and mutton as well as pork. With the

eradication of wild predators, better breeding methods and better livestock care, pigs

became the most important source of meat in the antebellum enslaved South.

In West and Central Africa, except in areas influenced by Islam, which forbids the

consumption of pork, the few pigs available were traditionally considered a delicacy

to be fried or roasted whole and well seasoned. For the most part, smoked or salted

pork, an innovation from the colder regions of Northern Europe, were not familiar to

tropical Africans, and they had to adapt. Their palettes had a taste for smoked pro-

teins, salty foods, and foods that provided ample grease and fat for stocks and

sauces—all of which was possible with pork. Because some planters believed that fresh

meat contributed to disease, they considered preserved meat to be better suited to the

enslaved diet. Slaves received one to three pounds of salted or pickled pork rations

per week, based on their gender, age, and labor. Fresh pork was only enjoyed at

summer barbecues, where a young ‘‘shote’’ might be killed, butchered, and roasted

over hardwood coals for several hours, or at hog-killing time, held when temperatures

were low enough that the freshly slaughtered meat would not spoil.
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Preserved pork was not cut into strips and eaten like bacon in the morning.

Rather, salt pork and fatback supplied an important way to keep the iron pots, pans,

and skillets seasoned with a layer of grease so that food did not stick to the surface.

A piece of pork might be boiled over and over again over the course of a week in

pots of greens, cowpeas, or any other available vegetables or tubers from the garden

or gathered from the wild. Pokeweed, a semitoxic leafy green valued for its purgative

qualities, became known as ‘‘pork salad,’’ because it was so often paired with salt

pork. In Virginia, a pigpen often was seeded with turnip greens to take advantage of

the heavy compost and muck, with the result being that when the pigs were slaugh-

tered or preserved the greens would be enjoyed with the meat. Slaves often referred

to the ‘‘rusty piece of bacon’’ that flavored many of their dishes. The liquid in which

this ‘‘rusty piece’’ was boiled became the basis for pot likker, a rich stock produced

from the boiling of salt pork and cabbage or leafy greens. The savory meat, seasoned

with the salt and pepper used to preserve it, was a welcome addition to an other-

wise-bland diet. According to Louis Hughes, a Virginia man sold into slavery in

Mississippi,

Cabbage and meat, boiled, alternated with meat and peas, were the staple for

summer. Bread was furnished with the meals and corn meal dumplings, that

is, little balls made of meal and grease from the boiled bacon and dropped

into boiling water, were also provided and considered quite palatable, espe-

cially if cooked in the water in which the bacon was boiled.

Former slave and noted abolitionist Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895) observed, ‘‘As

a general rule the slaves did not come to their quarters to take their meals, but took

their ash-cake (called thus because baked in the ashes) and piece of pork, or their salt

herrings, where they were at work.’’

Barbecues were a rare opportunity to enjoy fresh meat. A large hog or a young shoat

would be slaughtered and roasted over the course of a night and a morning, brushed

with salted water often flavored with red peppers, vinegar, butter, herbs, and other

seasonings. Barbecues were held most often during the summer ‘‘laying by’’ period

when the enslaved community could afford to take off, or, after the American Revo-

lution, for the Fourth of July.

The most salient part of the pig in the enslaved diet was offal, known as ‘‘pluck,’’

which the enslaved community enjoyed fresh at hog-killing time. In West and Cen-

tral Africa, the tender innards of large domesticated animals were considered a deli-

cacy as well as spiritually potent. Heads, feet, intestines, livers, and kidneys were

divided among individuals according to social rank, age, grades, and gender. Among

some groups, the intestines and livers might be used in forms of divination. In the

West African port of Bonny, English Capt. Hugh Crow (1765–1829) reported that

the chiefs there would sell European traders livestock to eat, but requested that the

head, feet, tails, and innards be returned for the Africans to eat. Coming from a tradi-

tion that valued thrift and did not waste any part of an animal that was edible, and

living in a social caste where farm laborers were expected to take the ‘‘lesser’’ parts of

an animal, enslaved African Americans simply ‘‘made do’’ and regarded the rare bits
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of fresh, nutritious organ meat as delicacies. Heads, feet, brains, tails, intestines

(chitlins or chitterlings), sweetbreads, kidneys, lights, heart, tripe, and the chine bone

(the spine scraped of chops and chunks of meat) were placed in bubbling pots with

onions and peppers and other seasonings that masked the strong gamy taste of those

parts of the hog. Alice Hutcheson of Athens, Georgia, interviewed as part of the

Barbecue

Former slave Louis Hughes elaborated on barbecues in Virginia:

Barbecue originally meant to dress and roast a hog whole, but has come to

mean the cooking of a food animal in this manner for the feeding of a great

company. A feast of this kind was always given to us, by Boss, on the 4th of

July. The anticipation of it acted as a stimulant through the entire year. Each

one looked forward to this great day of recreation with pleasure. Even the

older slaves would join in the discussion of the coming event. It mattered

not what trouble or hardship the year had brought, this feast and its attend-

ant pleasure would dissipate all gloom. . . . The day before the 4th was a busy

one. The slaves worked with all their might. The children who were large

enough were engaged in bringing wood and bark to the spot where the barbe-

cue was to take place. They worked eagerly, all day long; and, by the time

the sun was setting, a huge pile of fuel was beside the trench, ready for use in

the morning. At an early hour of the great day, the servants were up, and the

men whom Boss had appointed to look after the killing of the hogs and sheep

were quickly at their work, and, by the time they had the meat dressed and

ready, most of the slaves had arrived at the center of attraction. They gath-

ered in groups, talking, laughing, telling tales that they had from their grand-

father, or relating practical jokes that they had played or seen played by

others. These tales were received with peals of laughter. But however much

they seemed to enjoy these stories and social interchanges, they never lost

sight of the trench or the spot where the sweetmeats were to be cooked.

The method of cooking the meat was to dig a trench in the ground about

six feet long and eighteen inches deep. This trench was filled with wood

and bark which was set on fire, and, when it was burned to a great bed of

coals, the hog was split through the back bone, and laid on poles which had

been placed across the trench. The sheep were treated in the same way, and

both were turned from side to side as they cooked. During the process of

roasting the cooks basted the carcasses with a preparation furnished from

the great house, consisting of butter pepper, salt and vinegar, and this was

continued until the meat was ready to serve.

Source: Louis Hughes. Thirty Years a Slave: From Bondage to Freedom: The Institution of Slav-

ery as Seen on the Plantation and in the Home of the Planter. Milwaukee, WI: South Side

Printing Co, 1897. At http://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/hughes/hughes.html.
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Work Progress Administration’s Federal Writers’ Project remembered, ‘‘De bestes’

time was hog killin’ times. Us chillun wukked den. Dey hung up de hogs all night and

nex’ day us out ‘em put ‘em down in salt and cooked up de lard. Us chillun got some

of dem good old skin cracklin’s when dey got brown.’’ The cracklings in turn would be

mixed with cornmeal to make cracklin’ bread, another delicacy only seasonally

enjoyed as fall turned to winter. These traditions eventually came to be known as

‘‘soul food.’’

The best parts of the preserved pork—bacon, hams, middlings, side meat, and so

on—were rarely distributed to enslaved workers. An enslaved person might never

taste a quality country ham that was smoked over hickory, oak, apple, or sassafras.

Hams and bacon sometimes would drip fat and salt onto the floorboards of smoke-

houses, and then these boards would be randomly pulled and cooked into pots of

beans. Stealing hogs—an offense punishable by whipping, branding, or being sold

away—was one of the most serious crimes in plantation life. To protect slave owners’

status and interests, enslaved workers were rarely, if ever, allowed to raise their own

hogs or other large livestock. Chickens were acceptable stock for enslaved people,

but hogs represented a different sort of power in the hierarchy of the plantation. It is

perhaps no accident that the legends associated with revolutionaries such as Gabriel

Prosser (1776–1800) and Nat Turner (1800–1831) portray them as devising their

plots to overthrow the inequities of slavery while eating a meal of stolen roast hog.

The Haitian Revolution (1791–1803) was said to have begun with the slaughter and

consumption of a black hog by the legendary houngan or Vodoun priest, Makandal.

Enslaved blacks felt the intense inequality when they were given cast-off parts of

the pig. Some enslaved people recalled having to eat rotting hog guts thrown into the

dirt because the foods given to them as part of the ration system led to an unbalanced

diet and malnourishment. This association led to the shame that some African Amer-

icans began to feel for not only the eating of offal, but also for the consumption of

pork, which was seen as a cultural indignity. In the 21st century, despite the negative

cultural associations passed down from slavery, and concerns for dietary health, there

has been resurgence in the pork barbecue, the celebration of chitlins, and the use of

lard and quality heritage salt pork in Southern black foodways.

See also Hoecakes.
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POT LIKKER. Pot likker (or liquor) is the by-product of boiling greens with salted

meat and sometimes onions, peppers, and spices. This liquid is then used as a stock, the

basis for sauce or sopping gravy in traditional Southern cuisine. It was popular in the

enslaved community to add flavor to bland-tasting hoecakes or ashcakes and other forms

of cornmeal dishes including mush. Pot likker was emblematic of the culinary tradition

of enslaved people being thrifty. The rich stock was one of the first foods fed to enslaved

children as a supplement to mother’s milk because of its rich taste. For formerly enslaved

people reflecting on their days under the whip, pot likker brought up mixed feelings of

nurturance, comfort, near-starvation, and even the indignities of being sold at auction.

In the days when whole hams were boiled in large cast iron pots, only the skin and

rind of the ham and the water it was boiled in was offered to enslaved people. The indig-

nity of only being allowed the leftovers after many hours of work made pot likker a sym-

bol of slavery’s power imbalance. Enslaved children were weaned on pot likker from their

swaddling days and later consumed it mixed with corn mush and other leftovers thrown

into collective troughs to be eaten out with a spoon, shell, or bit of broken shingle.

Lunsford Lane of North Carolina, a former domestic slave, reported that the pot

likker eaten by enslaved children was largely soaked up by cornmeal dumplings boiled

with the meat of the Great House. Sarah Wooden Johnson, a former enslaved

woman from Prince George County, Virginia, noted that pot likker was ‘‘good and

Pot Likker in Song

Noted abolitionist Frederick Douglass’ autobiography included what was called
a juba-patting (thigh- or knee-patting, to accompany a dance) song that men-
tioned pot likker:

We peel de meat,
Dey gib us de skin;
And dat’s de way
Dey take us in;
We skim de pot,
Dey give us de liquor,
And say dat’s good enough for nigger.
Songs like this were used to derisively condemn the way slaveholders
would force enslaved cooks to prepare food for the whites and then only
give the slaves the bare leavings of the pot.

Source: Frederick Douglass. Life and Times of Frederick Douglass: His Early Life as a Slave,

His Escape from Bondage, and His Complete History to the Present Time. 2nd ed. New York:

Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002.
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greasy,’’ and was particularly valued for kush, a scramble of old cornbread, red pepper,

and onions that was a savory treat beloved by children. A good pot likker was said to

be greasy enough to ‘‘wink back’’ at the cook. Leonard Black from Anne Arundel

County, Maryland, recalled that he had ‘‘a pint of pot liquor and the skin off the pork’’

for his breakfast and dinner while having only a linsey slip to wear and no shoes.

Many enslaved blacks remembered pot likker as a bare-bones source of nourishment.

For others, pot likker was another tool of slavery that turned human beings into a

commodity. William J. Anderson, sold at auction in Natchez, said that ‘‘slaves are

made to shave and wash in greasy pot liquor, to make them look sleek and nice.’’

Sometimes enslaved people’s mouths would be smeared with pot likker before going

on the auction blocks to make them appear well fed.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

POTTERY. Pottery refers to objects made out of clay that generally are fired

in some manner, either in a pit or kiln. Types of pottery include earthenware, stone-

ware, and porcelain, determined by the chemical properties of the clay body.

Earthenware is created when clay is fired or burned at low temperatures up to 2150�F;
stoneware is achieved between 2190�F and 2370�F, and porcelain between 2340�F
and 2460�F.
During the colonial period, earthenware was the predominate type of pottery made

in North America. Clay was found throughout the eastern seaboard, particularly

along the Fall Line. Native Americans used this local clay to produce bowls, jars,

pipes, burial, urns and more. The colonists brought their pottery and ceramic tradi-

tions from Europe; the wealthiest would bring small quantities of exported Chinese

porcelain. Africans brought with them their own ceramic traditions, which were man-

ifested in different ways.

Slaves used the pottery made by Native Americans along with the salt-glazed

stoneware and creamware made in England. In the South, African slaves also made

their own pottery—bowls and jars for cooking, serving, and eating food—along with

pipes for smoking. The term ‘‘colonoware’’ is used to describe low-fired, unglazed

pottery made by slaves and Indians during the colonial period. Within many African

cultures, women were the potters. They passed along their methods for making

pots to their daughters and other women in their community, much like the Native

Americans did. African forms and incised decoration survived the trip across the
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Atlantic, along with certain ways of using the bowls for cooking, preparing, serving,

and eating food. The slave-made pottery was found primarily at plantation sites in

Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida, where the African/

slave population was greater than the white population. Slaves might have used colo-

noware for ritual purposes, marking the interior or exterior base with an ‘‘X,’’ which

was often encircled. Archaeologists have found most of these marked pots in rivers

and other water features. The incised ‘‘X’’ also was made on alkaline-glazed stoneware

vessels produced with slave labor in the Edgefield District of South Carolina during

the 19th century. It is not clear, however, whether the meaning was the same when

the stoneware pots were found intact in kitchens and farmhouses.

Production Pottery
In the late 18th and early 19th century, the production of ceramics in America began

to change. The colonists sought to establish ‘‘factories’’ to produce pottery for their

own needs instead of importing wares from England or purchasing and trading vessels

from the Native Americans. Potters were experimenting and trying to make porce-

lain. Many potters in the South relied on slaves to perform the labor-intensive tasks.

Such was the case in Virginia, South Carolina, and Georgia. In 18th-century Georgia,

Storage jar made by David Drake in Edgefield, North
Carolina, in 1858. The jar is inscribed on two sides. One side is
inscribed ‘‘L.m. nover 3, 1858/ Dave.’’ The other is marked ‘‘I
saw a leopard & a lions face/ then I felt the need—of grace,’’
an adaptation from the Book of Revelation. (Collection of
the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts, Old Salem
Museums and Gardens.�C MESDA. Used by permission.)

376

POTTERY



blacks were hired by potters, such as Andrew Duche and a Mr. Radiguey, as workmen

or apprentices at their pottery and tile ‘‘manufacture.’’ The men who were hired out

by their owners, or in some instances, free blacks did most of the labor-intensive jobs

of digging, hauling, and refining the clay; loading, firing, and unloading the kiln; and

then loading the wagons to deliver the bricks, tiles, or pots.

By 1817, slaves were working at Pottersville and the Rev. John Landrum pottery in Edge-

field, South Carolina. These potteries were, in essence, small factories producing stoneware

jugs, jars, pitchers, and churns along with small tablewares. These durable utilitarian wares

met the day-to-day needs of local people—from cobblers and farmers to plantation owners.

The alkaline-glaze stoneware tradition that developed in South Carolina was not a Euro-

pean ceramic tradition, but one with its origins in China and the Far East. It was a low-cost

alternative to saltglaze andmore durable than lead-glazed earthenware.

Plantation Pottery

It was not unusual for large plantations to have brick kilns if sources of local clay were

available. Slaves performed the backbreaking work of digging and hauling clay from

the sides of the riverbanks. It also would have been difficult to dig clay from areas

where it was already half-baked from the sun and heat. Many of the bricks bear the

fingerprints of the slaves who filled the molds and fired the kilns.

Bricks made on a Georgetown plantation were found on a submerged vessel in

the Black River near Brown’s Ferry in South Carolina. Middleton plantation on the

Ashley River in the Charleston area had brick kilns. Slaves owned by Henry and John

Horlbeck most likely operated the brick kilns at Boone Hall plantation along the

Cooper River outside Charleston, South Carolina, in the early 19th century. When

not growing cotton, the slaves would fire the kilns during the winter months.

Dave the Potter

Pottersville was the first pottery in South Carolina and the United States to produce

alkaline-glazed stoneware. Various members of the Landrum family owned and oper-

ated Pottersville until 1839 when it was sold. The slaves named Daniel, Sam, George,

Abram, Old Harry, Young Harry, and Old Tom worked at Pottersville. The most sig-

nificant and well-known slave to work at Pottersville was named Dave. Mortgaged at

age 17 and sold numerous times before he was 40, Dave spent his life turning pots and

later writing poetry on the sides of the stoneware vessels he turned. Dave learned to

read and write before the laws were written making it illegal to do so. Restrictions

placed on the movements and activities of slaves increased following the 1822 pur-

ported slave revolt led by Denmark Vesey (1767–1822) in Charleston, South Caro-

lina. Dave wrote numerous poems, including ‘‘A better thing I never saw, when I shot

the lions jaw’’ on November 9, 1836. He became a master potter, eventually working

primarily for Lewis Miles from 1840 until Miles died in 1868. Dave, who took the last

name Drake after Emancipation, provided a record of his work habits and his person-

ality when he signed and dated these stoneware jars. The dates range from every day

of the week and every month of the year. The earliest jar attributed to Dave is dated

1821 and the last signed piece is dated 1864. During his life, Dave was held by and

worked for three brothers, John, Amos, and Abner Landrum, along with their neph-

ews Harvey and Reuben Drake in their potteries. In 1840, Dave wrote about his status
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as a slave and about his job, ‘‘Dave belongs to Mr. Miles,/ where the oven bakes & the

pots bile.’’ Mr. Miles was Lewis Miles, the son-in-law of John Landrum and brother-

in-law of B. F. Landrum. Based on family records and legal documents, Dave also was

held by B. F. Landrum, who operated a pottery not far from his father’s property in

the Edgefield District. Slaves who worked in the kitchens would have used the stone-

ware jugs, jar, pitchers, and churns made by Dave and the other potters. These heavy

utilitarian vessels were not for fine dining room table settings of the plantation house,

but were kept in the kitchen. A few of the slip-decorated cups, bowls, and pitchers

may have been used for breakfast and midday meals, or they would have been used on

the table of the middle and lower classes, but not the planter class. The storage jars

also may have been used by the slaves in their households, as meat was portioned out

to the different families on the plantations. Dave wrote rhyming couplets about how

much and what the jars would hold, ‘‘Put every bit all between/surely this jar will hold

14’’ and ‘‘A noble jar for pork or beef—then carry it around to the Indian chief.’’

Face Jugs
Slaves were depicted on the sides of the jars made in Edgefield, as is the case with a

large water cooler made at the Phoenix Factory by Thomas Chandler (1810–1854).

Iron and kaolin slip were used to depict a slave wedding on one side. Other jugs from

the Phoenix Factory bear pictorial images of African Americans. These ‘‘painted’’

images contrast with the face vessels made by Thomas Chandler and those made by

the slaves. Many of the slave-made face jugs have been attributed to slaves who either

worked at the Thomas Davies factoryi, also in the Edgefield area, or to those who

brought them to the brickworks to be fired, around the time of the Civil War. Thomas

Davies’ account books from the Palmetto Fire Brick Works (1862–1865) in Aiken,

South Carolina, provide the names of the 18 slaves who were hired out to work for

him. The account book outlines their monthly wages along with the names of their

owners. Jim, Dennis, Bob, Silas, Romeo, and Ike were the slaves of R. O. Starke who

hired them out to Davies for $90 a month. The wages were $15 a month, and the

‘‘boys’’ were paid for overtime work. This rate was $2.50 higher than what was charged

for many of the other slaves who worked for Davies.

These face jugs were generally small, with applied eyes, nose, mouth, and ears. The

eyes were often rolled pieces of kaolin, so they were white in appearance with an

incised dot for the pupil. The teeth were also very white; a few had rock teeth,

whereas others have been attributed to the unknown potter called the ‘‘Master of

diagonal teeth,’’ so-called because of the potter’s consistent use of diagonal teeth in

surviving face jugs. The rest of the vessel was glazed and fired to a dark brown but

most often to the soft olive-green of the alkaline glaze. Jim Lee created a figural vessel

between 1860 and 1870 that represents the local preacher Reverend Pickett in his

Civil War uniform, complete with applied clay epaulets and buttons. The vessel is

atypical of the Edgefield face vessels, and the primary function of these pieces is still

an enigma. A few of the vessels have a red waxy or paint-like residue around the

mouth and nostrils.

Several of the Edgefield potteries annually produced vessels holding more than

40,000 gallons, as indicated in the Census of Industry records for the 1850s. Lewis

Miles’s factory employed seven men and two women and produced vessels that could

378

POTTERY



hold more than 40,000 gallons and were valued at $4,000. Thomas Chandler

employed 11 men and women, and his output was valued at $2,500. Collin Rhodes

employed three men and three women, and his stoneware was valued at $2,000. At a

price of $0.10 per gallon, these factories turned a profit. The wares were sold through-

out the state and into the neighboring states of Georgia and North Carolina.

In the 1830s and into 1850s, spurred by economic depression and increased oppor-

tunities for more land and a fresh start, families moved westward and settled into

Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and eventually as far away as Texas. The alkaline-

glazed stoneware tradition moved westward as well. Those who operated potteries

assisted by their slaves include the Cribbs, Presley, William, and Rushton families in

Alabama and the Cogburn, Chandler, Frazier, and Wilson families in Texas.

An examination of the Wilson Pottery in Guadalupe, Texas, shows the role of

African Americans as slaves and as freedmen in the production of pottery. John

Wilson, of North Carolina, settled in Texas and soon opened a pottery that operated

from 1857 to 1869. Hyrum and John, two of his slaves, were trained in the production

of pottery in the Edgefield tradition using a groundhog kiln and the alkaline glaze.

John Chandler, a former slave of Edgefield potter Thomas Chandler, and his associate

Marion J. Durham, made their way to Guadalupe, Texas, in 1864, where they worked

at the John M. Wilson Pottery. In 1869, Durham purchased the pottery from Wilson.

The same year, Hyrum, James, Wallace, Andrew, and George Wilson established

their own pottery, producing stoneware of a slightly different style from that of the

Guadalupe and John Wilson potteries. The business, H. Wilson & Company, oper-

ated until 1884.

After the Civil War, African American potters continued to work in those areas;

some like the Wilsons in Texas and Wash Miles in South Carolina established their

own potteries and were successful. Others continued to work for their former masters.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, traditional potteries faced a sharp decline as

the economic landscape changed and the need for large stoneware vessels decreased

with the advent of glass jars and metal cans.

See also Tobacco Pipes.
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POUNDERS. A pounder, also called a pestle, is a tool shaped out of stone or wood

that is used in many cultures for food production. Pounded yams, for instance, are a

central ingredient in fufu, a West African stew that has several African American

adaptations.

In the Carolina Low Country’s rice-growing areas, pounders were an essential tool

in rice production, much of which was done by hand. Through ‘‘pounding,’’ striking

repetitively in a downward motion, workers milled rice grain by removing its rough

hull. Rice pounders, long wooden cylinders pointed at either end, could weigh as

much as 10 pounds. It took skill and experience not to crush the rice grains during

pounding as well as strength to bring the heavy pounder down over and over again on

the rice. By one estimate, male and female slaves who harvested rice were required to

pound some 44 pounds of rice daily, to produce between four to six pecks (32 to 48

quarts) at harvest. Even highly skilled individuals who could work at the fastest speeds

still needed to pound the rice for at least five hours per day to make their quotas.

Although 21st-century historians debate whether rice’s successful establishment as

a cash crop in the 18th-century Carolinas is directly attributable to African slaves, it

is true that many individuals enslaved there hailed from West African regions, such

as Senegambia, where rice was grown for food. In Africa, women pounded rice, but in

the American South’s rice plantations, work usually was not segregated by gender.

Some larger antebellum rice plantations established mechanized pounding mills,

but for two centuries much of rice cultivation generally consisted of backbreaking

manual labor performed by enslaved men and women.
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Pounding Rice

William Henry Davis pounded rice in South Carolina:

Oh, I beat rice many a day. Yes’um, beat rice many a day for my grand-

mother en my mamma too. Had a mortar en a pestle dat beat rice wid. Dey

take big tree en saw log off en set it up just like a tub. Den dey hollow it out

in de middle en take pestle dat have block on both it end en beat rice in dat

mortar. Beat it long time en take it out en fan it en den put it back. De last

time it put back, tear off some shucks en put in dere to get de red part of de

rice out en make it white. Ain’ nobody never been born can tell you more

bout dem pestles en mortars denWilliam Henry Davis know.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina, Vol. 2. Westport, CT:

Greenwood Press, 1972.
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KYM S. RICE

PUNKAHS AND FLY BRUSHES. The punkah, a ceiling-mounted fan often hung

in Southern antebellum dining rooms, is inextricably tied to the institution of chattel

slavery. The punkah is a crucial part of early American material life and attests to the

complex social interactions between black slaves and white masters. Punkahs were

exclusively used by slaves for the benefit of whites. The most popular version was a

shaped wooden board attached to a cord, allowing it to be swung back and forth. The

punkah was manipulated by young slaves who stood in a corner and pulled the cord

to move the fan. The moving element created a breeze adequate enough to cool din-

ers, but more important, the airflow kept flies and other insects from settling on diners

and food during the meal. Nearly 40 examples survive throughout the South, with

most clustered in Virginia, Mississippi, and Louisiana. The construction of these fans

varied widely: some were improvised from local materials like pine, cypress, or walnut,

while others were carefully crafted on a grand scale, making use of more exotic mate-

rials like highly figured mahogany. In the American context, the punkah also was

referred to as ‘‘fan,’’ ‘‘shoo fly,’’ or ‘‘great fan.’’ Although the origins of the U.S. form

are unclear, the word punkah is of Southeast Asian origin, derived from the Hindi

word pankha, meaning ‘‘hand fan made of palmyra leaves.’’ It is documented as appear-

ing in the English lexicon in the mid-17th century. British �emigr�es to India had diffi-

culty with the heat, and, as a result, the punkah became omnipresent in British

households and British-controlled public buildings in 18th-century India. The British

version of the ever-present punkah was a large swinging fan made of cotton, stretched
across a rectangular wooden frame and suspended from the ceiling. The fan was espe-

cially popular in dining rooms, parlors, and bedrooms. The punkah operator or pun-

kah-wallah, as he commonly was called, worked the fan by pulling on a cord to

agitate and refresh the air in hot weather. The punkah-wallah occupied the lowest

caste in British India. The menial tasks performed by servants, particularly the ever-

present punkah-wallah, often produced the charge of delinquency from ill-humored

masters. The sight of the laboring punkah-wallah might have been so distasteful to

the British that the wallah frequently resorted to operating the punkah by way of a
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long cord out of sight of the person being cooled. It is this feature, the removal of the

punkah-wallah’s labor from view, that best characterizes the Indian form of the pun-

kah and enables more careful consideration of the popularity of the American form.

Evidence suggests that an Indian punkah was imported into the United States during

the first quarter of the 19th century. According to family history, Fulwar Skipwith

(1765–1839), an American diplomat who frequently traveled overseas, procured the

punkah from India for his aunt, Helen Skipwith Coles, the mistress of Tallwood, an

Albemarle County, Virginia, plantation. Now lost, this punkah was constructed of a

triangular wood panel festooned with classically ornamented wallpaper. It retained,

however, a crucial element of the Indian-style punkah: slaves could labor out of sight.

The Tallwood punkah is the only known American fan to have enabled the slaves to

labor out of sight. Thomas Jefferson’s (1743–1826) never-realized 1808 design for an

automated fan at Monticello, Albemarle County, Virginia, had the punkah attached to

a clock works to ensure continuous movement of the fan without the need for a slave to

operate it. The removal of the slave to a different space from the person being fanned

or the outright elimination of the need for a fanner at all is of particular note when con-

sidering the material culture of slavery. The absence of slaves guaranteed a modicum of

privacy for diners, and they did not have to restrict conversation or behavior.

For slaveholders, the slave-operated punkah offered them physical comfort and an

opportunity to display their wealth. The sight of a slave with both hands fully engaged

in powering the fan for the comfort of the diners undoubtedly would have been

regarded as an extravagant use of labor. This visual display was a part of a system of

Punkah in dining room of the main house of Melrose
plantation, Natchez, Mississippi. (Library of Congress.)
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dining room labor that often included other liveried servants. An amply spread table

laid with matching sets of fine china and sterling silver also contributed to the aura of

plenty.

For the enslaved workers serving time at the punkah, dining room conversation

could be illuminating. Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), the famed African Amer-

ican educator and orator, was born into slavery on a tobacco farm in Hale’s Ford,

Franklin County, Virginia. In his autobiography, Up from Slavery, Washington

recalled that, as a young boy, he was required to go to the main house at meal times

to fan flies, using a large set of papers fans operated by a pulley. Washington noted

that because of his access to dining table conversation, he was able to learn a great

deal about the progress of the Civil War and his impending freedom. Although these

fans were not constructed or acquired by slaves, the enslaved were able to use their

time working at the fan to their own benefit. Young slaves tending the diners were

also freed from outdoor work and more likely to eventually take up service within the

household upon coming of age. Laboring at the fan enabled slaves to limit and subvert

the constraints of the slave system.

Washington’s memories also show that survival in slave regimes provided a motive

for acquisition of what might be considered to be performance skills. Apart from the

work involved in enacting their servitude and inferiority while guarding their

Virginia dining room with a punkah on the ceiling, operated by an enslaved woman, from Sketchbook of
Landscapes in the State of Virginia by Lewis Miller, Virginia, 1853–1867, watercolor and ink on paper. (Abby
Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Gift of Dr. and Mrs. Richard M.
Kain in memory of George Hay Kain.)
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autonomy, enslaved people found significant everyday triumphs by mimicking and in a

sense mastering, through imitation, their masters and mistresses. Frequent contact with

whites, especially the sort facilitated by wielding the fans, allowed slaves to attune them-

selves to manners and mannerisms of the ruling class. In turn, slaves were able to engage in

mimicry with an eye toward becoming masters of their own circumstances. An historical

example of this is Ellen and William Craft’s (1826–1891; 1824–1900) courageous escape

from slavery in Georgia. The daughter of an African American slave mother and a white

slave owner, Ellen Craft was able to use skills gleaned from exposure to whites to imperso-

nate a Southern slave owner by cutting her hair short and dressing in trousers and top hat.

With her husband, William, who joined in the charade by masquerading as her enslaved

valet, the Crafts made a daring escape by train and steamship.

Besides the punkah, other objects such as the fly brush, a handle with feathers, were

deployed to offer diners relief. Henry Coleman, who was enslaved on Fairfield planta-

tion, Charleston County, South Carolina, recounted to a Federal Writers’ Project

interviewer in the 1930s the process of creating and using a fly brush. Coleman noted

that young children were required to climb up to the peafowl roosts to catch and

extract feathers from them. The long, colorful feathers were then used to construct a

fly brush. Coleman described being directed to place himself in a swing above the din-

ing room table to fan the flies and gnats off of the food. He acknowledged that seating

a young slave in a swing above the dining room table was a widespread practice and

that slaveholders even installed a set of stairs to ease access to the swing. Coleman

had to manipulate the fly brush with a fair amount of skill to avoid getting the feath-

ers into the gravy and splattering the table. Whipping was a frequent punishment for

Keeping the Flies Away

Neal Upson kept the flies off the table in the master’s house in Georgia:

Marse Frank said he wanted ’em to larn me how to wait on de white folkses’

table up at de big ’ouse, and dey started me off wid de job of fannin’ de flies

away. Mist’ess Serena, Marse Frank’s wife, made me a white coat to wear in

de dinin’ room. Missy, dat little old white coat made me git de onliest

whuppin’ Marse Frank ever did give me.’’ Here old Neal paused for a hearty

laugh. ‘‘Us had comp’ny for dinner dat day and I felt so big showin’ off ’fore

’em in dat white coat dat I jus’ couldn’t make dat turkey wing fan do right.

Dem turkey wings was fastened on long handles and atter Marster had done

warned me a time or two to mind what I was ’bout, the old turkey wing went

down in de gravy bowl and when I jerked it out it splattered all over de

preacher’s best Sunday suit. Marse Frank got up and tuk me right out to de

kitchen and when he got through brushin’ me off I never did have no more

trouble wid dem turkey wings.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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such an offense. Coleman also noted that young enslaved children were punished for

falling asleep at their task. But this unusual job afforded Coleman the opportunity to

observe his owners and their guests and gain knowledge of white customs and prac-

tices that would serve him well as an adult.

See also Livery.
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QUILTS. Quilts and slavery often are linked in the modern imagination, but while

enslaved women certainly were involved in quiltmaking, it is less clear how often they

were able to make quilts for their own use or how or whether these quilts differed from

those made by quilters of European ancestry. Of the thousands of pre-Emancipation

quilts in private and museum collections, only about a dozen are plausibly identified

as slave-made quilts, and all were made for the slaveholding family in the materials,

techniques, and designs fashionable at the time. Surviving antebellum examples made

by free African American women for their own use follow the same stylistic trends as

their white counterparts; this is also true of most quilts known to have been made by

former slaves in between the Civil War and World War II.

Contemporary accounts show that many slaves, almost exclusively female, were

active in home textile production, as were most American women before the Civil

War regardless of race or status. Slave owner diaries and Federal Writers’ Project

interviews of former slaves in the 1930s frequently describe them carding wool and
cotton, spinning and dyeing yarn, knitting, weaving, and sewing for the entire house-
hold. But the enjoyable pastime of ‘‘patchwork’’ or ‘‘piecing,’’ which is assembling a

quilt’s patterned top, is almost never mentioned. Far more common are references to

‘‘quilting,’’ which is joining the completed top, insulating filling, and cloth back with

rows of stitching, a tedious job made more bearable by its collective, social nature.

The scarcity of antebellum slave-made quilts and the absence of authenticated

examples made for their own use is understandable in context. Quilts often are associ-

ated with poverty, but they originated in prosperity, and before the mid-1830s, few

but the most affluent households owned more than one. It seems unlikely that quilts

would be more widespread in the slave quarters, where materials and free time were

scarce. In isolated rural areas, which relied almost entirely on home-woven cloth,

blankets and woven coverlets remained far more common; blankets sometimes appear

in lists of items distributed to slaves every one or two years.

As both mass-produced cloth and the cash to buy it grew more available after 1870,

quilts became commonplace in African American households. By the early 20th cen-

tury, however, quiltmaking was widely regarded as old fashioned, and after a brief if

enthusiastic revival in the 1930s and 1940s, the craft was nearly abandoned in much
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of the United States. In little more than a century, it had evolved from decorative

needlework to an anachronistic means of ‘‘making do’’ preserved in rural areas, espe-

cially in the impoverished Deep South. As African Americans migrated north and

west during World War II, this comparatively recent tradition traveled with them.

Quilts rarely were treated as historic artifacts until the 1970s when the bicentennial

revived interest in American crafts. This missing history was notable in the first obser-

vations made about the work of quilters outside the American mainstream, including

African Americans. Similarities between modern African textiles and a select group

of mostly 20th-century quilts led to hasty conclusions that black quilters had inher-

ited a unique aesthetic from their African ancestors, consisting of improvisation,

asymmetry, repetitive design, and bold colors and patterns arranged in vertical strips.

But it does not seem possible that the African fabrics usually cited could have been

the source of these qualities. Multicolored kente, boldly patterned bogolanfini, ‘‘Kuba

cloth,’’ painted-resist adire eleko (cloth on which designs are painted with cassava

starch paste that is removed after the cloth is dyed, leaving white patterns on a blue

background), Fon and Fante appliqu�ed panels, and patchwork Madhi tunics first

appeared generations after the last slave arrived on North American shores. These

fabrics were made by people rarely taken into bondage or were so closely linked to rit-

ual use that translation into everyday, utilitarian objects is hard to imagine.

The textiles American slaves’ African ancestors did make and use were subtler and

more complex than their modern counterparts suggest. Surviving examples and con-

temporary descriptions indicate that while large cloths were made by joining several

narrow strips along their lengthwise edge, this construction typically was obscured by

overdyeing or painting in delicate patterns. ‘‘Women’s cloth’’ was made of only one or

two checked or striped panels between two and three feet wide. Symmetry was com-

mon and, in some cultures, such as among the Kongo, amounted to an obsession.

Because most textiles were made from dye-resistant vegetable fiber such as cotton, the

colors worn by most people were limited to natural white, blue, black, and shades of

brown, ranging from gold to chocolate. Bright hues such as crimson, purple, and green

were limited to accent colors in prestige garments, obtained from yarn unraveled from

European cloth. Thus, most African-born slaves, especially the women employed in

textile production on American plantations, would have remembered making and

using hand-woven cotton left natural white or in solid, striped, checked, or tie-dyed

blue and brown. This was a sophisticated, often monochromatic palette quite differ-

ent from the bold mixture of colors in the ostensibly ‘‘traditional’’ African American

quilt.

Quilt historians also pointed out that, contrary to logic, the older the quilt, the less

likely it was to fit the stereotype. It soon became apparent that the compositional

qualities assumed to be Africanisms were also the norm in the earliest British and

American quilts; they remain so in regions with no discernible African presence,

such as among the Midwestern Amish and Canadian Mennonites and in rural New

Mexico, Australia, and Wales. The common thread among these quilters is conserva-

tism, either philosophical or economic. Long after frugal ‘‘improvisational’’ styles were

abandoned in more prosperous, urban areas in favor of complicated decorative patch-

work, they were retained by communities that rejected changing fashion or could not

afford to follow it. A quilt’s appearance was determined less by race than by economic
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factors, such as materials, tools, available time, and purpose as a decorative item or

functional bedcover.

Assembling a quilt top was often a solitary occupation, but quilting usually was done

by many hands at once, often those of elderly women unable to be otherwise employed

or in the off-season when laborers were not needed in the fields. Depending on the

quilt’s intended user, this work might be done in the slave owner’s house, the building

where cloth was woven, outdoors, or in a sufficiently large and well-lit slave cabin. A

slave owner’s quilt might take as much as a week to finish, while several slave quilts

might be completed hurriedly in a single night. Whether for slave owner or slave, this

work might take place at a ‘‘bee’’ or ‘‘frolic’’ permitted or even sponsored by the slave

owner. As at similar events for corn-husking and cotton-picking, once the work was

over, participants and their families would enjoy food, music, games, and dancing. Most

descriptions of bees are vague recollections of early childhood by elderly former slaves

or nostalgic reminiscences by former slaveholders, so it is hard to tell whether their

mention means they were commonplace events or so rare as to be memorable.

The wide variety of living conditions experienced by enslaved African Americans

in urban and rural areas as house servants, craftsmen, laborers, and farmers makes con-

clusive statements about the prevalence and appearance of slave-owned quilts impos-

sible, except to say that they reflected the circumstances of the maker rather than a

universal aesthetic. However, a few references in slave narratives and the materials

known to have been used for slave clothing do provide some clues.

In summer, fieldworkers and laborers commonly were dressed in a heavy homespun

or factory-made cotton in natural white, indigo blue, and brown checks and stripes

referred to by the catchall term ‘‘Negro cloth.’’ Winter garments were made of a home-

spun wool and cotton blend called linsey, worn by both races in rural areas where it was

sometimes the only cloth available. Unlike cotton, wool takes color easily, so linsey of-

ten was woven in stripes and plaids as well as solids, sometimes in surprisingly bright

colors. However, these fabrics’ bulk and loose weave make complex, precise patchwork

and quilting extremely difficult. The few surviving 19th-century linsey quilts, made by

white settlers in frontier areas such as the Ohio Valley, are in simple medallion and

strip formats or patchwork designs with comparatively large pieces and are rustic inter-

pretations of earlier British forms. Some incorporate old blankets for the top, back, or

filling. Appearance was important but secondary to function, resulting in what modern

eyes can interpret as spontaneity or intentional asymmetry. It is possible that the quilts

made by enslaved laborers and field workers were similar to these examples. The ques-

tion remains whether many such people had access to any fabric they did not desper-

ately need for clothing. Until puberty, most children wore nothing but a simple tunic;

adults typically received only one or two outfits each year. These were worn and

repaired until they disintegrated, then used to patch other garments.

House servants, seamstresses, craftsmen, and slaves in urban areas often wore some-

what better clothing; seamstresses in particular might be able to accumulate scraps of

the lightweight, tightly woven, printed fabric that permitted small pieces and more elab-

orate, finer quilting. Their post–Civil War quilts, like those made by free black women

before Emancipation, reflect both the time they were able to devote to design and con-

struction and their interest in prevailing trends in quilt style. It seems doubtful these

quilts are much different from those they might have made in the antebellum period.
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Beginning in the 1990s, a popular belief spread that, in the South before the Civil

War, quilts with geometric patterns were used to help fugitive slaves escape north to

freedom, either as signal flags, maps, teaching devices, or awards to those arriving in

Canada. Although often presented as legitimate oral history or at least a plausible

theory, the ‘‘Underground Railroad Quilt Code’’ is one of several late 20th-century

quilt-related myths.

For most of the story’s brief history, few African Americans regarded it as credible

or had even heard of it. Specific claims that it is part of family oral tradition are recent

and rare, incorporating familiar Biblical themes, romantic or racial stereotypes, and

ancestors who either used the Quilt Code only to help others flee or who heard about

it secondhand or thirdhand. No authentic ‘‘Code’’ quilt or artifact supporting these

stories has ever been produced.

Like other urban legends, as the myth spread through popular culture, variations

appeared involving groups as disparate as Long Island Native Americans and Euro-

pean Jews under Hitler. Sometimes the story refers to famous abolitionists such as

Harriet Tubman (1822–1913) and Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895), although nei-

ther of these former slaves mentions anything resembling it. Nor do quilts appear

among the codes, signals, and escape methods described in the accounts left by hun-

dreds of successful escaped slaves and Underground Railroad participants.

In reality, many fugitive slaves, particularly in the Deep South, headed south toward

Mexico and the Caribbean, not north; most traveled alone, not in groups; most escapes

were spontaneous, not planned; and most were unaided by the Underground Railroad, a

loosely knit organization operating mostly in the North and mid-Atlantic. Even families

claiming the story as authentic oral history do not agree on how quilts were used or dis-

played, or what their patterns meant. The messages attributed to many of the patterns

have nothing to do with escape, are condescendingly obvious, or direct fugitives to take

unnecessary risks. Several of the Quilt Code’s most important patterns are known to

have originated generations after the last American slave fled bondage.

The 20th-century design known as Double Wedding Ring illustrates the Quilt

Code’s historical and logical incongruities. Initially it was said that this instructed

fugitives heading for Canada to stop in Cleveland, dress in their best clothes, and

marry in a cathedral. When this seemed implausible, the story was revised: it might

have told them to get their ‘‘slave rings’’ cut off in a church with stained-glass win-

dows, or might refer to a sound. Another version says that to advertise it was a safe

place for slaves to hide, at midday a church would ring its bells and hang a Double

Wedding Ring quilt from its steeple.

The Quilt Code evolved gradually beginning in the late 1980s, after a series of pop-

ular but poorly researched exhibits and books about African American quilts included

vague suggestions that quilts somehow could have been used as escape signals. By

1993, Ozella McDaniel Williams, a black vendor in a Charleston, South Carolina,

tourist mall, was using the story to sell quilts, culminating after her death in 1998 with

the publication of Raymond Dobard and Jacqueline Tobin’s Hidden in Plain View: A

Secret Story of Quilts and the Underground Railroad.

Promoted through popular media such as Oprah Winfrey’s talk show, the book was

embraced unquestioningly by the general public even as historians criticized it as

unscholarly and ahistorical. Authors Dobard and Tobin acknowledged in the
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introduction that they ignored generally accepted research methods by ‘‘present[ing] a

theory before finding a wealth of tangible evidence,’’ but they have refused to address

skeptics’ questions. In 2007, Tobin complained to Time magazine that ‘‘people have

tried to push the book in directions it was not meant for.’’

Among Hidden in Plain View’s critics were Williams’s own relatives, who denied

Tobin’s assertion she had confirmed the story with them. Shortly after the book’s dis-

cussion on Oprah, a Williams niece began giving presentations on her own version of

the Quilt Code. Another Williams briefly operated a Quilt Code museum and gift

shop in an Atlanta storefront, claiming to possess ‘‘written firsthand evidence’’ but

refusing to reveal it. Both maintain the Quilt Code was brought from Africa by

Williams’s grandmother Eliza, a free itinerant seamstress who taught it to slaves as she

traveled with her husband and children. Records later revealed Eliza was born in

Georgia and would have been only a child when the Civil War began.
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RATIONS. Rations were the food allowances provided by slaveholders to enslaved

individuals or families. Regional custom, the kind of labor performed, and state slave

codes frequently established the types and amounts of food that a planter was

expected to provide to his enslaved workforce. The study of food rations on farms and

plantations offers a glimpse into the ways that slaveholders sought to control and

manipulate the lives of their enslaved workforce and its community life. Because

enslaved life varied from time to time and place to place, ‘‘typical’’ rations for an

enslaved person are not easily encapsulated by any one account.

As early as 1732, William Hugh Grove recorded that enslaved workers in Virginia

were allotted a peck, equal to the dry measure of two gallons, of corn per week. Later

in the 18th century, Johann Bolzius (1703–1765) observed South Carolina African

Americans living on sweet potatoes, broken rice, corn, and beans as their predomi-

nate rations, depending on the season. These rations seem to have been partly based

on allotments doled out on slave ships, where corn, rice, yams, or other edible

tubers and cowpeas and beans were supplied to meet the dietary tastes of the enslaved

Africans being transported. The early ration system also paralleled similar eating hab-

its among poor laboring whites and their dietary expectations as indentured servants,

as the system grew out of the need to supply the physical needs of fieldworkers who

labored between 12 and 16 hours per day. The Maryland Journal and Baltimore Adver-

tiser reported in 1788 that ‘‘[a] single peck of corn a week, or the like measure of rice,

is the ordinary quantity of provision for a hard-working slave; to which a small quan-

tity of meat is occasionally, though rarely, added.’’

By the 19th century, rations were described as being disbursed to slaves on a weekly

basis. Saturdays, Sundays, or Mondays are most often mentioned as the days when

enslaved people were given their provisions. Formerly enslaved people remembered

laborers coming piecemeal or lined up as a group to collect a certain amount of corn,

preserved pork or fish, and sometimes salt, molasses, and other foods seasonally pro-

vided at the plantation storehouse. A heavily guarded building, the plantation store-

house was essentially the food bank of the property, and rations were carefully tracked

to ensure that theft did not occur and that each worker received what the planter

thought each ought rightfully to receive. Age, gender, labor, and status all determined
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how much or how little food a person was allotted. Autobiographer and former slave

Harriet Jacobs (1813–1897) remembered that in eastern North Carolina, ‘‘[t]hree

pounds of meat, a peck of corn, and perhaps a dozen herrings were allowed each man.

Women received a pound and a half of meat, a peck of corn, and the same number of

herring.’’ The most prized field laborers, craftsmen, and house servants had an advan-

tage in the ration system; women, children, and the elderly did not always fare so well.

Many enslaved women did not receive extra rations during pregnancy, elderly men

too old to work might be denied an allowance completely, as they were on Harriet

Jacob’s plantation, and children largely were fed on mush and only tasted a diversity

of foods as they became food producers and procurers within their family circle.

The number and types of rations differed greatly according to each planter’s policy.

In the 19th-century Chesapeake, a peck of corn, half a pound of salted pork, and three

or four salted herrings might serve as a week’s rations. In Texas, five or six pounds of

Food for the Week

Former Texas slave William Stone sang a song about food rations on his Texas
plantation:

Dat ration day come once a week,
Old massa rich as Gundy.
But he give ’lasses all de week,
And buttermilk for Sunday.
Old massa give a pound of meat,
I et it all on Monday;
Den I at ’lasses all de week,
And buttermilk for Sunday.

Emma Taylor from Texas remembered stealing potatoes to get enough to eat:

All de victuals was issued out by de overseer and he give ’nough for one

week, den iffen us eat it all up too soon, it am jist go without. Lots of times,

I went down to de ’tato patch a long time after everybody am in bed, and

stole ’tatoes, so we wouldn’t be hungry next day. I allus covered de hole up

good and never did git cotched. De dogs got after me one time, but I put

pepper in dey eyes and dey stopped. I allus carried pepper with me.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Cicely Cawthorn described the rations that were kept in the smoke house in
Georgia: ‘‘They ’lowanced slaves their rations once a week. Great big smoke-
house! It was something to see all the vittals that come from the smokehouse
once a week, syrup, meal, flour, bacon, a big hunk if there was a family.’’

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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dried beef might be given out. According to Charles Ball, a Maryland slave who was

hired out to the Washington Navy Yard in the 1820s, a meat allowance might only

be given out once a month on other farms. Molasses was dispensed by the quart or gal-

lon depending on the size of the family, and other types of rations similarly were given

out on the basis of need. Extra food sometimes could be obtained through extra work

or barter, trade, or theft. Some enslaved people did not collect rations at all but had

their meals prepared at a common kitchen, where a group of older or elderly women

cooked and disbursed corn mush, ashcakes or hoecakes, preserved pork, and broths or

soups by order of the planter, his wife, or an overseer. According to ex-slave Eleazar

Powell who was hired out to work in Mississippi, ‘‘The slaves received two meals dur-

ing the day. Those who have their food cooked for them get their breakfast about

eleven o’clock, and their other meal after night.’’

Attitudes toward the rations system varied. For some 19th-century observers, it jus-

tified their notion that slavery was preferable to being a poor, free white, without sup-

port. Noted landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted (1822–1903) on visiting the

South stated, ‘‘I think the slaves generally (no one denies there are exceptions) have

plenty to eat; probably are fed better than the proletarian class of any other part of

the world.’’ To the contrary, Mississippi river captain Tobias Boudinot reported, ‘‘The

slaves down the Mississippi, are half-starved, the boats, when they stop at night, are

constantly boarded by slaves, begging for something to eat.’’ Rev. Horace Moulton, a

Methodist minister who spent five years in Georgia, observed, ‘‘As a general thing on

the plantations, the slaves suffer extremely for the want of food.’’ Former slave Lillian

Clarke of Virginia noted that her Aunt Lucinda received ‘‘one salt herrin’ fish up on a

shelf fer her to eat. Mind you, dats all po’ Cinda got fer all day long. No ain’t giveno

bread with hit. She had to eate dat or nothing.’’ Abolitionist Frederick Douglass (ca.

1818–1895) and other former enslaved persons sang songs of derision and complaint

that noted the lack of food and inadequate rations they received each week.

Regional Variations
Perhaps the only truly common ration across the South’s various regions was corn.

Alewife and blueback herring, anadromous fish that live in saltwater but return to

freshwater to spawn, were central to the diet of enslaved workers from the southern

Mid-Atlantic through the greater Chesapeake and Tidewater North Carolina. In

these same areas, especially during the colonial period, terrapin and shad also occa-

sionally served a similar role, while in the Low Country salted mackerel or mullet

might be the fish allotted. In those parts of the South where large quantities of pigs
were raised for the production of preserved pork, a standard meat ration was more

likely than in other areas. Sweet potatoes formed an especially important part of the

slave diet, from the sandier soils of southern and eastern Maryland sweeping south

and west along the coastal plains to Texas. Broken rice was most endemic to the

southeastern rice coast in the counties around Wilmington, North Carolina, to north-

eastern Florida, as well as southern Louisiana. Temporary seasonal gluts of buttermilk as

well as fruit grown on the plantation or farm occasionally were disbursed at the discretion

of the slaveholder. In the cotton kingdom’s heyday where the cultivation of the crop

might require the labor of an entire enslaved community for 10 months each year, cer-

tain types of produce commonly were raised for the enslaved community’s consumption
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and were factored into a ration system, including cabbages or collards, sweet potatoes,
and field peas. As domestically produced molasses and cheaper molasses from the

Caribbean became more affordable, syrup became a ration used to restore energy with

the hidden benefit of providing necessary iron in the diet.

Rations as a Matter of Power
In the antebellum period some planters published their formulas on how to best supply

food, clothing, and other essentials to enslaved people to maintain their health while

remaining financially beneficial for the slaveholder. Periodicals such as Debows Review

and the Southern Planter offer insight into discussion among planters on how best to use

rations to guarantee compliance and ‘‘domestic tranquility’’ on the plantation. And yet,

all plantations had serious deficiencies in their rationing system. As standardized as the

ration system became, it was not a guaranteed source of food for slaves. Many slavehold-

ers used rations, as any other necessity or reward associated with slavery, as a means of

control. Rations did not always include meat or fish, especially in the Low Country

where, according to one witness, ‘‘meat, when given, is only by way of indulgence or

favor.’’ Certain foods were dangled before enslaved workers as treats rather than the

allowances that they had a right to by law or custom. In other cases, inadequate provi-

sioning led to substandard food supplies that either were preserved poorly or ran out

before new provisions could be acquired. Salt, coffee, wheat flour, sugar, or other ‘‘luxu-
ries’’ might be provided only at special times such as Christmas. Many enslaved com-

munities never encountered these goods. Such was the custom that cornmeal became

known as ‘‘common,’’ and wheat flour as ‘‘seldom’’ in enslaved communities.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

RAZORS. Instruments for the removal of hair from the bodies of both men and

women are of prehistoric origin. These razors were made of shaped flint, sharpened

shells or even sharks’ teeth, and similar instruments were used until improvements in

metalworking technology ca. 3,000 BCE led to the adoption of copper and solid gold

razors with blades that could be resharpened. Examples of these types of razors have

been found in Egyptian tombs. Shaving as a customary grooming habit is of relatively

recent origin and considered to have started with the Romans in the fifth century BCE,

although it was difficult and painful because the tools available were not the most

efficient or safe.
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With the invention of the straight razor in the 18th century, following the invention of

hardened steel in Sheffield, England, shaving became less difficult although no less danger-

ous, because the straight razor, used incorrectly or by someone with little experience, easily

cut the skin, sometimes with serious consequences. Straight razors are made of one piece

of shaped, hardened steel with one ground edge that, with proper care, can be resharpened

many times. The handle, usually formed of two scales (protective pieces of bone, horn,

ivory, or wood), is attached to the razor with a pin so that the razor can rotate to be stored

between the scales. From the mid-18th century forward, most of these razors were manu-

factured in Sheffield, the center of English cutlery and edge tool making.

Razors were the principal implements used by barbers. From the 18th through the

mid-19th centuries, free and enslaved African American men dominated the barber-

ing trade in both the North and the South. Individuals received their training as bar-

bers either by apprenticeship or through previous service as a valet or waiting man to

a slaveholder—a job that often garnered preferential treatment from owners and def-

erence from other slaves. Sometimes, as in the relationship of Virginia plantation

owner, Landon Carter (1710–1778), and his enslaved waiting man, Nassau, this bond

was fraught with tension caused by the closeness of master and slave, specifically, Car-

ter’s constant struggle to make Nassau adhere to the conventional boundaries of the

master-slave relationship, and Nassau’s refusal to do so.

Particularly in cities, barbering was a lucrative trade that catered to a white clien-

tele. In fact, antebellum African American barbers were criticized for refusing to serve

their fellow blacks and for deferring to whites too much on the job. Studies of wealth

in the antebellum period rank barbers among the most affluent entrepreneurs in the

African American community. Their financial success translated into property own-

ing including, in some cases, slaves.

Many barbers also dressed hair and some performed bloodletting treatments such as

leeching and cupping. In addition to razors, the tools necessary for the barbering trade

included shears for cutting hair, towels, bibs, and basins for rinsing. Barbers used hair tonic

and scent or cologne on their customers and also sold them by the bottle. They routinely

provided cigars and newspapers for their best clients. As the 19th century progressed, bar-

bershop interiors became more elaborate and included upholstered chairs for clients to sit

in that sometimes reclined, towel racks, spittoons, and wall-mounted mirrors for viewing.
William Johnson, who became a successful barber in antebellum Natchez, Missis-

sippi, was born a slave. His diary (1835–1851), which is published, gives a detailed

account of his life and work in his business. At his death in 1851, Johnson owned 16

slaves, several barber shops, a bathing house as well as other property. The National

Park Service restored his residence and opened it as a museum in 2005. Undoubtedly

aided by his close association with whites, William Meekins, a Richmond, Virginia,

barber, became active in the Underground Railroad, helping individuals escape slav-
ery and also contacting their families with news about their whereabouts.
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KYM S. RICE

RIBBONS. Ribbons are relatively narrow widths of woven fabrics with selvage edges

used in multiple ways: to bind, tie, decorate, and signify. Some of the most common

and complicated little special commodities available in the world of the slave, ribbons

drew meanings from multiple cultures and times and functioned in myriad ways.

Ribbons gave great sensuous pleasure and imparted deep symbolic meaning for

many early modern cultures. Wrapping a maypole in Europe, or flapping from a tam-

bourine’s pounding, ribbons represented the rays of the sun. Brightly colored ribbons

that fluttered and flew appealed in West African spiritual practices using particular

bright colors and in bodily movement of dance that swayed and turned as seen, for

example, in current Yoruba practices. In the 21st century, wearing a ribbon expresses

allegiance to a particular cause or denotes honor at competitive events. But in these

places and times, the most common use for ribbons has been in proximity to bodies:

to ornament (wrapping necks or hatbands), connect (tying together aprons or shoes),
and contain (tying back hair). Ribbons are part of fashion, seen or unseen.

Enslaved African Americans used ribbons in all these ways. Most of their clothing
was supplied in a drab, often undyed state, so many wished to differentiate their garb

from others or make it more colorful. Especially when dressing up in their best appa-

rel, they used ribbons to ornament and embellish their clothing. Texas slave Larnce

Holt remembered going to social events like dances where ‘‘all da guls wear ribbon

around their waists. And one around de head.’’ His own black pants had red ribbons

up the legs. Others used ribbons to dress up and personalize hand-me-down clothing

from mistress or friend. Even holiday rituals like the performance of John Canoe

(Jonkanu), documented for slaves in North Carolina, used dress up and role play, and

particular characters had special costumes bedecked with trailing ribbons.

Something as mundane as a colored snippet is also romantic and sensual in its posi-

tion on the body and its place as a transmitter of emotions. Giving a ribbon as a token

of courtship was a common English custom and signified both gift and promise. Tem-

pie Herndon, a Piedmont North Carolina slave, remembered with great pride how

her new husband formalized their wedding by carving a big red button into a ring. He

had carved and finished it with such care that it looked like a red satin ribbon, and

she wore it for fifty years.

Ribbons were actively traded as barter goods and slaves purchased them at local

stores. One country store in Virginia placed an order for 20 dozen assorted fashionable
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ribbons priced by the dozen at six to eight shillings a dozen. A few specifically named

colors were priced at six to eight pence apiece. ‘‘Negroe Jack’’ bought one yard of rib-

bon for ten pence at another Virginia store in 1764. ‘‘Love ribbons’’ were sold in

18th-century Virginia stores; women tucked these inexpensive tokens in the bosom

or around the neck, both places of bodily eroticism.

By the time of the American Revolution, it had become quite fashionable to wear

a ribbon wrapped around one’s neck. One of the most famous portraits of an 18th-

century African American woman was of poet Phillis Wheatley (1753–1784), and

she is displayed as a proper civilized woman—her hair in a demure cap and a black

ribbon winding her neck. Enslaved women may have used ribbons in wrapping their

hair. Only shreds of evidence form a picture of ribbon usage in slavery. If a garment

was preserved, the ribbons may have been removed and reused. If the ribbons were

saved in some form, they were sometimes of poor quality and hence decayed. Ribbons

held together the sides of shoes with a metal buckle; on several archaeological sites of

enslaved people the ribbon has decayed, but the buckle remains.

Ribbons have another important connection to slavery. The five pages of the

Emancipation Proclamation from January 1, 1863, are preserved the National Ar-

chives in Washington, D.C., and were bound with narrow blue and red ribbons,

attached to a wax impression of the seal of the United States. The ribbons remain

even as the seal has worn away.

See also Negro Cloth.
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ANN SMART MARTIN

RICE AND RICE FIELDS. Before cotton was king in the South, there was rice.

Rice plantations were the first successful large agricultural plantations to develop in

the southeastern United States. Beginning in colonial South Carolina, rice became

an important crop as colonists looked for profit. Other successful products from the

Caribbean such as indigo and sugar never were grown as successfully and because of

environmental conditions never achieved the potential that rice production attained

in the southeast.
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Before the development of tidewater rice in the mid-18th century, the plant had been

cultivated successfully in limited amounts in upland areas.When rice was first introduced,

few people in the South owned slaves and even fewer owned large numbers of slaves. Most

slaves at the time were field hands associated with subsistence farms that grew varieties of

produce for local consumption. Slaves and indentured servants still commonly worked to-

gether with the owners of the land to produce products for local markets. But it was the

introduction of rice from Madagascar that grew in tidal freshwater areas that opened the

region to the first successful agricultural business in the southeastern United States.

Unlike upland farming, tidal rice was extremely labor intensive, requiring large amounts

of work throughout the year. This created the need for substantial numbers of slave

laborers for the first time in the colonial Southeast. Thus, as the need for labor for growing

rice plantations steadily grew in the region, the tide of slavery spread from Caribbean

sugar plantations to rice plantations in South Carolina and Georgia.

Field System
Rice is a labor-intensive crop. To produce large harvests, rice plantations had well-

engineered water control systems. Plantations and fields had to be carved out of the

low-lying marsh areas adjacent to freshwater river systems. These areas were full of

wild animals and infested with pests that often brought harm to the fields and

laborers. Initially fields had to be laid out in units of production. Fields were designed

to be incorporated into an intricate system of canals and earthworks that allowed

water to flow into the system during high tides and for water to exit the system during

Rice culture on the Ogeechee, near Savannah, Georgia. Engraving of sketch by A. R. Waud, 1867. (Library
of Congress.)
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low tides. River banks were designed to be at sufficient height so that spring runoffs

could not overflow the earthworks. In addition, the fields were enclosed by additional

earthworks to form large field sections. These, too, were built sufficiently high to pre-

vent water escaping from the system once the field was flooded. Some of the interior

banks were designed to be lower and allow water to over-top them so that entire field

sections could be flooded. Controlling this system were numerous trunks, gates, and

weirs. During parts of the year, water would be let into the system to flood and water

the fields. Control of this system was vital because too much or too little water at any

time could destroy the crop or allow an infestation of pests. The maintenance of this

system was a part of the regular farming activities associated with planting of the rice.

Workers would be required to maintain and clean out the canal system to ensure its

proper functioning. In addition, any breaches in the system constantly had to be

guarded against to prevent the flooding of the fields at inappropriate times. In the

event of a breach in one of the main earthworks, all workers would be required to

repair the breach as quickly as possible and to assist in controlling internal gates to

prevent the spreading of the water to other sections of the plantation.

Labor
Rice cultivation used the task labor system, with each task divided so that it would

take the average laborer 8 to 10 hours to complete. Unlike the sunup to sundown sys-

tems associated with cotton planting, the rice plantation system provided a system

whereby hard work was rewarded with free time. Although physically more demanding

than plantation systems like cotton, rice plantation labor provided more free time for

the slaves once work was completed. Once the task was finished for the day, slaves

were allowed to hunt, fish, tend their own fields, or even engage in paid labor projects.

Typical tasks assigned might include hoeing or planting a certain portion of a field. For

such a task as hoeing, typically about a quarter-acre of a field was assigned per person

to work per day. However, planting and threshing often involved larger acreage than

the field hand could cover in a single day.

The plantation system was one of divided labor. The plantation owner sat at the top

of the system, although frequently not directly involved in day-to-day operations. The

owner typically would hire an overseer or appoint one of his own children to oversee

the daily operations of the plantation. Although a white overseer was required, he often

did not directly control the plantation workforce. He generally served as a token head

and was responsible for the overall welfare and conditions of the slaves. Controlling

most daily activities were slave drivers. The driver was the highest-ranking slave on

plantations and often was as close to the owners as their household slaves were. Drivers

oversaw the regular tasks associated with the planting cycle. They assigned work and

supervised its completion in a timely manner. Drivers often carried whips as symbols of

their power and could use them to issue punishments for deviations from the task at

hand. The driver would be the first to wake in the morning and was responsible for get-

ting all the hands out into the fields. On large plantations, multiple drivers would be

overseen by a head driver. Under the driver were all the slaves that belonged to the plan-

tation owner except those who worked directly in the house or at other tasks for the

owner. For example, valuable carpenters would ply their trade in shops on the plantation.

The driver would divide the laborers up into groups and assign the tasks to be completed
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that day. A full task was assigned to the hands who were capable of completing it, while

injured or sick slaves who still were capable of work would be assigned a fraction of the

task to match their ability. Thus, if a field required 10 hands to hoe it, a driver might

assign any given number of people to the task so that the resulting work was done by

the equivalent of 10 fully capable people. In addition to the field hands, the driver also

supervised the care of the sick and children. Slaves too young to work would be placed

in a type of daycare while their parents worked the fields. Slaves too elderly to work

generally would be placed in charge of the children or in the kitchens to cook commu-

nal meals. Meals were brought out into the fields so that the work would not be greatly

interrupted. Generally, once the tasks were completed, slaves were allowed to spend free

time as they wished. During periods of harvest, times of intense pest infestation, or other

emergencies, additional work was required.

It was not unusual for white plantation owners and overseers to avoid the rice fields

entirely. Many owners preferred to live in nearby cities where social activities were

more available and thus they visited their plantations infrequently. In addition, fear

of yellow fever brought on by the mosquitoes so prevalent in the marshes kept many

whites away and sustained the driver in a more powerful position than he held on

other types of Southern plantations.

Yearly Cycle
Rice planting often started in March. Fields were prepared by plowing down the old

growth and preparing long trenches for the new plantings. The new plantings used the

rice seed obtained from the previous year’s harvest, using about two to three bushels of

seed per acre of land. Once planted, the first controlled flooding occurred. The water

was allowed to stay upon the land for up to a week to thoroughly saturate the soil, and

then it was drained off. During each flooding event, water levels were precisely con-

trolled. In the first flooding, water was kept on long enough to start the seeds growing

but not long enough for the seeds to rot. Once the rice started to grow in the beds, the

water was taken off and the fields were permitted to dry. The rice was then allowed to

grow to a seedling, when again water was placed on the field for up to another week.

Again, it was important to allow the water to remain on the field long enough to hydrate

the plants and beds but not so long as to damage the plants. After the water was again

drained off, the first hoeing began. This hoeing was intended to gently break up the soil

and prevent the start of any weeds. After the hoeing was completed, another water cycle

began in the fields. This time the field was completely covered by water. The object was

to remove any debris or weeds that existed in the fields and, more important, to remove

any of the pests. Once all of the debris was removed, water could be drawn down to

uncover the plants. It was important that plants in low areas were not drowned and

plants in higher areas of the field were covered with sufficient water. No field ever would

be completely level, but yearly work tried to bring the lows and highs together. The

water then was gradually removed from the fields and another period of hoeing took

place. The final phase of flooding took place in the fields and was controlled as the plants

grew to their final height. This period of controlled flooding would last until the rice was

ready for harvest in the late summer, when the water would be drained off for the final

time that season. The rice then was harvested by hand and tied in bundles or sheaves,

which were stacked at the edge of the field to dry further. The bundles would be
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collected and either taken to a local rice mill to be processed or processed in a winnow-

ing shed. Rice for next year’s planting would be threshed by hand, instead of at the mill,

because the mills often would damage the seed.

Initially, all rice was hand-threshed and winnowed on site. This required the field

hand to first beat the stalks to remove the rice. The stalks were placed over a clean

floor or fabric and beat with a pole with a stick tied to it. These flailing sticks would

separate the rice from the stalk. The rice then was collected and placed into large

mortars to be pounded. The outer husk would be cracked, and when the rice was

thrown into the wind, it would separate the husk from the rice kernel.

The milling of the rice would last until the end of fall or early winter depending on

the quantities to be prepared. Also, depending on the market, rice could be sold as

rough rice (unhusked), white rice, or further milled into rice flour. Once the rice was

milled, it was placed in barrels and shipped to market. During the next few months,

the fields would lay fallow and await the next year’s spring, when plowing would start

the season over again. During this resting period, equipment was mended and the

gates and earthworks repaired. If new fields were to be prepared, land-clearing activ-

ities were assigned, trees cut, and intricate water systems put in place. No part of the

year was ever wasted on a rice plantation.

Rice Production

Maggie Black grew up on a South Carolina rice plantation and described rice
production there:

Dey grow dey own rice right dere on de plantation in dem days. Hadder

plant it on some uv de land wha’ wuz weter den de udder land wuz. Dey had-

der le’ de rice ge’ good en ripe en den dey’ud out it en hab one uv dem big

rice whipping days. Heap uv people come from plantation aw ’bout en help

whip dat rice. Dey jes take de rice en beat it ’cross some hoss dat dey hab fix

up somewhey dere on de plantation. Honey, dey hab hoss jes lak dese hoss

yuh see carpenter use ’bout heah dese days. Dey’ud hab hundreds uv bushels

uv dat rice dere. Den when dey ge’ t’rough, dey hab big supper dere fa aw

dem wha’ whip rice. Gi’e em aw de rice en hog head dey is e’er wan’. Man,

dey’ud hab de nicest kind uv music dere. Knock dem bones togedder en slap

en pat dey hands to aw kind uv pretty tune.

Dem dey hab rice mortars right dere on de plantation wha’ dey fix de rice

in jes uz nice. Now dey hab to take it to de mill. Yuh see dey hab uh big

block outer in de yard wid uh big hole in it dat dey put de rice in en take

dese t’ing call pestles en beat down on it en dat wha’ knock de shaft offen it.

Coase dey ne’er hab no nice pretty rice lak yuh see dese days cause it wuzn’t

uz white uz de rice dat dey hab ’bout heah dis day en time, but it wuz mighty

sweet rice, honey, mighty sweet rice.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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Daily Life
In general, the daily life of the enslaved on rice plantations was governed by two fac-

tors. The first was the fact that many plantations were managed by absentee owners.

Because they feared yellow fever and preferred life in the nearby cities, most elite plant-

ers spent little time on their lands. Unlike cotton plantation owners who lived near

their fields, these absent planters did not oversee and enforce such intense labor stand-

ards. This lack of supervision over large numbers of slaves promoted greater freedom

that permitted elements of traditional African music, dance, and language to survive.

The second factor that determined life on rice plantations was the task system. Because

of the laborious work associated with rice cultivation, drivers and overseers were careful

not to assign too much work. Working in wet mud or water for days at a time stressed

many workers’ physical well-being. For those capable of the work, the task system

offered workers the opportunity to pursue additional activities of their choosing.

Although work needed to be done on the plantation year-round, time was provided

for observing certain holidays as was a weekly time for religious instruction. The daily

life for most slaves on these rice plantations did not differ significantly from day to

day. Awakened in the morning by the driver, the slaves were assigned a daily task that

was to be completed in an efficient and timely manner. Slaves who were found loafing

or working at a slow pace could face punishment from the driver. Generally, the driv-

ers would attempt to rectify any situation through verbal reprimands, but for the most

part, they were allowed to whip anyone who did not follow their commands.

Once the task work was completed for the day, individuals were free to use the time

as they saw fit as long as they followed the general rules. Slaves were not allowed to

leave the plantation without a note from the overseer or owner. Slaves were not to

cause ‘‘mischief’’ or attempt to escape to freedom. Slaves from time to time, however,

were known to damage the canals or open the gates, causing damage to the fields. In

addition, mills or winnowing sheds were burnt to the ground by slaves on some South

Carolina plantations in retaliation for being kept in bondage. Slaves caught in such

acts were punished. Slaves who were caught trying to escape were whipped, placed in

leg irons, and then sent back into the fields. Slaves found guilty of more serious crimes

often were considered too much trouble to keep and usually proved resistant to most

punishments, and they were sold and separated from family members.

Most slaves on rice plantations used their time in other pursuits. Some slaves sup-

plemented their diets by hunting and fishing, while others tended gardens. Those

with skills in demand were able to find employment or create goods for markets that
allowed them to earn money toward purchasing their freedom.

Enslaved African Americans who worked on rice plantations suffered from hazard-

ous environmental conditions and the hard work. The rice plantation system, how-

ever, offered enslaved individuals more freedom than found on other types of

plantations elsewhere in the South. Living in large groups with limited supervision,

slaves on rice plantations were better able to preserve African cultural traditions and

to establish strong communities.

See also Baskets; Nurseries and Nursemaids; Passes; Pounders; Slave Pens, Slave

Jails, and Slave Markets.
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DANIEL HUGHES

RUNAWAY SLAVE ADVERTISEMENTS. From the 17th century until the

1865 passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, masters wanted to regain possession of

their runaway slaves as quickly as possible. Some owners placed advertisements in

newspapers to alert people about escaped slaves, provide information to identify

the individuals who had run away, and offer a reward to encourage whites to capture

runaways and return them to the advertisers. Details in the advertisements help 21st-

century scholars learn about the attitudes of masters toward their slaves, the clothing
worn by slaves, the material objects that enslaved laborers used, the skills that slaves

possessed, the ties that enslaved laborers formed to family and friends, the reasons

why some slaves escaped, and the ways in which slavery varied in the United States.

Slave owners wanted to regain possession of escaped laborers for several reasons. First,

the act of running away was a direct challenge to the institution of slavery and the laws

that whites used to control slaves. Second, masters depended on the work of the enslaved

men, women, and children who tended plantation crops, practiced trades, and took care

of domestic work. In addition, owners wanted to have possession of the people whom

they saw as their personal property and the equivalent of cash.

Having learned of a slave’s escape, an owner usually waited several weeks or even

months before writing an advertisement. Masters put off the expense of placing an

announcement in a newspaper because they believed that they knew where the esca-

pees had gone and that many of these individuals would return on their own. Owners

expected some runaways—described as ‘‘absentees’’—to head back after they spent a
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few days with family members. Slave owners used the term ‘‘lying out’’ in reference to

runaways who remained in the area of their home plantation. Some lying-out slaves

left to protest harsh treatment from an overseer. While away, they demanded better

treatment in the form of time off, additional food, new clothes, and amnesty for leaving

the plantation. If the absentee and lying-out slaves did not return after a short time,

masters began to search for them on plantations where their family members lived.

After waiting in vain for some escapees to return and failing to locate these individ-

uals in the local area, a number of slave owners might decide to place an advertise-

ment in their newspaper. Masters classified this group of runaways as ‘‘fugitives.’’

Some fugitives ran short distances from their master’s home; others tried to get as far

away as possible from their owner’s property.

Many of the advertisements began with ‘‘Ran,’’ ‘‘Run,’’ ‘‘Ran away,’’ or ‘‘Run away.’’

Often the printer set the opening in bold, capital letters to catch the eyes of the

reader. Other openings included the date a slave ran away and the place from which

the escape was made. Also, some advertisers used a reward to attract whites and inter-

est them in helping to capture a runaway.

Having gained the reader’s attention, the advertiser turned to pertinent details

about the appearance of the escaped slave. When possible, owners included the name

of the escapee, often in capital letters, the fugitive’s gender, and a physical description

of the individual. In some cases, the master also knew the approximate age, height,

and hairstyle of the runaway. If the escapee had scars—either from ritual scarification
in Africa or work-related injuries—or body piercings, the advertiser noted this infor-

mation in the announcement.

Runaway slave announcement concerning an enslaved man named Osborne, from
Culpepper County, Virginia. (Library of Congress.)
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In addition to details about a fugitive’s appearance, owners often described the

clothing that the individual wore when last seen. A runaway who wore ill-fitting

clothes made of coarse osnaburg was a field slave. An escapee attired in finer, tailored

clothing was a domestic slave. Some masters knew that the runaway took additional

garments, sometimes pilfered from the slaveholder, when leaving and included infor-

mation about these items.

After describing a runaway’s appearance and attire, the advertiser turned to addi-

tional details that a white person could use to identify a fugitive. Announcements

might include the master’s subjective assessment of a slave’s personality. Owners used

a wide range of adjectives to describe escapees. Some were shy, surly, or bold. Others

were self-confident, determined, resourceful, and articulate. An owner might com-

ment on the skills of the escapee if he was a proficient agricultural worker or a trained

artisan or if she was an accomplished domestic slave. If a master thought that a skilled

slave carried the tools of his trade—including carpentry, joining, blacksmithing, and

shoemaking—enabling him to earn money and try to pass as a free black in an urban

area, it was noted in the advertisement.

Some slave owners commented on the possible destination of the fugitive. The

advertisers who included these details did so because they had knowledge about the

escapee’s family and friends. Masters noted the location of a spouse’s plantation or a

runaway’s previous owner if they believed that the runaway left to see relatives and

others whom they knew. These destinations ranged from a few miles from the owner’s

residence to hundreds of miles away. The distances that a fugitive traveled increased

in the 19th century. The domestic slave trade divided families and tore apart the

communities slaves had created. This forced migration led to an increased number of

slaves running off to visit spouses, children, and other kin. Many runaways traveled

along rivers—including the Ohio, Mississippi, and Tennessee—to their previous

homes. Others moved north along the Natchez Trace and then across the Appala-

chian Mountains to find family members.

Advertisers knew that slaves escaped for reasons other than to visit relatives and

friends. Some slaves departed from their master’s property because they were preach-

ers and wanted to teach enslaved men, women, and children about their faith.

Masters were aware that some escapees struck out from plantations, cities, and towns

because they believed that they had a right to their freedom. During the American

Revolution, thousands of slaves ran to the British to fight against their ‘‘rebel’’ masters

and to seize their independence. In the 19th century, abolitionists helped slaves to

escape and find freedom in Northern states and in Canada.

After noting a wide range of details that would help a white person to identify an

escapee, some owners reminded readers that they should not assist a runaway. Many

advertisers concluded their notice with information about the amount of the reward

and where the captured fugitive should be taken. A few noted that a particular slave

had been outlawed and could be returned dead or alive.

The odds of escaping slavery were small, and runaway slave advertisements helped

many masters regain possession of enslaved laborers. In some instances, whites cap-

tured fugitives who refused to state either their name or that of their master. Local
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officials placed the escapee in jail until the master could be notified. Jail keepers

placed advertisements in newspapers to let readers know about the slaves held in pris-

ons. Often the notices written by jailers were shorter and had fewer details because

the runaway refused to provide information. The jailer noted the gender and physical

description of the escapee. The announcement concluded with an appeal to the

owner to claim the slave and to pay the costs of keeping the fugitive in prison as well

as a reward to the white person who found the escapee.

Details in the runaway slave advertisements and notices placed by jail keepers indi-

cate that whites were aware of the humanity of enslaved laborers even though they

considered these men, women, and children to be personal property. Taken as a

whole, the particulars about 17th-, 18th- and 19th-century fugitive slaves reveal the

variety of experiences that enslaved men, women, and children had during the time

that slavery was legal in Britain’s North American colonies and the United States.

Rural slavery differed from urban slavery; bondage in the 17th century differed from

that of the 19th century. Runaway slave advertisements and notices of captured run-

aways indicate that people in bondage sought freedom no matter when or where they

lived and labored.

See also Abolition Imagery; Slave Pens, Slave Jails, and Slave Markets.
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SALE NOTICES. Ship captains, slave traders, and slave owners used both hand-

written and printed notices to announce their intention to sell recently enslaved

African men, women, and children and slaves who were transferred from one owner

to another. These notices contained details about when and where slaves were sold

and suggest the ways in which these sales spread the institution of slavery in America.

During the trans-Atlantic slave trade, ship captains and slave traders notified pro-

spective purchasers of the arrival of a cargo of bound Africans. These notices con-

tained information designed to attract purchasers to the sales. Ship captains and slave

traders often began the announcement with the vessel’s name, the African port from

which it departed, and the captain who guided the ship across the Atlantic Ocean.

Often, these details were in bold, italicized, or large text to catch the reader’s eye.

Next, the authors turned to the particulars of the sale. They noted the number of

slaves to be sold as well as the date, time, and place of the sale. Each enslaved man,

woman, and child would be sold to the highest bidder who promised to make payment

within the time specified in the announcement. Many notices concluded with the

name of the person or company in charge of the sale. On occasion, a ship captain or

slave trader added a postscript in which he noted the amount of space that a vessel

had to carry crops that a planter wanted to ship to England.

The authors of the sale notices made sure that as many people knew about the auc-

tions as possible. Some whites read hand-written announcements posted on court-
house doors and on the walls of their local tavern. Other potential purchasers found

details about sales in newspapers. Prospective buyers often examined the bodies of the

Africans before the sale because they wanted to buy laborers who were strong and in

good health after the long voyage across the Atlantic Ocean.

At the appointed time on the specified day, whites led African men, women, boys,

and girls from the ships that carried them from their homes to the western shore of

the Atlantic Ocean. They frequently forced these individuals to stand on wooden

auction blocks as potential owners bid on them. It was difficult for the Africans to

walk to the auction blocks if chains bound their hands and or feet together. During

the sales, males and females may have had a piece of coarse cloth to drape over their

bodies. Some Africans retained possession of jewelry—made of beads or cowrie
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shells—that served as a reminder of their

life in Africa. After the sale, the African

became, in the eyes of the purchaser, a pos-

session. Slave owners provided their slaves

with the minimum allotment of items each

year in terms of clothing, blankets, food,
and shelter.

During the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries,

African slaves and their descendants always

had a measure of uncertainty in their lives

because an owner could sell family members,

friends, and kin at any point in time. Some

owners sold slaves as a form of punishment

for those who disobeyed and as an example

to other enslaved men, women, and children

of what could happen to them if they chal-

lenged their master’s authority. Other masters

transferred slaves to other whites to gain

money to pay their debts. Whatever the

motivation behind the sales, masters used

notices to inform purchasers about the place

and time of sales as well as any skills pos-

sessed by the available slaves.

By the third quarter of the 18th century,

as tobacco production declined, an increas-

ing number of masters in Virginia and Mary-

land sold portions of their labor force to

other planters in the western part of their

colonies because they did not have enough

work to keep all of their slaves busy. These sales began to shift the center of the slave

population westward from the Atlantic Coast. The gradual relocation of slaves within

the United States changed after 1793 when the cotton gin helped to make cotton a

highly profitable crop. Cotton producers wanted more slaves to work on their planta-

tions. After 1800, the domestic or intrastate slave trade grew in response to the

increased demand for enslaved laborers to produce cotton in states in the Lower

South and sugar in Louisiana. This forced migration disrupted slave families and com-

munities throughout the Upper South and shifted the majority of the country’s slaves

to the Lower South.

During the 19th century, slave traders—both individuals and companies—moved

hundreds of thousands of slaves within the country. Slave traders and their agents

actively looked for enslaved men, women, and children whom they could purchase and

then resell in the Lower South. They read notices of slave sales, purchased enslaved

workers at auctions and estate sales, and then transported these men, women, and chil-

dren to slave markets in Southern cities. Some traders chained slaves together in

groups called coffles and forced them to walk hundreds of miles to places in Alabama,

Mississippi, or Louisiana where they would be sold. Other traders made slaves walk part

Negroes for sale notice, Spring Hill, Arkansas, 1842.
(Library of Congress.)
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of the way before they loaded the enslaved people on flatboats that carried them down

the rivers that flowed into the Mississippi River and then down to New Orleans. Slave

traders also shackled men, women, and children before putting them on boats in Balti-

more, Maryland; Richmond and Norfolk, Virginia; or Charleston, South Carolina, to

cities in the Lower South where planters gathered to purchase more enslaved laborers.

Once a slave trader arrived at the appointed destinationwith a group of enslaved laborers,

this individual placed a notice of the upcoming sale in the newspaper and posted announce-

ments near the city’s slave market. The authors of 19th-century sale notices included many

of the same details that appeared in announcements from the colonial and early national

periods. Slave traders began their notices with the date, time, and location of the sale. Often

this information was in bold or italicized text to catch the reader’s attention. Next, they

listed information about the enslaved laborers to attract prospective purchasers. The traders

included information about the number of available laborers as well as the number of men,

women, and children to be sold. Additional details included the ages of the enslaved work-

ers, the state where the slaves had lived andworked, and the skills possessed by the laborers.

On the day of the sale, the traders led men, women, boys, and girls from the pens in

which they had been held and led them to the auction blocks. Whites gathered in the

slave markets in New Orleans, Natchez, Charleston, Savannah, and other cities in the

Lower South to purchase enslaved laborers. For a master, the sale was an opportunity

to increase production on a plantation and increase the family’s wealth. For the slaves,

the transfer to a new owner was an indication that their old life was gone and they

would be forced to learn how to use different agricultural implements to tend a differ-

ent crop and create a new life as family members had done since the first sale notice.

See alsoAuction Advertisements; Ships; Slave Pens, Slave Jails, and Slave Markets.
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SCARIFICATION. Many West African tribes marked their members through ritual

scarification, which involved cutting the skin with a sharp instrument in patterns,

oftentimes during the ceremonies that initiated males and females into adulthood.

The scars that resulted conveyed complex meanings to Africans that ranged from eth-

nic identity to social status. Many first-generation African slaves possessed these

‘‘country marks,’’ which whites described in 18th- and 19th-century newspaper
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advertisements for slave sales and runaway descriptions or recorded on slave registers

and related documents, but whites seldom understood their significance.

These marks typically consisted of a series of small slashes, rings, or dots that could

appear on the face, the chest, the back, the arms, or the stomach. Sometimes, slave-

holders also used the term ‘‘country marks’’ to refer to filed teeth. In November 1767,

the New Bern, North Carolina, sheriff reported in the Virginia Gazette that he had

several male slaves in custody including, ‘‘Jack about 23 year old, about 5 feet 4 inches

high, of a thin visage, clear eyed, his teeth and mouth stand very much out, his six

rings of his country marks round his neck, his ears full of holes, and cannot tell his

master’s name.’’ Another man named Sampson ‘‘is much marked on his body and arms

with his country marks.’’ Will, imprisoned there, too, was ‘‘marked on the chin with

his country marks.’’ A daguerreotype portrait of Renty, an elderly slave born in the

Congo and photographed by Joseph T. Zealy on B. F. Taylor’s South Carolina planta-

tion in 1850, illustrates a series of small slashes that comprise these markings.

By the early 19th century, as fewer slaves arrived directly from Africa and the

native-born enslaved population increased in North America, slaveholders’ references

to ‘‘country marks’’ gradually declined.

See also Runaway Slave Advertisements; Sale Notices.
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KYM S. RICE

SCULLERIES. Sculleries were designated locations in which dishes were washed and

other tasks related to the preparation, cleaning, and storage of food service materials

were completed. Domestic slaves who were responsible for food preparation and service

used the scullery to clean pots and pans, cooking utensils, and serving pieces. Some

foodstuffs may have been prepped in the scullery, such as vegetables for the cook to

use. Sculleries served as a place to store serving pieces until needed at the table.

The tasks carried out by scullery maids or scullions were key elements of food serv-

ice in any household—the kitchen and dining rooms depended on clean dishes.

These tasks were tedious and strenuous, especially if they fell to a young enslaved girl,

which appears to have been a relatively common practice. To wash dishes, the scul-

lery maid transported water in buckets to the scullery and then heated the water in a

large boiler over a fire. The scullery maid then combined the heated water with soap

in a wooden tub or sink and scrubbed the dishes with a cloth or brush. In some house-

holds, accommodations were made for built-in boiling pans, as well as devices to fun-

nel water from a nearby source. Special tools, such as dish drainers, also are

mentioned in period documents. These conveniences eased some of the physical
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burden of dishwashing, but the scullery maid needed to scrub the pots and pans and

other kitchen and dining equipment just the same.

In the 17th century, designated sculleries were unknown and dishwashing tasks

likely took place in the same areas used for cooking and laundry. As formal plantation

landscapes and urban houses developed in the 18th century, specialized sculleries

became more prevalent, although still uncommon except for a wealthy minority. By

the mid-19th century, running water in houses revolutionized dishwashing, making

the task more efficient than a century before. Large households had a designated scul-

lery more often than those households with a smaller workforce, regardless of time pe-

riod. In those houses that did boast a designated scullery, it usually was located next

to the main kitchen or near food service areas such as the pantry. For example, at

Blennerhasset, a 1798 house built on an island in the Ohio River, the kitchen and

scullery together made up one dependency. In more modest settings, however, the

cleaning of dishes and preparation of foodstuffs may have happened in a space within

the kitchen or outside in a work yard. According to one 19th-century memoir,

enslaved workers washed dishes in the pantry instead of a separate scullery.

Aside from its work function, the scullery space, like most service spaces, appears to

have been appropriated by its enslaved workforce for unrelated activities at times. One

19th-century published account, for instance, recalls a slave wedding in a ‘‘wash-kitchen.’’

See also Cast Iron Pots.
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GRETCHEN GOODELL

SERVANTS HALLS. Servants halls most simply were gathering places for people

involved in the domestic service of a household. For enslaved workers, the servants

hall provided a location for resting when not attending to their duties, dining, or par-

ticipating in leisure activities. Servants halls allowed for fellowship among enslaved

individuals and provided a place in which slaves could socialize away from the watch-

ful eyes of masters or overseers. The servants hall did not follow one architectural for-

mat, but instead might constitute a small area within the kitchen, a room in the

cellar of the house, or even its own building.

Evolution
In the 17th century, when a household was wealthy enough to include domestic work-

ers, slaves usually shared accommodations with their masters. For the large majority

of colonists, architecture at this time reflected an informal living arrangement, often

in a two- or three-room structure. Separate accommodations for servants quarters did
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exist for a wealthy minority in 17th-century America. For instance, at the Clifts plan-

tation in Westmoreland County, Virginia, a servants quarter was constructed in addi-

tion to the main house as early as 1665. Whether this quarter was used only for

sleeping or also for recreation is unknown.

In the late 17th and early 18th century, the increased importation of an enslaved

workforce and changing ideas of privacy and hierarchy transformed the slaveholding

household. At this time, areas for indentured servant and slave living and working

gradually began to be separated from family spaces in more and more households. As

labor changed, so, too, did the architecture and room use. Eighteenth-century inven-

tories and other period documents regularly reflect specialized servants halls or related

spaces that were located in designated service areas of the house or plantation. Logi-

cally, these spaces appear to have been placed in locations that were convenient to

the domestic workers (near the kitchens, smokehouses, and dairies) but removed from

the sight and hearing of the family and their guests.

Regardless of its size or location, in the 18th and 19th centuries, the servants hall

was the domain of the domestic workers, both free and enslaved. This shift in the

location of servant relaxation and recreation from family spaces to removed locations

was seen in both rural and urban locations. The Norfolk, Virginia, house of Moses

and Elizabeth Myers, for instance, included a basement kitchen until renovations in

the early 19th century relocated the kitchen and its related service areas to a building

behind the main house. This shift not only relocated the smells and sounds of the

kitchen, but also removed the domestic slaves from being directly under the eyes of

their master.

Function
The distinction of who regularly used the servants hall is unclear, as it appears that

such spaces were used not just by domestic workers in the household, but also by stable

hands, craftsmen, and even field slaves. In some large households, servants halls were

designated for the dining and recreation of lower servants and slaves, while the more

highly regarded servants dined at a table overseen by the housekeeper or steward. Divi-

sions of the domestic labor forces appear to have been made along color lines as well.

In George Washington’s (1732–1799) presidential household in Philadelphia, Pennsyl-

vania, for example, a servants hall was present off the rear of the house, in addition to

separate quarters for white servants, a white coachman, and enslaved stable hands.

Servants halls appear to have been used not only as gathering places for domestic

slaves and servants, but also as residences for both free and enslaved workers. In an in-

ventory dated 1760, Gawen Corbin’s Westmoreland County, Virginia, estate includes

a servants hall furnished with two beds and one spinning wheel. The servants hall as
residence is also seen at George Washington’s Fairfax County, Virginia, estate, Mount

Vernon, where the structure is designated as a place for housing visitors, who were

likely lower-level strangers and the servants or slaves of the guests. Such flexible use

of the servants hall appears to be in keeping with the common practice of changing

the function of service spaces as deemed necessary for work and living needs. Planta-

tions and other sites with enslaved labor were dynamic places, with some flexible ser-

vice structures or areas that could change function as needed based on workforce,

projects, and architecture. The physical servants hall, therefore, may not always have
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had one designated function, but instead appears to have shifted function as the need

arose, or even served multiple functions at any one given time.

That same 1760 inventory, with its inclusion of a spinning wheel, serves as evi-

dence that servants halls may not always have offered a respite from the slaves’ daily

tasks. With a location usually near the kitchen and its offices or work areas, the ser-

vants hall was in the perfect position to also act as a secondary work space—for sew-
ing or polishing candlesticks or even spinning yarn. The identification of the servants

hall with leisure, however, cannot be underestimated, as period accounts from those

of the gentry or master’s class almost universally attest. In such narratives, the ser-

vants hall is viewed as a place of revelry and celebration—it is in this spot that

Christmas games are played, music and song are heard, and good food is found.

Although these narratives likely are romanticized, the identification of the servants

hall as a place of leisure, not work, cannot be ignored.

Domestic slaves still were expected to be on call even when dining or relaxing in

the servants hall. In the 17th and early 18th century, servants were more readily

available, often living and working in spaces shared by the family or at least near

enough for easy communication. The removal of domestic workers from the family

realm into designated service areas meant that other means were needed to summon

the servants and slaves. Elaborate bell systems were installed in houses beginning in

the late 18th century, enabling the master’s family to call for assistance from various

removed parts of the house. The bell-pulls led to a series of bells, often in a servants

hall, that were identified either by labels or by their distinct sound tone. The servants

hall in the White House during President Andrew Jackson’s (1767–1845) administra-

tion, for instance, featured a bell system. Thus, free and enslaved domestics could be

summoned by their masters without seeing them or interacting directly.

The servants hall also was used for special occasions in the enslaved community.

According to 19th-century narratives, weddings between slaves and births of slave

children occasionally occurred in the servants hall. The Christmas holidays also pro-

vided a time for merriment, and such revelry regularly would take place in the ser-

vants hall, complete with music, song, dance, games, and other festive activities.

English and American prescriptive literature, such as cookbooks and household man-

uals, provide illustrations of the expected function of servants halls as well as the per-

formance of those who used and cleaned them. Landscape designers and architects

delineated plans that formalized the layout of servants halls, keeping in mind their loca-

tions, access, and lighting. The health and welfare of one’s servants began to be an issue

discussed in such literature by the mid-19th century, and new accommodations for

heating and hygiene started to appear in building plans and domestic literature.

The layout of the servants hall was not universal, but a fireplace for heat was a

necessity. In some servants halls, storage was accommodated, such as in Sir John

Colleton’s (d. 1777) house in Charleston, South Carolina, where a closet was noted

in the servants hall in a 1777 inventory. The furnishings of a servants hall were de-

pendent on size of the household, hierarchy of the service workers using the space,

placement in the house or on the plantation, as well as other factors. When invento-

ries of such spaces exist, their furnishings reflect a relatively bare, utilitarian space,

usually consisting of tables, seats, fireplace equipment, and sometimes an item such as

a press or cupboard used for storage.
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GRETCHEN GOODELL

SESAME. The sesame (Sesamum indicum) plant is indigenous to Sub-Saharan Africa

and is valued for its oily white seeds. At some point during the late 17th or early 18th

century, sesame was brought from Senegambia to South Carolina bearing its Wolof and

Bamana name, benne. Although it was known by a different name in Central Africa,

where a substantial number of enslaved Africans in South Carolina also originated, ses-

ame was cultivated and transported by the Portuguese from Angola to Brazil in the 17th

and 18th centuries. By the height of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the plant was raised

in almost every slave society from the Lower South through the Caribbean to South

America. By the late 18th century, enslaved South Carolinians harvested great quanti-

ties of sesame with other crops such as gourds, collard greens, and watermelon. This
mirrored West African traditions where benne seed was companion planted with other

crops and used by some groups to give spiritual warning not to steal produce when

planted on the borders and edges of the garden. Among some African ethnic groups such

as the Yoruba, sesame was one of the symbols of the deity of smallpox for whom the

spotty nature of the seeds recalled the pock-marked skin of the deity. To steal from a gar-

den surrounded by his sacred plant was an invitation to bring on his wrath.

Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) was so impressed by the cultivation of benne by the

enslaved Africans and blacks of the Low Country that he decided to plant ‘‘benni’’ at Mon-

ticello, hoping that it might become a substitute for more expensive olive oil, which had to

be imported. Jefferson noted in 1808, ‘‘It was brought to S. Carolina from Africa by the

Negroes, who alone have hitherto cultivated it in the Carolinas and Georgia. They bake it

in their bread, boil it with greens, enrich their broth.’’ The sesame that was used to ‘‘enrich

their broth’’ probably added something of a thickening and emulsifying quality to pot likker
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and other stocks. Enslaved blacks made soup and puddings from the seed. In early Florida,

‘‘Negroes use it as food either raw, toasted or boiled in their soups and are very fond of

it. . . .’’ An 1847 cookbook, The Carolina Housewife, by Sarah Rutledge (1782–1855), con-

tained a recipe for Bennie Soup. The recipe called for sesame seed, oysters, flour, and hot

pepper. Slaves also parched the seeds and used its oil, and, as inWest Africa, used benne to

make cakes, confections, and candies. Charleston’s black cooks created innovative confec-

tions such as benne wafers, benne candy, and quick breads seasoned with sesame. Some

benne creations may have been introduced or reinforced in the South when formerly

enslaved Haitians skilled in confectionary arts came with their owners in the 1790s to

places such as Charleston and Savannah.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

SEWING ITEMS AND NEEDLEWORK. Sewing items such as needles, scissors,

straight pins, and thimbles were essential tools in the domestic production of textiles.
On Southern plantations, these tools were used by skilled enslaved seamstresses to

produce everyday clothes, linens, and, on some plantations, fine needlework and lace.

These seamstresses provided essential labor that was valued by all members of the

plantation household. Enslaved seamstresses were hired out and often produced goods

for sale to neighboring plantations.

Sewing
Plantation-based textile production often began with raising sheep, or growing flax or

cotton. Plantations produced their own cloth through the 1840s when inexpensive,

factory-produced cloth became more widely available. Some plantation owners, how-

ever, either could not or preferred not to purchase mass-produced cloth and continued

to control every step of textile production, particularly when producing textiles for

use by their slaves.

Female slaves produced clothing, linens, and other household textiles for the entire

plantation household. Learning either from their mistress or their mother, slave girls

learned to sew at a young age. Enslaved seamstresses managed clothing production for

the plantation household, performing a variety of tasks from preparation of raw mate-

rials to production of finished goods. Sewing, especially fine needlework, was time and
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labor intensive. White mistresses could not

produce enough finished goods to keep their

families fashionably dressed. The value of

skilled enslaved seamstresses to the house-

hold is reflected in the increasing number of

advertisements and rising prices for such

slaves in the 19th century, often rivaling the

prices for young male slaves.

The nature of textile production varied by

region and by size of plantation. While most

textile production focused on the coarse cloth-

ing worn by slaves, or everyday clothing or

undergarments worn by the white members of

the household, slaves who were particularly

adept at fine needlework might tat lace,

embroider fabrics, or complete other highly

specialized forms of needlework. On smaller

plantations, seamstresses often performed a va-

riety of sewing-related tasks. On larger planta-

tions, slaves might specialize in one or two

areas of textile production, such as spinning,

weaving, dyeing, cutting cloth, producing fin-

ished garments, knitting, or embroidery. The enslaved seamstress might specialize in mak-

ing only clothing for men or women. Despite these divisions of labor, rarely were a slave’s

sewing-related chores her sole occupation. Often such work was organized around a slave’s

primary work in the field as revealed by archaeological evidence from plantation sites,

which suggests that sewing tasks were performed in the evening hours after fieldwork had

been completed. Sewing chores also might be completed during periods of inclement

weather, illness or old age, pregnancy, or while caring for young children.

Despite the added burden such work placed on enslaved women, slaves who were

skilled at sewing-related tasks often enjoyed greater material benefits. For example, for-

mer Oklahoma slave Sarah Wilson remembered that by the age of eight she was skilled

enough at sewing to be hired out by her mistress. Although she ate in the kitchen dur-

ing these sewing circles, Wilson often ate the same lunch as the white women. A Vir-

ginia slave, Elizabeth Keckley (1818–1907), who learned to sew from her mother, used

her skills as a seamstress to save enough money to buy freedom for herself and her son

in the 1850s. A skilled seamstress had access to sewing notions, fabrics, and other cast-

offs that could be used to embellish her own clothing and that of other slaves and to

supplement the master’s meager allotment. Proximity to the master and the mistress, as

well as her value to the household, also placed the enslaved seamstress in a position to

bargain for nonprovisioned items either for herself or on behalf of other slaves.

Sewing Items
Mass production of sewing items developed in the second quarter of the 19th century,

which allowed masters to more cheaply provision enslaved women with sewing tools.

Sampler attributed to black pastor William Levington,
Baltimore, Maryland, 1832. Silk and crinkled silk
embellishment threads on a linen ground of 28 by 28 threads
per inch. (The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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While plantation seamstresses used a variety of tools, their sewing items may be divided

into four broad categories: pins, needles, thimbles, and shears or scissors. All of these

items were used by enslaved seamstresses in the course of their work. Peggy Sloan,

who had been a slave in Arkansas, related that ‘‘My grandma could cut a man’s frock-tail

coat . . . Grandma was a milliner. She could make anything you used a needle to make.’’

Pins

Depending on their purpose, pins varied widely in length and diameter. The most

commonly used pins were called short-whites by their manufacturers. Meant for com-

mon sewing, short-whites usually are about one inch long and about one-sixteenth of

an inch in diameter. Long-whites, or middlings, are general purpose pins used for a va-

riety of sewing tasks. On some plantations, where enslaved seamstresses engaged in

decorative sewing, lills or minnekins might have been used. Measuring less than half

an inch in length and less than four-hundredths of an inch in diameter, lills are the

smallest and finest of the straight pins and are used primarily for pinning fine fabrics.

Needles

A basic sewing item, needles have been fashioned from a variety of materials such as

wood, bone, ivory, shell, and various metals. The 18th-century invention of crucible

steel and the 19th-century invention of needle-making machines aided the mass pro-

duction of smooth, uniform needles. Eyed needles, including sewing needles, darning

and embroidery needles, tapestry needles, and specialty needles, were the most com-

mon types used by female slaves. Knitting needles, crochet hooks, and bodkins also

were used by enslaved seamstresses.

Eyed needles are distinguished from one another by differences in the shape, size,

and placement of the needle’s eye; the cross section of the shank; the shape and form

of the point; and the overall size, length, form, and quality of the needle. Sewing nee-

dles have a bevel eye and are divided into four categories: sharps, betweens, blunts,

and milliner’s or straw needles. Sharps are ordinary sewing needles and are manufac-

tured in sizes 1–12. Some sharps are made with a small, round eye with a long groove

beneath, also known as a guttered eye. Shorter and often stronger than sharps,

betweens are used for delicate sewing (sizes 8–12) and quilting (sizes 5–7). Like

sharps, betweens are made with either a bevel or a guttered eye. Blunts are shorter

and thicker than betweens and are manufactured in larger sizes (1–9). Betweens and

blunts primarily are used by tailors and experienced seamstresses. Milliner’s or straw

needles (available in sizes 1–10) are used for hat-making and other tasks requiring a

longer needle and also come with a bevel or guttered eye. Darning needles come in

sizes 12–14 and have a longer eye allowing for easier threading of wool or heavy cot-
ton. Embroidery needles come in sizes 1–12 and were used, as the name implies, for

various kinds of embroidery, including crewel work. Tapestry needles have blunt

points and a large eye and are used to work wool thread on a net base. Specialty nee-

dles were used in sewing gloves or making lace.

Knitting needles are straight, slender rods with points at either end. Made from a

variety of materials, including wood, bone, and steel, knitting needles were used to

make socks, suspenders, collars, and gloves. Bodkins are similar to sewing needles but
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generally larger. They were used for running drawstrings and threading and rethread-

ing the ribbons, cording, and laces used to fasten garments. Crochet hooks were intro-

duced into the United States in the early 19th century and may well have served the

same purpose as bodkins in sewing as well as producing crocheted textiles.

Thimbles

Thimbles originally were made to be worn on the thumb during sewing. Thimbles

protected the finger and helped pushed the needle through the fabric. The introduc-

tion of stamped brass thimbles in the late 1820s provided a cheaper alternative to

materials such as silver, gold, and mother-of-pearl. Although thimbles were made of a

variety of materials, only those made of brass and steel were strong enough for every-

day use. American production of thimbles did not take off until the second quarter of

the 19th century when factories in Massachusetts, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and

Rhode Island began producing millions of thimbles in brass, gold, silver, and steel.

Scissors

Scissors and shears work on the same principle: two opposite cutting edges work

against each other to cut fabric, thread, leather, and other materials. Shears work by

spring action, while scissors work by pivoting in the center. Generally made of steel,

scissors are more common in sewing than shears. Scissors come in a variety of sizes,

which can be used for cutting cloth, snipping threads, or making delicate lace.
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JULIE HOLCOMB

SHELLS. Enslaved African Americans used various types of shells for multiple ends.

Cowries, conch shells, clams shells, and oyster shells served both mundane and spirit-

ual purposes. Cypraea moneta, ‘‘money cowries,’’ are small sea snails that live in the
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Pacific and Indian Oceans. Their shells have been used by Asian and African cultures

for thousands of years as objects of personal adornment, elements of spiritual prac-

tices, and currency. In the 16th through 19th centuries, Europeans traded cowries,

and other goods, for African slaves. Within Africa, cowries served as currency, as

items of personal adornment, and as divination tools.

Not many African artifacts survived the trans-Atlantic voyage. Cowries, because they

were worn on the body, are an exception. Archaeologists have recovered cowry shells

in Louisiana, Maryland, New York, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia, and in

Barbados, in places where enslaved Africans and African Americans lived, worked,

or were laid to rest. Andrew Jackson’s Hermitage in Tennessee; Utopia Quarter in

James City County, Virginia; Fairfield plantation in Gloucester County, Virginia; Mon-

ticello, Virginia; and Ashland plantation in Louisiana are some of the locations where

cowries were found. Some of these cowries have been modified, with the top surface cut

away, so that they could be worn in the hair, strung as pendants, or used for divination.

Several of the excavated cowry shells come from subfloor pits, which were storage

pits dug into the ground inside some slave dwellings in Kentucky, Maryland, Missis-

sippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia. Four of these subfloor pits

that were used as ancestral shrines in the 18th century were located within the

remains of slave cabins at Utopia Quarter in Virginia. One of these shrines contained

two modified cowries in association with other artifacts; the other contained seven

whole fossil scallop seashells and other objects.

Enslaved African Americans and free blacks carved shells into buttons for practical
use as clothing fasteners. Several tools for manufacturing and carving shell and bone

objects were excavated in a slave and tenant cabin at Levi Jordan plantation in Texas.

These tools were found in association with a series of freshwater shells and marine

shells, as were several locally produced bone and shell buttons. Additionally, a mass-

produced, store-purchased button was modified by inscribing it with a six-pointed star.

This symbol is found on other African and African American ceremonial objects,

which suggests that this button may have been used as a charm. An elaborately

carved shell cameo with an image of a woman standing near a cabin also was found at

Levi Jordan. This cameo likely was produced by the craftsperson who manufactured

the buttons. Self-produced objects, such as the cameo, likely were important to those

who made and owned them.

Enslaved African Americans used shells of various types as grave markers, grave deco-

rations, grave offerings, and grave goods. Shells typically were placed on top of graves
with other objects, such as broken ceramics, glass, mirrors, lamps, and water pitchers.

In some regions of the Caribbean, such as the Danish West Indies, conch shells were

placed on top of the graves of enslaved laborers, alongside other objects such as iron

hoe blades. Shells also were found within some burials as items of personal adornment,

which also may have served as charms. An enslaved African man was buried at Newton

plantation in Barbados with a necklace consisting of 5 cowry shells, 1 agate, 14 glass

beads, 21 dog canines, and 5 fish vertebrae. Given the spiritual associations of these

various objects, this man was probably a spiritual practitioner.

The African Burial Ground in New York City (ca. 1650–1783) contains four graves

with associated clam shell and oyster shell markers or offerings on top of the burials. Three

graves exhibit the pattern seen in the Caribbean of placing a shell on top of a grave with

421

SHELLS



an iron object. A clamshell fragment and iron nail were placed on top of the coffin of a

young child; a man had an complete oyster valve associated with an iron nail placed on

top of his coffin; and a woman had an oyster shell encircled by an incomplete iron object,

possibly a horseshoe or the hafting end of an iron tool, placed on the lid of her coffin.

Another man had at least one whole oyster shell placed on top of his coffin.

At least two burials at the African Burial Ground contained shells within the cof-

fin. A young child was buried with a fragment of local hard clamshell near the left

clavicle bone. This may indicate that the shell was worn as a pendant. An African

woman, between 39 and 64 years old, was interred with a strand of 70 European glass

beads, 1 African ground glass bead, and 7 cowries around her waist. She was also

wearing a bracelet of 40 European seed beads around her wrist.

Shells placed on graves may have been selected because of their association with

water. In BaKongo religion, the spirit world is believed to be located under rivers,

lakes, and streams. Shells placed on graves served as symbols of the deceased’s passage

through water to the spirit world of the ancestors. Iron also had powerful symbolism

within many West and Central African cultural traditions, particularly the Yoruba.

The iron objects found with shells on top of burials probably were selected for these

symbolic associations.

Conchs may have been selected for grave markers because of their association with

spiritual protection. In the Caribbean, conch shells also were used by the enslaved as

musical instruments and as a means of communication. On St. Croix in the Danish

West Indies, the enslaved were roused for work each morning and released at the end

of the day by the sound of the slave driver blowing the conch. It is symbolic that

when the enslaved revolted on St. Croix in 1848, resulting in their freedom, they ini-

tiated the revolt by blowing conch shells across the island.

See also Bells and Horns.

FURTHER READING

Brown, Kenneth, and Doreen Cooper. ‘‘Structural Continuity in an African-American Slave
and Tenant Community.’’ Historical Archaeology 24, no. 4 (1990): 7–19.

Creel, Margaret Washington. A Peculiar People: Slave Religion and Community-Culture among
the Gullahs. New York: New York University Press, 1988.

Perry, William, Jean Howson, and Barbara Bianca, eds. The African Burial Ground Archaeology
Final Report, Vol. 1. Washington, DC: Howard University, 2006.

Samford, Patricia. Subfloor Pits and the Archaeology of Slavery in Colonial Virginia. Tuscaloosa:
University of Alabama Press, 2007.

Thompson, Robert Farris. Flash of the Spirit. New York: Vintage Books, 1983.
Vlach, John Michael. The Afro-American Tradition in Decorative Arts. 1978. Reprint, Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 1990.

LORI LEE

SHIPYARDS. Slaves worked in American shipyards up and down the Atlantic and

Gulf coasts, from the inception of American shipbuilding in the mid-1600s to slav-

ery’s end in 1865. They played a part in all the maritime trades, including ship car-

pentry, sail making, pump and block making, ship rigging, anchor making, and

caulking. Enslaved shipwrights sawed, hammered, and planed the keels and decks of
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New England–built brigs, Baltimore clippers, and both U.S. and Confederate Navy

ships, such as the first USS Constellation and the CSS Virginia.

As early as the 1650s, Richard Cutts’s Piscataqua River shipyard in New Hampshire

had eight enslaved workers. In the early 1700s, slaves built ships in Boston, Charles-

ton, New York, and Philadelphia. Many of these men were hired from their owners by

the shipyard proprietors, who paid rates that suggest that the slaves were skilled arti-

sans. By the mid-18th century, white shipbuilders in South Carolina and Georgia

were seeking statutory protection from slave competition by petitioning colonial

legislatures to ban slaves from shipyard work.

Colonial newspaper advertisements suggest that slaveholders arranged to have

talented young black boys trained for shipyard work: Charleston’s newspaper car-

ried ads in the 1740s for the sale of slaves ‘‘brought up’’ as ship carpenters or

caulkers. Apprenticeship indentures were often the vehicle for recording contracts

by which a slave owner secured the craft training of a young African American in

return for the ability to sell that young man as a skilled worker upon his completion

of the apprenticeship.

Investing in slave artisans could bring profit. Slave ship carpenters could be sold for

50 to 80 percent more than prices for field hands. But if slave artisans were costly to

buy, those who could afford them obtained labor at a price well below that demanded

by free white artisans. As a result, the number and proportion of slaves found in colo-

nial American shipyards was low in New England and the Mid-Atlantic, where rela-

tively cheap white labor was comparatively abundant. From Virginia to the Deep

South, however, enslaved shipbuilders were much more prominent. In both Northern

and Southern colonies, shipyard owners with the largest operations were most likely

to own or hire enslaved workers.

In the early Republic, the use of slaves in shipyards would, like slavery in general,

take on a more regional character and become a fact of life only from Maryland south-

ward. In Baltimore, the nation’s great boomtown in the years from 1770 to 1815, buy-

ing and hiring slaves allowed shipyard owners to expand their operations rapidly. In

1800, federal census data showed more than 40 slave owners whose occupation was

ship carpenter, sail maker, or the like. Four of the city’s top 10 slave owners, in terms

of the numbers of slaves, were shipbuilders or rope makers.

David Stodder (d. 1806), who enslaved 22 blacks, launched the USS Constellation in

1797, from his Fell’s Point shipyard. The Constellation served the nation for more than 50

years. In its first major mission, it took part in the war against the ‘‘Barbary Pirates’’ of Tripoli

in North Africa to punish North African states that raidedAmerican shipping in theMedi-

terranean and enslaved captured sailors. By the 1820s, the Constellation sailed the West In-

dies in search of Americans whowere participating in the by-then illegal slave trade.

Slave owning and slave hiring made good economic sense as long as a shipbuilder

could ensure that slaves would be fully employed year-round. In practice, this meant

large operators, with high and inelastic demand for their product, wanted to use slave

labor as a cheaper alternative to waged white labor. Subcontractors to the shipping con-

struction business, such as sail makers and riggers, were less likely to own slaves. But

even the very highly specialized business ofmaking flags and colors for ships found an occa-

sional slave owner: Baltimore’s Mary Pickersgill (1776–1857), the city’s best-knownmanu-

facturer of flags and ship’s colors, owned female slaves who helped her in her business.
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One or more of these enslaved women, in all likelihood, helped make the Star Spangled

Banner that flew over FortMcHenry during the British bombardment in 1814.

Throughout the first half of the 19th century, enslaved shipyard workers dominated the

industry in the Deep South, even as their presence faded in Northern ports in the after-

math of gradual emancipation, or in the Upper South, as manumission of skilled slaves

generated free black people who continued to build ships. By the 1830s, a teenage Freder-

ick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895), working as a ship caulker in a Baltimore shipyard, noted

that most of the black ship carpenters in his yard were free. But inWashington (DC)Navy

Yard; inGosport Yard inNorfolk, Virginia; and in Pensacola, Florida, theNavy hired hun-

dreds of enslaved workers from their owners. As maritime culture spread to the Gulf coast,

shipyards in Biloxi, Mobile, andNewOrleans also employed black shipbuilders.

By the 1830s and 1840s, these maritime workers, especially in Chesapeake or North

Carolina ports, had more day-to-day autonomy and far more uncontrolled contact with

white and black people from outside their region than did plantation workers. Slave

sailors, watermen, ferrymen, and shipyard workers could and did become involved in

efforts to free themselves and others. Several narratives of enslaved people who escaped

to freedom attest to the anti-slavery potential of work in shipyards or on the docks. Exam-

ples include the narrative of Moses Grandy (b. 1786?) or some of William Still’s (1821–

1902) accounts of escapes by water from Norfolk or the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake.

Slave shipwrights continued to do their work into the age of ironclad warships.

When Virginia Confederates captured the U.S. Navy Yard at Gosport, they found

that departing personnel had burned and scuttled the USS Merrimack, which was in

the yard for a refit. In an attempt to break the U.S. Navy blockade of the Chesa-

peake’s mouth, Confederates raised the Merrimack, converted it into an ironclad ship,

and relaunched it as the CSS Virginia. The Virginia, famous for its fight with the USS

ironclad the Monitor, was largely built by slave labor, in the final chapter of 200-plus

years of slavery in American shipyards.

See also Boats; Ferries; Woodworking Tools.
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T. STEPHEN WHITMAN

SHOES. No other item of dress more vividly captures and retains the physical

imprint of its wearer than footwear does; and few garments have been as universally

worn by both males and females at all ages and all ranks throughout history. No gen-

eralizations, however, can reflect the variety of footwear worn by enslaved individuals

in America between the early 17th century and the end of slavery.
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Evidence from the 17th and 18th centuries suggests little unique about slaves’

shoes, most commonly termed ‘‘Negro shoes’’ in documents and runaway slave adver-

tisements. With few exceptions, runaway slaves’ footwear as described in newspaper

advertisements uses the same descriptors, styles, and varieties worn by runaway white

servants from the same locales. By 1758, more anatomically suitable shoe lasts, which

are the wooden forms on which shoes are made, were adopted for male slaves’ shoes

with ‘‘broad flat toes,’’ through size 12, to account for proportions and foot shapes

more commonly associated with non-shoe-wearing or sandal-wearing peoples, versus

the narrower proportions made for European shoe-wearers’ feet, accustomed to com-

pression and distortion, especially at the toes. Barefootedness among slaves seemed

Making Shoes

Addie Vinson recalled the footwear made by itinerant female shoemakers on
her Georgia plantation:

All de Niggers went barfoots in summer, but in winter us all wore brogans.

Old Miss had a shoe shop in de celler under de big house, and when dem

two white ’omans dat she hired to make our shoes come, us knowed winter-

time was nigh. Dem ’omans would stay ’til dey had made up shoes enough

to last us all winter long, den dey would go on to de next place what dey

s’pected to make shoes.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Shadrach Cyrus talked about shoes made on his Mississippi plantation:

We all wore shoes made on de plantation. Marse John had a tan vat for pre-

paring de cattle hides to make shoe leather. The vat wuz ten feet wide and

fifteen feet long—on Dillon’s creek where there wuz plenty of water. Bark

from red oak trees wuz put in de vat wid de hides to get off de hair—den de

hides would be put on a pole and de side de meat wuz on, wuz scraped clean

wid a knife somethin’ like a curry knife—this wuz called dressin’ de hide.

Dey could take deer hides and carry them through the same process as de

cow hides—alum wuz beat up wid eggs to make de buckskin limber—we see

no buckskin shoe strings dese days! Deer skins wuz used to make whips, too.

Big Gus and old man Dick wuz the shoemakers, also big Ike. Maple and

sumac wuz de kind uv trees they made de tacks out uv. Missus Lizzie would

give de shoemakers de beeswax to rub de thread wid, and dat would make

de thread stick together, usin’ ’bout three strands.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

7, Part 2. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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rare, with the possible exception of the Low

Country Carolinas and Georgia and among

children. Prices for slaves’ shoes in 18th-

century Virginia were only six pence to one

shilling lower than median shoe prices over-

all. When recorded, the annual issuance of

adult slaves’ shoes was two pair per year

from the 18th century well into the 19th

century in most locales—the same number

allowed orphans, apprentices, and soldiers.

Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries,

slave footwear was imported as well as com-

mercially made in America. Shoes also were

made domestically onsite, at first by inden-

tured shoemakers and later by enslaved

shoemakers, for intra- and interplantation

distribution. Makeshift shoes also were home-

made. Surviving account books detail 18th-

century domestic shoemaking operations at Thomas Jefferson’s (1743–1826) Monti-

cello, George Mason’s (1725–1792) Gunston Hall, and Robert Carter III’s (1728–1804)

Nomini Hall plantations, all in Virginia.

From at least 1784 on, New England shoemakers supplied mass-produced shoes for

the ‘‘Southern Trade’’ (slavery). Manufacturers, especially in Worcester and Lynn,

Massachusetts, were leaders in this trade. From 1810, New England merchants

described ‘‘Nigger shoes,’’ ‘‘Jackson ties,’’ and ‘‘Red Russets,’’ and shoes that were

‘‘extra wide, sevens to elevens . . . just the thing for the Southern market.’’ The russet

color that resulted from using less expensive and possibly more durable undyed leather

for the shoe uppers created a de facto distinction in dress. Some slaves disliked this

prominent color and made their own shoe-blacking from soot and fats to turn them

the more conventional black. Some cheap black dyes could shorten the service-life of

the leather.

Durability for rough use characterized the 19th-century shoes worn by field slaves

in the Deep South. One Mobile, Alabama, factory in 1851 produced slave ‘‘brogans’’

(ankle boots) that surpassed the quality of all other boots, with triple rows of steel

hobnails reinforcing the soles, and the seams in the uppers reinforced with copper riv-

ets. In 1860, a novel idea was advertised in Atlanta, Georgia, to make slave shoes

with russet uppers nailed to thick wooden soles. These wooden-soled shoes became an

expedient that spread beyond the slave community during the war years.

See also Clothing and Footwear.
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Reproduction shoe of the type worn by enslaved men and
women in 18th-century Virginia. (The Colonial
Williamsburg Foundation.)

426

SHOES



SHOTGUN HOUSES. The shotgun house remains a living tradition, a form that

resulted from the amalgamation of several features common in African, Caribbean In-

dian, and European housing traditions. The building shape derived from Caribbean,

the framing techniques from European, and the spatial associations from African, par-

ticularly Yoruban, influences. The form emerged in the Creole culture of the West In-

dies and traveled with free people of color from Haiti to New Orleans by the early

1800s. It spread across the South from the Atlantic to Pacific oceans and eventually

into cities such as Austin, Texas; Chicago, Illinois; and St. Louis, Missouri.

The shotgun house sits perpendicular to the street with the gable end and principal

entrance covered by a porch facing the street. The structure is one room wide and

one story tall and at least one to three or more rooms deep so it extends deep into a

narrow town lot. The historic shotgun home deviated from much residential architec-

ture in the South because the fa�cades of standard Anglo-American homes ran parallel

to the street and the entrance was on this long edge.

Slaves and free people of color in towns and cities might construct such small

homes. The porches extending onto the streets afforded them a covered overhang to

sit and work and interact with neighbors and passersby.

From the late 19th into the early 20th century, the structure moved from urban set-

tings into mining towns, oil fields, railway yards, and cotton fields as industrialists and

planters built temporary housing for wage laborers, cotton pickers, and migrants.

These structures usually were made of precut dimensional lumber and box construc-

tion, also known as stud-less vertical plank construction.

See also Slave Housing.
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DEBRA A. REID

SHRINES AND SPIRIT CACHES. Archaeological investigations conducted

across the southeastern United States at sites where enslaved African Americans

resided often yield artifacts and features that cannot be assigned an obvious function.

Typically, these types of objects are European or Native American in origin and

sometimes show modifications from their original form. Generally speaking, these

modifications may include reshaping an object or adding geometric designs to an

object. Some examples of objects of this nature that have been recovered from slave

cabins include pierced coins, broken glass, blue beads, white buttons, shells, pins,
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amulets, horseshoes, cast iron pots, and

ground ceramic sherds (fragments), as well

as spoons, bricks, marbles, and other objects

with an ‘‘x’’ or cross scratched onto the

surface. In some instances, these objects are

found together in clusters or caches and of-

ten placed in subfloor pits or holes that

were dug beneath the floors of slave cabins,

placed between interior and exterior walls,

or beneath outdoor stairs leading into a

slave cabin. The precise locations of these

pits and caches were often hidden and out

of the direct view of the plantation overseer

and other slaves, a somewhat privately

maintained space. The locations themselves

may be symbolic and suggest that objects

placed in such caches possessed different

meanings to enslaved African Americans

who placed them in these contexts.

Shrines are tangible places that can be

used to facilitate communication with the

spirits of ancestors and deities. They repre-

sent sacred spaces and are created out of

objects that serve as a link between the

physical world and the cosmological world.

Shrines also create a dialogue between the

living and the dead. The objects used in

association with shrines are often believed

to embody spirits or serve as symbolic repre-

sentations of cosmological beings. These

objects are often referred to as charms, or

when placed together, spirit caches. Charms

may also serve as individual shrines.

It has been recognized that enslaved Africans who were transported to the Americas

brought with them cosmological beliefs and ideas about protection. Therefore, under-

standing the ideologies of enslaved African Americans is necessary to understand how

objects functioned within the context of the day-to-day lives of slaves. In many African

communities, deceased ancestors are revered and play a vital role in daily routines and

protection of the community. By remaining in contact with ancestors, individuals or

community members may be able to influence certain aspects of their lives such as

health, agricultural pursuits, individual achievements, and other community issues.

Contact with ancestors often is maintained through shrines that are created in public

and private spaces.

Enslaved African Americans living on plantations were integrated forcibly into the

plantation system and were obligated to conduct themselves in a manner dictated by

the plantation master or overseer. The work routines performed by slaves were

Broken and pierced spoon handles found at the Rich
Neck plantation site, Williamsburg, Virginia. (The
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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determined by the daily tasks and routines required by the plantation. European

American plantation owners often provided many of the objects and materials used

by slaves; however, it is apparent that these objects were not always viewed or used by

slaves in the same manner that slaveholders intended.

Subfloor pits found beneath slave cabins in Virginia could represent personal

shrines or shrines to honor ancestors. Although the pits likely were dug initially as

storage pits or root cellars, a function approved by the plantation overseer, the nature

of the objects placed within the pits indicate the pits also were used as shrines. The

contents of several subfloor pits in Virginia were compared with those of 10th-century

and 21st-century shrines of the Igbo, a cultural group in West Africa from which

many slaves in Virginia originated, and similarities in the items were noticed. Caches

of items including shells, animal bones, wine bottles, copper and metal objects, cast

iron pans, white clay tobacco pipes, white objects, and pollen remains of grapes were

found on the surface of the pits. White is considered a sacred color in many areas of

West Africa, and white stones commonly are found in ancestor shrines. The evidence

of the white tobacco pipes, shells, and other white objects also may be symbolic.

Tobacco and wine commonly are used as offerings to the ancestors, and the presence

of the pollen remains of grapes and wine bottles may suggest the offering of libations.

In addition, shells are associated with water, and in many regions of West and Central

Africa, rivers or other bodies of water are believed to possess spirits.

A series of cabins occupied by slaves and emancipated slaves at the Levi Jordan

plantation in Texas were analyzed. Analysis suggested that one cabin was occupied by

a curer or magician because several caches of items such as chalk, iron kettles, small

doll parts, nails, medicine bottles, coins, and water-worn pebbles were found in four

small pits located in the four corners of a cabin. Generally, each pit contained differ-

ent items. The alignment of the pits and caches was north to south and east to west,

and if a line were extrapolated between the pits it would intercept in the center of

the cabin, which was void of a pit or cache of artifacts. The location of the four arti-

fact caches was interpreted to represent the BaKongo symbol for the cosmos, a cross

or cosmogram. The BaKongo are a cultural group from West Africa from which many

slaves originated. The cosmogram symbolically represents the idea that the living are

in a continuous cycle of birth, life, death, and rebirth. The vertical line connects the

living world above with the dead below, and the horizontal line serves as a boundary

between the living and the dead and the higher God and lesser spirits. Physically

these are represented by the land, sky, and water.

Graves also functioned as shrines. In many areas of South Carolina, grave goods

such as shells, plates, mirrors, bottles, lamps, and bedposts were placed on graves.

Sometimes the last object that individuals used or medicines they used before their

death were taken to the grave and dispersed or buried with them. Frequently, such

objects were thought to keep away unwanted spirits and to protect or guide the spirit

of the deceased. In some instances, objects such as bedposts were believed to help the

dead rest. These graveyard practices were carried out by surviving family or commu-

nity members and were a reflection of how the community viewed death and honored

the lives of the individual after death. Such graves were located in public spaces and

could be visited and seen by most anyone.

See also Conjure Bags.
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STACEY L. YOUNG

SKIN. By the time of the American Revolution, the blackness of a slave’s skin signi-

fied the forced commodification of their labor. At the outset of North American slav-

ery in the early 17th century, however, skin color often provided only a visible

physical difference between Europeans, Native Americans, and Africans. Although

the overwhelming majority of North American slaves descended from Africa and thus

possessed dark skin pigmentation, they often worked alongside English and Irish

indentured servants. In some cases, African slaves worked alongside their masters. For

example, Anthony Johnson (d. 1670) was sold as ‘‘Antonio a Negro’’ to the Bennett

family at Jamestown in 1621. Johnson worked as a slave in the Bennetts’ tobacco
fields, during which time he married, raised four children, and engaged in small-scale

farming on the side. Within the Chesapeake plantation economy, slaves frequently

possessed the time and unspoken permission to grow their own food or manufacture

and sell small goods. After securing freedom for himself and his family, Johnson

amassed wealth in the form of land and slaves, and he even took his neighbor to court

for luring a slave away from his plantation. At this early juncture in the history of

North American slavery, skin color did not necessarily translate into permanent ser-

vitude or racial discrimination.

The ability of the Johnson family to enjoy social and economic upward mobility in

a society with slaves reflected contemporary theories about race and skin color that

developed first in Europe and later in the United States. Many early racial thinkers

attempted to classify humanity according to skin complexion and other physical char-

acteristics but did not always create racial hierarchies with whites at the top and

blacks at the bottom. Instead, skin color remained fluid, flexible, and mutable.

According to some 17th- and early 18th-century racial theorists, climate and other

natural influences could alter skin color. For example, the French naturalist George

Buffon (1707–1788) argued that it was possible for a person’s skin to lighten or darken

according to temperature and climatic exposure. Buffon contended that excessive

heat explained the dark skin color of Africans, and he believed that, over generations,

the skin of African descendants living in the more temperate climates of Europe or
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North America could become as light as the skin of Europeans. Johann Blumenbach

(1752–1840), the father of craniology, or the study and classification of skulls, agreed

with Buffon that climate could affect skin color and further cautioned against creating

racial hierarchies based on beauty and aesthetics. In 1787, Rev. Samuel Stanhope

Smith (1751–1819), professor of moral philosophy at the College of New Jersey (now

Princeton University), also argued that blacks and whites possessed equal innate charac-

teristics that were only mitigated by environmental factors. Smith observed that white

Pennsylvanians were considerably lighter in skin color than whites in the South Carolina

Low Country. Likewise, Benjamin Rush (1746–1813), physician and close friend of

Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826), equated blackness with a mild and noncontagious disease

‘‘An Affecting Scene in Kentucky.’’ A racist attack on Democratic vice presidential candidate Richard M. Johnson.
The Kentucky congress member’s nomination, in May 1835, as Van Buren’s running mate for the 1836 election,
raised eyebrows even among party faithful, because of Johnson’s common-law marriage to a mulatto woman, Julia
Chinn, with whom he fathered two daughters. The artist ridicules Johnson’s domestic situation and the Democrats’
constituency as well. Seated in a chair with his hand over his face, a visibly distraught Johnson lets a copy of James
Watson Webb’s New York Courier and Enquirer fall to the floor and moans, ‘‘When I read the scurrilous attacks in
the Newspapers on the Mother of my Children, pardon me, my friends if I give way to feelings!!! My dear Girls,
bring me your Mother’s picture, that I may show it to my friends here.’’ On the right are his two daughters, Adaline
and Imogene, wearing elegant evening dresses. One presents a painting of a black woman wearing a turban, and
says, ‘‘Here it is Pa, but don’t take on so.’’ The second daughter says, ‘‘Poor dear Pa, how much he is affected.’’
A man behind them exclaims, ‘‘Pickle! Pop!! and Ginger!!! Can the slayer of Tecumseh be thus overcome like a
summer cloud! fire and furies. oh!’’ Johnson is reported to have slain the Indian chief Tecumseh. Flanking Johnson
are a gaunt abolitionist (right) and a black man. The abolitionist holds a copy of the Emancipator, a Hartford,
Connecticut, newspaper, and says, ‘‘Be comforted Richard; all of us abolitionists will support thee.’’ The black man
pledges, ‘‘de honor of a Gentlemen dat all de Gentlemen of Colour will support you.’’ On the far left is a stout
postmaster who says, ‘‘Your Excellency, I am sure all of us Postmasters and deputies will stick to you; if you promise
to keep us in office.’’ The print seems to date from early in the campaign of 1836. (Library of Congress.)
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that, over time and with proper treatment, could be restored to its ‘‘natural’’ white state.

Thus, slavery based strictly on a person’s skin color remained unfixed in some parts of

North America. As in Latin America, where race and skin color were quite fluid and

complex ideas, 17th-century North American slavery allowed at least the possibility for

freedom, wealth, and social mobility without regard to skin color.

Despite the relative fluidity of race, whiteness and blackness did connote real and

drastic differences in some parts of North America. Theory and practice often clashed

as the plantation revolution transformed societies with slaves into slave societies in

which blackness and whiteness shaped identity. Planters dramatically increased their

purchase of slaves directly from Africa. The linguistic barriers and the forced physical

separation of slaves from white laborers created a new social climate increasingly

marked by an emerging black-white binary. As whites rose in social status, blacks sank

deeper into harsher and increasingly racialized forms of slavery. To sustain this new

social order, slave owners used brutal force and coercion. Violence against slaves

increased dramatically. Owners used the lash, the branding iron, and the gallows

much more frequently both as punishment and as regular reminders of slaves’ subordi-

nate positions. Thus, the black skin of slaves became the tangible surface on which

masters represented and asserted their power and authority.

Violence against black slaves often translated into new social hierarchies based

on race. At the time the United States won independence from England, North

American slavery was becoming synonymous with blackness. While nominally free,

blacks living in the northern United States immediately after the Revolution experi-

enced new and increased racism. Seventeenth-century social hierarchies based on

one’s socioeconomic function as slave, servant, free laborer, or slave owner, for exam-

ple, gave way to much more rigid and permanent social identities based on one’s skin

color. For these racial theorists, skin color became the outward manifestation of a per-

son’s immutable inner character. Many whites developed and supported biological

theories of origin and adaptation that justified the continued enslavement of African

Americans. Thomas Jefferson disagreed with Rush, arguing that blacks were inferior,

not only in physical appearance but also in mental capacity and disposition as well.

Although he noticed kindness as an admirable and naturally endowed attribute

among his own black slaves, Jefferson believed Negroes to be incapable of controlling

their emotions and unable to use logic and reason. Jefferson conjectured that, at some

point, whether at original creation or through time and circumstance, Negroes repre-

sented a separate species from whites. In doing so, Jefferson radically departed from

the widely accepted notion that all humans belonged to a single species.

Jefferson was but one of dozens of racial thinkers who, by the early 19th century,

attempted to link blackness with innate inferiority and even separateness of species.

In 1810, Samuel Morton (1799–1851), a physician from Philadelphia, proposed that

whites and Negroes indeed were separate species because of the generationally declin-

ing fertility of mulattoes, the offspring of white and black parents. Thus, Morton’s

conclusions supported the polygenist theory of human origins that suggested a series

of separate creations represented by the different races of mankind. Both polygenists

and many monogenists, who argued that racial variation had followed a single human

creation, attributed the degraded condition of blacks under slavery to racial

inferiority.

432

SKIN



Despite the emergence of a black-white binary in 19th-century racial thought,

detailed racial categories pervaded biological and cultural debates about racial mixing.

In particular, racial theorists responded to what many whites considered the danger-

ous practice of miscegenation, or sexual intercourse between a white person and a per-

son of color. In 1847, German-born naturalist Johann von Tschudi (1818–1889)

identified 23 racial hybrid categories that had resulted from European colonization of

the Americas and the trans-Atlantic slave trade. These categories rested on the pres-

ence or absence of nonwhite blood. For example, Tschudi used the terms ‘‘mulatto,’’

‘‘quadroon,’’ and ‘‘octoroon’’ to describe persons possessing one-half, one-quarter, or

one-eighth of black blood. The presence of sizable mixed-race populations in the free

North, the slaveholding South, and throughout Latin America and the Caribbean

alarmed many whites, who felt threatened by the possibility that a person of black

ancestry might pass as white. As a result, slave codes grew more rigid, and no matter

how light a free person’s skin color may have been to the naked eye, courts of law

defined persons of any mixed ancestry as black.

Scholars have debated which came first: black slavery or the racial ideas of black

inferiority and white superiority. Many agree that the institution of slavery and theo-

ries of racial difference were mutually sustaining projects. While slavery increasingly

subsumed much of the North American economy in the 18th and early 19th centu-

ries, skin color and physical appearance became the visual medium through which

racial thinkers and pro-slavery advocates developed fixed categories. These hierar-

chies in turn provided whites with convenient and ‘‘scientific’’ justification for the

continued subjugation of blacks. Blackness also was attributed to many immigrant

groups that did not fit into the black-white binary created by slavery. In 1790, Con-

gress reserved naturalized citizenship for ‘‘free white persons.’’ In 1854, the California

Supreme Court ruled that Chinese immigrants were black and therefore could not tes-

tify against whites. Even after emancipation and the Voting Rights Act of 1867,

Southern state governments successfully disenfranchised and discriminated against

African Americans and other nonwhites on the grounds that the whiteness of one’s

skin and thus one’s cultural superiority was something that needed to remain uncon-

taminated and safe from blackness.
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SLAVE BADGES. Slave badges were the legally mandated visible proof of an urban

slave’s hired-out status. Enslaved men and women not under direct control of their

masters, but working in another’s employ, or following a particular trade on their

own, they were required by law to wear these badges or have them on their person.

Only a fixture of urban, and not rural, slave life, badge laws existed in several South-

ern cities, but the artifact, for reasons not understood, survives only in Charleston,

South Carolina.

In Charleston, the evolution toward the wearing of slave badges began quite early.

Founded in 1670, Charleston, a city heavily dependent on slave labor, was the capital

of the colony that had a black majority by 1708, and the city remained primarily

black well through the era of slavery. By 1690, slaves leaving their plantation needed

a ‘‘ticket’’ as proof of permission to travel; by 1712, slaves were not allowed to hire out

their services for their own enrichment. In 1721, those hiring the services of enslaved

persons belonging to someone else needed a certificate, note, or memorandum, and by

1764, those slaves were required to wear ‘‘a ticket or badge.’’ Newspaper advertise-

ments suggest that such early badges may have been made out of pewter; no examples

of them are known to exist.

When Charleston was officially incorporated in August 1783, one of the earliest

statutes passed focused on slave badges. Different badge categories cost different

prices, depending on what profession or activity the slave pursued; badges had to be

procured annually. At this same, free people of color also were required to wear a dif-

ferent type of metal badge to reflect their status. Some of those latter badges, featuring

a liberty cap on a staff, have survived, but no badges meant for enslaved persons are

known from this era.

Many of the laws were not followed, and harsh penalties were instituted. In 1789,

the city of Charleston revoked all the badge laws for hired-out enslaved men and

women and for free people of color. For 11 years no one wore badges in the city and

no laws requiring badges for free people of color were ever passed after 1789. But this

changed in 1800, when a new series of laws came into effect. Hundreds of these slave

badges, sometimes called ‘‘slave tags,’’ have survived, and the information on these

collectible items fills in the historical record regarding the objects and the laws that

called them into being.

The 1800 Charleston law on slave badges brought back the annual nature of the

badge, stating they could be ‘‘renewed’’ at the end of the year. Early on in the process,

some badges with the year stamped at the bottom of the badge were renewed by hav-

ing that bottom edge snapped off and the new year stamped in the blank area. Cate-

gories were emblazoned on the badges, and the prices varied depending on the

profession the slave followed. The city eventually advertised annually for badge mak-

ers. The first known badge maker was Ralph Atmar, Jr. (1767–1809), a goldsmith and

engraver. He made his badges out of copper in an octagonal shape with a hole at the

top from which to suspend the badge or sew it to a hat or garment. All badges for all

subsequent years also were made of copper, and all had holes for suspension or sewing.

There is no known image of any slave wearing a badge. Many badges have been found

with rough edges bent over, a sign that a slave probably bent the corners back to keep

from being pricked or having threads catch on them. The badge shapes would vary:

some years featured round badges; others were fairly square, with or without cropped
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corners; on other years, the square badges,

instead of having a hole centered along the

top side, had it placed in a corner so that

the badge would hang in the shape of dia-

mond. All badges for all subsequent years,

except for those produced in 1800, would

identify Charleston in an arc at the top; the

other data varied in position on the metal

artifact, but a number always appeared on

the slave badge, along with a year and a cat-

egory. In 1848, 1849, and 1850, when unin-

corporated parts of the city were annexed

into Charleston proper, badges now were

marked ‘‘Charleston,’’ ‘‘Charleston Neck,’’

or ‘‘C. N.’’ for Charleston Neck to denote

hired-out slaves whose masters lived in these

annexed areas. Some makers would stamp

their name on their badges. The informa-

tion was engraved, punched, and stamped,

with each maker varying it every year.

According to information found on two

slave badges from the same year, by 1806,

the number on a badge was the sequential

number of the badge sold within a particular category. This may have been the prac-

tice from 1800 on, or possibly the first badge sold was number 1, and the second num-

ber 2, regardless of category.

After some variation in the early years, these categories were standardized by about

1813. The categories included ‘‘mechanic’’ (meaning a skilled worker or artisan),

‘‘porter,’’ ‘‘fisher,’’ servant,’’ or ‘‘fruiterer.’’ The last category, earlier called ‘‘huckster,’’

was applied mostly to women who sold fruit and vegetables and other consumables

primarily in the city market and generally was the most expensive badge, selling for

$6.00 in 1800, $15.00 in 1806, $5.00 in 1813, and $25.00 in the inflationary period of

1865. The ‘‘mechanic’’ badge was next in expense, with the annual price ranging from

$3.00 in 1800, $5.00 in 1837, $7.00 in 1838, and finally $35.00 in 1865. ‘‘Fisher’’

badges were generally the least expensive, starting at $1.00, rising to $2.00 in 1837,

and to $4.00 in 1840 for a male ‘‘fisher.’’ No ‘‘fisher’’ badges were allowed to be sold in

1865, perhaps in fear of allowing enslaved men and women to escape in boats to the

federal troops besieging the city. ‘‘Porters’’ started at $2.00, increasing to $4.00 in

1837, and topping out at $20.00 in 1865. ‘‘Servant’’ or the occasional ‘‘house servant’’

badges were the most common, starting at $1.00 and rising to $2.00 in 1826. The

exception was for a servant younger than 14, whose badge went for $1.00, until that

category was abolished in 1837. After 1830, house servants no longer had to wear

their badges, but still they had to have been purchased and shown when necessary.

The final price in 1865 for a mechanic’s badge was $35.00.

The badges went on sale in January of each year, but the income and expenses were

counted in fiscal years that ran from September to August. By 1806, masters buying

Copper slave badge, Charleston, South Carolina, 1823.
(The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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badges for slaves had to take an oath swearing that the particular slaves were their

property or that of someone living in the city of Charleston. These badges were

intended to keep those outside of the city from hiring their slaves out in town and

overpopulating the city with unhoused and unsupervised slaves. At first, limits were

placed on the numbers of slaves who could be hired out and for whom badges could

be procured, but these limits were relaxed in 1837. By 1806, the city treasurer was

enjoined to keep a register of slaves who had been granted badges, with their owners’

names, their ages, and employments, along with the badge number. If any of these

badge books survived, their contents would be invaluable in linking badges found

with the bondsperson who wore it. Not one page of one volume of a badge book is

now known to exist. But should any surface, a new era in badge history and identifica-

tion will occur.

These badge books served a function at the time, that is, proving whether a person

had paid for a badge, and whether a badge was claimed to have been lost. The penal-

ties for working without a badge were quite severe. Slaves could be whipped at the

workhouse for not having a badge, or for wearing someone else’s badge, with the num-

ber of lashes or ‘‘stripes’’ noted in the statutes. Owners could be fined. If hired out, it

was against the law for slaves to keep any of the money their hired labors produced.

All had to be turned over to their masters—or the slave could face punishment.

Contemporary evidence, letters to the editor of local papers, correspondence, and

other financial accounts show that these laws often were ignored. Many slaves grew

wealthy on their labor and some even managed to buy their freedom from their

masters before new South Carolina laws made the emancipation process much more

difficult—and virtually impossible—in 1820. Lower-middle-class white laborers sent

petition after petition to the South Carolina legislature and to Charleston City Hall

to try to prevent this hiring out practice of slaves, because the slaves could produce

goods and provide services less expensively than free whites could. But the city and

state often replied that because society was based on slavery, the slave-hire practice

could not be abolished. As a consequence, Charleston in antebellum times never

developed a strong white working class.

To appease the feelings of those petitioners, government authorities attempted to

ensure that slave badge laws and hiring out procedures were followed. So laws were writ-

ten and badges were made in such a way to solicit help from the general populace and

enroll them in enforcement issues. Those citizens spotting and turning in a slave break-

ing the badge and hiring laws were rewarded with half the fine the owner would have

to pay; the other half would go to the policeman. For those who were illiterate, the

varying shapes and sizes of badge each year would telegraph what was current and what

was not. In fact, Sheriff John J. Lafar (1781–1849), who also made badges for the decade

of the 1820s, varied his badges each year. One year they would be square, hanging paral-

lel to the ground, the next year, the square badge, with its pin hole in a corner, would

dangle diagonally, diamond shaped. One would be able to ‘‘read’’ the current year of a

badge with a quick glimpse from across the street. Because the original wearer of an

individual badge could be beaten if another slave was found wearing it, slaves appear to

have damaged or destroyed their badges at the end of calendar years. This would

account for the few number of badges known to have survived, compared with the tens

of thousands that were made between 1800 and 1865; it also would account for the fact
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that many that are found have been deliberately folded, broken and bent, and why some

are found tossed in bodies of water, privies, and trash pits.

Badges and hiring out laws were an integral part of the city and its finances. For

those years that the total number of badges produced can be deduced and the total

number of slaves in the city is known, as many as 25 to 30 percent of slaves in any

given year were hired out, varying with economic times and conditions. Estimates, for

instance, suggest that as few as 300 to 400 slave badges were sold and worn ca. 1808

and 1809 during a time of economic depression, whereas more than 5,000 slave

badges bearing the date 1860 were worn in that year.

This was the time when hire badges became a crucial, if ironic, emblem of hope for

many African Americans in the city. For years, since the passage of an 1820 law that

allowed emancipation only for individual slaves through a successful petition to the

state legislature, many slaves had been acting as though they were free. Some had

been purchased by free relatives; others had been transferred to white owners who

acted as owners in name only. Such trusteeships were made illegal in 1840, but for

decades, lax enforcement of the law gave many men and women in this condition a

sense of security. They often paid capitation taxes required for free people of color of

certain ages and used that receipt as ‘‘proof’’ of their free status.

But in 1859 and 1860, city government, in response to yet another plea from the

white apprentices and mechanics, began to crack down on these people who had been

acting as though they were free. Many were caught and sold to new masters; others

fled Charleston. To help bolster their chances of staying free, many of those in this

legal limbo bought slave badges and wore them in an attempt to have white citizens

believe they were accounted for legally. A newspaper in Charleston noted the rush on

the badge office and another paper in Philadelphia described African Americans

arriving there from Charleston still with their slave badges on as they escaped to

freedom.

Slavery, the hiring out of slaves, and the wearing and enforcing of badge laws contin-

ued unabated in Charleston during the Civil War years. As copper for the badges grew

scarce, it was not uncommon for a badge maker to stamp new information on the

reverse of a badge from the previous year. Sales of badges continued into 1865, even as

the city was besieged and federal troops took control after Confederates left on February

17. In 1866, all slave-related laws, including those on badges, were abolished.

The first mention of slave badges as a curiosity and relic of lost times came about a

generation later. Some badges possibly were sold as souvenirs by the early 20th cen-

tury. Some counterfeits were known to exist by the 1930s. As collectors began to real-

ize the unique history of these items, demand for them grew, prices shot up, and

unethical ‘‘diggers’’ often began trespassing on private property and sites under devel-

opment in the city of Charleston in search of these relics. Counterfeiting has grown

quite rampant, and many people buy these badges in hopes of being able to trace the

original wearers and return them to their descendants. But the slave badges are mute;

only the name of one slave has been found engraved on one badge. The stories they

suggest are nonetheless compelling and the badges are links to those who wore them

day in and day out as they navigated a way of life different from many others bound in

slavery.

See also Whips.
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HARLAN GREENE

SLAVE COLLARS. The slave collar was a sign and symbol of slavery. It simultane-

ously signified ownership and servitude. The collar placed around the necks of slaves

profoundly dehumanized them. Beyond its symbolic value, the slave collar was among

the cruelest kinds of physical torture and punishment slaves had to endure on planta-

tions in the Caribbean and the Americas throughout the Atlantic slave trade. Slave

collars were most often used to punish slaves who tried to escape or as a punishment

exacted on their family members or on those who resisted in other ways that were

judged to be especially dangerous to the owners’ maintenance of control and

domination.

Iron slave collars were not an invention of the Atlantic slave trade. In ancient

Rome, early Christian slave owners placed collars on slaves who tried to escape.

Ulpian, a third-century Roman jurist, recorded that Archdeacon Felix ordered a

bronze collar placed around the neck of one of his slaves, which was inscribed: ‘‘I am

the slave of the Archdeacon Felix. Hold me so that I do not flee.’’ For the Europeans

and Americans involved in the Atlantic slave trade, however, more brutal rather than

declamatory styles of slave collars were required. Owners felt threatened by the active

level of resistance shown by many slaves. The owners knew that Maroon communities

of escaped slaves were viable and growing, particularly in South America and the

West Indies, and that known escape routes in many locations beckoned the slaves

and their hopes for freedom. Because the value of the slaves was in their labor, execut-

ing them for trying to escape was not a viable financial option, nor was trading them

to other plantations, so flogging and collaring became the standard mode of punish-

ment on most plantations. Slave collars were used on both male and female slaves,

young and old alike, for either a set period of time or never to be removed at all. Slave

collars generally were not used on slaving vessels, where male slaves were routinely

manacled two-by-two with ankle chains.

There were several styles of slave collars. All were iron and locked or riveted

around the neck of the slave. Some were designed purely to shackle, while others were

made to discourage escape attempts; these often had long hooks and bells attached to

the collar, which made it difficult for a slave to swim or run away without drowning

or detection. Robert Smalls (1839–1916), an escaped South Carolina slave who deliv-

ered a Confederate ship into Union hands in 1862 and went on to serve in the Union

Navy and then in the U.S. House of Representatives, remembered a collar with long

outward reaching horizontal bars that resembled cows’ horns. These arms would catch

in bushes or on trees, making it impossible for a slave to run away or even to sleep on

the side, back, or belly. Another style of collar had iron vertical levels extending
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Punishment

John Crawford remembered how his Mississippi owner, Grandpappy Jake Craw-
ford, put collars on disobedient slaves:

When I think of what the ’calcitrant niggers did and what Grandpappy did,

I feel like laughin’ all over agan. There were some niggers wouldn’t work,

and they went off in the swamplands, down in the bottoms on the place,

and they would sleep in the bresh all day, and at night slip up to the potato

kiln, where they baked the potatoes in ashes, and take out potatoes and go

to the smokehouse and get the meat, and they cook and eat in the swamps.

Grandpappy finally koch them with the dogs and brought them up to the

house, and then he sent for a smithy. He had thought up a way to keep

them where they b’longed. He had a iron band put round they leg and one

round they waist, and a iron pole that went straight up in the air fastened

on the side of they leg through the iron bands. And five feet over they heads

he hung a brass bell on the top where they can’t reach it. Then he turned

them loose and told them, ‘‘Don’t you let me hear that bell leavin’ the

place, or God have mercy on your black hides.’’

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Supp. Ser. 2, Vol. 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.

The son of a Texas slaveholder and his female slave, J. W. Terrill was forced to
wear a slave collar:

My father took me away from my mother when at age of six weeks old and

gave me to my grandmother, who was real old at the time. Jus’ befo’ she

died she gave me back to my father, who was my mammy’s master. He was a

old batchelor and run saloon and he was white, but my mammy was a Ne-

gro. He was mean to me.

Finally my father let his sister take me and raise me with her chillen. She

was good to me, but befo’ he let her have me he willed I must wear a bell till

I was 21 year old, strapped ’round my shoulders with the bell ’bout three feet

from my head in steel frame. That was for punishment for bein’ born into

the world a son of a white man and my mammy, a Negro slave. I wears this

frame with the bell where I could’t reach the clapper, day and night. I never

knowed what it was to lay down in bed and get a good night’s sleep till I was

’bout 17 year old, when my father died and my missy took the bell offen me.

Befo’ my father gave me to his sister, I was tied and strapped to a tree and

whipped like a beast by my father, till I was unconscious, and then left

strapped to a tree all night in cold and rainy weather. My father was very

mean. He and he sister brung me to Texas, to North Zulch, when I ’bout 12

year old. He brung my mammy, too, and made her come and be his mistress

one night every week, He would have kilt every one of his slaves rather

than see us go free, ’specially me and my mammy.
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three or four feet high, from which bells were hung to make incessant noise and

detection easy. Also, many slave collars were designed so that additional chains could

link the collars to leg or arm manacles and thereby further restrict movement.

In testimony given before the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society in England in

1841, Madison Jefferson, a slave born in what is now West Virginia, related how he was

collared after his third unsuccessful escape attempt at age 20. After receiving 150 lashes

and having brine poured on his wounds, he was locked in a dungeon for two days. Sub-

sequently, for several days, he was forced to parade in front of the house in chains and a

collar from which extended a tall vertical crossbar with a bell hanging from it; each and

every step caused the bell to ring. He escaped the following year (ca. 1838–1839) and

made it safely to Canada, where he worked for two years as a farm hand. At one farm,

he met a 12-year-old English boy who taught him to read and brought him to England,

where he gave his testimony before the Anti-Slavery Society.

Incredibly, some slaves managed to escape while wearing slave collars. In 1862,

during the Civil War, the Fourth Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry provided refuge to

My missy was purty good to me, when my father wasn’t right ’round. But

he wouldn’t let her give me anything to eat but cornbread and water and

little sweet ’taters, and jus’ ’nough of that to keep me alive. I was allus hon-

gry. My mammy had a boy called Frank Adds and a girl called Marie Adds,

what she give birth to by her cullud husban’, but I never got to play with

them. Missy worked me on the farm and there was ’bout 100 acres and fif-

teen slaves to work ’em. The overseer waked us ’bout three in the mornin’

and then he worked us jus’ long as we could see. If we didn’t git ’round fast

’nough, he chain us to a tree at night with nothin’ to eat, and nex’ day, if

we didn’t go on the run he hit us 39 licks with a belt what was ’bout three

foot long and four inches wide.

I wore the bell night and day, and my father would chain me to a tree till

I nearly died from the cold and bein’ so hongry. My father didn’t lieve in

church and my missy ’lieved there a Lord, but I wouldn’t have ’lieved her if

she try larn me ’bout ’ligion, ’cause my father tell me I wasn’t any more than

a damn mule. I slep’ on a chair and tried to res’ till my father died, and then

I sang all day, ’cause I knowed I wouldn’t be treated so mean. When missy

took that bell offen me I thinks I in Heaven ’cause I could lie down and go

to sleep. When I did I couldn’t wake up for a long time and when I did wake

up I’d be scairt to death I’d see my father with his whip and that old bell. I’d

jump out of bed and run till I give out, for fear he’d come back and git me.

I was ’bout 17 year old then and I so happy not to have that bell on me.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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two male slaves named Old Steve and Char-

ley. The soldiers were able to file off the riv-

ets to remove the slave collar worn by Old

Steve. It later was sent to the Wisconsin

Historical Society, where it remains. Steve

joined the Union Army.

Slave collars frequently were observed

and described in travel narratives written by

visitors to plantations and port towns

throughout the Caribbean and the Americas

in the 18th and 19th centuries. Whatever

the views of the authors about slavery

itself, generally the slave collar was recog-

nized as a serious and awful punishment.

One of the late 18th century’s most cited

texts concerning slavery, Narrative of a Five

Years’ Expedition against the Revolted Negroes

of Surinam in Guiana on the Wild Coast of

South-America, based on a manuscript writ-

ten in 1790 by John Gabriel Stedman

(1744–1797) and published in 1796,

famously records the case of a 14-year-old

slave named Cadety, who was flogged and

collared into madness. Stedman’s narrative

states that an iron triangular collar, called a

pot hook, was put around Cadety’s neck,

which for a month prevented him from

escaping or sleeping, and it also provided

the means to chain him exposed on a pier,

from which he was forced to bark at every

boat that passed by. Narratives like Sted-

man’s, as well as geography books and encyclopedias, often included engraved plates

and illustrations that depicted slave collars. Even if readers of these texts lived in non-

slaving locations, certainly they could identify the cruel intention and purpose of the

slave collar.

Remarkably, decorative and symbolic representations of collars in 17th- and 18th-

century English portraiture glorify the wealth and social standing of a particular indi-

vidual or family. African servants sometimes were included in these portraits; the

Africans were not legally slaves in England, but the collars they wore symbolically

marked them as slaves. For example, a young servant owned by Lord James Cavendish

(d. 1751) is included in a portrait by an unknown artist that featured Cavendish, his fa-

ther, the Duke of Devonshire, and his father-in-law, Elihu Yale. The boy servant, serving

wine, is wearing fancy English dress and a slave collar, which signifies his status as Cav-

endish’s property. A collared male African youth is present in an individual portrait of

Elihu Yale (1649–1721), painted by James Worsdale (ca. 1692–1767). Yale, who as the

second governor of the English East India Company settlement in Madras, India, from

Wilson Chinn, a branded slave from Louisiana, with slave
collar, 1863. (Library of Congress.)
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1687–1692, witnessed the emergence of a lively slave trade for young children. There is

an interesting American connection to this portrait. In 1718, upon receiving an appeal

from Massachusetts Bay Colony leader Cotton Mather (1663–1728), Elihu Yale donated

a box of goods to the Collegiate School of Connecticut, which then sold it for cash. To

thank him for his gift, the school was renamed Yale University.

The slave collar also became an iconographic image for the abolitionist movement

in England, which had active publishing and marketing campaigns. Anti-slavery po-

etry in books, handbills, and newspapers often included images depicting the suffering

or the piety of slaves. One such handbill, printed to celebrate the August 1834 law

that declared slavery illegal in the British Empire, presented James Montgomery’s

(1771–1854) poem, ‘‘The Negroes’ Vigil,’’ accompanied with an illustration of a pious

black male, who is seen praying on one knee, but wearing a slave collar and ankle and

wrist chains. Similarly sympathetic visual representations of slaves wearing collars

and chains can been seen on other products produced by the abolitionist movement;

these included wall hangings, plates, mugs, trays, glasses, medallions, and medals, and

all were available in a wide range of styles and prices.

During the centuries of the Atlantic slave trade, whether used as a method of pun-

ishment or used symbolically by those who abhorred slavery, the slave collar, perhaps

more than any other object, came to represent the profound cruelty of slavery.

See also Abolition Imagery.
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LINDA E. MERIANS

SLAVE DRIVERS. Slave drivers were agricultural bondsmen with diverse responsi-

bilities in field production and labor supervision on large plantations or small farms.

In the management structure of large plantations, the slave driver ranked below the

overseer, steward, and planter. In the slave hierarchy, the driver’s status was compara-

ble to that of the slave artisans and household slaves. The position of driver originated

in 17th-century South Carolina, where seasoned slaves supervised the field labor of

new slaves by standing behind and ‘‘driving,’’ or coercing, them to perform their new

duties. By the 19th century, the position and responsibilities of the slave driver had
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expanded. Depending on the size of the agricultural unit, several occupational levels

could exist, including the head driver, also known as the overdriver; the underdriver;

and the foreman, who directed field task gangs.

Most drivers were men, although some slave women worked in the capacity of driv-

ers when supervising ‘‘trash gangs’’ of young children, superannuated slaves, and

women in an advanced stage of pregnancy. The male slave driver was usually in his

30s or 40s. In some instances, drivers were younger, and some managed to retain their

positions into their 60s. Most slave drivers were intelligent individuals with forceful

personalities and physical power or presence who also possessed leadership and man-

agement skills. Their major responsibility was to maintain a highly disciplined, effi-

cient, and well-coordinated productive agricultural slave labor force.

The commercial agricultural South was dominated by a single-crop economy. High

productivity required an extremely regimented workforce, specialization in field labor,

and a high degree of labor interdependence and cooperation. Rigid discipline was

required to maintain assembly-line fieldwork to meet production goals. In fulfilling

these responsibilities of his position, the slave driver often has been compared to a

shop foreman. His major purpose was to ‘‘drive’’ the slaves to maintain efficiency and

discipline. Given authority to punish field hands, the driver historically was often

called ‘‘whipping man’’ or ‘‘whipping boss.’’

But the slave driver was more than a ‘‘straw boss,’’ whipping man, or foreman who

supervised field hands from sunup to sundown. Drivers collected information on field

production, which they analyzed, interpreted, and passed on to the overseer, steward,

or planter. In the absence of an overseer and often the owners, the driver had to

schedule production and plan how to deploy limited resources. In fulfilling these

diverse responsibilities, the slave driver in this management capacity thus provides an

example of slave ‘‘intrapreneurship.’’ Possessed of both practical and specialized

knowledge of crop production, the slave driver could dominate field operations in the

production of cotton, sugar, tobacco, and rice that brought in the plantation dollars.

The slave driver James Pemberton, who managed Jefferson Davis’s Brierfield, Missis-

sippi, plantation, was representative of the slave driver as intrapreneur. In October

1846, Pemberton reported to Davis that his enslaved workforce at Brierfield had

picked 170,000 pounds of cotton, more than 300 bales.

Slave drivers were both generalists and specialists in the performance of their manage-

ment duties, but more than anything else perhaps they had to be ‘‘people managers’’ who

knew how to set goals and motivate the field laborers. Their expertise was invaluable in

contributing to the agricultural productivity of the antebellum South. Given the high rate

of periodic absentee ownership, and that only 30 percent of plantations and farms had

white overseers, perhaps two-thirds of slaves worked directly under a black man. Planter

compensation for the success of slave drivers varied. High-top leather boots, greatcoats,

and top hats in addition to the whip often were symbols of the driver’s status and position.

Because drivers seldom were ‘‘bred,’’ opportunities existed for the slave driver to groom a

promising son for this ‘‘privileged’’ position. Often the driver was rewarded with better

housing and more abundant food. The position also could be used to mitigate punishment

of family members and friends; it also could be abused, to mete out punishment to enemies

as well as to obtain sexual favors. Sometimes, planters provided drivers with extra land for

their personal use with permission to use other slaves to cultivate the plot. Produce raised
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could be taken to town by the driver and sold for cash. Some drivers received money

incentives in wages and bonuses, amounting in some instances to hundreds of dollars, for

their efficiency in labor management and field production.

The management styles developed by drivers to maintain their position have become

the source of great historical controversy. Historians, however, have been reluctant to

accept the neoabolitionist description of the cruel, sadistic, and brutal slave driver por-

trayed by Sambo and Quimbo in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s (1811–1896) 1852 novel Un-

cle Tom’s Cabin. Rather, most historians tend to agree that although some slave drivers

were crueler than whites, most protected and helped other slaves.

The management operations of a capital-extensive, labor-intensive, single-crop ag-

ricultural unit encouraged development of a performance-oriented business culture as

opposed to that of a paternalistic profit-sharing business culture. Even privileged

slaves with specialized skills were compensated inadequately, despite the perquisites

that could be derived from their positions. Yet most slave drivers attempted to retain

their often-unenviable positions as field managers. The duration of their tenure

required that they push for optimum labor productivity and efficiency to meet the

production goals and profit expectations of their masters. In so doing, drivers often

found it difficult to act in the best interests of the slave community.

After freedom, some drivers were able to use their knowledge of field production and

farm management, and their personal ties to former masters, to become successful own-

ers of small farms. A few continued working for their former owners as sharecroppers or

tenant farmers; others took whatever job they could find. White hostility, racism, and

discrimination prevented most former slave drivers from using their management skills

developed during slavery to their own advantage after the Civil War.

See also Whips; Work Routines.
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JULIET E. K. WALKER

SLAVE GALLERIES. Slave galleries provided tangible evidence of the degree of

autonomy white church congregants held over Christian slaves and freedmen alike.

The galleries were small rooms built behind balconies, usually in the back of affluent
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churches. Some galleries included bleacher-type seating. The rooms afforded a

cramped space for slaves to worship at the same time as their masters, but they also

visually and spatially separated slaves from other congregants.

The precedent for having separate galleries for slaves could have begun as early as

1667 when a Virginia statute ruled that slaveholders could baptize their slaves with-

out altering the slave’s legal status as bound for life. Pious and charitable members of

the colony’s state church, the Church of England, opened the worship service to

Christian slaves but devised ways to maintain the racial status quo. Separate galleries

allowed joint worship without the appearance of equality in the church.

Galleries became significant after South Carolina slaves from the heavily Catholic

Kongo organized on September 8 and rebelled on Sunday, September 9, 1739, which

according to the Protestant Julian calendar is the nativity of Mary. The Stono Rebel-

lion motivated Protestants to keep closer watch on their slaves on Sundays and to be

more aggressive about Protestant baptism and public worship regardless of the slaves’

faiths. As evangelical Protestantism influenced church formation across the nation,

some whites authorized black Protestant ministers to preach to black congregations in

branch churches. Renewed concern about slave rebellions led some states such as

Mississippi in 1830 to outlaw all-black churches, and biracial worship and separate

galleries for slaves became more common. Religion became another tool of white

manipulation over slave culture, and galleries facilitated the segregation.

Galleries appeared in the antebellum North as well. They separated free congregants of

color from white church members, much as ‘‘negro pews’’ functioned during the post–Civil

War era of segregation. The galleries built into St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church onMan-

hattan’s Lower East Side in 1828 separated free blacks from white congregants. In these

spaces, skilled black artisans rubbed elbows with servants bound to pious masters.
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Separate Worshipping

Cicely Cawthorn noted the separate upstairs gallery for slave congregants at a
Georgia church she attended: ‘‘We belonged to the white folks’ church, but we
didn’t go in at the door of the church, though. They had a stairway on the outside
where we could go up, and then after we got up the stairs we’d be in the church,
in the gallery.’’

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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DEBRA A. REID

SLAVE HOSPITALS. Many slaves endured serious health problems, undoubtedly

due to their working and living situations. Because of their long hours at work, inad-

equate nutrition, poor and unsanitary living conditions, and in some cases, having to

endure the various effects of cold, hot, and wet weather with little protection, enslaved

African Americans were more susceptible than all but the poorest whites to many dis-

eases and conditions. These included cholera, typhoid, influenza, hepatitis, diarrhea,

parasitic infections, and a variety of sexually transmitted diseases. In addition, it has

been suggested that potentially fatal respiratory infections like pneumonia and tubercu-

losis were widespread in enslaved populations, due, in part, to chronic poor nutrition as

well as substandard slave housing that often admitted the winter cold and excessive

summer heat. All these conditions undermined the slave’s immunological system. Other

health misfortunes that befell enslaved individuals included injuries from fights, brutal

punishments, sustained work-related accidents, and dental and pregnancy complica-

tions. All serious health-related issues required some degree of medical attention in an

era before antibiotics and sterile techniques were discovered.

Medical scholars characterize 18th- and early 19th-century medicine in general as

harsh, ineffective, and experimental. Reputable public health institutions were rare; most

Americans avoided hospitals at any cost. For almost all early Americans, regardless of race

or economic circumstances, any attempt at surgery usually was fatal. Medicine in the

United States during this period reflected medical practitioners’ superficial training as well

as their sparse and limited understanding of diseases, including the connection between

bacteria and disease.

By the 19th century, many Americans grew more concerned with sanitary living

conditions. In the case of slaveholders, their attitudes toward medical care and other

living conditions for their slaves gradually became more paternalistic during the ante-

bellum period, in large part because the institution of slavery increasingly came under

threat. Some slave owners published articles in Southern Agriculture and other similar

journals that detailed the careful attention that they claimed to provide to the

enslaved individuals under their charge in areas like housing and health.

In the event of sickness, most slave masters routinely treated their slaves them-

selves first before they called a physician. In addition to attributing enslaved ill health

to what they characterized as a fundamental weakness in character, many slave own-

ers believed that slaves feigned illness to get out of work and ‘‘tested’’ individuals to

see whether they were really sick even before ministering to them themselves. What-

ever the circumstances, their primary concern was to keep their workers fit for their

work. If the ‘‘home’’ treatment did not help to improve the slave’s condition, the slave

owner would then send the slave to a physician or, more commonly, ask the physician

to come to the plantation to conduct an examination. Obtaining a physician for a

sick slave usually was a last resort because it was expensive.

Especially on antebellum plantations with large workforces, the accumulation of med-

ical problems among the enslaved workforce led to the establishment of a separate
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structure on the property known as the ‘‘slave hospital’’ or the ‘‘sick house.’’ These treat-

ment facilities were similar to those established in the West Indies, where the medical

care was decidedly different from in the American South. In both regions, however,

slaveholders saw the establishment of slave hospitals as a cost-effective way to nurse

slaves back to health and, thus, to keep them working. These facilities also allowed for

the separation of workers with contagious diseases from the general enslaved

population.

Although some owners contracted with local physicians to make the rounds peri-

odically among their slaves and provide medical treatment to the sickest individuals,

the supervision, organization, and operation of the plantation hospital fell to the mas-

ter, mistresses, overseer, or the overseer’s wife and children. Elderly female slaves who

could no longer do strenuous work frequently were assigned jobs as nurses or mid-

wives. Many slave hospitals included maternity wards for slave births. For slavehold-

ers, this was yet another way to safeguard their investment.

The size of these facilities varied. On Butler’s Island, Pierce Butler’s (1806–1867) Sea

Island plantation outside Darien, Georgia, the two-and-a-half-story slave hospital consisted

of four rooms plus a loft and was located at one end of the slave quarter. Butler’s wife, the

actress Fanny Kemble (1809–1893), described the building as dirty and dark. In contrast,

the Georgia plantation of James Hamilton Couper (1794–1866) boasted a large slave hos-

pital that included heating. A slave hospital survives on Magnolia plantation, Natchi-

toches, Louisiana, and a reconstructed example exists at Somerset plantation, Creswell,

North Carolina.

Enslaved African Americans regularly engaged, usually in secret, in their own heal-

ing practices within their community that were distinct from the treatments given by

whites.

Former slave hospital, one of the earliest built by enslaved African Americans, at
Melrose plantation, Melrose, Louisiana. (Library of Congress.)
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FRED LINDSEY

SLAVE HOUSING. Housing arrangements were a critical aspect of slaves’ everyday

material world. The observed diversity of housing reflected a complex interaction between

slave and master that varied by different geographic, temporal, economic, and demo-

graphic circumstances. Understanding this architectural realm demonstrates individual

slaveholders’ ideologies for slave management, the ways that slaves supported their own

communities, and how slave housing defined important aspects of AfricanAmerican fami-

lies and cultures. Studies of the buildings typically called ‘‘slave quarters’’ help one to

understand the modern cultural politics of slavery and its public interpretation at museums

and historic sites. Remarkable for their variety, slave quarters materially represent the

dynamic negotiation between slaves and masters as to the location and design of shelter,

living and working conditions, household composition, and social life. Despite slave hous-

ing’s variability on colonial and national American farms and plantations and within

cities, key patterns exist as to construction format and materials and placement on the

landscape that changed over time.

The fields of anthropology, archaeology, architectural history, and history have

contributed to studies of slavery, slave housing, and the African Diaspora. Because

few slave habitations survive, primary sources for interpreting slave housing include

architectural evidence from surviving buildings, archaeological sites, and documen-

tary accounts, such as census and tax records and period fire insurance policies. For

example, in the Chesapeake region, no standing 17th-century slave quarters remain

and only a few, better built 18th-century structures remain. More 19th-century exam-

ples exist, but these tend to be larger quarters near the mansion houses of upscale

plantation estates. Constructed of more durable materials, these quarters received

more architectural investment and reflected the residential core’s stylistic orientation.

The same structures typically were modified in later periods by other architectural

uses, repairs, and cultural sensibilities. In contrast, archaeologists have uncovered the

ephemeral remains of log cabins and earthfast (post-in-ground) construction from var-

ious periods throughout the South.

Another bias stems from scholarly tendencies to examine relatively few contexts of

slavery. From studies of slave population and ownership, it is clear that 90 percent of

African Americans lived in rural settings, mostly on farms and small plantations with

five or fewer other slaves. Larger slave groupings, ranging from 15 or 20 to more than
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100 and 200 slaves, resided on large plantations encompassing a thousand or more acres.

Owners of these plantations, while a small minority, together held a third or more of a

county’s slave population. Architectural and archaeological studies have focused on

large plantations, such as George Washington’s (1732–1799) Mount Vernon and

Thomas Jefferson’s (1743–1826) Monticello in Virginia. These estates have survived

Sotterly slave cabin, Hollywood, Maryland. (Library of Congress.)

Interior of Sotterly slave cabin, Hollywood, Maryland. (Library of Congress.)
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better, are associated with detailed documentary collections, and have received more

funding and attention by the historic preservation organizations charged with their

maintenance and public interpretation. At the same time, these locations do represent

an important context for addressing slavery and slave housing, as large plantations

formed nodes of broader African American communities. Nonetheless, this scholarly

trend has excluded more in-depth research into slave housing on farms and urban lots.

Within mainland America, slave housing and associated work buildings built and occu-

pied by slaves span more than 375 years of European and American systems of bonded

labor, different environmental regions, agricultural and industrial regimes, town and urban

contexts, and varying enslaved African American and free black populations. It is no won-

der that differing architectural arrangements existed under which slaves lived together, pre-

pared food, and developed strategies for improving their material and social conditions.

Slave housing ranged from available spaces like attics, cellars, and closets of masters’ dwell-

ing houses, to unspecified parts of outbuildings and ‘‘mixed-use’’ structures like kitchens,
stables, or workshops outfitted with a room or two for slaves. The larger category of build-

ings involved independent structures purposely constructed for house slaves, and these took

on various forms. Moving from small to large, masters used single-cell cabins, double-cell

quarters, or duplexes, often sharing a central chimney, and then multiple-room barracks

and two-story dormitories.

Terminology

The generic term ‘‘slave housing’’ encompasses a variety of living arrangements, but

the period terms of ‘‘cabin’’ and ‘‘quarter(s)’’ require definition given their continued

popular use. Within the 18th-century Chesapeake region, for example, the English

terms ‘‘cabin’’ and ‘‘quarter’’ acquired new meanings that approximate the modern

association with slave houses. Cabins implied smaller domestic buildings of lesser con-

struction, most often of log, associated with the lower class and, increasingly, slaves.

This sense of minimal construction contributed to the relative lack of period docu-

mentation and the reduced survival of cabins into the modern era.

The term ‘‘quarter’’ developed from the 17th-century ‘‘quartering house’’ (for inden-

tured servants) and eventually was associated with slave housing. Quarters usually

entailed a one-story structure with one or two rooms and unfinished interiors and dirt

floors, shuttered windows, and end chimneys of wood and mud construction. ‘‘Quarter’’

could refer to an individual dwelling or a clustered group of slave houses separated from

masters or overseers. Additionally, the term ‘‘quarter’’ sometimes constituted a legal di-

vision of a larger farm or plantation that encompassed crop fields, woods, housing for

slaves and perhaps an overseer, and other agricultural or industrial support buildings.

Quarters were distinguished further by location and the tasks assigned to the buildings’

residents. House servants and craftsmen usually lived in quarters near the owner’s main

dwelling and residential complex, collectively noted as the ‘‘home house quarter.’’ Enslaved

agricultural workers (‘‘field hands’’) resided in smaller cabins near fields known as a ‘‘farm

quarters.’’ Quarters could be placed in single file along a road or plantation ‘‘street,’’ in paral-

lel rows, or as a ‘‘slave village’’ whereAfricanAmericans found greater opportunities for pri-

vacy and self-expression. A number of these variations could occur on one plantation,

depending on its physical expanse and the owner’s wealth. More slaves and larger planta-

tions usually meant more quarters of varying kinds and qualities in different locations.
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Patterns of Construction and Change

Throughout time, wooden slave housing, whether of earthfast, log, or frame construc-

tion, dominated rural and urban scenes throughout the South. Brick and stone con-

struction, which also was used and obviously survives better, was seen more often on

upscale plantations and came to replace wooden quarters because of fire hazards.

Roofing materials predominantly consisted of wood, either split shingles, slabs, or

rough boards. This pattern existed in urban areas, although fire insurance policies in

Virginia indicate that higher incidences of terra cotta tile, metal, and gravel roofs

occurred during the antebellum period. Earthfast slave quarters relied on vertical tim-

bers set in postholes to which other framing members were joined or nailed. This con-

struction method prevailed throughout the 17th century, reflecting the Chesapeake

region’s broader building practices. Based on archaeological evidence, earthfast slave

quarters continued well into the 18th century and usually had wood and mud chim-

neys, earthen floors, clapboard siding, and wood shingle roofs.

Log construction proved to be an increasingly popular option during the 18th and

19th centuries. Log buildings were cheaper and faster to erect and required fewer car-

pentry skills and specialized tools. Such construction relied on local materials, trees

for logs, which were left in the round or hewn on two or four sides, and clay for chink-

ing between logs, including those of the wooden chimney. Besides clay chinking,

stones, brick, saplings, and short boards could fill the gaps between logs. One-room

log cabins with a sleeping loft and a dirt floor constituted the primary housing format

that slaves in many regions and time periods experienced. Larger log buildings

Stone Huts

When interviewed in Maryland, M. S. Fayman remembered the slave housing
made from stone on the Kentucky plantation where she was enslaved:

Let me describe the huts, these buildings were built of stone, each one

about 20 feet wide, 50 feet long, 9 feet high in the rear, about 12 feet high

in front, with a slanting roof of chestnut boards and with a sliding door, two

windows between each door back and front about 2 x 4 feet, at each end a

door and window similar to those on the side. There were ten such build-

ings, to each building there was another building 12 x 15 feet, this was

where the cooking was done. At each end of each building there was a fire

place built and used for heating purposes. In front of each building there

were barrels filled with water supplied by pipes from a large spring, situated

about 300 yards on the side of a hill which was very rocky, where the stones

were quarried to build the buildings on the farm. On the outside near each

window and door there were iron rings firmly attached to the walls, through

which an iron rod was inserted and locked each and every night, making it

impossible for those inside to escape.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘The American Slave: Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio,

Virginia, and Tennessee Narratives, Vol. 16. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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emerged, whether as duplexes, two-story structures, or as two single-cell buildings

joined by a covered passageway, known as a double-pen houses or dogtrot houses.

Two-room buildings, called a ‘‘duplex’’ or a ‘‘double quarter,’’ were another common

building format. Widely distributed geographically, the duplex often involved a one-

story structure with a garret above, while the two groundfloor rooms had separate

exterior doors and no interior communication. Each room had its own fireplace, with

many duplexes having a central chimney. Although not confined solely to the ante-

bellum period, surviving duplexes date from the 1820s to the 1850s. Generally of

more substantial and weather-tight construction, duplexes had continuous founda-

tions or masonry piers, raised wooden floors, glass windows, and brick or stone fire-

places. Some duplexes had interior wall plaster and trim boards, yet many reflected an

economy of investment with only ladder access to garrets and plain sheathing or

exposed framing with whitewash treatment.

Frame construction became more frequent in the 19th century, often reflecting a

new attitude among masters for ‘‘improved’’ quartering arrangements that maintained

the health of a now self-reproducing labor force. Glazed windows became a regular

feature, whereas earlier quarters had few and small windows, covered only with

wooden shutters or other materials. Still, archaeological research indicates the pres-

ence of window glass within slave building sites of different time periods and con-

struction formats. This evidence is corroborated by the writings of antebellum masters

whose use of windows in slave buildings fulfilled multiple functions. Windows symbol-

ized to the other whites that masters possessed the wherewithal to invest in first-rate

openings for slave quarters. The same windows provided proper light and ventilation

that kept slaves healthy, and the gained lighting allowed for extra indoor work.

Over time, many masters abandoned larger barracks-style housing for mixed slave

groupings and adopted a modular style of smaller, family-focused log quarters. This

change underscored a new mind-set among wealthier and worldlier slave owners who

accepted the late 18th- and early 19th-century advances in Southern agriculture that

led to better built quarters. Mixing Christian duty and a new sense of paternalism,

planters took on the practices of scientific management and agricultural reform and

blended it with overt racism and a sharp business approach to slave management.

Like the change in construction formats, the size of slave quarters also changed.

Larger quarters characterized Chesapeake slave housing of the 1760s and 1770s, often

with two-room plans and containing between 200 and 260 square feet per room and

400 to 500 square feet per structure. By the late 18th and early 19th centuries, smaller

quarters, often with a single room having 140 square feet of interior space, became

the norm, while early to mid-19th-century quarters expanded to about 230 to 250

square feet. Perhaps for reasons of control, masters began to prefer smaller slave

houses, such as a 12- by 14-foot (168 square feet) or a 16-by 18-foot (288 square feet)

building. Overall, though, slave quarter sizes throughout the South encompassed a

considerable range of variation, running from incredibly small quarters at 8 by 8 feet,

to those 18 by 20 feet and larger, discounting larger arrangements. Although duplexes

entailed more space, commonly measuring 16 by 32 feet (512 square feet), these

buildings usually were designed for two households.

Smaller, more private slave buildings did not reflect only masters’ intentions and

their changing management practices. By the antebellum period, African American
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populations in the Upper South had attained greater demographic and family stabil-

ity. They also gained greater negotiating power as the former tobacco plantation re-

gime gave way to wheat and other grains, more craft activity, and the requirement for

slaves to work on different tasks while contributing to their own subsistence through

gardening, gathering, hunting, and the production of marketable goods. Masters’ con-

tinued dependence on slave labor may have permitted slaves more autonomy and

given them a greater ability to influence masters as to working and living conditions,

including the establishment of more family-based households. From the master’s per-

spective, slaves with more stable families were less likely to run away or rebel. Conse-

quently, the rise of better built quarters and kin-based households suggest a

negotiated outcome between slave and master.

Urban Slave Housing

Except for a few well-known locations like Charleston, South Carolina, urban slave

housing has received less architectural and archaeological study than rural housing.

Parallels existed between urban and rural slave housing, particularly the use of small

buildings, a minimal investment of construction, the confinement of quarters to the

house lot’s side or rear portions, and the accommodation of slaves within the spare

and sparsely furnished spaces of the master’s house. Still, clear differences can be

delineated. Most urban masters had only one or two slaves, a pattern that contrib-

uted to the increased frequency of a single slave building on city properties. Data

from pre–Civil War fire insurance policies demonstrate that urban slave masters

relied on two main categories of structures. The first, designated ‘‘separate’’ build-

ings, had the primary function of housing slaves, frequently in a detached building.

The second category, ‘‘mixed-use’’ buildings, involved structures having one or more

work-related functions in addition to housing slaves, such as kitchens, smokehouses,

or stables. Given the common practice of ‘‘hiring out’’ surplus slaves to employers

and the practice of these slaves ‘‘living out’’ from owners or employers in antebellum

cities, urban settings invariably contained more rental arrangements for housing

slaves, with lodging tenements offering a more autonomous setting for slave domes-

tic life. The higher frequency of brick slave housing in cities resulted from restric-

tions placed on construction practices in American cities after disastrous fires. Last,

larger slave owners tended to build multiple-room buildings, often two-story struc-

tures that sometimes housed other support functions like kitchens, laundries, and
privies.

Some masters used separate quarters on urban estates that followed the plantation

pattern of a mansion and its dependencies. More typical settings were back buildings

and various outbuildings located at the property’s rear edge. When freestanding kitch-

ens existed, they were typically either a two-room, single-story plan with a central

chimney or a two-story building with a groundfloor single-room kitchen, while slaves

resided upstairs in a loft space. Distinct residential districts for free and enslaved

African Americans defined a notable feature of the urban landscape. Boarding houses,

back alleys, and rude cabins made up the ‘‘shanty town’’ with which masters and white

citizens had little familiarity and where African Americans had more opportunities to

pursue their own social life and cultural values.
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Slave Housing as Creolized Architecture
Although certain architectural characteristics found in African American housing—

particularly the shotgun house form, spatial units of 10- or 12-foot squares, and

thatched roofs and wattle wall construction—have been postulated as African inspired,

the vast majority of slave houses appear to fall within European American building tra-

ditions. While drawing on these long-standing cultural traditions for worker and lower

class housing, slaveholders designed quarters to make statements that expressed their

ideas about political economy, individual social status, and negotiations with workers.

This housing offered enslaved workers the possibility of shelter that needed minimal

maintenance. Masters regularly determined the number and variety of occupants within

slave households based on family relationship, gender, age, and work skills. They often

controlled the buildings’ placement, the degree of material investment, and construc-

tion format, making it difficult to interpret the contributions of the enslaved. As a con-

sequence, standing slave structures and their documentary references more clearly

connote masters’ intentions.

Still, slave quarters can be considered to be creolized and negotiated entities,

reflecting the constant dynamic of power between masters and the slaves who built

and maintained these structures and incorporated their own cultural sensibilities. His-

toric documents and archaeological investigations indicate that masters had relatively

little influence on slave quarters’ interiors. Slaves found ways both to supplement and

subvert what masters provided to make quarters suit their needs and cultural preferen-

ces. Period accounts underscore that masters and overseers rarely entered slaves’

houses and that some slaves had door locks for their residences.
Masters provided few interior furnishings and little furniture, most likely a crude

boxed bed and a cast iron cooking vessel. Beyond periodic food rations and clothing

allotments, slaves had to supply much of their own material world, whether through

theft, trade, purchase, or self-production. Archaeology reveals how slaves modified

and used quarters, providing evidence of African retentions, resistance to domination,

and insights into slaves’ personal possessions and their participation in broader con-

sumer trends. Furniture hardware, spikes, hooks, and storage containers ranging from

barrels to subfloor pits define critical contributions slaves made to create their own

domestic spaces. Food-related objects, numerous types of glass and ceramics, metal

containers, and utensils attest to a condition of resource access defined by slaves that

improved their living standards and projected a sense of personal and group identity.

See also Beds; Cast Iron Pots; Chamber Pots and Privies; Two Rooms over Two

Rooms Houses.
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DOUGLAS W. SANFORD

SLAVE-MADE OBJECTS. Enslaved artisans shaped silver, wood, clay, and other

materials into coffee pots, tables, ceramics, and other decorative and utilitarian

objects. They fashioned objects for their own communities—objects that often sur-

vive only through brief documentary references or in archaeological contexts.

An ongoing survey of surviving period documents from the southern part of

the United States at the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts (MESDA) in

Winston-Salem, North Carolina, has documented the identities of nearly 3,000 enslaved

artisans. The earliest identified is a carpenter named Jack in Westmoreland County,

Virginia, in 1674. Jack is typical of the enslaved artisans who have been identified in the

survey. He surfaces in the documentary record only once: in an inventory of his owner’s

possessions. Often a single reference—in a runaway slave advertisement, a descriptive

adjective in a deed, a brief note in an auction record, a line in a will, a reference in a

probate inventory—is the only evidence of an enslaved artisan’s life and work. Jack is

typical in that he worked in a building-related trade. Most enslaved artisans identified in

MESDA’s survey labored in industrial or building trades. A smaller number were

employed in skilled trades as varied as silversmithing and bookbinding.

Industrial Slavery
Alexander Spotswood (ca. 1676–1740), who served as the Royal Governor of Virginia

between 1710 and 1722, saw the potential for profit in the iron ore deposits of Virgin-

ia’s backcountry. During his governorship and afterward, he amassed large tracts of

iron-rich land for himself and encouraged its settlement by German ironworkers.

Spotswood also saw the potential for slave labor in his mining and furnace operations.

Ironworking was long, hard, and hot work that required skilled and unskilled labor to

mine, transport, smelt, refine, and cast finished objects. When Spotswood died in

1740, his will made special mention of the enslaved craftsmen working at his Tubal

Furnace in Spotsylvania County. It noted that ‘‘[w]hereas the said tract . . . called the

mine tract is . . . appropriated for the carrying on an iron work . . . it is necessary that

at least Eight able working Slaves with twenty Children belonging to them should be

annexed to the said Land and employed in the said Work.’’

Other industrialists recognized the economic value of enslaved artisans. In York County,

SouthCarolina, theAera Furnacemade extensive use of slave labor. In 1779, theAera Fur-

nace advertised its immediate need for such laborers in Charleston, South Carolina, news-

papers. The furnace owners knew that Charleston slaveholders were worried about the

safety of their slave property in the face of an impending attack on the city by the British.

Earlier in the war, Lord Dunmore (John Murray, 1732–1809), the royal governor of

Virginia, had promised freedom to any slave who successfully escaped to British lines. The
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Do It Yourself

As former Texas slave Abram Sells pointed out, on many plantations enslaved
individuals made nearly everything needed by their masters and themselves:

Massa Rimes have a commissary or sto’ house, whar he kep’ whatnot things—

them what make on the plantation and things the slaves couldn’ make for

themselfs. That wasn’t much, ’cause we make us own clothes and shoes and

plow and all farm tools and us even make our own plow line out’n cotton and

iffen us run short of cotton sometime make them out’n bear grass and we make

buttons for us clothes out’n li’l round pieces of gourds and kiver them with

cloth.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Parts 3 & 4. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Zack Herndon, formerly enslaved in South Carolina, made candles:

Us had tallow candles. Why ev’ybody know’d how to make taller candles in

dem days, dat wudd’n nothing out de ordinary. All you had to do, was to kill a

beef and take de taller from his tripe and kidneys. See, it de fat you gits and

boil it out. Stew it down jes’ as folks does hog lard dese days. De candle moulds

was made out’n tin. Fer de wicks, all de wrapping string was saved up, and dar

wasn’t much wrapping string in dem times. Put de string right down de middle

o’ de mould and pour de hot taller all around it. De string will be de wick fer

de candle. Den de moulds was laid in raal cold water so dat de taller shrink

when it harden, and dis ’low de candle to drap easy from de mould and not

break up. Why, it’s jes’ as easy to make taller candles as it is to fall off’n a log.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Paul Smith from Georgia created hats and baskets:

When us warn’t out in de fields, us done little jobs ’round de big house, de cab-

ins, barns, and yards. Us used to holp de older slaves git out whiteoak splits,

and dey larnt us to make cheer bottoms and baskets out of dem splits. De best

cheer bottoms what lasted de longest was dem what us made wid red ellum

withes. Dem old shuck bottoms was fine too; dey plaited dem shucks and

wound ’em ’round for cheer bottoms and footsmats. De ’omans made nice hats

out of shucks and wheat straw. Dey plaited de shucks and put ’em together wid

plaits of wheat straw. Dey warn’t counted much for Sunday wear, but dey made

fine sun hats.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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furnace owners advertised that ‘‘no situation in the State is more healthy and secure from

an enemy.’’ Ironically, the furnaces were at work producing munitions for the Continental

Army, as well as domestic items such as firebacks emblazoned with the Revolutionary slo-

gan ‘‘Liberty or Death.’’ In the months following their capture of Charleston, British forces

moved inland and captured and destroyed the ironworks.

Industrial slavery lasted until the Civil War. In Richmond, Virginia, the Tredegar

Ironworks on the James River depended on both slave and free laborers. On the eve

of the Civil War, the furnace relied on a labor force that was roughly half enslaved.

The enslaved craftsmen at Tredegar helped to support the Confederate war effort by

the production of munitions at the factory throughout much of the Civil War.

Enslaved laborers also worked in ceramics. Like ironworking, industrial pottery

operations required large amounts of skilled and unskilled labor to mine and transport

clay, shape it into pots, fire it in kilns, and pack and transport the finished product.

The Edgefield District of South Carolina is the region most commonly associated with

the production of pottery by enslaved craftspeople. Thousands of enslaved families

worked in that region’s pottery plantations producing large quantities of alkaline-

glazed stoneware from local materials. Edgefield is where David Drake—often called

‘‘Dave the Slave’’ or ‘‘Dave the Potter’’—worked. Dave was born around 1780 and

died sometime around 1870. Of the thousands of enslaved craftspeople whose names

are known from across the South, Dave is the only one who spoke through his work.

During his lifetime, Dave signed and dated more than 100 examples of his work. Even

more remarkable, Dave inscribed many of his pots with short poems that, when read

in sequence, offer an autobiography of their maker in clay. Dave worked at a time

when teaching a slave to read and write was of questionable legality in South Caro-

lina. Moreover, he identified not only himself on his signed pots, but also his owner.

Dave’s marked pots were affidavits of his literacy—signed and dated—that often

found themselves in front of slaves on plantations elsewhere where the vessels were

used to store meat and other consumables.

Archaeological sites around Edgefield reveal a great deal about the daily life of the

enslaved communities at the pottery plantations. Like on the South Carolina rice
plantations, the slave communities were given some autonomy in where and how

they lived. Evidence also indicates that the slave communities of Edgefield set up

their own kiln sites where they produced ceramic objects for the use of their commun-

ities. Many of these objects were utilitarian, but the slaves also produced creative

objects. Small face jugs, whose exact purpose remains unclear, were made at these

sites for the use of the enslaved communities to which the potters belonged.

Plantation Artisans
Slaves performed a variety of labor on plantations. Much of what is known in the 21st

century about the range of labor performed by slaves on plantations comes from

account books, the Works Progress Administration Federal Writers’ Project slave nar-
ratives, and the relatively few contemporary observations that survive in the docu-

mentary record. Most plantation craftsmanship was focused on meeting the needs of

the plantation. Masters whose slaves were skilled in carpentry, metalworking, and

needlework found ready application for those skills. These plantation artisans also

found ways to apply their skills to the enslaved communities of which they were part.
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Much of this work survives only as archaeological fragments. In some cases, masters

set their skilled slaves to work in an attempt to diversify their plantation beyond a sin-

gle cash crop. The best, and most studied, example of this is Thomas Jefferson’s

(1743–1826) Mulberry Row at Monticello, outside of Charlottesville, Virginia. Jeffer-

son’s slaves produced furniture and hardware for the plantation and items for sale to

other plantations nearby.

Charleston, South Carolina

Antebellum Charleston, South Carolina, was powered by enslaved labor. Little evi-

dence survives in much of the United States detailing how enslaved persons were

taught a craft or to work a trade, but Charleston’s slave codes reveal some of the role

enslaved artisans played in the urban economy. Almost as soon as Charleston whites

began to make use of enslaved labor, apprentices and journeymen in the city pushed

for legislation against what they saw as unfair competition. They wondered why a

master craftsman would pay a decent wage to them when he could purchase a lifetime

of labor in a slave. Charleston’s apprentices and journeymen lobbied for strict laws

that set limits on masters’ ability to teach their slaves a trade. In 1764, a South Caro-

lina statute allowed white craftsmen to train only their own slaves, and only if they

‘‘have and constantly employ one white apprentice of journeymen for every two

Negros or other slaves they shall so teach and thenceforth employ.’’ In the same

period, Charleston implemented a system of license tags for any slaves who worked

outside of their master’s house.

One of the many enslaved craftsmen at work in Charleston during the 18th cen-

tury is known only as Abraham, a silversmith in the workshop of Alexander Petrie

(ca. 1707–1768). Petrie, a Scottish trained silversmith, was one of Charleston’s

most prolific silversmiths in the 1750s and 1760s. Petrie was also one of the ear-

liest silversmiths in America to use sheet silver made with mechanical rolling

mills for the production of hollowware vessels like tea and coffeepots. This tech-

nology allowed Petrie’s shop to produce hollowware much more quickly than other

silversmiths who began an object by hammering out silver ingots by hand. It also

allowed his shop to produce standardized forms that could be decorated to suit a

client’s taste and budget. Petrie advertised that he was closing his shop in July

1765. When he died three years later, his probate inventory revealed that he still

owned a variety of silversmithing tools as well as Abraham, who was identified in

the inventory as a silversmith. That Petrie retained tools and a skilled silversmith

in his possession after closing his shop suggests that some work may have contin-

ued by Abraham.

Abraham’s value as a silversmith becomes clear in Petrie’s estate papers. When Pet-

rie died, and an initial appraisement of the estate was made, Abraham was not the

most valuable of Petrie’s slaves. When the estate went to auction the following year,

Charleston’s silversmithing community turned out in force; an accounting of the

estate sale reveals many of Charleston’s other silversmiths in attendance. When the

sale ended, Abraham was the most valuable of Petrie’s possessions: his value was more

than double the initial estimate. He was purchased for $810 by the silversmith Jona-

than Sarrazin (active ca. 1754–ca. 1790), whose advertisements soon afterward reveal

an expanded repertory of objects for sale.

458

SLAVE-MADE OBJECTS



Training
In general, little direct evidence shows how any slave learned a craft or trade.

Undoubtedly, some slaves began work as laborers in an industrial or shop setting,

showed an aptitude, and over time learned or were taught skills that enhanced their

value and productivity. A few slaves were taught a trade through the formal appren-

ticeship system. A 1743 indenture from King George County, Virginia, records both

Spence Monroe (ca. 1727–1774) and his slave Muddy being apprenticed to the cabi-

netmaker Robert Walker. The indenture document is important because it records

how two young men—one free, the other enslaved—were treated as they committed

to a period of education in the ‘‘trade & mystery’’ of a craft.

Monroe, the father of future U.S. President James Monroe, was an orphan bound

out to Walker to learn the useful trade of a cabinetmaker. Monroe also was considered

a gentleman, whose inherited landholdings would ensure that he would not need to

rely on his trade for survival. In recognition of his elevated status, the indenture

between Monroe and Walker gave him the right to ‘‘Eat in Company with the

said Rob. Walker or the Chief of his Journeymen.’’ Muddy was singled out for special

treatment based on his status as Monroe’s slave. He was to be ‘‘Employed in no Other

Business than in the way of the said trade and Shop Business. Only a day or two at

Planting or gathering Corn or on Such Emergency Occasions.’’ Despite the inden-

ture’s special provisions reflecting each man’s social and legal status, what is remarka-

ble is the document’s expectation that both men receive the same education from

Walker. And presumably that both men, after the prescribed period of time, leave

with the same set of skills.

Craft as a Path to Freedom
In a few cases, enslaved artisans were able to use their skills to gain freedom. Most used

their trade to earn money on the side to purchase their freedom from their master.

In 1818, James Woodward (1769–1839), a Norfolk, Virginia, cabinetmaker,

entered into an agreement with an enslaved cabinetmaker named James to lend him

$120 with which to buy his freedom. In return for the $120, James promised ‘‘for 12

months next ensuing . . . he shall . . . work as a Journeyman Cabinetmaker . . . until

the full value . . . shall be repaid him.’’

In Alexandria, Virginia, a potter named David Jarbour (active 1820–1841) used his

skill as a potter to purchase his freedom from the merchant Zenas Kinsey in 1820 for

$300. After becoming a free man, Jarbour continued to work as a potter alongside

other free black artisans in Alexandria’s Wilkes Street Pottery. In 1830, a decade after

becoming a free man, Jarbour created a pot nearly three feet tall with exuberant

cobalt-blue decoration that he signed on the bottom: ‘‘1830 / Alexa / Maid by / D. Jar-

bour.’’ It is possible that Jarbour created his ambitious jar, the only pot he is ever

known to have signed, in a bid for the top job at the pottery as an overseer.

See also Ironwork; Mines; Passes; Slave Badges.
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DANIEL K. ACKERMANN

SLAVE NARRATIVES. Slave narratives are accounts by former slaves about their

experience in slavery. Such works provide a window into the world in which slaves

lived and worked. The narratives, which reached their peak of popularity in the

1840s and 1850s, typically cover the master-slave relationship, the psychology of

slaveholders, and the moral nature of slavery. The narratives challenge the once-

popular notion that plantation slavery was a golden age in which the masters provided

for the slaves and the slaves labored in relative contentment. As first-person accounts,

the narratives are particularly powerful condemnations of a savage system.

Slave narratives had a clear purpose. All of these autobiographies were written to end

slavery. Slave narratives incorporated literary conventions and rhetorical styles of the day to

appeal to readers. They also touched on themes and ideals, such as religious faith, family,

and individual independence and freedom, that would appeal to the American public. The

slave narrative first emerged in the late 18th century. Some of these early accounts critiqued

slavery in terms of natural rights and humanitarian principles. By the 1780s, evangelical

Christian groups in Great Britain and the United States came to sponsor the publication of

works critical of slavery. These religious groups, often Methodists or Baptists, helped to

shape the language and themes of the slave narrative by focusing on the ex-slave’s physical

and spiritual journey. They aimed to use the works to disseminate religious ideas and convert

souls. When more radical anti-slavery societies in the United States in the 1830s and 1840s

demanded the immediate abolition of slavery, the narrative shifted focus to exposing the

evils of the Southern plantation and attacking the false paternalistic myths supporting it.

The first American slave narrative, in 1760, was the Narrative of the Uncommon Suf-

ferings and Surprising Deliverance of Briton Hammon, a Negro Man. Hammon, who sur-

vived a shipwreck and subsequent captivity in the Caribbean, contrasted his self-image

as a free English subject with his barbaric Catholic captors. Hammon reconnected with

his ‘‘good’’ master on a ship bound for New England and became a slave in America for

an unknown period. In the narrative, he exploited anti-Catholic feeling at the time of

the French and Indian War while emphasizing the rights of Englishmen. In essence,

Hammon made the point that slavery was incompatible with English liberty. His pub-

lisher, however, sold the story as a colorful tale of captivity by the Spanish and Native

Americans at a time when captivity tales were a popular genre.

A Narrative of the Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukasaw Gronnio-

saw, an African Prince is the first slave narrative that directly addresses the evils of slavery.

First published in 1772 in England and then reprinted in serial form in America, the narra-

tive emphasizes Gronniosaw’s passage from African heathen to Protestant Christian.

Gronniosaw’s narrative went through numerous editions because it appealed to various
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readerships simultaneously. Gronniosaw pro-

vided spiritual autobiography, travel narrative,

and political commentary. Like other early

slave narratives, the book apparently reflects

the commercial aims of its publishers more

than the abolitionist thoughts of the former

slave who wrote it.

The Interesting Narrative of the Life of

Olaudah Equiano, Written by Himself is one

of the most descriptive and moving auto-

biographies written by a slave as well as one

of the earliest. Equiano is widely regarded as

the father of the slave narrative and penned

his 1789 narrative as a protest against slav-

ery during a public campaign against the

trans-Atlantic slave trade in both England

and America. His strong religious faith and

his belief that God had a purpose for him

led him to take action by spreading aboli-

tionist ideas. He also carefully catered to his

evangelical audience by making sure to

demonstrate his spiritual path to religious

salvation. Although considerable discussion

among scholars continues as to whether Equi-

ano was born in Africa or in South Carolina,

Equiano wrote about enduring slavery from capture in Africa through the horrifying Mid-

dle Passage with the detail of one who had gone through this experience, and then pro-

ceeded to tell the story of his life as a plantation laborer in Virginia. He emphasized that

he was a decent, ordinary person who did not deserve to be enslaved, thereby making the

point that no one should be enslaved. By writing, Equiano challenged the notion that

slaves were unthinking, unfeeling pieces of property. The narrative was an example of

black abilities, showing that people of African descent could do more than serve. Equiano

effectively demonstrated his humanity. He went from being an object to be sold by others

to being internationally famous.

The decades just before the Civil War were the heyday of the published slave narra-

tive. The narratives of the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s emphasized the depravity of South-

ern planters, the hypocrisy of Southern Christianity, scenes of brutal whipping and

torture, rebellious slaves who were murdered, and the strategic mechanisms by which

the planters maintained slavery. Most of the 19th-century slave narrators made their

names as orators before they became writers, and these narratives reflect a more audi-

ence-grabbing style. Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895), William Wells Brown (1818?–

1884), William and Ellen Craft (1824–1900; 1826–1891), J. W. C. Pennington (1807–

1870), and Samuel Ringgold Ward (1817–ca. 1866) all shaped the style and content of

their narratives while on stage.

Arguably the best-written and certainly the most widely read of all American slave

narratives is Douglass’s 1848 account of his life. Douglass, who spent 20 years as a

Former slave Richard Amerson, who was interviewed by the
Federal Writers’ Project, ca. 1937. (Library of Congress.)
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slave before escaping to freedom, viewed slavery as bondage of the mind as much as of

the body. By putting pen to paper, he freed himself while also answering critics who

claimed that such an articulate man never could have been a slave. Douglass wrote to

issue an indictment of slavery by providing evidence of evil. His work inspired aboli-

tionists and undoubtedly created new ones.

Harriet Jacobs (1813–1897), writing under the pen name of Linda Brent, was the

first woman to write a slave narrative, which was published in 1861. Incidents in the

Life of a Slave Girl emphasized domestic life. Jacobs wrote about her inability to live

properly as a Christian and remain chaste in slavery because of the sexual demands

of her master. This narrative showed that slavery for women entailed far more sex-

ual exploitation than previously had been widely known or discussed.

Long after slavery had ended, a second group of slave narratives emerged.

Under the New Deal of the 1930s, the Works Progress Administration (WPA)

created the Federal Writers’ Project. The WPA aimed to document the lives,

experiences, and cultural traditions of ordinary Americans. Many of these Ameri-

cans were people with memories of living under slavery. WPA employees con-

ducted oral histories with about 2,000 former slaves living in Arkansas, Florida,

Indiana, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Ohio, Virginia, and other states.

The narratives, completed between 1936 and 1938, suffer from the faults typical

of oral histories, such as having memories of the past influenced by events in the

present and interviewer bias. Former slaves, starving during the Great Depression,

often remembered the days of slavery as a time when food was plentiful. Some

ex-slaves responded differently to the same question when asked by a white per-

son than when asked by a black person. Nevertheless, these narratives are impor-

tant for their tantalizing details of enslaved life. They capture the lives of

ordinary people who otherwise probably would have taken their memories of

slavery to the grave.

See also Abolition Imagery.
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SLAVE PENS, SLAVE JAILS, AND SLAVE MARKETS. After 1807, when the

United States no longer participated in the trans-Atlantic slave trade, which

brought millions of Africans to the Americas, a domestic slave trade arose. Histori-

ans estimate that from 1820 to 1860, 2 million enslaved African Americans were

sold in what is often referred to as the ‘‘internal slave trade.’’ That is, slaves were

sold from one owner to another in the United States. Of those 2 million sold, about

660,000 were sold from states in the Upper South, especially Maryland, North Caro-

lina, and Virginia, to states in the Lower South, especially Alabama, Louisiana, and

Mississippi, where the boom in cotton production fueled a demand for slave labor.

Those sold through the interregional slave trade typically were purchased by traders

in the Upper South where they were held in ‘‘slave pens’’ or ‘‘slave jails’’ before

being marched or transported South by railroad or by boat where they were sold

once again, often at auction.

This forced migration of hundreds of thousands of enslaved people usually was

accompanied by family separations. Pro-slavery propagandists asserted that family sep-

arations were rare and occurred only in unusual circumstances. Historians have deter-

mined, however, that more than half the slaves sold by a trader were forcibly

separated from a spouse or one or both of their parents. Slaves were sold for a wide va-

riety of reasons, including punishment, to pay debts or secure mortgages, or, at the

death of an owner, to settle an estate. Pro-slavery platitudes notwithstanding, families

Price, Birch & Company slave pen exterior, Alexandria, Virginia, ca. 1861. (Library of Congress.)
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usually were not sold intact because they did not bring the most profit. What maxi-

mized profits for slaveholders were individual slaves, ages 15 to 30. Young mothers

were sold away from their husbands and children, young fathers from their wives and

children, and children from their parents.

Slave traders were a diverse group, but there were two main types: the auctioneer, or

crier, as he was often called, who stood on the platform coaxing the audience into bid-

ding ever higher prices, and the itinerant trader who scoured the countryside looking

for slaves to buy from a planter or at local courthouse sales to resell at another location.

Although most records that survive deal with the urban traders, it was those traders

working in the countryside who set the interregional slave trade in motion. Such traders

sometimes worked for themselves, buying a small number of slaves in the countryside

and then bringing them to the city for sale. Many of these traders were associated with

larger traders and served largely as employees scouring the countryside for ‘‘stock,’’ as

traders often referred to the people whom they sold, to send to the urban salerooms.

Such men tended to have an intimate knowledge of an area, where they visited regu-

larly, talked with planters, visited courthouse sales, and remained constantly on the

look-out for slaves they could buy for less than they would sell for in the city.

In a number of cities in the Upper South, a sizable infrastructure developed that

was dedicated to the slave trade, among them Baltimore, Maryland; Washington, DC;

and Alexandria and Richmond, Virginia. These cities became primarily slave-

collecting and resale centers, and a large network of traders provided slaves to feed

the demand in urban markets. One of the largest and most financially successful

slave-trading firms was the partnership of Isaac Franklin (1789–1846) and John Arm-

field (1797–1871), who had an organized network of traders stationed in cities

throughout the region, including Richmond and Warrenton, Virginia, and Frederick-

town and Baltimore, Maryland, among others.

Once purchased by a trader,

slaves usually were transported

to the urban center by boat or

railroad, or they were marched

over ground. After being trans-

ported, they were placed in a

slave jail. Franklin and Arm-

field’s headquarters in Alexan-

dria, Virginia, was similar to

many in that it consisted of

multiple buildings together on

one property surrounded by

a high wall. Ethan Allen

Andrews (1787–1858), who

visited Franklin and Armfield’s

in 1836, left a description of

the property. The first building

he entered, the three-story

brick house that fronted the

street and had the name
Price, Birch & Company slave pen interior, Alexandria,
Virginia, ca. 1861. (Library of Congress.)
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emblazoned over the doorway, served as the dwelling house. It had a parlor into which

prospective clients were received. The main building originally was built as a house and was

used as such by Armfield. In preparing the property to be used as a slave jail, Franklin and

Armfield had made important alterations to the property. The lot was surrounded by a

‘‘high, white-washed wall . . . giving to it the appearance of a penitentiary.’’ Behind the

dwelling house was a ‘‘spacious yard nearly surrounded with neatly white-washed two story

buildings devoted to the use of slaves.’’ The yardwas divided by a ‘‘strong grated door of iron’’
into a men’s section and a women’s section. The yard where the women were confined had

a kitchen building and a tailor’s shop where slaves were given two sets of clothing before
their journey to the markets in Natchez, Mississippi. At the rear of the yard was a ‘‘long

building, two stories high, in which the slaves pass the night.’’ At the time of Edwards’s visit,

about 100 slaves were in the yard, whom they were preparing to transport over land to

Natchez where they would be confined in a series of makeshift frame buildings just outside

of town in an area referred to as ‘‘Forks of the Road.’’

Richmond, probably the largest slave-trading center in the Upper South throughout

most of the 1840s and 1850s, had multiple jails, most of which were within a few blocks

of each other and only a few blocks from Thomas Jefferson’s (1743–1826) Virginia State

Capitol building. The most notorious was called Lumpkin’s Jail, and its site has been

recently excavated by the City of Richmond. Operated by Robert Lumpkin (d. ca. 1865),

like the complex at Franklin and Armfield’s, it also consisted of a series of buildings on

about a half-acre of land. To outsiders, the most notable feature would have been the

10- to 12-foot fence that had iron spikes, which was clearly designed to ensure that the

slaves held there not only could not escape but also could not easily communicate with

people outside the enclosure. Inside the enclosure, there were several buildings: Lump-

kin’s house, a boarding house where those selling or buying slaves could board at rates

considerably less than those at the Exchange or City Hotels, a kitchen and tavern build-

ing, and a jail for slaves awaiting sale. It was described soon after the Civil War as ‘‘a low,

rough, brick building known as the ‘slave jail.’’’ A visitor to Lumpkin’s jail reported that

On one side of the open court was a large tank for washing, or lavatory. Op-

posite was a long, two-story brick house, the lower part fitted up for men and

the second story for women. The place, in fact, was a kind of hotel or board-

inghouse for negro-traders and their slaves.

Not all slave traders operated jails. Many instead used those owned by others and paid

daily rates for boarding and medical care if required.

After being held in jails, sometimes for weeks at a time, slaves eventually were sold, often

to another trader. Sales sometimes occurred at the jails and sometimes in salesrooms. Rich-

mond had quite a few salesrooms located in the vicinity of the jails. These rooms were gen-

erally small and low-ceilinged with little furniture or decoration. Englishman William

Chambers (1800–1883), who visited Lumpkin’s in 1853, described an interior thusly:

[C]onceive the idea of a large shop with two windows, and a door between;

no shelving or counters inside; the interior a spacious, dismal apartment, not

well swept, the only furniture a desk at one of the windows, and a bench at

one side of the shop, three feet high, with two steps to it from the floor.
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What stood out about these buildings was that there was so little to distinguish them.

They were, essentially, just like any other general commercial structure in the city.

The one thing they all shared was that they consisted primarily of a large undivided in-

terior that sometimes held crowds as large as a hundred.

Unlike retail stores selling dry goods or clothing, the auction rooms contained no

shelves for holding merchandise, but they did contain a piece of furniture specifically

built for the trade conducted there—the auction block. Different descriptions and

illustrations document the presence of auction blocks, but generally they were plat-

forms that allowed for the auctioneer and the slaves being sold to be raised above the

standing audience so that all could get a clear view of the ‘‘stock.’’ In addition to

these dedicated slave auction rooms, slaves also were sold at auction in the basement

of several of New Orleans’ leading hotels, including the Exchange Hotel and the

St. Charles Hotel. The number of these rooms and their presence in the city for de-

cades speak to the how interwoven the slave trade was into the fabric of life in the

urban cityscape.

In many towns throughout the South, auctions often occurred near the courthouse

or on a designated street corner. In Charleston, another major slave-trading center,

the sale of slaves occurred in the center of town, until a city ordinance stated that the

sales had to move indoors in 1856. Just north of the Exchange Building on East Bay

Street was a small open square. The Exchange Building was among the most impor-

tant colonial public buildings in the city. Located at the terminus of Broad Street in

the center of the wharves and the commercial part of town, it served as both the cus-

tom house and the post office building. There, every day of the week except Sunday,

the auction of slaves regularly occurred. To this location, each trader brought the

slaves he planned to auction, and the sales took place in turn. Most of the auction

sales in the city took place from this location: slaves, lots of lands, houses, and shares

of stock among other items. If newspaper advertisements are any indication, the sale

of slaves formed the majority of the business.

After the city ordinance moved sales away from the Exchange Building, the

most popular site for slave auction became the site referred to in advertising as

‘‘Ryan’s Mart’’ and then later ‘‘The Mart, Chalmers Street.’’ Operated first by slave

trader Thomas Ryan and later by Ziba B. Oakes, it was essentially one large room

constructed on a narrow lot that stretched from Chalmer’s Street north to Queen

Street. Behind the auction room was an open yard that also contained a four-story

jail building and a kitchen building. The facade of this long narrow structure,

about 20 by 60 feet, had octagonal piers that stylistically blended with the build-

ing to the right, the German Fire Engine House, and with numerous buildings

throughout the city dedicated to slave management and reform: among them the

Arsenal building (1825), which became the Citadel in 1849, and the Work House

(1850). Journalist Charles Coffin (1823–1896), who wrote about the site when he

visited it after Charleston came under the control of federal troops at the end of

the Civil War in 1865, described a ‘‘large iron gate in front, above which, in large

gilt letters, was the word MART.’’ Inside, Coffin noted that on one side there was

‘‘a long table running the entire length of the hall, while on the other side were

benches.’’
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The largest slave-trading center was New Orleans. It was through this city’s sales-

rooms that so many of the slaves bound for the cotton and sugar fields of the South-
west passed. New Orleans had many places that were similar to those found in

Richmond and other cities: multibuilding compounds where slaves were held and

then later offered for sale. New Orleans had more traders than any other city in

Slave Market Experience

After he was marched from Virginia to Savannah, Georgia, George Carter was
imprisoned in a slave pen before being sold:

W’en I wuz sixteen yeah ol’, Massa sol’ me an’ some mo’ Niggers down Sout’.

’Cose us ain’t want tuh go, but us hab tuh. We wuz chained togedder all duh

way frum Norfo’k tuh Savannah. An’ w’en us got heah dey put us in a slabe

pen right under whar B. H. Lebey’s sto’ use tuh be. Duh nex’ mornin’ wuz

sale day. Dey brung us heah fuh duh Central Railroad. I wuz de only one not

sol’ tuh duh Central . . . Dere wuz a pen under duh Pulaski House whar dey

lock up duh Niggers w’enebuh dey got heah in duh night, an’ duh man what

hab ’em in charge done stop at duh hotel. Duh rag’lar jail wa’nt fuh slabes

but dere wuz a speck’lator jail at Hab’sham an’ Bryon Street. Dey look up

duh slabes in duh speck’lator jail when dey brought ’em heah tuh de auction.

Mos’ ob duh speck’lators come in duh night befo’ duh sale an’ stop at duh

Pulaski House. Duh slabes wuz took tuh duh pen under duh hotel.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 3,

Part 1. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.

Jordan Smith described slave markets in Virginia and New Orleans:

They was a trader yard in Virginia and one in New Orleans and sometimes

a thousand slaves was waitin’ to be sold. When the traders knowed men was

comin’ to buy, they made the slaves all clean up and greased they mouths

with meat skins to look like they’s feedin’ them plenty meat. They lined

the women up on one side and the men on the other. A buyer would walk

up and down ’tween the two rows and grab a woman and try to throw her

down and feel of her to see how she’s put up. If she’s purty strong, he’d say,

‘‘Is she a good breeder?’’ If a gal was 18 or 19 and put up good she was worth

’bout $1,500. Then the buyer’d pick out a strong, young nigger boy ’bout

the same age and buy him. When he got them home he’d say to them, ‘‘I

want you two to stay together. I want young niggers.’’

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Texas Narratives, Vol. 5, Parts 3 & 4.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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America. In the 1856 directory, there were 17 individuals or businesses listed as slave

traders and another 38 listed as auctioneers, many of whom probably sold slaves.

Their jails and salesrooms were concentrated in the blocks around the St. Charles

and the St. Louis hotels, especially on Barrone and Gravier streets. Like Charleston,

where the sale of slaves was a public matter, in New Orleans, many visitors were sur-

prised to see that slaves were sold in the grand rotundas of the St. Charles and the

St. Louis hotels. Many were struck by the juxtaposition of the genteel and lofty interi-

ors and the horrific sights they witnessed as slaves were sold to the highest bidder.

Few places survive in the 21st century to attest to the material presence of the slave

trade in cities across the American South. In Alexandria, Virginia, the main house

that stood at the center of the Franklin and Armfield’s establishment is now the home

of the Freedom House Museum; in Charleston, South Carolina, the Mart on Chal-

mers Street is operated as the Old Slave Mart Museum. In Richmond, Virginia, recent

archaeological excavations have revealed the location of Lumpkin’s Jail, but most of

the other traders’ jails and the auction room are below Interstate 95. In most other

Southern cities, no evidence remains of the place where 2 million enslaved men,

women, and children were sold in the American slave trade.

See also Auction Advertisements; Courthouses; Sale Notices.
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MAURIE D. MCINNIS

SLAVE QUARTERS. The buildings in which enslaved African Americans were

routinely housed varied slightly in plan and construction details, but they were all

generally small, cramped quarters that resembled prison cells rather than homes. John

Finnely, who was enslaved in Alabama, reported ‘‘us have cabins of logs with one

room and one door and one window hole.’’ Similarly J. T. Tims from Mississippi

recalled ‘‘Before the [Civil] War, we lived in an old log house. It had one window,

one door, and one room.’’ Ella Johnson remembered that her South Carolina quarters

were ‘‘just little one-room log cabins.’’ And she added, ‘‘Usually there were two win-

dows. The floor was wood too, although I know on some plantations the poor old slaves

had just the bare ground for a floor.’’ Meager buildings also were described by

former Georgia slave Robert Shepherd as dangerous structures because of their ‘‘chim-

blees [chimneys] made of sticks and red mud. Them chimblees was all the time catching

fire.’’ When compared with even the most modest of planters’ residences, slave houses
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unquestionably bore signs of their occupants’ social marginality. They were buildings

that signaled clearly who was owned, while the planter’s house by its location, form, and

mode of decoration indicated who held the power of ownership.

In 1854, Frederick Law Olmsted (1822–1903), who would soon rise to prominence as

one of America’s great landscape architects, undertook a journey of discovery across the

South during which he made many careful observations of the extant types of slave
housing. At a plantation in South Carolina, he observed that the slaves’ cabins were

built of logs, with no windows—no opening at all, except the doorway, with a

chimney of sticks and mud; no trees about them, no porches, or shades, of any

kind. Except for the chimney, I should have conjectured that it had been built

for a powder-house, or perhaps, an ice house—never for an animal to sleep in.

While the critical tone of his remarks is consistent with his abolitionist perspective, his

observations of the shoddy cabins constructed for enslaved blacks match well with the

statements of some plantation owners. In an article that appeared in the Southern Culti-

vator in 1856, a Mississippi planter writing under the pseudonym ‘‘Omo’’ offered a strong

critique of slave housing almost equal to that written by Olmsted: ‘‘In general, negro

houses are knocked up in a very careless, bungling manner—always too small and too

low. . . . These old, dirty habitations, together with the other numerous deleterious

influences inseparably connected therewith, are well-calculated to generate disease.’’

Slave quarters most often were built with logs, largely because the forested tracts

encountered by colonial-era settlers had to be cleared of trees to create the open space

required for fields and pastures. The creation of farmsteads not only provided planters

with operational land, but also supplied them with more-than-adequate supplies of the

raw materials needed to construct the necessary buildings and fences. Although log con-

struction was the chief mode of building during the first phase of settlement, other

Slave houses on the Hermitage plantation, Savannah, Georgia. Photo by Walker Evans, 1935. (Library of
Congress.)
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materials and techniques were used as well. Planters looking to move beyond quarters

that were rough emblems of the pioneer era would turn to wood-framed structures cov-

ered with board siding. Those planters looking to make an even bigger and perhaps a

more sophisticated impression opted to build brick and stone masonry buildings. Along

the Georgia coast and parts of northern Florida, a primitive form of concrete known as

tabby was appropriated from examples left by 17th-century Spanish colonists.

Because most planters tended to overcrop their land, the profits that they so

ardently hoped for could fall off rather steeply within a single decade. Their response

to failing crop yields most often was to abandon their holdings and move farther west

in the hope of finding better soil conditions. One result of the forced African

American migration across the Black Belt of the Deep South (so named for a band of

rich black topsoil that extended the whole expanse of the lower South and not for the

dark skin of the planters’ captive workforce), was the dispersion of certain log con-

struction techniques from the Eastern Seaboard all the way to Texas. The simplest

mode of log construction used round logs that were notched at their ends and stacked

in alternating tiers to form an enclosed pen. Once the walls were raised to a sufficient

height, openings would be cut for doors, windows, and a fireplace. But using timbers

that were round in section required that a ‘‘saddle,’’ which was a scooped-out depres-

sion in the top of the log, be cut about five inches back from the end of the log. This

notch provided a place to set the next tier of logs as the walls of a log pen were raised

to their desired height. Other modes of log construction were more complicated,

requiring that trees be hewn or sawn down to a thickness of 6 to 10 inches, creating a

log that was more plank-like in appearance. The ends of these logs were shaped into

either an inverted ‘‘V’’ or a ‘‘dovetail’’ or flanged form that would connect a log to an

adjacent timber by means of what might be called a ‘‘keying’’ process. Logs were thus

interlocked in a manner that withstood movement in a horizontal direction and ulti-

mately kept the components of a wall fixed in a reasonably vertical alignment. During

the late antebellum period, log slave quarters were often clad with sawn board siding

to make them look more like framed buildings, which were regarded as more prestigi-

ous structures.

Although most slave quarters were wood-based and shaped either as pens of stacked

logs or carpentered frames sheathed with some manner of board siding, other less con-

spicuous modes were used as well. The houses reserved for slaves living close to a planta-

tion owner’s brick mansion might be made from brick. Such a gesture might have been

aimed at demonstrating the owner’s authority by populating the mansion’s surroundings

with diminutive, and therefore visually subordinate, structures. Given that the vast ma-

jority of domestic structures on plantations were built with wood, the presence of a slave

quarter rendered in brick and graced with a neat but simple cornice was an effective way

for plantation owners to declare their economic and social eminence. If planters were

willing to ‘‘waste’’ their money by beautifying the appearance of their slave quarters, then

they certainly would be understood to have considerable reserves of wealth. This clearly

was the case at Ben Venue, a plantation in Rappahannock County, Virginia. Owner

William Fletcher placed three small brick houses in front of his house, all of them deco-

rated with raised parapets that echoed a similar feature on his mansion. Standing seem-

ingly at attention while awaiting a command, it would appear that the enslaved persons

who occupied these buildings must be ready to serve at a moment’s notice.
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The slaves on any plantation usually built their own quarters, typically under the

supervision of the planter or his overseer. That house carpenters were among the most

highly valued enslaved workers on an estate is exemplified by various reports of runaways

that were printed in local newspapers. For example, a runaway notice published in the

Virginia Gazette in 1767 advertised that a ‘‘Negro fellow’’ named Bob had run off and

specified that ‘‘[h]e is an extraordinary sawyer, a tolerable carpenter and currier, pretends

to make shoes, and is a very good sailor.’’ That same year, a Charleston newspaper simi-

larly extolled the virtues of several escaped slaves, noting that two of them were ‘‘good

workmen at the cabinet maker’s business’’; another was a ‘‘good sawyer,’’ who ‘‘handles

his tools so well in the coarser branches of that trade, as to be capable of making a tolera-

ble country carpenter.’’ Perhaps one of the more spectacular accounts of abilities of an

enslaved builder is found in the letters of Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826).

John Hemings, a Monticello slave, was hired out in 1825 to work on the repairs to

a recently fire-damaged plantation house belonging to Jefferson’s grandson, Francis

Wayles Eppes (1801–1881). In a series of letters written to Jefferson, Hemings breezily

describes his efforts at roof repair and the installation of a Chinese railing, folding

doors, sash weights for windows, and parlor cornices. When Jefferson became impa-

tient for his valuable carpenter’s return to Monticello, Hemings wrote back: ‘‘I hope

by the next [letter] to be able to let you know when I shall finish and when to send for

me.’’ Enslaved artisans with skills honed by constant requests for their best effort were

certainly able to assert a certain level of independence even as they labored to com-

plete the tasks assigned to them by their masters.

A longer view of early African American efforts to develop their own sense of place

requires that more attention be paid to the way enslaved blacks lived within their

own niche within a larger setting. The slave housing at George Washington’s (1732–

1799) Mount Vernon provides a clear example of how Washington used buildings as

a way of demonstrating and enforcing the lowly status of his bondsmen. Julian Niem-

cewicz (1758–1841), a Polish visitor who traveled through the newly emergent Amer-

ican republic during the last decade of the 18th century, offers the following

description of Washington’s behavior as a slaveholder:

We entered one of the huts of the Blacks, for one cannot call them by the

name of houses. They are more miserable than the most miserable cottages

of our peasants. The husband and wife sleep on a mean pallet, the children

on the ground; a very bad fireplace, some utensils for cooking, but in the

middle of this poverty some cups and a teapot.

Niemcewicz also observed that this family had planted a vegetable garden and was also

raising a flock of chickens that they could sell to obtain other ‘‘amenities.’’ But even

when Washington’s slaves acted on their own behalf, their efforts routinely were

thwarted because their cabins often were moved annually to new locations and thus

their gardens had to be abandoned. In a letter written in 1794 to one of his overseers,

Washington reveals that some slave houses at Mount Vernon were small enough that

they could easily be shifted from one location to another as he deemed necessary. He

recommends the larger houses should be moved with the assistance of ‘‘rollers’’ (round

logs), while smaller buildings, probably measuring less than 14 by 14 feet, were simply
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to be loaded onto a cart and hauled off to their new locations near the fields selected

for that season’s crops.

The clearest understanding of the once-commonplace earthfast structures built

directly on the ground can be gained from a close look at the Road View Farm

kitchen that once stood in New Kent County, Virginia. Located about 20 miles east

of Richmond, this building, now lost, was carefully recorded in 1936 by historians

employed by the Historic American Buildings Survey. Measuring slightly more than

14 feet on each side, the kitchen was supported by 14 posts set deeply into the ground

all around the perimeter of the building. Because these posts were round in section

Accounts of Slave Quarters

Former Georgia slave Paul Smith described the slave quarters on the plantation
where he lived:

Slave quarters was jus’ little one room log cabins what had chimblies made

of sticks and red mud. Dem old chimblies was all de time a-ketchin’ on fire.

De mud was daubed ’twixt de logs to chink up de cracks, and sometimes dey

chinked up cracks in de roof wid red mud. Dere warn’t no glass windows in

dem cabins, and dey didn’t have but one window of no sort; it was jus’ a plain

wooden shutter. De cabins was a long ways off from de big house, close by de

big old spring whar de wash-place was. Dey had long benches for de washtubs

to set on, a big old oversize washpot, and you mustn’t leave out ’bout dat big

old battlin’ block whar dey beat de dirt out of de clothes. Dem Niggers would

sing, and deir battlin’ sticks kept time to de music. You could hear de singin’

and de sound of de battlin’ sticks from a mighty long ways off.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Foster Weathersby remembered the close community that the slave quarter
provided in his Mississippi experience:

We had comfortable clo’se an’ livin’ qua’ters. De cottages was small, and

built side by side in a long row by de side of de road. We liked livin’ together

lak dat ruther dan bein’ scattered as many of ’em was. You see, we could col-

lect up at times in de evenin’, even effen we was tired, and have some

enjoyment layin’ around under de big trees, hummin’ and singin’ to de tune

of some old guitar, and tellin’ tales and talkin’ of de hopes and fears of de

comin’ war to free us.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

10, Part 5. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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and marked by stubs where branches had been cut away, the building’s carpenters

clearly had gone into the woods to cut down the trees that they deemed suitable for

this particular structure. The exterior of the building was covered with vertical siding,

but it had no interior finish. The deep historical roots of the building—which extend

to medieval times—were most spectacularly revealed by the absence of a fireplace. In

this structure, the cooking fire was lighted on the dirt floor and the entire eastern end

of the structure functioned as a chimney. The rising smoke escaped through a sort of

smoke bay created by ending the loft floor about three feet from the eastern wall. The

wall at that end of the loft was tilted toward the gable at a slight angle, leaving a gap

of 20 inches at the apex of the roof. In this way, a large funnel-like opening was cre-

ated above the level of the loft floor that directed the smoke out of the building

through a square wooden flue. The throat of the chimney was, in fact, the roof itself.

To protect the end wall from burning, the central portion of the wall was lathed and

coated with plaster, although it has been suggested that a cast iron fireback may have

been used as well to protect the section of the wall closest to the floor. This building

could have been built as early as 1820, and it shows the continuing influence of 17th-

century behavior. Although such structures generally were loathed by Jefferson and

other members of the ‘‘plantocracy,’’ the kitchen at Road View Farm, which survived

into the 20th century, clearly outlasted the venerable sage of Monticello. The exis-

tence of this building demonstrates that the preference for earthfast structures was

more deeply embedded in local construction practices than many scholars have imag-

ined. These buildings not only filled a need for structures that were relatively easy to

erect but also proved to be more durable than generally has been understood. When

African Americans built spaces that they could claim for themselves, they shared a

sense of pride in what they had been able to do even while held as captives.
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JOHN MICHAEL VLACH

SLAVE SHIPS. During the course of nearly four centuries, ships from Europe and

North America carried about 7.5 million Africans across the Atlantic, where the cap-

tives were then sold into slavery. The vessels used in the so-called Triangular Trade

were generally typical of the sailing ships employed in the overseas trade of their

time.

These ships often were away from their home ports for between 12 and 18 months

in some of the most difficult waters in the world, subject on the one hand to storms
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and on the other to being becalmed, often spending months in tropical waters that

inflicted serious damage to wooden hulls by teredo worms and other hazards. Ships

needed to be designed with hulls that were fast to cover the Middle Passage as quickly

as possible and to keep the mortality of the enslaved to a minimum, yet have suffi-

cient size and capacity to accommodate the bulky cargoes of tropical goods that were

brought back to Europe. They also needed stability, however, to withstand the heavy

Middle Passage

Philip Evans’s grandfather, who was captured in Africa, survived the Middle
Passage:

My pappy often tell mammy and us chillun, dat his pappy was ketched in

Africa and fetched to America on a big ship in a iron cage, ’long wid a

whole heap of other black folks, and dat he was powerful sick at de stomach

de time he was on de ship.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

‘‘The Abolition of the Slave Trade or the Inhumanity of Dealers in Human Flesh Exemplified in Captn.
Kimber’s Treatment of a Young Negro Girl of 15 for Her Virjen [sic] Modesty.’’ Print shows sailor on a slave
ship suspending an African girl by her ankle from a rope over a pulley. Capt. John Kimber stands on the left
with a whip in his hand. Illustration attributed to Isaac Cruikshank; etching published by S. W. Fores,
London, 1792. (Library of Congress.)
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storms of the Atlantic and to be able to carry sufficient armament to protect them-

selves from pirates and from enemy action.

Increasingly, ships used in slaving, like other cargo vessels, grew in size over the

centuries, and the most successful slaving ships were among the largest of their day.

Generally, traders seemed to have adapted existing vessels, and this was certainly true

of Dutch and French merchants. By the second half of the 18th century, however,

many British traders, particularly in Liverpool, were using ships specifically designed

for the slave trade. Joseph Manesty, a Liverpool merchant probably best known

because John Newton (1725–1807), who wrote the hymn ‘‘Amazing Grace,’’ was one

of his captains, ordered two ships ‘‘for the African trade’’ from a builder in Newport,

Rhode Island, in 1745. He instructed that they were to be built of ‘‘the best White

Oak’’ and he specified strong masts and heavy planks for the hulls. They were to be

‘‘sharp’’ enough for speed, but ‘‘full’’ enough for supporting the armaments and accom-

modating the cargo. The sides were to be flared for ‘‘more commodious stowing’’ of

the enslaved. He also insisted, however, on plain features for such parts as the cap-

tain’s cabin. A small number of wrecks have been found, but the only fully excavated

slave ship is the Henrietta Marie, which sank off Key West, Florida, in 1700 on her

way back to London after delivering a cargo of 190 slaves to Jamaica. Very little of

the ship itself remains but what does confirms that she was a typical cargo ship. Only

the poignant remnants of her cargo—iron shackles; a blunderbuss, which was a

muzzle-loading gun; and cannon and some of her trade goods such as beads and iron

bars—testify to her involvement in the slave trade.

The best-known slave ship is almost certainly the Brooks (also known as the

Brookes), illustrations of which were featured in the literature of abolition campaigns

in Britain, France, and the United States. The illustration of a slave deck with its sil-

houetted figures of Africans laid side to side evokes the horrors of the slave trade. The

description in the accompanying text is equally graphic and shocking.

The Brooks had been built in Liverpool in 1781 and at 297 tons was one of the largest

ships of its time. The abolitionist text provides precise details of its size, including the

internal dimensions of the decks and platforms, which accommodated the enslaved, and

the headroom, which at two feet six inches was too small to allow an adult to sit up.

The layout of the 482 bodies in fact underestimates the capacity of the vessel, which on

more than one voyage carried more than 600 Africans to the Caribbean.

The remainder of the text provides a vivid description of life aboard the ship, based

on the experience of Alexander Falconbridge (ca. 1760–1792), a former surgeon in

the trade. It describes the horrors of life below decks—the routines of daily life and

the sufferings inflicted on ‘‘our fellow-creatures.’’ In 11 voyages, the Brooks carried

5,482 Africans across the Atlantic. Some 4,980 individuals survived the journey.

Within two years of the beginning of the British abolition campaign, laws that

regulated ships involved in the slave trade were introduced by the British Parliament.

The Slave Carrying Act of 1788, often called the Dolben Act after the member of Par-

liament who introduced it, limited the number of slaves that could be carried to five for

every three tons of capacity for the first 200 tons and one for every ton above that. Each

slave ship was required to have a physician on board for the welfare of the crew and the

enslaved who was charged to keep a log of the sickness and death of the enslaved. In

reality, the act had little effect on the sufferings of those being transported.
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Slaving was a complex and risky business, and considerable experience was required

to organize a slaving voyage. The merchant usually worked in conjunction with

others to finance the voyage to minimize the financial risks. When the cost of outfit-

ting the vessel, purchasing the cargo, and paying the crew and other elements such as

agents’ fees and insurance are taken into account, the total cost of an average voyage

from Europe in the late 18th century was �10,000 to �12,000 (almost US$1 million in

the 21st century). The cargo to be bartered on the African coast had to be prepared

carefully with a mixture of goods chosen specifically for the trading location. The

instructions given to captains often to refer to ‘‘a choice cargo . . . very suitable for’’ or

‘‘specially chosen for’’ a specific location in Africa.

Many of the most successful merchants had developed a network of contacts with

individual African traders and knew them and their requirements. They also had good

contacts with agents in the Caribbean who handled the sale of the enslaved.

The other key player in organizing a successful voyage was the captain of the vessel.

Although the captain would be given detailed instructions by the ship’s owners about

where he was to trade, what cargo he was to buy, what he was to pay, and where he

was to sell the enslaved, once the vessel was at sea, he was virtually responsible for

the outcome of the voyage. He not only had to undertake all the duties of running

the ship, including plotting the course, making decisions about speed and weather,

and maintaining discipline, but also had to undertake all the commercial decisions.

His ability to establish relationships and negotiate with African traders and to know

when to settle, when to move along the coast, and when to set off across the Atlantic

were all crucial to the successful outcome of the voyage.

On board, the captain was supported by a first mate and usually a second and third

mate, who, along with the surgeon and boatswain, formed the senior members of the

crew. They were responsible for the operation of the ship, including the disciplining

of the crew, who were often a hard, ill-bred, and violent lot. The other important

members of the crew were the armorer in charge of weapons and the carpenter. This

latter position was often paid as much as the first mate, not only because he built the

accommodation for the enslaved during the outward passage but also because he was

often responsible for the maintenance of the shackles and other restraints on board.

Life on board slave ships for the Africans during the Middle Passage was dreadful.

John Newton, writing 30 years after he left the trade, wrote

the slaves lie in two rows, one above the other, on each side of the ship,

close to each other, like books on a shelf. I have known them so close, that

the shelf would not easily contain one more . . . the poor creatures thus

cramped for want of room, are likewise in irons, for the most part both hands

and feet, two together, which makes it difficult for them to turn or move, or

to attempt to rise or to lie down, without hurting themselves or each other.

Men were accommodated separately from the women and young children. The

men were naked and were shackled together in pairs. Women were allowed a small

piece of cloth for modesty, but this did not stop them being the subject of unwanted

sexual attention from members of the crew. Although most captains tried to prevent

this, it seems to have been a frequent occurrence. And sometimes, it was the captains
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themselves who were guilty. In the 1770s, French Capt. Philippe Liot ‘‘mistreated a

very pretty Negress [and] broke two of her teeth’’ and raped an 8- or 10-year-old girl

on three occasions ‘‘whose mouth he closed to prevent her from screaming.’’

The Africans spent most of their time in hot, stuffy, putrid holds, but they were

allowed up on deck in small groups once a day when the weather was good so that

they could exercise. They were strictly supervised, the crew being equipped with guns,

and sometimes the captives had cannons trained on them. This did not prevent

Africans from trying to escape. It is likely that the enslaved attempted revolts on at

least 1 in every 10 voyages, which usually were put down with extreme violence and

brutality. Leaders of revolts were punished severely and frequently killed. Torture was

used to extract confessions. Newton recorded a potential uprising in his log and com-

mented that he ‘‘punished them with the thumb screws and afterwards put them in

neck yokes.’’ It is not surprising that these uprisings were almost always unsuccessful.

One of the few documented revolts that succeeded was on the French vessel Diamant

off the coast of Gabon in 1774. Three men were able to get free and hid in the wom-

en’s toilet, thus surprising the crew. They managed to take the helm, and the captain

and crew took to the dinghy in fright. The crew members were seized by local

Africans and ransomed to a Dutch captain who was later reimbursed.

The captives were rationed bread and received a bean- or yam-based stew two

times daily. They might drink some water three times a day. The owners of one slave

ship warned Liverpool Capt. Luke Mann about feeding the captives: ‘‘You must not

give your slaves too much provisions; they are accustomed to low diet in their own

country.’’ On one occasion, when Newton was going overbudget toward the end of

the voyage, he ordered his crew to ‘‘[g]ive the slaves bread now for their breakfast for

cannot afford them 2 hot meals per day.’’

The cramped conditions and fetid atmosphere where the captives were held in the

ships took its toll on them. In the early days of the trade, mortality rates may have been

as high as 1 in 5, but this rate was gradually reduced to about 1 in 15 by taking more

care in terms of sanitation and the overall treatment of the enslaved. Owners and cap-

tains came to realize it was in their financial interest to look after their cargo. Orders to

the captain of the Dutch vessel De Nieuwe Hoop specifically mentioned the care of the

enslaved and instructed that ‘‘the doctor and supercargo [the person responsible for the

cargo—the enslaved Africans—until the ship reached its destination] check mouths

and eyes of slaves every morning and try to discover if anything ails them.’’ By the 18th

century, most ships carried a surgeon, who was generally highly paid, usually second

only to the captain. Few surgeons were specifically trained to deal with tropical diseases

and had to adapt their general medical knowledge. Only the French India Company

(Compagnie des Indes) appeared to show much interest in special training. Most of their

surgeons had two or more assistants, who were to be given an hour’s medical instruction

daily. A training school for ships’ surgeons was established in Rotterdam in 1769, but by

then, the Dutch slave trade was almost at an end. In general, however, little evidence

indicates that any of this instruction was effective.

The most common disease on board ship was dysentery. A sample of 3,563 deaths

among 20,653 slaves on 42 Dutch West Indies Company vessels during the 17th and 18th

centuries shows that one-third died of dysentery, and that smallpox, scurvy, and tuberculo-

sis claimed a further one-third of lives. But mortality from ‘‘sudden death,’’ ‘‘illness,’’ and
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‘‘fevers’’ was also high. The mental torment of mistreatment and incarceration also took its

toll. Some 28 deaths were attributed to suicide and a further 20 to mental causes, such as

‘‘died of grief.’’

The enslaved faced other threats to life as well. Two incidents show the inhumane

attitude that prevailed in the trade. In the first incident, the Dutch slaver Leuden was

grounded in the Marowin River on the eastern coast of Surinam in stormy conditions

in January 1738. When the ship tilted and was clearly going to founder, the crew

locked the hatches of the slave holds because they feared that if the Africans got free

they would rush for the lifeboats. The 73 crew and only 14 slaves, working on deck at

the time, were able to escape. When they reached Paramaribo, however, the surviving

slaves were sold. The remaining 702 Africans drowned.

In the second incident, in 1781, a number of captive Africans were ill on the Liverpool

ship Zong, captained by the infamous Luke Collingwood (ca. 1733–before 1783). Colling-

wood thought they would die. He was concerned that if the Africans died from starvation,

no insurance could be claimed.Whenwater was running out, Collingwood gave orders for a

total of 132 slaves to be tossed overboard. He thought that the owners could claim that the

Africans had died from ‘‘perils of the sea’’ and thus be entitled to compensation. The ensuing

court case became a cause cel�ebre and alerted the public to the horrors of the slave trade.

The horrific experiences of the Middle Passage brought Africans together. Slaves

who had been transported in the same ship referred to each other as shipmates and, de-

spite being frequently separated on arrival, maintained a bond for the rest of their lives.

Physician Thomas Winterbotham, writing in the 1790s, remarked, ‘‘those unfortunate

people who have gone to the West Indies in the same vessel, ever after retain for each

other a strong and tender affection.’’ But the voyage also strengthened ties in other

ways. In such a hostile environment, cultural traditions became a vital means of sur-

vival, and Africans clung to such vestiges of their former lives as they could. They were

occasionally allowed to bring drums and musical instruments on board, although these

items often were confiscated because the crew recognized they could be used to commu-

nicate privately. Other items were sometimes smuggled aboard, including charms and
herbal medicines. Singing and storytelling also helped Africans maintain their culture.

The abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade by Britain in 1807 and the United

States in 1808 was a major turning point. By bullying and persuasion, the other main

European powers followed suit over the next two to three decades. A huge trade con-

tinued in the Southern Atlantic, centered on Cuba and Brazil, until the 1860s, but in

general, the former slave ships found new cargoes to trade.

See also Abolition Imagery; Herbs.
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SPINNING HOUSES. Spinning houses developed as a specialized craft shop on

Southern plantations. Slave artisans worked in them, spinning cotton, linen, and

wool into cloth. The spinning houses, in conjunction with other specialized craft

shops on plantations, indicated the quest on the part of some planters to be self-

sufficient, growing and processing as much within their plantation borders as possible

to clothe their slaves. The slaves did much if not all the work that produced the raw

products as well as the finished cloth that they sewed to make their own clothing.
The structures took many forms, including single- and double-story buildings, some

log, some frame, and some finished masonry. Spinning as well as weaving and finish-

ing often occurred in the one structure, and equipment included wool cards, a heckle

for flax processing, flax and cotton spinning wheels, one or more looms, and even ket-

tles for dyeing and finishing cloth. Spinning houses included machines that replaced

hand labor as those machines became perfected, including the cotton gins, spinning

jennies, and flying shuttle looms, and slaves performed all skilled or manual labor,

whether done by hand or machine.

The wood-frame spinning house atMount Vernon was built in 1775. Perhaps it consti-

tuted a statement on the part of the Revolutionary commander George Washington

(1732–1799) that indicated the increasingly independent nature of Virginia. Southern

slave colonies had depended on English prod-

ucts since their inception, but building a spin-

ning house in the Revolutionary era provided

tangible evidence of the ability for planters to

declare themselves independent of the En-

glish textile trade as well as British gover-

nance. During the 1810s, in keeping with the

industrialization of textile production in the

United States, Thomas Jefferson (1743–

1826) indicated that some slaves in his spin-

ning house used spinning jennies and flying

shuttles, and he advised his correspondent to

construct a spinning house with a door wide

enough to accommodate 24 spindles.

Labor in spinning houses followed gen-

dered patterns, with women predominantly

performing all tasks associated with carding,

spinning, and weaving. Young girls learned

the tasks from older women skilled in pro-

duction. Girls who showed little aptitude

for spinning or weaving quickly shifted to

other less skilled tasks. Once the cloth was

woven and finished, women sewed the cloth

into garments or bedding. The production

did not meet demand, however, and North-

ern factories also exported ‘‘slave cloth’’ to

Southern buyers.

See also Negro Cloth.
Old spinning house at Mount Ida, Talladega County,
Alabama, 1935. (Library of Congress.)
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Spinning Cotton

George Fleming remembered the whirl and clang of spinning and weaving
equipment to process cotton in South Carolina:

I don’t know how many spinning wheels and looms and dem things Marse

had, but he sho had lots of ’em. Dat business making cloth had lots to it and

I don’t know much ’bout it, but it was sort of dis way. Dey picked de seeds

out of de cotton; den put de cotton in piles and carded it. Dey kept brushing

it over and over on de cards till it was in lil’ rolls. It was den ready fer de

spinning wheels whar it was spun in thread. Dis was called de filling. I don’t

know much ’bout de warp, dat is de part dat run long ways.

Dem spinning wheels sho did go on de fly. Dey connected up wid de

spindle and it go lots faster dan de wheel. Dey hold one end of de cotton

roll wid de hand and ’tach de other to de spindle. It keep drawing and

twisting de roll till it make a small thread. Sometimes dey would run de

thread frum de spindle to a cornshuck or anything dat would serve de pur-

pose. Dat was called de broach. Some of dem didn’t go any further dan

dat, dey had to make sech and sech broaches a day. Dis was deir task. Dat’s

de reason some of dem had to work atter dark, dat is, if dey didn’t git de

task done befo’ dat.

Dey run de thread off de broach on to reels, and some of it was dyed on de

reels. Dey made deir own dyes, too. Some of it was made frum copperas, and

some frum barks and berries. Atter while, de thread was put back on de spin-

ning wheel and wound on lil’ old cane quills. It was den ready fer de looms.

Don’t know nothing, de looms—boom! boom! sho could travel. Dey put de

quills, atter de thread was wound on dem, in de shettle and knocked it back

and forth twixt de long threads what was on de beams. Can’t see de thread fly

out of dat shettle it come so fast. Dey sho could sheckle it through dar. Dey

peddled dem looms, zip! zap! making de thread rise and drap while de shettle

zoom twixt it. Hear dem looms booming all day long ’round de weaving shop.

De weaving and spinning was done in de same place.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. ‘‘South Carolina.’’ The American Slave: North Carolina and

South Carolina Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol. 11. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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SPRING HOUSES. Spring houses provided cool storage for dairy products and food
stuffs on plantations and farms across the nation, including the antebellum South. The

structures were often brick or stone to retard rot due to the damp conditions. They were

built into slopes over a spring and thus the spring’s location, not the location of farm

dwellings, dictated the location of the spring house. The water from the spring collected

in a pool, and the steady flow in and out helped maintain a steady temperature. Built-in

shelving on the walls, or planks set above the water, provided storage space.

Spring houses consolidated cool water to maintain consistently cooler tempera-

tures. This proved critical when trying to prevent milk and processed cream from

souring. Some large plantations specialized in dairying and built dairies to process

milk, but most Southerners did not have the resources to invest in milk cattle, pas-

ture, and labor to the degree required to specialize. Instead, most Southerners made

due with spring houses to extend the life of perishable commodities.

Studies of Southern food and foodways indicate that Southerners generally, and

slaves particularly, consumed few dairy products. Yet, spring houses made it possible

for diversified Southern farms and smaller plantations to have milk, cream, butter,

and cheese in small quantities.

Former slaves interviewed during the 1930s remembered spring houses on the plan-

tations as rectangular buildings with a gable entrance.
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STEWS. A stew is a combination of foods cooked in a liquid, producing a meal

thicker than a soup with a rich stock or gravy. Many of the more complicated dishes

enjoyed in the enslaved community were one-pot meals consisting of stews developed

as a means to slowly cook foods on the hearth over the course of a work day in

the fields, much in the way the slow cooker serves 21st-century families. Since

enslaved households usually had few utensils, the stew prepared in one pot served as a

convenient and expedient way to enjoy a variety of ingredients in one communal

dish. The stews created by the enslaved community hearken to similar West and Cen-

tral African traditions where the main meal of the day consisted of a stew consumed

with a starch of some sort. Many of the popular Southern dishes—pepperpot (from

the West Indies, Philadelphia, and the Chesapeake), gumbo (associated with the

Lower Mississippi Valley), okra stew (from the Chesapeake and Carolina Low Coun-

try), chicken stewed with yams (as described by Mary Randolph (1762–1828) in The

Virginia Housewife), burgoo (from Kentucky and the southern Ohio River valley),

Brunswick stew (identified with Virginia, Georgia, and North Carolina)—have been

connected through folk tradition in some way to an enslaved cook. Brunswick stew in

particular was attributed to ‘‘Uncle’’ Jimmy Matthews from Virginia in 1828, who

made a spicy stew from squirrel and other game bagged on his master’s hunting trip.

Common to these dishes were the savory elements of onion, hot peppers or pepper,
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okra as a thickener, and the occasional addition of tomatoes to create a richer sauce

and gravy. Many stews included lima beans and other legumes as filler to absorb liquid

and provide body. Cast-off meat, seafood, and aged chickens or beef usually provided

the protein in these dishes. These stews were typically enjoyed with rice, corn mush,

hominy, or various forms of corncake used to sop up the juices.

See also Cast Iron Pots; Cooks and Cooking; Yams and Sweet Potatoes.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

SUBFLOOR PITS. Subfloor pits were dug by slaves to hide important items and

have been found in late 17th- and 18th-century slave quarters in parts of the American

South. The earliest appearance of these belowground pits was in the Chesapeake region

of Virginia, where they begin to appear with regularity starting around 1680, coinciding

with the increasing importation of Africans into that colony. Although subterranean

pits have been found on Native American and Anglo-American sites from the 17th

and 18th centuries, their regular appearance in high concentrations on slave quarter

sites, particularly in Virginia, suggests they were an important cultural adaptation for

Beef Stew

Former slave Charles Ball (ca. 1780–unknown) described the making of a beef
stew near Camden, South Carolina, in the early 19th century:

Each family, or mess, now sent its deputy, with a large wooden bowl in his

hand . . . I went on the part of our family, and found that the meat dinner of

this day was made up of the basket of tripe, and other offal, that I had pre-

pared in the morning. The whole had been boiled in four great iron kettles,

until the flesh had disappeared from the bones, which were broken in small

pieces—a flitch of bacon, some green corn, squashes, tomatos, and onions

had been added, together with other condiments, and the whole converted

into about a hundred gallons of soup, of which I received in my bowl, for

the use of our family, more than two gallons.

Source: Charles Ball. Slavery in the United States: A Narrative of the Life and Adventures of

Charles Ball. New York: John S. Taylor, 1837. Documenting the American South Collec-

tion, University Library of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. At http://

docsouth.unc.edu/neh/ballslavery/menu.html.
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the enslaved. Although subfloor pits are

found in a few extant quarters, such as the

Bremo Recess Quarter (ca. 1825) in Flu-

vanna County, Virginia, the vast majority of

these pits exists only as archaeological evi-

dence. Archaeologists have studied and

debated the functions of subfloor pits since

they were first discovered in the 1960s at

Tutter’s Neck in Williamsburg, Virginia.

Explanations for how they were used include

personal storage, food storage, and spiritual

spaces.

Locations
Only one 19th-century reference for the use

of subfloor pits in Africa has been located,

and thus it is likely that their use arose as a

creolized tradition in Virginia largely in

response to conditions of slavery, rather

than arriving as an African tradition. Most

pits to date have been located in Virginia,

but they also have been found in Kentucky,

Tennessee, Missouri, North Carolina, and

Maryland. If extensive pit use began in Vir-

ginia as a response to enslavement, the sub-

sequent geographic distribution of subfloor

pits to other parts of the South appears to

be an artifact of Virginia residents expand-

ing westward during the early national pe-

riod. Kentucky, Tennessee, and Missouri

were all destinations for Virginia settlers in search of new agricultural lands along the

frontier, as well as for slaves who traveled overland to work these new plantations.

Excavations of slave quarters in these states, as well as in eastern North Carolina,

have revealed subfloor pits, suggesting that enslaved Virginians carried this cultural

practice with them to these new areas. Subfloor pits also have been discovered in

Nova Scotia at a late 18th-century black Loyalist site settled by former slaves from

Virginia. Slave quarters in the lower South—South Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi,

Alabama, and Florida—are virtually devoid of subfloor pits and their absence appears

to be related to a combination of factors, including the different physical environ-

ments, slave demographics, and historical trajectories of the lower South.

Physical Appearance
Subfloor pits began to appear with regularity in Virginia when slave importation began

to increase toward the end of the 17th century and reached their highest peak of use in

the 18th century. While some quarters contained only one or two pits, in others, they

covered the available floor space: in a 384-square-foot building at Utopia Quarter

Knife blades found by archaeologists in a subfloor pit at
Carter’s Grove slave quarter, Williamsburg, Virginia. (The
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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(1730–1750) in Williamsburg, 18 pits were cut through the clay underlying the build-

ing. The occurrence of multiple pits within a single structure was more typical of the

first half of the 18th century, a period of heavy importation of slaves from West Africa.

The occurrence of multiple pits in these structures is believed to be related to the prac-

tice of housing unrelated individuals together and the need for secure storage places for

personal items and surplus food in these barracks-like living conditions.

Most subfloor pits were straight-sided, flat-bottomed holes cut through the packed

clay floors typical of many slave quarters. A small percentage was upgraded with wood

or brick floors, board linings, or even prefabricated boxes, which would have kept pit

contents clean and dry and hindered rodent intrusions into pits containing foodstuffs.

Linings and boxes also stabilized walls, which were prone to collapse in soil-floored

structures. A few pits showed evidence of wooden dividers to create individual storage

spaces or separate different foodstuffs.

Access to pits in buildings with wooden floors was through hinged trapdoors. In

structures containing earthen floors, pits would have been covered with hewn boards

that could be lifted away for access to the belowground space. Soil ledges near the

tops of some pits suggest that the coverings were set flush with the soil floor. Pits

tended to cluster along walls and in front of hearths, and protection from foot traffic

was probably afforded by covering pits with tables, beds, or seating. Pits were particu-
larly susceptible to damage from groundwater and rodents. At Williamsburg’s 18th-

century Rich Neck Quarter, pits showed extensive evidence of maintenance and

repair, necessitated in part from groundwater undermining and collapsing walls. Pits

became smaller and shallower over the 40-year occupation span at this dwelling, as

residents learned that large, deep pits were more prone to damage.

Functions
After falling out of service, pits were filled with soil, ash, charcoal from cooking fires,

broken dishes, animal bones, and other detritus of daily life at the quarter. These arti-

facts provide scholars with valuable clues to reconstructing physical aspects of enslaved

life—material possessions, consumer behaviors, diet and subsistence strategies, and the

creation of creole cultures, for example. Archaeologically, subfloor pits appear within

the footprint or confines of former structures as soil stains cut into geologically deposited

clay soils. Clear-cut functions for many subfloor pits have been difficult to determine,

because the features were filled predominantly with soil and garbage not directly associ-

ated with their original use. Physical characteristics and spatial patterning of subfloor

pits and ethnohistoric and documentary evidence and artifacts recovered from soil layers

along the floor of the pits, which would be more likely to be deposited there as a result

of original pit function, provide valuable clues for original pit functions. Archaeologists

have explored several functions for these subfloor pits: as sources for clay, as personal

storage units or ‘‘hidey holes’’ for stolen or valuable goods, as root cellars for the preser-

vation of fruits and plant foods, and as places of spiritual significance.

Clay Pits

Some subfloor pits may have originally been dug to acquire clay for chinking log walls

and chimneys. An 1850 issue of the Southern Cultivator reveals that ‘‘[m]any persons, in
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building negro houses, in order to get clay convenient for filling the hearth and for mor-

tar, dig a hole under the floor.’’ Log construction was a common building technique for

18th- and 19th-century slave houses in Virginia. Clay, readily available and cost-free,

provided a degree of protection from drafts and wind-driven precipitation. Clay also was

used in constructing and maintaining the stick-and-mud chimneys that remained com-

mon features on log and frame houses as late as the early 20th century. Holes originally

dug for extracting clay may have been reshaped for use as subfloor pits.

Storage Spaces or Hidey Holes

Another use for subfloor pits was for the storage of personal possessions such as cloth-

ing, adornment items, tools, eating utensils, or items crafted for sale. Archaeologists

discovered 20 wine bottles resting on the floor of a subfloor pit at the Kingsmill

Quarter (1750–1780) in Virginia. A late 18th-century pit at Carter’s Grove planta-

tion quarter near Williamsburg, Virginia, contained a group of objects interpreted as

personal gear: cutlery, buttons and buckles from clothing, a tobacco pipe, and fire-

making implements.

Subfloor pits provided effective storage units in the cramped confines of quarters,

which, particularly before the mid-18th century, often were home to numbers of unre-

lated individuals. Not only did the pits make efficient use of space, they also were rel-

atively secure from unauthorized access. It has been suggested the pits were used as

safety deposit boxes to protect possessions from theft by other slaves. Because the

ownership of each pit would be known by the quarter residents, the contents were

protected from unauthorized entry. Other archaeologists believe that subterranean

pits also were used for concealing ill-gotten gains, and documentary evidence from co-

lonial Virginia indicates that the enslaved sometimes used subfloor pits in this fash-

ion. William Henry Singleton (1835–1938), a runaway slave in eastern North

Carolina, hid in a hearth front pit for three years to elude his captors.

Food Storage

Hearth-front subfloor pits appear to have been used primarily for food storage, espe-

cially of the sweet potatoes that were a significant component of the diet of enslaved

Virginians. Three 19th-century African American accounts, that of Frederick Doug-

lass (ca. 1818–1895) in Maryland, Booker T. Washington in Virginia (1856–1915),

and William Henry Singleton in North Carolina, recall the use of interior pits for

storing sweet potatoes in slave quarters. Unlike most foods that require cool, moist

conditions for optimal preservation, sweet potatoes are best stored in warmer, drier

environments. Hearth-front pits may have benefited from ambient heat, maximizing

potato preservation over the cold winter months. The preference for sweet potatoes

among enslaved Virginians may have been related to the tuber’s overall similarity to

African yams, the primary dietary staple of the Niger Delta cultures brought to Vir-

ginia in large numbers in the 18th century. Fragmented sweet potatoes and starch

granules typical of sweet potatoes have been recovered from the floor area of hearth-

front pits at the 18th-century quarters in Virginia.

Overall, hearth-front pits were larger and deeper than pits found in other parts of

the quarter. These pits also had a greater standardization of shapes and sizes with
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hearth-front pits, suggesting a specific use with ‘‘communal’’ implications, as

opposed to individually created pits in other locations. The hearth was perceived as

a communal space, and it is likely that pits located there served a communal func-

tion, such as food storage. Levels of repair and reconstruction on hearth-front pits

were far greater than for other locations, with the continuing use and upkeep of

these pits indicating the importance of this location. Maintenance needs for hearth-

front pits in soil-floored structures may have been a function of greater foot traffic

around these features, frequent access for adding or removing food, and damage from

tunneling creatures, such as rats or moles, in search of a meal, all activities which

would have accelerated the collapse of the clay walls. The hearth would be one of

the areas with the highest level of foot traffic in the house, as people warmed them-

selves at the fire, prepared meals in inclement weather, or used its light for sewing
or other tasks.

Spiritual Spaces

Some subfloor pits were used in African-based spiritual practices as shrines to

ancestors, deities, and other spirit forces. This interpretation derives from the

religions of the Igbo and other West African cultures who were enslaved in colo-

nial Virginia. In these cultures, the construction and maintenance of shrines are

longstanding spiritual practices critical for honoring ancestors and deities, thus

ensuring good fortune in health, harvest, and family well-being. The underground

location of the pits kept shrines safe from prying eyes, and the clay into which

the pits were dug was considered sacred, being the place where spiritual beings

reside.

Shrines contain objects of spiritual significance, and daily offerings of food and drink

are poured on these sacred spaces to ease communication with spirit forces. Items found

placed in groups on the floors of some Virginia pits show distinct parallels with objects

contained in West African shrines. At the Utopia Quarter, a shrine to the Igbo female

water deity Idemili consisted of a group of white objects placed on an elevated sand plat-

form on the bottom of the pit. Pollen analysis revealed that libations of wine had been

poured over the fossil scallop shells, cow bone, and white clay tobacco pipes forming

the shrine. The numbers, colors, and types of objects on this shrine, as well as its place-

ment in the quarter at a point closest to the river, reveal that its creator possessed a so-

phisticated spiritual knowledge of this particular Igbo deity. Other shrines appear to be

more creolized expressions of West African-based spiritual beliefs.

Disappearance of Subfloor Pits

Over time, the number of subfloor pits appearing in slave quarters diminished, and

they largely had fallen out of use by the end of the first quarter of the 19th century.

Part of this decline was related to changing slave demographics; beginning in the sec-

ond half of the 18th century, the formation of a Virginia-born creole slave society

meant that more enslaved were living in houses occupied by family members.

The need for private storage or a hidden spiritual space would have diminished in the

cooperative environment of a family. Additionally, many enslaved converted to
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Christianity during the Second Great Awakening of the early 19th century and may

have become less reliant on West African-based spiritual traditions.

Changes in the architecture of Virginia slave quarters also may have led to a

decline in subfloor pit use. Quarter size decreased in the second half of the 18th cen-

tury as they became family-based housing rather than barracks for unrelated individu-

als. In the early 19th century, more quarters were being built with elevated wooden

floors—a construction technique that made it more difficult to build and conceal

these pits. Recent scholarship has suggested that the need for individual pits

decreased as community and family cooperation and slave participation in the market
economy made the need for surplus storage less critical. The need for food storage

would have remained constant, however, and it is interesting to note that hearthfront

pits were the last to disappear from quarters.

A subfloor pit may have gone through a complex use life—originally dug as a clay

source, later used for storage of food or personal possessions, and ending as a conven-

ient disposal place for garbage. Subfloor pits were used by the enslaved to transform

their living spaces, and are symbols of individual and collective agency and strategies.

They appear to have arisen as a response to enslavement—whether their creation

stemmed from a need for food preservation, a desire for private space, a perceived spir-

itual need, or some other yet unknown factor.

See also Liquor.
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PATRICIA M. SAMFORD

SUGAR. Before the mid-19th century, white sugar was found only in the wealthiest

households of Europe and the United States. The remainder of society used coarse,

brown sugar and molasses (a thick, brown syrup) to sweeten their coffee, tea, and

chocolate drinks, which also supplied a good, cheap source of energy (carbohydrates).

Refined sugar was expensive because sugarcane cultivation and the production and

refinement of the granulated sugar were complex and labor-intensive.
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Both granulated sugar and molasses are made from sugarcane. Sugarcane is part of

the genus Saccharum, a family of tall, perennial, reed-like grasses indigenous to the

tropical regions of southeastern Asia. The exact species of sugarcane used to produce

sugar is known as Saccharum officinarum. Each sugarcane plant consists of multiple

stalks, which range in height from 10 to 24 feet. The stalks of the plant are cylindrical

and segmented; stalk diameters can reach two or more inches in size. Long, blade-like

leaves grow over the entire stalk from the bands separating the segments. Cane juice

is found only in the stalk of the plant. Cane leaves are cut off during the harvest and

then either left in the field to decompose or used as animal feed. A flower or tassel

forms on the top of the cane plant when the cane is ready to harvest.

From southeastern Asia, sugarcane cultivation spread throughout India and China

before it was carried into Egypt and the Mediterranean region. It was introduced to

Europe as a competitor with honey. Increased demand for sugar resulted in increased

production as more land was dedicated to sugarcane cultivation. Sugarcane was intro-

duced to the Americas by Christopher Columbus on his second trip to Hispaniola in

1493. By 1620, England and France were creating a plantation economy in the Carib-

bean based on the cultivation of sugarcane and the production of crystallized sugar

and molasses. Transforming sugarcane into crystallized sugar and molasses was a

labor-intensive endeavor. Able-bodied laborers were captured in Africa and then

transported to the Caribbean and Brazil and, after the 1750s, to the sugar plantations

in Louisiana. The captured Africans who survived the trans-Atlantic journey entered

into a lifetime of enslavement and hard work.

On the sugar plantations, enslaved laborers were organized into gangs based on their

age and their fitness level. Older individuals, handicapped laborers, and children were

placed into a gang that undertook lighter tasks, like weeding and fertilizing the cane

Sugar Barrels

Ellen Betts from Louisiana reminisced about sugarcane and sugar:

Marse sho’ turn over in his grave, did he know ’bout some dat ’olasses. Dem

black boys don’t care. I seen ’em pull rats out de sugar barrel, and dey taste de

sugar and say, ‘‘Ain’t nothin’ wrong with dat sugar. It still sweet.’’ One day a

pert one pull a dead scorpion out from de syrup kettle. He jus’ laught and say,

‘‘Marse don’t want waste none dis syrup,’’ he lick de syrup right off dat scor-

pion’s body and legs.

Lawsy me, I seen thousands and thousands sugar barrels and kettles of sy-

rup in my day. Lawd knows how much sugarcane old Marse have. To dem

cuttin’ de cane, it don’t seem so much, but to dem what work hour in, hour

out, dem sugarcane fields sho’ stretch from one end of de earth to de other.

Source: ‘‘Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936–1938,’’

American Memory, Library of Congress. At http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/.
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fields. The stronger laborers, both male and female, were placed into a gang and

required to do the harder tasks, such as planting and cutting cane, digging irrigation

ditches, and clearing the fields. Each gang was supervised by a slave driver, or overseer,
who would use any means available to increase the productivity of the gang. These

methods often included harsh physical punishment and the use of a whip. Gangs

worked in shifts of 12 or more hours. When it was time for the cane to be harvested

and processed, workdays would be longer. Longer workdays decreased the amount of

time that the enslaved laborers could spend doing other activities, such as cultivating

small plots of foodstuffs to supplement their meager rations or to sell at market.
Sugarcane was cultivated on large, monocrop plantations in the Caribbean, Louisi-

ana, Florida, and northeastern South America. Attempts were made to grow cane in

Georgia and South Carolina, but the short growing season resulted in low crop yields

and made it more economical to grow rice and cotton in these areas. After clearing

and leveling the fields, sugarcane cuttings were planted in linear furrows. Irrigation

ditches, where needed, were hand dug by enslaved laborers to provide the crop with a

constant supply of water. In Louisiana and Florida, the cane was harvested from Octo-

ber through December and only one crop was harvested per year to avoid losing the

crops to an early frost. In more tropical areas, such as the Caribbean, two crops could

be harvested per year. Because sugarcane is perennial, the planting of new cuttings

was only undertaken every two to three years.

Sugar and molasses are produced from the juice of the sugarcane plants. The juice

had to be extracted and processed within two days of cutting or else the juice would

begin to ferment and spoil. During the sugar harvest, the crushing mill and boiling

house would be working nonstop until all of the cane juice had been processed and

sugar was settling in the molds. Enslaved laborers would cut the cane plants in the

field using machetes. The cane would then be loaded onto ox carts or carried on the

backs of the enslaved laborers to the mill. At the mill, the plant stalks were hand-

fed into the crushing device, which consisted of three or four rollers. In the early

decades of sugar production, the rollers were made of wood but eventually were

replaced by metal rollers. Crushing of the cane produced cane juice and bagasse.

The crushed plant remains were used to feed livestock or as fuel in the boiling house

fires. The constantly moving rollers proved treacherous for many of the enslaved

laborers who came into contact with them, resulting in lost or crushed fingers and

hands.

Mills, in addition to boiling and pour houses, stood either on or near the sugar planta-

tion. Themill, boiling house, and pour house were located adjacent to each other, with the

mill preferably upslope of the boiling house. This positioning allowed for the cane juice to

flow from the mill to the boiling house through a series of pipes and troughs. The types of

crushing mills used in the sugar industry varied through time and by location. Some of the

earliest mills were powered by animals: oxen, horses, or cattle. Animal-powered mills were

the most common type found in the sugar-producing regions of the United States. When

windmill technology spread throughout the Caribbean, many animal mills were replaced

by windmills. However, not all areas were conducive for wind-powered mills. Windmills

generally were used in areas with a strong and constant wind, such as some of the Lesser

Antillean Islands in the Caribbean archipelago and along the northeastern coast of South

America. Water-powered mills are present on some mountainous islands of the Caribbean

489

SUGAR



and in parts of South America with ample sources of moving water. During the 19th cen-

tury, steam engines began to be used inmany sugar mills.

Once crushed, the cane juice would run from the mill to a settling vat in the boil-

ing house through a series of pipes and troughs. In this vat, pieces of plant matter

would settle out of the cane juice. In some locations, lime was added to the settling

vat because the lime would cause the impurities, such as the plant material, to settle

out of the cane juice. When enough juice was collected, the cane juice was then

transferred into the first and largest boiling pot of a series of boiling pots. The boiling

kettles were large cast iron pots called ‘‘coppers’’ or ‘‘pans.’’ Four or more pans were

aligned from largest to smallest in what was referred to as a ‘‘sugar train’’, or a ‘‘kettle

train.’’ The earliest configuration of the sugar train was known as a ‘‘Spanish train.’’ In

this system, four or more boiling coppers were lined up, each with its own source of

heat, a small fire under each copper. This method produced good sugar, but it required

a lot of fuel to maintain a fire under each individual copper. A more efficient sugar

train was later developed, which consisted of five or more pans that shared a single

heat source. A fire would be maintained adjacent to the smallest copper, while the

chimney would have been located on the opposite end of the train next to the largest

copper. A flue running under the pans would carry heat and smoke through the train

to the chimney. This new system was called the ‘‘Jamaica train.’’

The fresh cane juice was first placed into the largest copper, called the grande in

boiling houses of Louisiana. In this copper, the juice was brought to a boil to burn off

some of the excess water. As the cane juice boiled, a skin, or film, collected on the

surface. Using a skimmer, a large slotted spoon-like tool on a long wooden handle,

enslaved workers would scrape the skin off the top of the boiling liquid. Some boiling

houses saved the film by directing it through an overflow system of drains and pipes

from the sugar train to vats where the substance would sit and ferment. After fermen-

tation, this liquid would then be distilled to make a rough whiskey.

When the boiling cane juice reached a specific temperature in the first copper, it

was then transferred to the next copper, which was slightly smaller. To transfer the

boiling hot liquid, enslaved laborers used ladles to quickly scoop the juice from one

copper to the next. The ladles, like the skimmers, were set on long handles and held

up to a gallon of liquid. Transferring the cane juice between pans was a hot and dan-

gerous job, undertaken by enslaved laborers. In the second copper, the liquid was

again brought to a boil; the skin was skimmed off, and upon reaching a specific tem-

perature, the liquid was transferred to the third copper. This third copper was smaller

than the second one. The process continued again until the hot, syrupy liquid reached

the final, and smallest, copper called the ‘‘strike pan,’’ or the batterie in Louisiana. In

the strike pan, the sugar began to crystallize. When the liquid reached a certain tem-

perature and consistency, it was removed from the fire and ladled into molds.

Molds, like so many specific details of sugar production, varied depending on loca-

tion and time period. Conical clay drip molds were used in some localities, while

other sugar producers ladled the finished product into wooden barrels or boxes.

Regardless of the type of container, all molds had to have a hole on the bottom.

When the warm syrup was poured into the mold, the hole was plugged to prevent the

hot syrup from running out the bottom. When the molds were filled, they were trans-

ferred and stored in the pour house for days or even weeks. During this period, the
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plug would be removed to allow the molasses to separate from the crystallized sugar.

As the molasses separated, it would drip out of the hole in the mold and into a barrel

placed under the mold. After the molasses settled out, a dark brown, unrefined sugar

called ‘‘muscovado’’ would be left in the molds.

After all of the molasses drained from the sugar crystals, the muscovado sugar was

then packed into barrels and shipped to sugar refineries. These refineries often were

located close to the markets, so if the sugar was to be sold in London, England, then

the muscovado sugar would be shipped to a refinery near London. In the refinery, the

sugar would be reboiled and recrystallized numerous times until the desired whiteness

was obtained.

The molasses would be placed into barrels and shipped to distilleries in Europe.

Here, the molasses would be distilled into rum. The rum then entered into a large

commercial network that connected Europe to the Caribbean and Africa. Rum played

an integral part in a trade system commonly referred to as the Triangular Trade. Euro-

pean rum was sent to Africa where it was traded for enslaved laborers. The laborers

were then shipped across the Atlantic Ocean to the sugar plantations in the Carib-

bean, the southern United States, and northern South America. Once in the sugar

colonies, the enslaved laborers would be used to grow sugarcane and produce the sugar

and molasses that kept the system running.

See also Liquor.
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TABBY. Tabby is a building material, a form of improvised concrete made by com-

bining shells with lime, water, and sand. The mixture was common as a building ma-

terial in colonial America and the Caribbean and was used well into the 19th

century. During this time, many enslaved Africans in southeast North America lived

in buildings that included tabby features, while other slaves employed in construction

produced and applied the material in other buildings.

Making tabby was a labor-intensive but stable process. Workers would need to

gather large numbers of seashells from ocean coasts and then burn them in a furnace

to create lime, the bonding agent for the material. Some tabby mixes also might con-

tain the ash remaining from the furnace fire, which also contributed to the mixture

setting properly. The lime would then be combined with sand and water to form a

base to which more loose shell pieces would be added. When used with small, finely

ground shells, tabby can serve as a coarse plaster for sealing brick or timber construc-

tion and finishing roofs and floors. Tabby can also be combined with larger shells as

well as gravel to form a more substantive building material used to make freestanding

walls for small structures. In these cases, workers would pour tabby into wooden molds

in successive layers, allowing each to dry before adding another. Tabby hardens into a

whitish gray color, depending on the color of shells used in the mix.

The exact origins of tabby’s use are unclear. Whatever its beginnings, by the 18th

century, it was in use in both West Africa and the southeast American colonies.

Some of the earliest uses of tabby were in the buildings of the Spanish colony of

Florida. The material’s name may have Hispanic origins as well, as suggested by the

Spanish word tapia, meaning mud wall. One particular example of early Spanish

tabby construction was the Castillo San Marcos fort in St. Augustine, Florida. Many

African slaves worked on the construction of the fort, which had tabby plaster rein-

forcing stone walls, floors, roofs, and a gun-firing platform. Following the British siege

of the fort in 1702, tabby’s use as a building material spread to the British colonies

north of Florida. The material became a favorite choice of Georgia’s first governor,

James Oglethorpe (1696–1785).

Many of the best surviving examples of tabby use can be found in existing slave

cabins. A relatively cheap and simple material best suited for simple, sturdy structures,
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tabby made an ideal material for one-room slave housing. Relatively well insulated

and water resistant, the walls would withstand rot and seepage, while remaining

cooler in the summer. Excellent surviving examples of tabby cabins can be found at

the Kingsley plantation in Jacksonville, Florida, and at the Drayton plantation and

other sites in Beaufort County, South Carolina.

See also Slave Quarters.
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JAMES COLTRAIN

TAR, PITCH, AND TURPENTINE. Slaves labored in a little-known aspect of

Southern history in the production of tar, pitch, and turpentine, the so-called naval

stores industry. These were essential commodities for waterproofing wooden sailing

vessels in colonial times. To achieve independence from Baltic sources, the British

government paid bounties to colonial producers from 1705 until the American

Tabby construction in ruins of Kingsley plantation, Jacksonville, Florida. (Library of Congress.)
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Revolution. The industry centered in the Carolinas because the long-leaf pine, native

to the South, was the most prolific yielder of oleoresin.

Tar was the principal product, produced by gathering fragments of long-leaf pines

from the ground, stacking them in a circular kiln 30 feet wide by 10 feet high, cover-

ing the kiln with green pine boughs and earth, and by controlled burning forcing out

the resinous matter that was barreled for market.

During the first three decades of the 18th century, naval stores production centered

in the region between North Carolina’s Cape Fear River and Charleston, South Caro-

lina. Planters used slaves productively in winter in preparing and burning tar kilns.

Overproduction caused a reduction of bounties in 1729, and South Carolina planters

accordingly shifted their labor force to rice and indigo cultivation. Tar became princi-

pally a North Carolina product, produced primarily by small white farmers who lived

in the pine barrens and worked unassisted.

For a generation after the American Revolution, production of naval stores declined

because of the loss of bounties and the introduction of cotton. In the 1830s, the industry

had a remarkable revival based on the discovery of new uses for turpentine and more

extensive use of slave labor. Crude turpentine, when distilled, yielded two valuable prod-

ucts: spirits of turpentine, which was used as an illuminant to replace whale oil and as a

solvent in the new rubber industry; and rosin, a by-product used in the manufacture of

fine soap and as a lubricant. Improvements in distilling in 1834 increased the yield, and

the repeal of British tariffs on turpentine in 1846 boosted prices. By the 1850s, naval

stores had emerged as the South’s third-largest export crop.

With these inducements planters entered the business, buying or leasing thousands

of acres of pine land, and using slave labor—either owned or hired from neighboring

planters—to conduct large-scale operations. In the early 1850s as many as 5,000

laborers, not all slaves, were engaged in turpentine operations in North Carolina and

perhaps three times that many were supported by the proceeds of the industry. In

1859–1860, 100 slaves on the James R. Grist plantation near Mobile, Alabama, pro-

duced more than 26,000 barrels of crude turpentine, yielding more than 3,000 barrels

of spirits of turpentine and 15,000 barrels of rosin, worth about $70,000. By 1860, the

total value of crude and distilled turpentine produced in the United States was almost

$7.5 million, more than $5 million of which was produced in North Carolina. Deriva-

tive products brought the total value of the industry to almost $12 million.

In opening a turpentine plantation, a laborer was assigned a task of trees to contain

approximately 10,000 boxes and occupying from 50 to 100 acres of land. From Octo-

ber to March, ‘‘boxers’’ were busy cutting elliptical holes in the base of the trees that

would hold a quart of turpentine. Above the box the tree was ‘‘cornered’’ by removing

two triangular chips to form a V face. The flow of resin into the box then began. From

April to October ‘‘chippers’’ returned each 10 days to ‘‘chip’’ the face and reopen the

wound to maintain the flow. ‘‘Dippers’’ visited the tree at intervals of two weeks to dip

the turpentine from the box, using a flat, iron paddle. The turpentine was placed in

wooden buckets that were emptied into barrels stationed throughout the woods. They

were transported in two-wheeled carts to a distillery, located near a stream, for distil-

lation into spirits of turpentine and rosin in the same manner in which whiskey was

distilled. Nearby was a cooperage shop for making barrels. Boxing, coopering, and dis-

tilling were the most important aspects of the business, and each commanded a high
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wage. White distillers were always in demand, usually receiving $25 to $30 per

month.

In 1860, a partnership of Grist and Stickney in eastern North Carolina hired 35

slaves from John W. Grist for turpentine production. Among these slaves were one

distiller, an assistant distiller, two coopers for making barrels, 15 hands engaged in

chipping, a driver, two wagoners—all men—and eight dippers, including four men

and four women. In addition there were four small boys, three of whom helped about

the still, and one who assisted about the house. There were a woman cook and two el-

derly women who sewed when able or, according to the contract, did ‘‘Nothing.’’

When slaves were hired, the owner usually specified that the slave should be furnished

three suits of clothes, one of which was to be woolen, one pair of stockings, one hat and

a blanket, one pair of shoes, ‘‘and Two if worked in Turpentine. . . . All to be well

made.’’ In the 1850s, the average price for hiring slaves for turpentine production was

about $125 annually, plus board and clothing, but by 1860, the price had doubled.
Because of the skill of North Carolina slaves trained in turpentine operations, they

sometimes were hired and transported to other parts of the state, even to Florida and

Alabama, to open new turpentine plantations. Owners usually sought the consent of

their slaves to be sent to another area to work turpentine before committing them to

a planter.

Some planters encouraged their slaves to do good work by giving them an honorar-

ium for a crop well attended or by giving them a task and paying for the additional

work after the task had been completed. Some permitted them to build a tar kiln on

their own time and to sell the tar.

The turpentine business was considered extremely favorable to health and long life.

The pure air of the pine forest was considered salubrious for pulmonary diseases.

Slaves engaged in turpentine operations were said to be healthier, happier, and more

intelligent than those engaged in other pursuits. Turpentine plantation slaves worked

as part of a production team, yet at an individual task, rather than in gang labor. This

may have contributed to a sense of independence, responsibility, and greater content-

ment. One writer noted, ‘‘it is equally as healthy, and no set of hands have ever been

known to willingly leave it and go back to cotton.’’

See also Clothing Allotments; Work Routines.
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TEXTILES. Essential to life, such as clothing, bedding, and items for storing seed

and food, in antebellum America textiles constituted much of a household’s

wealth. Even after mass-produced textiles became available, most Southern homes

continued to make some of the cloth they used. The magnitude of labor involved

is hard to imagine. Because each adult required a bare minimum of 13 yards of

cloth annually containing up to 90 miles of yarn, preparing the fiber, spinning,
weaving, dyeing, knitting, and sewing were the perpetual burden of every house-

hold’s female member, notwithstanding race or circumstances. Invalids, the elderly,

and girls as young as six were expected to take part. Especially on smaller planta-

tions, slaves and free white women typically labored together under the mistress’s

supervision, skill determining the role each played in making objects they all

used. Antebellum Southern textiles thus present a rare example of slave–slave

owner collaborative work.

Enslaved Africans would have found American attitudes about textiles to be famil-

iar. Labor intensive, cloth was a precious commodity in both worlds. Professionals

wove some types, whereas others were made at home. Custom and status dictated the

kinds of cloth a person used and wore. Rituals demanded special symbol-embellished

textiles. Although weavers strove for precision, and repeated motifs and balanced

symmetry were the ideal, irregularities and mismatches were considered acceptable.

Colors had similar meanings: red conveyed power, blue implied steadfastness and

calm, and white, purity. Elites treasured bright European silks and Indian cottons,

while blues, browns, and white predominated in most homes. But since wool, the
most common American fiber, takes dye more readily than cotton, the most common

African fiber, early American textiles were more likely to be multicolored than their

African counterparts.

While attitudes about cloth were similar in both America and Africa, the textile-

production methods Africans would encounter in bondage represented an abrupt

change in technology, work flow, work space, and gender roles. The history of slave-

made textiles thus reflects less a continuation of African craft traditions than a rapid,

successful adoption of new materials and tools.

Preparing the Fibers: Cleaning, Carding, Spinning, and Reeling
In both Africa and the American South, women prepared cotton fiber and spun the

yarn. But while African women squeezed the seeds from each cotton boll by rolling it

under a stick, in America, one adult (often male) or child fed quantities of cotton

through a hand-operated gin (machine or ‘‘engine’’). On plantations that could not

afford a gin, women and children warmed the bolls to loosen the seeds and then

picked the seeds out by hand.

Cotton

In Africa, women flicked a bowstring over the cotton to fluff the fibers and then

slowly made a relatively thick yarn using a portable, top-like drop spindle used while

they stood or sat on the ground. In America, they rubbed the cotton between bristled

paddles called ‘‘cards,’’ to align the fibers, and rapidly spun a finer yarn with a foot-

powered spinning wheel, used indoors while sitting on a chair or stool.
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Wool

Few enslaved Africans would have had been familiar with wool except as an imported

accent in luxury textiles woven by men. But in America, wool was the most common

fiber. Shearing the sheep appears to have been men’s work, while women sorted the

fleece according to quality, picked out debris, washed, combed and carded the wool,

and spun it on a large standing wheel, walking back and forth to draw out the yarn

and wind it onto corn-husk spindles often made by children.

Bast Fibers

Bast fibers are the skeletons of plants like flax (Linum usitatissimum), jute (Sida rhombi-

folia), and caesarweed (Urena lobata). In America and Europe, flax was left to rot in

trenches, pulverized with a brake and scutching knife, then drawn over progressively

finer iron combs (hatchels) to extract long fibers that were spun into yarn on a foot-

powered wheel. The longest fibers were reserved for the finest cloth, while the shorter

fibers, called ’’tow,’’ were used for rope, sacks, and clothing worn by laborers and

slaves. Except for spinning, most of this work was done by men. Africans similarly

processed jute and caesarweed and peeled strands from raphia palm (Raphia regalis)

but spun these fibers on a drop spindle, twisted them together by hand, or used them

individually.

In America, once the cotton, wool, or linen yarn was spun, it was wound into twisted

bundles called hanks using an I-shaped stick (called a niddy-noddy). Commonly, female

slaves were required to spin and wind a certain amount of yarn each night.

Dyeing

To successfully absorb dye, the yarn had to be washed, rinsed, and usually simmered

overnight in a chemical solution that made the dye stick to the fibers. This process,

called ‘‘mordanting,’’ was new to enslaved Africans, but they soon learned how to

determine a mordant’s strength and its effect on different fibers. Mordants could make

Picking the Seeds Out of the Cotton

Sabe Rutledge, born in 1861 in South Carolina, recalled the work he did as a
child to help process the cotton:

. . . Mudder spin you know. . . . Have we chillun to sit by the fire place put

the light-wood under—blaze up. We four chillun have to pick seed out the

cotton. Mudder and Father tell you story to keep you eye open! Pick out

cotton seed be we job every night in winter time—cept Sunday! When we

grow bigger, Mudder make one card. One would spin and then Mudder go

to knitting. Night time picking these cotton seed out; day time in winter

getting wood!

Source: ‘‘Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936–1938,’’

American Memory, Library of Congress. At http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/.
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Spinning, Weaving, and Dyeing

Josephine Bristow recalled textile production on her South Carolina
plantation:

De people used to spin en weave, my Lord! Like today, it cloudy en rainy,

dey couldn’ work in de field en would have to spin dat day. Man, you would

hear dat thing windin en I remember, I would stand dere en want to spin so

bad, I never know what to do. Won’ long fore I got to whe’ I could use de

shuttle en weave, too. I had a grandmother en when she would get to dat

wheel, she sho know what she been doin. White folks used to give de col-

ored people task to spin en I mean she could do dat spinnin. Yes’um, I here

to tell you, dey would make de prettiest cloth in dat day en time. Old time

people used to have a kind of dye dey called indigo en dey would color de

cloth just as pretty as you ever did see.

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Adeline Willis’s mother, enslaved in Georgia, was especially skilled at dying
fabrics:

And my mother was one of the best dyers anywhere ’round, and I was too. I

did make the most colors by mixing up all kinds of bark and leaves. I recol-

lect the prettiest sort of a lilac color I made with maple bark and pine bark,

not the outside pine bark, but that little thin skin that grows right down

next to the tree—it was pretty, that color was.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

George Coleman, formerly enslaved in Mississippi, was a weaver:

I milked the cows, ’tended the sheep and ran the loom in the weaving room.

Lots of times I would weave at night. I could weave two and one half yards

of cloth a day. We dyed the cloth with maple bark, Red Oak bark and cop-

price. The bark was boiled to make the dye. Red oak would make the cloth

deep blue, so would maple bark, the copprice would make it yellow. Then I

carried special messages to Mr. Dave when he’d be out on the plantation.

The thread we used to weave the cloth was ‘‘soused’’ (meaning sized) and

wound on a ‘‘skittle’’ (meaning shuttle) and hit with a ‘‘slay’’ (meaning

sledge). The ‘‘skittle’’ was about sixteen inches long.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

7, Part 2. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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pokeberries dye pale pink or deep violet,

and onion skins orange, yellow, or dark

brown. Some dyes had to be purchased, but

others were homemade, as were most mor-

dants: rusty nails were soaked to produce

copperas (ferrous sulfate), and alum came

from stale urine (ammonia alum or chamber

lye) or potash (potassium aluminum sul-

fate), made by evaporating water poured

through wood ash. Because cotton and

linen resisted dye, typically they were used

in their natural state and were combined

with dyed wool in lightweight, durable, and

colorful fabrics called ‘‘linsey’’ and ‘‘jean.’’

To dye enough yarn for three pairs of

socks or four yards of cloth, as much as a

bushel of plant material had to be collected.

Women and children pulverized leaves, ber-

ries, roots, nut hulls, bark and wood; soaked

and boiled them; and strained this concen-

trated dye into a vat of water. Hanks of

mordanted yarn were added, boiled and left

to soak, and finally rinsed and dried.

Indigo

Indigo, a durable blue dye used in both Europe

and Africa, uniquely bonds to any fiber

through oxidation, turning blue as it contacts

the air; the mordant, alum, is mixed with the dye. In America, slaves prepared indigo using

not the methods of their ancestral homeland but those that Europeans had brought from

India in the 16th century. Indigo plants were cut to the ground in June andAugust, loaded

into a huge cypress vat, or, on a smaller scale, a pine barrel, covered with water, and left to

ferment. The resulting greenish liquid was strained into another container and then stirred

until blue dye granules settled on the bottom. These granules were scooped into sacks to

drain and then spread into molds and cut into squares like bars of soap. Most American

home dyeing with indigo was done by pulverizing one of these bars with madder root

(Rubia tinctorum) in vinegar and then adding it to a vat of chamber lye and leaving it to

stand for a week. A less noxious dye pot could be made by adding a solution of pulverized

indigo, potash, and water to a pine barrel of water, copperas, and slaked lime, which was

made by adding burned oyster shells to water.

The dyed hanks of yarn were next rewound into balls for knitting or onto spindles

for weaving using a windmill-like device called a ‘‘weasel’’ or ‘‘swift.’’ These spindles

would be placed in a rack called a ‘‘scarn,’’ and then simultaneously wrapped on a

warping frame to measure out the cloth’s long warp (vertical) yarns. Finally, hundreds

of these yarns would be threaded individually by hand into heddles in the loom’s

Interior of weaving house, ca. 1821, showing remains of a
cotton gin. The gin is thought to have been made locally
in the 19th century by William Ellison, a free black
carpenter and entrepreneur. Borough House, Stateburg,
South Carolina. (Library of Congress.)
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comb-like reed, which lifted the yarns and determined the cloth’s pattern. A 30-inch-

wide linsey could contain up to 360 warp threads, each as much as 100 feet long.

Weaving

In both Africa and America, most cloth was made by weaving, in solids, stripes,

checks, and patterns that weavers named after historic events and everyday objects.

The looms used and the gender of the weaver differed greatly, however.

In Africa, male weavers, regarded as professionals, sat on a stool before a portable,

single- or double-harness loom, creating a very long strip of horizontally or vertically

striped cloth 3 to 10 inches wide. When cut into segments and joined by the length-

wise edges to form a large panel that men wore like a toga, the overall effect was of a

plaid or checked cloth with a decorative border along the bottom edge. Women wove

for their own use, sitting on the ground before a portable, vertical loom that used

sticks called swords rather than harnesses, creating a shorter strip of cloth about 20

inches wide in solid white, blue or brown checks, or stripes. This was cut in half and

joined into a larger panel that women wore like a sarong.

In America, male weavers were usually professionals, while most women wove as part

of their household duties. The only cloth woven exclusively by men was the jacquard

coverlet, a bedcovering filled with realistic and symbolic images usually commissioned

by women for their households. Both men and women used the bench loom. As big as a

bed, it had a heavy frame and as many as four harnesses, was often located in an out-

building, and produced cloth as wide as the weaver’s arm span, up to 45 inches. Some-

times two or three panels were joined to form large cloths such as blankets and sheets,

but most cloth was cut up and sewn into garments. Despite their unfamiliarity with this

loom, enslaved African women readily adapted to it, and they and their descendants

Slave Mistress Directs the Cloth Production

Sarah Felder, born about 1853 in Mississippi, talked about the concerted efforts
to produce textiles on her mistress’s estate:

Old Mistis work hard all de time. She hed a big room whar sum of de

women was busy wid de cards, an’ spinnin’ an’ de looms. Miss Vickey niver

lowed de women ter rest. She med ’em wurk at night an’ when it was rainin’

she wus rite dar ter see dey wus wurkin’. She kep’ de looms goin’ an’ made

all kind uf pretty cloth, an’ dey made ‘‘coverlets’’ jes as pretty as dey make

’em now. She made sum uf de wimmin git bark out uf de woods an’ dye sum

uf dat thread, an’ it sho’ made pritty coverlets. An’ den she hed ter dye her

thread ter make pants an’ coats. She made de pants an’ coats outen blue

jeans [cloth]. She kep’ sum uf de wimin sewin an’ dey made mity fine things

fur old Mistis an’ her chilluns, an’ dey made sum things fer us, but what we

got wus made frum cloth spun dar at home, an’ it niver wore out.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Mississippi Narratives, Supp. Ser. 1, Vol.

7, Part 2. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978.
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became expert in using it to weave cloth as well as coverlets in the same patterns as their

white counterparts. Many slave weavers also had other tasks; several former slaves

recalled that house servants and cooks often did the weaving.

In a few instances, slaves were employed at textile mills. From 1846 until it was

destroyed by fire in 1855, Florida’s largest and most successful textile mill operated at

Arcadia, north of Pensacola, where about 100 female slaves ages 15 to 20 used the lat-

est power looms to weave as much as 1,300 yards of cotton cloth each day.

Knitting and Crocheting
Knitting and crocheting were new crafts that enslaved Africans encountered in

America. For needles, they might use what they could find, such as bone, wire, and

sticks. Young female slaves learned to knit from their mothers and the mistress and

from the age of six appear to have spent every free moment knitting for all who lived

on the plantation. Girls were often required to knit a certain amount, such as a finger

width, each day. Even the coarsest pair of work socks for slaves could contain more

than 5,000 stitches using 200 yards of yarn.

Sewing
Of secondary importance for most West African women, sewing well was a valuable

skill in America. Because the sewing machine was not in widespread home use until

Enslaved women spun yarn and wove textiles of many types. From Sketchbook of
Landscapes in the State of Virginia by Lewis Miller, Virginia, 1853–1867, watercolor and
ink on paper. (Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, The Colonial Williamsburg
Foundation. Gift of Dr. and Mrs. Richard M. Kain in memory of George Hay Kain.)
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the end of the Civil War, slave women joined fabric for clothing and house-

hold articles by hand, often using 20 tiny stitches per inch to create a durable, stress-

resistant seam. Sewing also took the form of repairing garments with stitching alone

(darning) or with patches, and embellishing with embroidery. However, most embroi-

dery appears to have been done for the slave owner rather than for the slaves’ own

use, probably because of the time and materials required.

See also Negro Cloth.
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LEIGH FELLNER

THUMB PIANOS. The thumb piano is a uniquely Sub-Saharan African type of

lamellophone that might have originated in Asia but was developed anew by African

musicians. A handheld percussion instrument made of wood or gourd, it has the shape

of a board, box, or bowl. Attached to the frame are metal or bamboo tongues, referred to

as ‘‘lamellae,’’ which the musician depresses or plucks with the thumbs and forefingers.

Many variations of the thumb piano are found throughout Sub-Saharan Africa; it is

most often referred to as the ‘‘mbira,’’ ‘‘kalimba,’’ or ‘‘likembe.’’ The earliest European

description of the instrument was recorded in 1589 by Father Dos Santos (d. 1622), a

Portuguese missionary, who said it produced a sweet and gentle harmony, and in the

late 19th century, English explorer James Theodore Bent (1852–1897) called it decid-

edly melodious and likened it to a spinet. The instrument was and is still used for reli-

gious ceremonies as well as for secular activities and events.

In western Africa, ancient varieties had tongues made of bamboo. In Ghana, the

instrument is referred to as the ‘‘mbila’’ or ‘‘sansa.’’ In the eastern and central Africa,

the tongues were made from iron or metal. Kalimba is the term for the instrument
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most often used by the Nsenga, Ngoni, Cewa, Nyungwe, and Chikunda societies in

the Zambezi River basin; evidence suggests that the instrument has a more than

1,000-year history in that region. Shona societies in Zambia and Zimbabwe still have

an especially rich tradition with their version of the kalimba, called the mbira. It is

the largest of all the instrument’s varieties in 21st-century Africa.

Enslaved Africans brought the thumb piano to the Caribbean and North and South

America. In Brazil and other places, slave musicians developed it as the marimba,

which is a much larger instrument, and in Cuba, the mar�ımbula was born from the

thumb piano. The marimba has played a central role in the development of jazz and

modern Caribbean and Latin music, and a more modern lamellophone developed by

the Yoruban people (Nigeria) resembles the Cuban mar�ımbula.
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LINDA E. MERIANS

TOBACCO. The production of tobacco, a high-priced luxury item, was the focus of

Chesapeake labor through most of the colonial era. Indeed, it was the labor-intensive

nature of tobacco production that caused the colonies of Virginia and Maryland to

adopt slavery as the most economically advantageous way of producing it. By the early

decades of the 18th century, that human involvement was largely slave labor, espe-

cially on larger plantations. All the tedious manual work was implemented by

enslaved workers, which sometimes included their participation in critical decision

making.

The tobacco cycle began early each year with the burning of a nursery plot or

‘‘plant bed.’’ For this, piles of brush, cut limbs, or old corn stalks were burned at the

south-sloping edge of a fertile woodland. This slow-burning fire sterilized the soil sur-

face, killing seeds, insects, and their eggs. When cool, the surface soil was mixed with

the residual ash to make a smooth, fine bed for receiving the tiny seeds that were

broadcast over it. The seeds, resembling ground coffee, were mixed with a carrying

agent like talcum powder or sifted ash so that the seeds, in suspension, could be dis-

tributed over a given area of bed. The correct ratio of seed to bed size ensured

adequate spacing to prevent competition and promote strong seedlings. The broadcast

seed mixture was not covered, but rather tamped down using feet, and covered with

brush when a late frost threatened the tender young plants. Seed beds were prepared

and sown during the first three months of the new year.

During the germination and early growth of tobacco seedlings in the plant bed,

the field that would receive them was prepared. Male and female slaves toiled to-

gether on tobacco plantations in gangs or groups, although by the end of the 18th

century, more women than men worked in the fields, joined by young children of

both sexes. Virgin or ‘‘new’’ ground, which was always preferred, had to be cleared of

timber and large roots using felling axes, mattocks, and grubbing hoes.
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Alternatively, trees could be girdled or ‘‘belted’’ by merely cutting through the bark

and cambium to kill the standing tree and thus allow sunshine to reach the rich soil.

If the field was already cleared, a heavy turning plow drawn by oxen or horses and a

harrow to smooth the newly turned soil would be used. The next step in preparing

the field was raising hills.

Tobacco was a ‘‘hoe-hill’’ Native American crop characterized by small mounds of

earth that were drawn up for each tobacco plant to grow on. Such work was accom-

plished with a narrow or hilling hoe. Hills were raised three to six feet apart on a

marked grid depending how good the soil was. On weaker soils, cattle manure might

be incorporated into the hill to provide the high amount of nutrients good tobacco

required.

Both field readiness and plant size, which was four to six inches tall, or ‘‘leaves the

size of a shilling,’’ had to converge on a rainy or wet day in the month of May for

transplanting (‘‘pitching’’) to commence. Young plants were drawn from the bed,

placed in baskets, and taken to the field for placement in each hill using fingers, a

small pointed stick or dibble. Only if dry conditions occurred immediately after trans-

plantation, when the seedling was weakest, would water be carried to this field crop.

Within three days, the wilted plants were normally standing.

Tobacco is a rather unique crop in that it is highly manipulated, being produced

leaf by leaf like horticultural or garden crops but is grown on a field scale. Given the

attention required, each laborer was able to produce only one to three acres of

tobacco, as opposed to 5 to 10 acres of corn or wheat by hand. Its production is an art

requiring judgment and experience more than technology or material input. Experi-

enced slaves could make those critical decisions.

The next phase of tobacco production was to protect the plants from weed compe-

tition and the leaves from insect damage as they rapidly expanded. Weeds were

‘‘chopped’’ out using broad or weeding hoes, by advancing down the ‘‘alleys,’’ which

were the spaces between the rows of hills, as a work group or ‘‘gang.’’ Singing and talk-

ing were common as stronger workers led the pace. Tobacco fields generally were kept

cleaner than other crop fields. Any ‘‘ground worms,’’ which fed at night and were

Tobacco Fields

As an enslaved child, Simon Stokes worked in the Virginia tobacco fields:

Me sho’ didn’t like dat job, pickin’ worms off de terbaccer plants; fo’ our

oberseer wuz de meanes old hound you’se eber seen, he hed hawk eyes fer

seein’ de worms on de terbaccer, so yo’ sho’ hed ter git dem all, or you’d

habe ter bite all de worms dat yo’ miss into, or git three lashes on yo’ back

wid his old lash, and dat wuz powfull bad, wusser dan bittin’ de worms, fer

yo’ could bite right smart quick, and dat wuz all dat dar wuz ter it; but dem

lashes done last a pow’full long time.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Vir-

ginia, and Tennessee Narratives, Vol. 16. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

505

TOBACCO



located just beneath the soil

surface near the plant, could

damage or destroy young

plants. They were to be

destroyed, as were ‘‘horn

worms,’’ whose eggs were laid

periodically on the undersur-

face of the leaves at night

and also had to be found and

destroyed. And ‘‘bud worms,’’

found in the crown or top of

the plant where the small

new leaves emerge, similarly

had to be eradicated. Worm-

ing and cultivating the crop

constituted the most tedious

and unpleasant aspects of

tobacco crop management.

This work required an indi-

vidual to possess stamina dur-

ing warm days plus a limber

back and a sharp eye, rather

than physical strength.

In June, the young plants

began reproducing by forming

a flower-budding stalk. This

stalk was broken off down to

the number of remaining

leaves to be carried, 6 to 10

during the colonial period,

depending on the quality of the soil. Henceforth, new leaves would not be generated,

except by ‘‘suckering.’’ Suckers formed between the main stalk and each selected leaf.

They, too, were removed, like the top, to direct growth into the limited number of

remaining leaves. The object was to produce as many large, heavy, and perfect leaves as

possible. A few plants were left to naturally reproduce for future seeds.

In the Chesapeake Tidewater region, tobacco plants began to mature or ripen in

late July or early August. Signs of ripeness included curling leaf edges and tips, yellow

mottling throughout the leaf surface, and a drier feel and puffy appearance. Harvest-

ing was accomplished by pushing a thin-bladed tobacco knife down the stalk to its

base, effectively splitting the stalk in half lengthwise to expose the moist interior pith.

The plant was severed at its base and turned upside down to prevent ‘‘sunburn’’ during

the heat of the day. Either intense sun or the threat of rain limited the number of

plants cut at one time. Two or three cutting cycles usually cleared the field.

After wilting to become flexible, the plants were gathered and heaped for a

short ‘‘sweat,’’ a heated prefermentation, before being draped over tobacco sticks.

About 6 to 10 plants straddled a four-and-a-half-foot-long stick. Loaded sticks were

Colonial Williamsburg interpreter portrays an enslaved
woman cultivating tobacco at Jamestown, Virginia. (The
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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temporarily hung on outdoor scaffolds and fences, or were taken directly into the

tobacco barn (also called ‘‘tobacco house’’) to be hung for curing. Thus, tobacco’s out-

door lifecycle came to an end.

Tobacco curing represented the climax of its production, where through physical and

chemical transformation it changed into usable tobacco: brown or yellow, aromatic, valu-

able, and leather-like. Curing occurred through a reduction of moisture or drying, so the

changing interior atmosphere of the well-ventilated barn was monitored in relation to

the tobacco’s location within the structure. Air that was too hot, moist, or still could

adversely affect the cure. Therefore, the plants on the sticks as well as the sticks them-

selves were moved around within the barn to ensure even air circulation, a process called

‘‘regulating.’’ If too hot, green plants could permanently turn a blue-green color and be ru-

ined—a condition known as ‘‘house burn.’’ If a weather system stalled, creating warm,

moist, still air for more than two days, mold spores could begin reproducing, producing a

white or black cast to the leaf. In this case, planters would close the barn and set small

smokeless fires in the dirt floor to drive out the moisture and hopefully save the crop.

If all went well, the tobacco was fully transformed in four to six weeks. Now atten-

tion shifted toward securing the leaf for transit and meeting the desires of the buyers

of the raw material: the manufacturing tobacconists of England and northern Europe.

When the leaf was fully cured with no green remaining anywhere, and when the

atmosphere allowed the leaf to be in perfect ‘‘order,’’ that is, not too dry and not too

moist, the plants were taken down (‘‘struck’’), ‘‘bulked’’ or piled into a tight heap, and

covered to preserve their condition. Throughout the next several months, cured

tobacco plants were taken out of the bulk for further processing.

Cured flexible leaves were stripped from their stalks and sorted according to quality,

and those of similar quality were tied into bundles or ‘‘hands’’ of five to seven leaves

each. Again, this work was often done by slaves and required their judgment. Tied

hands in turn were bulked and covered until all tobacco was so processed. This phase

of selection, security, and presentation of the leaf could extend through the winter

and early spring as moist weather conditions allowed. Packing the shipping cask or

tobacco hogshead constituted the last critical operation on the plantation. By this

time, a new seed bed already could have been burned and sown.

Whole-leaf tobacco was packed by enslaved workers into shipping casks called

tobacco hogsheads. This packing process was called ‘‘prizing,’’ a word meaning to pry

or leverage something. In this case, it was cured tobacco, either tied into bundles or

hands of five to seven leaves, or loose-stemmed tobacco leaves with their central ribs

or spines removed. In both cases, the tobacco had to be in good order, case or condi-

tion, denoting correct moisture content. Leaves containing too much moisture could

spoil or be crushed easier. Leaves too dry could shatter into flakes. Properly prized

tobacco shipped more securely and at lower cost.

Tobacco was loaded into the casks (‘‘barrels’’) in a tight, regular, and level manner

by hand. A worker would first get into the empty cask and lay the hands or stemmed

leaf halves lengthwise from one side of the cask to the other. Some overlapping and

empty space filling might be required to ensure even raising and close density. The

next layer of hands would run opposite, or perpendicular, to the first, with subsequent

layers continuing this pattern so that a level surface was maintained. Radial or other

regular patterns could be used as long as the tobacco was densely packed without ‘‘soft
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spots,’’ and the mass remained level. Throughout this placement, the worker was using

his body weight to compact the leaves. Indeed, such ‘‘foot packing’’ was the only force

used through much of the 17th century. Once 12 inches or so of leaf was built up, the

worker got out of the cask. A wooden disk called a ‘‘false head’’ was then placed over

the tobacco to function as a pressure plate.

Although some planters used screw presses, like a large apple cider press, most used

homemade lever presses to exert mechanical power for maximum compaction. This

was little more than a long timber or prize beam where the larger end was fit into a

rectangular mortise (hole) cut through a standing tree. The loose fit of these compo-

nents allowed the beam to be raised and lowered from the opposite end. A large sec-

ond-class lever was thus created.

A small, level, wooden platform was placed next to the tree on which the tobacco

hogshead cask would stand. Following each loading of tobacco, the false head was set

in place and a series of crossed wooden blocks were built up to the raised arm above.

Two parallel and spaced blocks went over the head first, followed by two more set per-

pendicular, then two more the other way, and so on until the crib was formed and a

physical connection to the beam was made.

With the heavy beam in a raised position, often achieved with a counterlever,

the prize was ready to compact the tobacco further. At the opposite end of the

beam hung a wooden pallet suspended from the beam end by ropes, like a swing.

Heavy stones or any weighty objects were placed on this platform to exert pressure

on the tobacco through the beam and cribbing. When the heavy pallet would

descend no more, often the next day, the stones were tumbled off and the process

repeated until no more tobacco would fit into the hogshead. James Wilson, a mid-

dling planter in Somerset County, Maryland, noted increments of 420, 175, 105,

120, 110, 115, and 35 pounds to finish his fourth hogshead weighing 1,080 pounds

on April 21, 1773.

Planters tried to get as much tobacco as possible into each standard-size hogshead

because shipping charges were calculated by size, not by weight. A tun (not a 2,000

pound ton) of shipping was four tobacco hogsheads, regardless of weight. But if a

planter became greedy, he could damage the leaf by crushing it, causing it to become

bruised or blackened, especially if it was prized in too high.

When completely filled, the permanent head or lid was nailed in place and braced

tightly. The appropriately marked heavy hogshead was now ready to leave the planta-

tion for the closest tobacco inspection warehouse, where officials of the local colonial

government would open and inspect its contents for minimal quality. If it passed the

quality check, its owner would receive a tobacco note that could be negotiated like

money. The tobacco would remain safely in the warehouse until transferred to an

awaiting tobacco ship sailing for England.

See also Cooperage; Tobacco Barns; Tobacco Factories; Tobacco Pipes.
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WAYNE RANDOLPH

TOBACCO BARNS. Tobacco barns were sites of a slave’s seasonal work routine.

Barns served the curing and stripping stages of processing tobacco; sometimes

prizing—or packing—took place there too. Larger plantations that used the quarter

system for agricultural work might have had numerous barns amid tobacco fields.

Planters and their slaves built tobacco barns for air-curing tobacco, using imperma-

nent methods of construction. The 18th-century Chesapeake barn was often a 20- by

40-foot rectangle, with a simple gable roof, hole-set posts, dirt floor, and doors on the

sides and ends. In tobacco barns, roof joists and collar beams tied only every other pair

of rafters together, leaving the horizontal beams open as tier poles that held the short

(about 4 foot long) sticks on which slaves hung the tobacco. The single-story height

and simple ladders facilitated workers climbing up into the rafters to hang and remove

the drying crop.

For tobacco varieties like Virginia, Orinoco, and Burley, slaves—women, men, and

older children—cut whole plants, carted them to the barn, and used a spike or nail to

fix each plant to a stick. Workers hung the sticks of tobacco in barns in late summer

and for four to eight weeks adjusted the air moving through the barn by opening doors

and vertical or horizontal vents in the barn siding. During extended rain or cold,

slaves might have to spend hours in the barn keeping smudge pots or small fires smol-

dering, potentially dangerous work in a highly flammable environment. When the

crop was cured, slaves took down the leaves so a few skilled workers—both women

and men—could pull the fibrous stems from the softer leaf. The barn functioned

merely as shelter for this process.

The adoption of flue curing in the early 19th century demanded changes to these

barns, which needed to be airtight to maximize forced heat in an enclosed space. Flue-

curing barns were small (as little as 16 by 16 feet), had a single door, and had a firebox

built into the dirt floor with flues to carry the heat through the barn. During curing,

slaves camped next to the barn day and night to stoke the fire through a small door to

the firebox that opened low on an exterior wall. The discovery of ‘‘bright leaf’’ tobacco

in Caswell County, North Carolina, in 1839 is attributed to an enslaved man named

Stephen on the farm of Abisha Slade (1799–ca. 1870). Stephen fell asleep tending the

fire, then stoked it high when he saw it was almost out. The burst of heat turned the

leaves a bright golden color with an appealing flavor that became the hallmark of the

Virginia–North Carolina Bright Leaf Belt. The bright leaf regions required smaller farms

with fewer slaves. Slaves working in Bright Leaf tobacco picked the crop leaf by leaf, let-

ting each plant maximize larger leaves. Workers used cord to string leaves on the sticks

for hanging.

Beyond the seasonal cycle, slaves may have spent time in barns as alternative shel-

ters or social spaces removed from regular living areas of the plantation.

See also Tobacco Factories; Tobacco Pipes.
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SUSAN A. KERN

TOBACCO FACTORIES. While the early American South famously links slavery

and tobacco in agricultural work, slave labor defined antebellum urban slavery in

tobacco manufacturing centers.

During the colonial period, planters cured their tobacco and then sold it. Manufac-

turing the leaf into commercial products—ground for snuff or cut for pipe tobacco—

happened overseas. Following the Revolution, small factories opened in the United

States, primarily to process tobacco for pipe or cigar smoking, or for chewing. The use

of slave labor in larger factories grew during the 1840s and 1850s as the discovery of

Bright Leaf tobacco increased the popularity of smoking, and the improved transpor-

tation of canals and railroads made larger factories profitable.

Slaves in tobacco factories in cities like Richmond, Petersburg, Danville, or Lynch-

burg, Virginia, performed both heavy and skilled work. Much of the heavier male

labor was in warehouses, offloading, opening, and unpacking the hogsheads used in

shipping the crop. Slaves working as clerks marked, recorded, and managed the move-

ment of the materials from warehouse to factory. Other workers—men, women, and

children—carried the dried leaves to tables, where skilled workers sorted the leaves,

stripped stems and foreign matter from the leaves, and cut leaves into shreds of

tobacco. Other workers swept floors and carted trimmings from the work areas.

Tobacco moved in bulk to shops where it was sold from jars on counters—consumer

packaging was yet to come. Work in the factories was dusty, smelly, and dreadfully

hot or cold depending on the season.

The use of slave labor in factories changed the face of slavery in urban areas. Rich-

mond, Virginia, had 50 factories that illustrate the range of the enslaved factory expe-

rience. Factory work provided some stories of hard work and moral fortitude leading

to escape from slavery, as in the case of Lott Cary (ca. 1780–1828), who worked as a

shipping clerk in a Richmond warehouse. There he refined his reading skills and saved

enough money to purchase freedom for himself and his family, ultimately putting his

resources into the African Missionary Society and immigrating to Africa. Many other

stories, however, recount harsher subjugation. During the 1850s and 1860s, one-half

to two-thirds of slaves in factories were hired laborers and by 1860, more than 3,400

male slaves, more than half of Richmond’s adult male slave population, worked in

tobacco factories. Masters who hired out their slaves made money, as did factory own-

ers, but factory work gave slaves access to wages as well. New black codes enacted in

Richmond during the 1850s responded to white fears that black purchasing power

meant gambling, prostitution, and other vices concentrated in black neighborhoods.
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Other moralists decried hiring out and blamed urban factory work as undermining the

slave system that already was balanced precariously on slaves in agricultural and

domestic work.

After the Civil War, the story of freed blacks working in tobacco factories is but

part of the urbanization of black labor and the rise of cigarette manufacturing and big

corporations toward the end of the 19th century.

See also Cooperage; Slave Badges; Tobacco Barns; Tobacco Pipes.
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SUSAN A. KERN

TOBACCO PIPES. Tobacco pipes played a role in the life and death of many

enslaved workers in colonial and antebellum America. Slaves smoked tobacco in

pipes, made their own pipes, and buried pipes with loved ones as grave goods. Addi-

tionally, the remains of tobacco pipes on both rural and urban sites offer archaeolo-

gists evidence of the spatial divisions of work and leisure activities that illustrate the

social divisions between people in the past. Visitors to the colonial Chesapeake com-

mented that both men and women, old and young, smoked tobacco while working

and resting, although other evidence indicates that men tended to be the greater users

of tobacco.

A tobacco pipe can be a simple device that requires only a vessel or bowl to hold

dried plant matter and a stem through which smokers draw air into the mouth

through the burning tobacco. Pipes can be cast or carved as a single piece of clay,

wood, stone, metal, or other material or may be a composite, with different materials

for the bowl, the stem, and decorative elements. The stem needs to be long enough to

cool the smoke so it does not burn the smoker’s lungs and, depending on the material

of the bowl, provide a reasonably cool place to hold the pipe away from the burning

bowl. Smoking a pipe requires a source of ignition for the material in the pipe bowl,

such as a hot coal held with tongs or paper or wooden splints lit in a nearby flame.

Africans smoked plant material through pipes well before the Portuguese intro-

duced tobacco from South America into the African continent in the 16th century,

long before the rise of Atlantic slavery. Africans used pipes for smoking intoxicating

substances as part of ritual, or as medicine, or simply for relaxation. Africans made

pipes from carved wood, clay, and other material. In addition to single-user pipes,

511

TOBACCO PIPES

http://docsouth.unc.edu


Africans also made flat-bottomed pipes that could be set down among communal

users, a form rarely seen outside of Africa or South America.

The most familiar 17th- and 18th-century pipes in European North America were

molded, long-stemmed, white ball clay pipes made in English or Dutch factories.

White clay pipes in the European fashion also were molded in America but not in the

great numbers that European factories produced. The fragments of these fragile ce-

ramic pipes show up on domestic sites of all economic and social classes. Additionally,

slave ships carried quantities of pipes and gave their captives rations of tobacco dur-

ing their crossing. By the late 18th century, whites made a distinction between fash-

ionable pipes and ‘‘negro pipes,’’ which they commented were shorter than European

or English pipes.

Some pipes made from American red clays followed European styles, while others

had the angular lines and scale of Native American pipe forms. The ‘‘Chesapeake

Pipe Controversy’’ focuses on a group of pipes made with local red clays. These pipes

bear decoration that many scholars attribute to Native Americans, whereas others see

precedents in African art. The small number of pipes with decoration use dentate

(toothed) lines to mark fields and depict quadruped animal forms, similar to designs

in African, Native American, and European art. Because many of these pipes occur in

contexts that predate the institutionalization of slavery, they may be associated with

bound labor generally and a growing need for social groups to develop material culture

that distinguishes them from others.

Stem pipes, also called penny pipes or Pamplin pipes, were common in antebellum

America and echo a form familiar in Africa and Germany, where the pipe bowl and stem

were separate pieces. The most famous manufacturer of these pipes was in Pamplin, Vir-

ginia, after 1860, although individuals produced pipes in this form before the mid-18th

century. American stem pipes had a molded red clay bowl with a short stem or socket,

into which the smoker inserted a fresh reed or other hollow tube to make a complete

stem. The smoker then could replace the stem over and over and easily carry the reusable

short, stout, ceramic bowl that was relatively strong compared with white ball clay pipes.

Another group of pipes was carved from stone, usually soft steatite or soapstone.

Native Americans used this material for pipes during the late Woodland period (900–

1600 CE) and continued using it after European contact. Slaves may have carved stea-

tite into the pipes with small round bowls and short stems that are found on the slave
quarters sites associated with Thomas Jefferson’s (1743–1826) slaves at Poplar Forest

and on Mulberry Row at Monticello, which lie near naturally occurring soapstone.

Like other material culture associated with the enslaved, Chesapeake pipes and stone

pipes prompt examination of the nature of exchange among Indians, blacks, and

whites in colonial and early America.

By the 18th century, tobacco became synonymous with the Virginia colony and

with African slavery. Tobacco manufacturers marked and advertised their product

with labels that often depicted black slaves. On many of these labels, a slave, usually

male, holds a long European clay pipe with one hand and holds an agricultural tool—

a hoe or shovel—in his other hand and is posed in a field. The inefficiency of holding

a long pipe means that he is not working, but the other tool he holds implies his labor.

Other labels depict slaves working and a white man, presumably a planter or overseer,

smoking as he watches over their work. A few other images of slaves or just-freed
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slaves show smoking while walking alongside a wagon or sitting and performing other

labor, or in images satirizing the social dangers of city life.

Slaves clearly had access to tobacco for smoking. Tobacco may have been a ration
given by their owners, while other tobacco may have been from plants they grew, dried,

and ground themselves, with or without their owner’s consent. Tobacco was part of

slaves’ alternative economy in many parts of America. Some slaves smoked while work-

ing; others smoked during leisure time. The dangers of lung and mouth cancer were not

understood until the 20th century; in fact, European medicine based on balancing the

body’s humors associated smoker’s phlegm with the healthy exchange of warm, dry

smoke for moist, cold expectorant. While many critics commented on the unpleasant

odor associated with smoking and the dependence of tobacco users on smoking, others

celebrated its qualities as a relaxing, pleasant pastime that stimulated the taste buds.

Because life expectancy was short, it is hard to know whether smoking further curtailed

people’s life spans in the 18th and 19th centuries.

One physical affect of pipe smoking that observers noted was damage to teeth. A 1772

Virginia Gazette advertisement for runaway couple Caesar and Kate highlighted the char-

acteristic of ‘‘their Teeth somewhat worn with Pipes.’’ Some who constantly clenched

their pipes in their teeth wore perfect circular pipe facets into the softer enamel of the

teeth where the harder ceramic pipe was held in the mouth. Archaeologists have seen this

on both white and black individuals, both young and old, male and female.

The white clay pipes imported to early America were fragile, and the broken bits of

stems and bowls have provided intriguing maps of their users’ activities. In general,

the diameters of the bores—or holes—in pipe stems decreased over time as pipe man-

ufacturing technology improved and as wealthier smokers preferred pipes with longer

stems that necessitated smaller bores. Concurrently, pipe manufacturers turned out

cheaper pipes that became the smoking equipment for those who had fewer choices,

such as indentured servants, slaves, or poor freeholders. Archaeologists use these two

related patterns to date sites and to measure the relative spatial distribution of elite

activity versus that of laborers. Some sites show that the working and living spaces of

users of cheap pipes were segregated from users of expensive pipes well before the end

of the 17th century. The spatial distribution of pipe smoking and work activities out-

side of elite houses and near outbuildings and work sites offers some of the best evi-

dence of day-to-day work patterns.

Occasionally, slaves were buried with tobacco pipes tucked under arms or placed

near the body. Both male and female deceased held unused pipes in burials in the

Chesapeake, New York, and Barbados. Goods placed on top of graves may have

included pipes as well as tobacco. Other grave goods included personal ornaments,

such as beads, other intoxicants, such as liquor, or bottles or vessels.

For all the pipes and patterns that archaeologists find, the appeal of pipe smoking

to slaves seems to have been the single goal of pleasure, or at the least, a distraction

from the day-to-day demands of life.

See also Colonoware; Tobacco Barns; Tobacco Factories.
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TOOLS. SEE BLACKSMITH SHOPS; COOPERAGE; HOES; IRONWORK;

MINES AND MINING; NAILS; WOODWORKING TOOLS; WRITING TOOLS.

TWO ROOMS OVER TWO ROOMS HOUSES. Two rooms over two rooms

houses began to appear in the British North American colonies in the years immedi-

ately preceding the Revolutionary War. Small-scale slave owners and yeoman farmers

paid to have these structures built, although slaves may have been employed to build

them. Slaves working as cooks or wet nurses may have worked in the homes; skilled

slaves may have frequented the home to consult with their masters or mistresses.

The structures represented a divergence from traditional, open floor plans associ-

ated with hall-and-parlor homes to a more closed and symmetrical floor plan. The

new form was one room deep with a symmetrical fa�cade and an interior composed of

two rooms and a center hall on the first level and two rooms and a central hall on the

second level. External chimneys on each end of the home completed the typical

Southern ‘‘I-house.’’

The central hall funneled visitors into separate closed rooms. The new plan marked

a shift from traditional communitarian ideals based on local exchange to a transcolo-

nial awareness and unity. In fact, Southerners and Northerners were building similar

houses by the start of the Revolution. Ironically, sectional distinction materialized af-

ter the war as Northerners built their houses but did not expect slaves to perform

labor within them, while slaves served those who built the Southern I-house.

The basic form of two rooms over two rooms remained unchanged throughout the

antebellum period, but stylistic influences, such as the Greek Revival, prompted ante-

bellum Southerners to add porticoes to the front of the structure.

See also Cooking and Cooks; Nurseries and Nursemaids.
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UNDERGROUND RAILROAD. The term ‘‘Underground Railroad’’ refers to a se-

cretive, conspiratorial, and multifaceted effort to assist antebellum runaway slaves. By

providing logistical assistance, transportation and finance, legal aid, and counterintel-

ligence to blacks fleeing the South, Northern-based abolitionists helped fugitives keep

running and avoid recapture. Northerners, who participated in the Underground Rail-

road as an open protest against the existence of slavery in their nation, have been the

focal points of Underground Railroad studies for more than a century. Yet, thanks to

expansive scholarship and fresh interpretations in the late 20th and early 21st centu-

ries, the modern grasp of the Underground Railroad’s history draws from a broader

and much older history of anti-slavery behavior and activism.

Efforts of the newer scholarship attempt to reclaim the historical agency of the

enslaved themselves and establish Southern communities as the locales of these

events. In the 21st century, individual scholars and public historians, organizations,

and institutions of varying scope now pursue interpretative, educational, and com-

memorative programs dedicated to the Underground Railroad and its related subject

matter. Not so much refuting earlier pronouncements, this recontextualization affords

Underground Railroad history a fuller place within the American freedom narrative.

Resistance and Flight

According to one of the Underground Railroad’s several origin legends, in the 1830s,

Tice Davids, an enslaved African American man fleeing Kentucky, crossed the Ohio

River with pursuers fast behind him. Swimming, he came ashore at Ripley, Ohio. His

pursuers, arriving shortly thereafter, found no trace of him, and despite interrogation

of local folk, deduced that Davids ‘‘must have gone off on an underground road.’’

Whether the phrase actually was coined at that scene, by the 1840s, the term ‘‘Under-

ground Railroad’’ had become part of the American lexicon.

Anti-slavery, as an impulse—personal and collective—is inarguably as old as the

institution of slavery. It certainly was known to Americans from the introduction of

slavery in the first decades of English settlement. Then, as later, enslaved people

resisted their forced servitude. Among the most visible methods of resistance was to

run away, or assist others in running. Indeed, when it surfaced, the Underground
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Railroad was not a path of escape, but rather a means of exploiting activities and

activism already in place. What was new in the 19th century, and made the Under-

ground Railroad possible, was the advent of ‘‘free states,’’ a result of the American

Revolution. Freedom was now a place on the map, and slaves began running North in

the early 19th century. Slave flight in the antebellum era evolved into a major com-

ponent of the national anti-slavery movement.

The methodology of the Underground Railroad as it emerged after 1800 involved

two distinct stages: the escape from the plantation or other Southern slaveholding

location and the move out of the geographic South altogether, and the engagement

Sheet music cover illustrated with a portrait of prominent black abolitionist Frederick Douglass
as a runaway slave. Douglass flees barefoot from two mounted pursuers who appear across the
river behind him with their pack of dogs. Ahead, to the right, a signpost points toward New
England. The cover’s text states that ‘‘The Fugitive’s Song’’ was ‘‘composed and respectfully
dedicated, in token of confident esteem to Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895). A graduate
from the peculiar institution. For his fearless advocacy, signal ability and wonderful success in
behalf of his brothers in bonds. (and to the fugitives from slavery in the) free states & Canadas
by their friend Jesse Hutchinson Junr.’’ As the illustration suggests, Douglass himself had
escaped from slavery, fleeing in 1838 from Maryland to Massachusetts. The Douglass house in
Rochester, New York, was a stop on the Underground Railroad. (Library of Congress.)
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of operatives and opportunities for coordinated assistance and escort to far Northern

destinations. In the first stage, runaways made use of personal courage, intelligence,

kinfolk, and social networks and often relieved slave owners and other whites of ma-

terial resources as they made their break from the South. In the second stage, once

escaped from the plantations and out of the South, runaways might reach willing

strangers, like John Rankin (1793–1886) in Ripley, Ohio, or Levi Coffin (1798–1877)

in Newport, Indiana, or others in Iowa, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and elsewhere. Run-

aways received food, shelter, information and first aid from these Northern

Escape to Freedom

Caroline Hammond’s family escaped from slavery in Maryland to freedom in
Pennsylvania via the Underground Railroad:

My father was a carpenter by trade, his services were much in demand. This

gave him an opportunity to save money. Father often told me that he could

save more than half of his income. He had plenty of work, doing repair and

building, both for the white people and free colored people. Father paid Mr.

Davidson for mother on the partial payment plan. He had paid up all but

$40 on mother’s account, when by accident Mr. Davidson was shot while

ducking on the South River by one of the duck hunters, dying instantly.

Mrs. Davidson assumed full control of the farm and the slaves. When

father wanted to pay off the balance due, $40.00, Mrs. Davidson refused

to accept it, thus mother and I were to remain in slavery. Being a free man

father had the privilege to go where he wanted to, provided he was

endorsed by a white man who was known to the people and sheriffs, consta-

bles and officials of public conveyances. By bribery of the sheriff of Anne

Arundel County father was given a passage to Baltimore for mother and

me. On arriving in Baltimore, mother, father and I went to a white family

on Ross Street—now Druid Hill Ave., where we were sheltered by the

occupants, who were ardent supporters of the Underground Railroad.

A reward of $50.00 each was offered for my father, mother and me, one

by Mrs. Davidson and the other by the Sheriff of Anne Arundel County.

At this time the Hookstown Road was one of the main turnpikes into Balti-

more. A Mr. Coleman whose brother-in-law lived in Pennsylvania, used a

large covered wagon to transport merchandise from Baltimore to different

villages along the turnpike to Hanover, Pa., where he lived. Mother and fa-

ther and I were concealed in a large wagon drawn by six horses. On our way

to Pennsylvania, we never alighted on the ground in any community or

close to any settlement, fearful of being apprehended by people who were

always looking for rewards.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Vir-

ginia, and Tennessee Narratives,Vol. 16. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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Underground Railroad operatives. After 1850, with the assistance of the Underground

Railroad, many fugitives would press on toward Canada.

Hubs and Destinations

Although national in impact, the Underground Railroad was not truly centralized. Sev-

eral hubs may be identified, however. Along the Atlantic Seaboard, for example, run-

aways might connect with Underground Railroad operatives in eastern Pennsylvania,

New Jersey, New York, and the New England states after they made their way out of

Maryland, Delaware, Virginia, the Carolinas, or Georgia. Similarly, the Underground

Railroad operations of western Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and

points west and north aided fugitives from Kentucky and Tennessee, Alabama, and

Mississippi. Although not traditionally viewed as part of the Underground Railroad,

fugitives from slavery fled to Florida and even Mexico.

The terminology used by Northern operatives to coordinate their efforts borrowed

heavily from the growing railroad industry; the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad was

chartered in 1827, for example. Underground Railroad operatives were ‘‘agents’’; the

enslaved folk in their custody were ‘‘cargo’’ and ‘‘packages.’’ The routes were ‘‘lines,’’

the locations for rest and cover were ‘‘stations’’ with ‘‘station masters’’; the leaders of

Underground Railroad operations were ‘‘presidents,’’ their financial supporters ‘‘stock-

holders.’’ These, however, were terms of communications between Northerners and

used on Northern soil. On the plantations, and in the South, from which the ‘‘cargo’’

came, these words would not have been recognized, nor likely would the phrase

‘‘Underground Railroad.’’ Indeed, how exactly the Southern black population commu-

nicated is a source of some contention among scholars.

Not until the late 20th century did interpretations of the Underground Railroad

shed light on Southern geographies. Several studies of slavery, flight, and the Under-

ground Railroad now emphasize the process of getting away and of remaining at large

in the Southern slaveholding locales through the agency of the enslaved and those

who assisted them. Methods of preparation for flight—human and material resource

considerations, identification of obstacles, and potential threats to success—are ele-

ments of Underground Railroad research that emerged in the late 20th century. Discus-

sions of the Underground Railroad now consider the unintended but salutary aspects

of the slaveholding cultures in the Upper South, including Kentucky, Tennessee,

Virginia, Maryland, and the Carolinas. This, however, in no way devalues the traditional

Underground Railroad narrative, which has its focus on processes and players who moved

fugitives over great distances of Northern terrain toward a final destination.

Underground Railroad in the 1850s: A Catalyst to War
The impact of the Underground Railroad’s activities greatly contributed to the

nation’s increasing sectional divisions during the 1850s. Incendiary propaganda and

intersectional violence marked the decade, all in the name of the slavery debate.

While others talked and fought, the enslaved increasingly continued to run whenever

possible. The Missouri Compromise of 1850, which greatly expanded the rights of

slave owners to recover runaways across state lines, brought more difficult choices

to the enslaved. With the law’s enactment, Canada became the only true safe haven

accessible to those who had already run north.
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One of those Underground Railroad ‘‘conductors’’ who led runaways to Canada was

Harriet Tubman (1822–1913), ‘‘the Moses of her people.’’ Tubman began the work

that made her the most recognizable figure in the history of the Underground Railroad

in 1850, the year after she was assisted in fleeing North from Maryland. During the

next decade, working with other Underground Railroad luminaries like Thomas

Garrett (1789–1871) of Delaware, she executed perhaps a dozen missions back into

Maryland, rescuing approximately 75 family, friends, and others.

Tubman’s ‘‘extraction’’ approach to the Underground Railroad work was unique,

for most other Underground Railroad operatives monitored and coordinated the ar-

rival of runaways at their own doorstep. William Still (1821–1902) of Philadelphia,

the son of a fugitive slave from Maryland and her free husband, was born in exile in

New Jersey and spent most of the 1850s as the busiest ‘‘station master’’ on the Under-

ground Railroad’s eastern line. Still documented his work in a journal, which he pub-

lished in 1872 as a record of liberation for some 800 runaways.

Much of the work of the Underground Railroad required secrecy and stealth, but

detection could not always be avoided, and with detection often came violent con-

frontation. The 1850s began with the cry of murder in Christiana, Pennsylvania,

when a group of four runaways, seeking refuge at the home of free African American

William Parker, resisted capture and, in so doing, killed one of their pursuers, Mary-

land farmer Edward Gorsuch. By the mid-decade, abolitionists and anti-slavery acti-

vists routinely resorted to violence to free captured fugitives, like Anthony Burns

(1834–1862) in Boston, where a U.S. Marshall was killed in the melee. The 1850s

ended with the worst of all pro-slavery nightmares, as the abolitionist John Brown

(1800–1859) attempted a racial Armageddon upon the South with his ill-fated rebel-

lion at Harpers Ferry, Virginia. Slavery was the irrepressible question at the center of

the debate. The stories of black attempts to be free—especially when freedom was

thwarted, as with Burns—instilled more and more people with the idea that slavery in

America had to be destroyed.

The Underground Railroad and the World of a Slave
The Underground Railroad encompassed more than those who fled the South, or

even those who assisted them in the North. The Underground Railroad also included

those who remained in the South and played crucial roles. Abolitionist Frederick

Douglass’s own freedom, for example, was made possible by the participation of Isaac

Rolls, a free black acquaintance who willingly committed a felony that, if discovered,

surely would have sent him to prison, or to the cotton fields of the Deep South. Yet

Rolls not only helped Douglass, but also never left Baltimore and likely helped others

after Douglass. Tubman’s efforts are even more indicative of the breadth of the con-

spiracy against slavery that supported Underground Railroad activities. Each of her

heroic missions required the complicity and, thus, criminal involvement of the free

and enslaved black community in the South, as well as that of some whites. Whereas

others fled the South to take stands against slavery, as did the white abolitionist editor

William Lloyd Garrison (1805–1879) in 1829, many remained and played willful, if

only silent, roles acting mainly for the protection of family and friends as well as to

the benefit of many more. Their stories, too, are part of the history of the Under-

ground Railroad.
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The Underground Railroad has been researched and written about for nearly 175

years, but much as yet is not fully understood. New scholarship does not so much

challenge the views of the 19th-century, Northern-based, largely white chroniclers of

their Underground Railroad, as much as reveal several aspects of Underground Rail-

road operations that were not acknowledged or that they simply could not recognize.

Foremost among the arguments of current scholarship are the agency of the enslaved

and the primacy of the Underground Railroad’s Southern geography—that is, the

plantation and the locales where flight began.

Thus, by connecting Northern-based supporters with blacks fleeing the U.S. South

between approximately 1800 and the 1860s, the Underground Railroad represents a

fundamental component of the 19th-century American historical narrative. It con-

textualizes the intersectional debate over slavery, the growing militancy of the anti-

slavery versus pro-slavery debate, and the coming of the Civil War.

See also Abolition Imagery.
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WATERMELONS. The watermelon (Citrullus vulgaris), a fruit grown in gardens for
its refreshing crimson meat, has long been associated with African Americans and

their enslaved ancestors. The watermelon is originally an African domesticate and

along with other melons was cultivated on both sides of the Atlantic during the era of

trans-Atlantic slave trade. Although some varieties of watermelon came from Africa

directly to the South, most forms traveled first through the West Indies via the Span-

ish and Portuguese, who in turn had received the watermelon from the Moors of

northwestern Africa. Some of the earliest documentation for the fruit goes back to

mid-17th century Massachusetts, where it was grown in the Bay Colony. In the South,

the watermelon was not only valued for its sweet, juicy meat but also for its rind,

which could be pickled, and its edible seeds. Such uses were carryovers from West

and Central Africa, where the watermelon and other melons were prized for the mul-

tiple products that could be obtained from the plant.

The watermelons that would have come from West and Central Africa by way of

slave ships may well include the Carolina Long watermelon, a dark-green-skinned,

red-fleshed, oblong variety, cultivated for market and sold up and down the colonial

Eastern seaboard. Other varieties that were grown in plantation fields, cabin gardens,

and truck patches may have included a white-skinned variety known as the Bough

that is now extinct and, in the antebellum period, a zigzag-striped variety known as

the Georgia Rattlesnake that is still available. That the latter was grown and con-

sumed by enslaved African Americans is attested to in several Federal Writers’ Pro-

ject narratives in the 1930s in which the variety is cited. From an early date,

watermelons and muskmelons were grown in Maryland, Virginia, the Carolinas and

Georgia and from there spread out with the migration to the Southwest. Their popu-

larity as a food source for all of the South’s ethnic groups was attested to by their culti-

vation in Creek and Cherokee villages, another possible connection to enslaved

populations who sought refuge with these peoples during the 18th century.

As early as 1705, colonial historian Robert Beverly (ca. 1667–1722) of Virginia

wrote of watermelon, ‘‘they are excellently good, and very pleasant to the taste, as also

to the eye, having the rind of a lively green color, streaked and watered, the meat of a

carnation and the seeds black and shining while it lies in the melon.’’ In 1732 English
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traveler William Hugh Grove noted, ‘‘chiefly of Watermelons which is green and bigg

[sic] as a Pumpin [sic] (smooth not furrowed) They eat it as an apple.’’ In Hanover

County, Virginia, in the same area as the oldest known reference to enslaved African

Americans growing collard greens and snap beans, Lieut. William Feltman remarked,

This evening I had an invitation from Capt. Pierson to assist him in eating

two water-melons, which were the best and finest I ever see. This country is

full of them; they have large patches of two and three acres of them.

That these melons were likely expertly cared for by enslaved hands is hinted at by Phi-

lip Vickers Fithian (1747–1776), tutor for the children of Virginian Robert Carter III

(1728–1804), who observed in 1774 at Carter’s Nomini Hall plantation that Dadda

Gumby, an elderly enslaved man born in Africa, rewarded him for giving him a list of

his children and their ages by providing him with a watermelon. Indeed watermelon

seeds have been found in the archaeological remains of several sites associated with

slavery, including the Calvert House in Annapolis, Maryland, and at the House for

Families at Mount Vernon in Virginia. Engineer William Tatham (1752–1819) wrote

in 1800 that, in the Virginia piedmont, there were commodities ‘‘which are permitted

(and generally confined by custom) to slaves,’’ among these were ‘‘(sweet) potatoes, gar-

den-stuff, pumpkins and melons.’’ Squire, an enslaved master gardener at Monticello, was

well known for the produce he sold the Jefferson family, which included both water- and

Watermelon market, Charleston, South Carolina. (Library of Congress.)
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muskmelons. ‘‘We had a watermelon patch,’’ said former slave Henry Pettus of Arkansas,

‘‘and sometimes sold Dr. Palmer melons. He let us have a melon patch . . . our own to

work. Mother worked in moonlight and at odd times. They give that to her extra. We

helped her work it.’’ Watermelons also were associated with cultivation by the elderly in

the enslaved community. Planter Landon Carter (1710–1778), a member of one of Vir-

ginia’s most prominent families, recorded in his diary, ‘‘I walkt [sic] out this evening to see

how my very old and honest Slave Jack Lubber did to support life in his Extreme age; and

I found him prudently working amongst his melon vines.’’ Another enslaved Virginian,

‘‘Old Dick,’’ was proud of the watermelons and corn he raised in his patch garden.

Watermelons were an especially precious fruit to have for the working person in

the field. Ripening during the period of the hardest labor and highest heat of the

Southern summer, watermelons provided much-needed water, sugars, and cooling

juice during long, arduous days. The difficulty for enslaved people was that they often

were not freely able to go get a watermelon during their workday and were not

allowed to take them at will.

Stealing Watermelons

Pharoah Jackson Chesney, a former slave from Tennessee, recalled the tempta-
tions of watermelons:

It was a general weakness among slaves to steal, not that they always

needed the things they took, but with some it seemed an impossibility to

resist the temptation; but I know from a long experience that the negroes

did not steal everything that was missed. There were thieves among the

whites, and they generally managed to get out of being accused by charging

it to the negroes on general principles. Personally, my greatest temptations

were sweet potatoes in ’possum time, and the darkey’s most delicious fruit,

the watermelon. A watermelon patch was never any safer in Virginia or

Tennessee, than an African cane patch from a drove of monkeys.

We had, on our plantation near Clarksville, large watermelon patches,

but it was big fun to swim the river over to Klipper’s, and then if any of our

master’s melons were missed, it could not be traced to us. With these

advantages, and the melons as an inducement, I, with some other boys,

would make regular voyages across the Roanoke and Dan, when the sun

was not shining; and paddle over two large melons apiece. The way we

would manage the melons was to break off the stems rather long, tie a string

to each of them, and swing them around our necks. When once in the

water, they would float, and not be any weight much upon our necks in

swimming.

Source: John Coram Webster. Last of the Pioneers: Or, Old Times in East Tenn., Being the

Life and Reminiscences of Pharaoh Jackson Chesney (aged 120 years). Knoxville, TN: S. B.

Newman and Company, 1902.
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Leonard Black, a formerly enslaved man from a Maryland tobacco plantation,

observed that stealing watermelon to gain necessary refreshment was a crime to plant-

ers, punishable by severe force.

One day, Eliza (a slave girl of his) and myself, went into the water-melon

patch, procured a melon and ate it. We were compelled to this by the

promptings of hunger, for the living had not altered since the death of Mr.

Bradford. Eliza was about eighteen years of age. For that offence, our cruel

master stripped us and tied us both up together, and whipped us till the blood

ran down on the ground in a puddle.

It is possible that these punishments were related to the fact that watermelon patches

were a source of extra money as the fruits were carted to market.

This heritage of controlling crucial refreshment was at the heart of the origin of a

number of debilitating stereotypes and racist jokes centered on the watermelon. Well

into the 20th century, cartoons, postcards, and folklore continued to make derisive

comments about African Americans and watermelons. A ‘‘Sambo’’ or golliwog image,

with an exaggerated grin eating half of a watermelon, was used in advertising to sell

many products from the mid-19th well into the 20th centuries. These images

prompted many African Americans to deemphasize their connection with the fruit

and even hide the act of eating it in front of ‘‘mixed company.’’ The watermelon

stands alone as an enduring symbol of the connection between myth, reality, racism,

and culinary folklore in the making of Southern identities during slavery.

See also Food and Foodways; Collards.
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WHEAT. European settlers introduced wheat to the North American colonies.

English, Dutch, and German settlers transplanted their grain culture to Northern,

mid-Atlantic, and Southern colonies while the French developed the first major grain
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fields in the upper Mississippi River Valley. The infrastructure required to process and

market wheat developed more slowly in the South than in other regions for various

reasons. Still, wheat became an important cash and food crop in the South and con-

tinued as such through the antebellum period. Wheat growers did not require a slave

labor force to prosper, but farmers and planters who raised wheat often also held

slaves. Instead, slave labor became most associated with staple crops such as tobacco,
rice, indigo, and cotton, crops that required more consistent or physically taxing

labor. Wheat needed relatively little tending between planting and harvesting.

Wheat farmers who did not hold slaves could have hired slaves only during the plant-

ing and harvesting seasons. Machines did not displace this slave labor because de-

pendable reapers did not become available until the approach of the Civil War and

the abolition of slavery, so wheat and slavery coexisted but did not become mutually

dependent.

Different wheat varieties grew in Europe, but not all of these thrived in the soil and

climate in North American colonies. Common or bread wheat, a hard winter wheat,

and durum, a hard spring wheat, were hull-less varieties easily threshed and remained

hardy over a wide range of temperature and rainfall levels. Bread wheat transplanted

readily to various English, French, German, and Dutch colonies. In areas best suited

to winter varieties, farmers planted during September or October and harvested dur-

ing July and early August. In areas suited to spring varieties, farmers planted during

March or April and harvested during the fall. Farmers experimented with both plant-

ing times, and in some areas, notably the fertile Mississippi River Valley, and in the

alluvial lands in the Chesapeake, they double-cropped. Specific varieties mentioned

in period sources include common English red wheat, Sicilian or forward white wheat,

Blacks stacking wheat near Culpepper Courthouse, Virginia. Pencil drawing by Edwin Forbes, 1863. (Library
of Congress.)
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Siberian wheat, and yellow-bearded wheat, among others. Each type yielded different

types and colors of flour suitable for different breads and pastries.

Slaves had experience with grain cultivation and processing before arriving in the

British North American colonies. Grains indigenous to Africa such as sorghum,

Guinea corn, millet, African rice, and even an African variety of maize called ‘‘spiked

Indian corn’’ constituted a major food group in slave diets. Many Africans may even

have been familiar with American maize (‘‘Indian corn’’) in their countries of origin,

which was introduced by European mariners, missionaries, and slave traders. Slaves

grew sorghum and then ground it along with red peas and various vegetables into

starch-heavy porridges. Their knowledge of rice helped develop that industry in the

coastal Carolinas, areas so wet that wheat rotted in the ground. Yet, early sources

indicate that slaves did not appreciate the mush made from Indian corn or porridge

made from oatmeal. Wheat porridge or wheat bread likely did not appeal to them, ei-

ther, if they even had such foodstuffs available to them.

English colonists tried to replicate their foodways in a foreign land, and they

planted ‘‘English graine’’ and ‘‘English wheat,’’ a crop central to their cultural identity

as Christians. Several factors caused Southern colonists to concentrate on other crops,

but they remained committed to wheat bread as an ultimate goal for their tables.

Although maize provided sustenance to many for a lifetime, in some instances, the

European cultures pursued wheat flour until proper varieties, the production and mar-

keting infrastructure, and transport systems helped them realize their goals.

European cultivation tools and practices changed little over centuries, and colo-

nists brought these practices to the North American colonies. Farmers used horse- or

ox-drawn plows and harrows to prepare the soil. Laborers hand seeded or ‘‘broadcast’’

the grain using one-half to one bushel per acre. A good reaper could cut, bind, and

stack about three-quarters of an acre of wheat each day. Reaping entailed cutting the

ripe wheat with a hand sickle, gathering the cut straw with intact heads into a sheaf,

and then stacking the sheaves in the field to cure. After the grain cured in the field,

laborers removed the grain to the threshing area. Threshing removed the ripe grain

from the head with handheld wooden flails or by driving horses over the grain to

trample the wheat from the head. By the late 1700s, Southerners began using me-

chanical threshing machines powered by animals on treadmills. These machines made

it possible for farmers to process larger yields. Traditionally, laborers used winnowing

baskets to separate the wheat from the chaff when yields were not too large, but fan-

ning mills powered by hand or a treadmill came into use by the late 1700s as well.

Farmers stored grain in bins in barns, specially outfitted with tight-fitting boards to

reduce loss and dissuade rodents from entering the cache. Some granaries, separate

buildings dedicated to grain storage, survive, but these stand as evidence of the

expanding trade in wheat during the early 1800s. African slaves likely had knowledge

of traditional methods of cultivation and storage because of the importance of grains

other than wheat in their homelands.

The precarious nature of early settlement in the Chesapeake prompted colonists to

adopt native cultivation methods, girdling trees and planting higher yielding corn for

food, and tobacco for market. Six acres of corn would produce the rations needed for

a family or workforce of eight. Corn could grow in less-tilled soil and could be con-

verted into a foodstuff for humans and stock with relatively little processing. Grains,
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particularly wheat, required more soil cultivation and an infrastructure for processing.

Colonials grew wheat, processed it into flour and bread, and traded it between colo-

nies and abroad. This prompted Parliament to enact, in 1689, the first ‘‘Corn Law.’’ It

limited imports of grain from the colonies if prices on the English market fell below a

certain level. Southern investment in wheat, however, increased because it offered an

alternative to tobacco monoculture and raised hope for local economic development

that tobacco stymied.

A combination of factors made wheat more important as a cash crop by the early

1700s, despite the Corn Laws. The volatility of the tobacco market, declining tobacco

yields due to soil exhaustion, and a ready market for wheat in the Atlantic prompted

Southerners from Maryland to South Carolina to commit to wheat as a staple crop.

Soon, the Chesapeake colonies, Virginia and Maryland, rivaled Pennsylvania as a

grain exporter, with wheat and flour shipments going to non-English ports-of-call in

defiance of mercantile laws. Ships hauled grain to southern Europe, particularly Spain

and Portugal, and to the wine-producing islands of Madeira, Cape Verde, and the

Azores as well as to the West Indies. Significant coastal trade occurred between colo-

nies as well. South Carolina and New England colonies depended on wheat grown in

the colonial breadbasket, Pennsylvania, as well as Maryland and Virginia, to realize

their goal of preserving their culture, literally by consuming wheat bread.

Wheat trade in diverse markets fostered town, city, and port development along

the southern coast between 1700 and 1800. Wheat had to be ground into flour to

increase its value and facilitate transportation. In the Chesapeake, farmers found it

more profitable to ship grain to the coast where mills ground it into flour for coastal

trade or export. Entrepreneurs built grist mills, which expedited grain processing and

marketing, but also facilitated town and city growth. The trade drew skilled artisans,

both free and enslaved, to build grist mills, make barrels for the flour, and construct

the harnesses, carts, and sloops adequate to haul the barrels. As a result, most slaves

who worked with any aspect of wheat processing lived in town, not on the farm, and

developed specialized skills not associated with planting or harvesting.

Wheat became increasingly important to the U.S. economy, and by the early

1800s, England tightened its Corn Laws, which remained in force until repealed in

1846, making it difficult for American grain to find a market in British ports. Wheat

remained an important cash crop for Virginians and Marylanders, but slave labor con-

centrated more completely on cotton as a cash crop by the 1840s repeal. Furthermore,

pests and fungal diseases proved particularly destructive to wheat in the eastern

United States, and the Wheat Belt had moved into free states and territories of Illi-

nois, Wisconsin, and beyond. Efforts to mechanize the grain harvest had shifted north

and west as well, away from the Southern Wheat Belt and toward the expanding

Northern market.

Southerners sought to profit from the grain trade as much as possible. During the

early 18th century, innovation in agricultural methods imported from English sources

appealed to Southerners transitioning from tobacco to wheat. Tradition dictated that

land lie fallow for one season to rejuvenate the soil. Tobacco so depleted the soil,

however, that the fallow period did not rejuvenate the soil and adequate manure

could not be generated by plantations with stock ranging beyond fenced yards. The
English agricultural reformer Jethro Tull (1674–1741) promoted a new crop rotation,

529

WHEAT



including green manures and deep plowing, in an effort to rejuvenate soil long tilled.

He included sketches of new machinery critical to his scientific methods, including a

horse-drawn grain drill in his book, The New Horse-Houghing Husbandry: An Essay on

the Principles of Tillage and Nutrition, published in 1733. George Washington (1732–

1799) applied Tull’s methods by the 1760s and corresponded with other scientific

agriculturalists in England, specifically Arthur Young (1741–1820) who published

Annals of Agriculture between 1784 and 1808. During 1785 and 1786, Washington

had planted a variety of grains and grasses, including barley, clover, corn, flax, millet,

oats, orchard grass, rye, spelt, timothy, and wheat.

French settlement along the Mississippi River in southern Illinois had a population

consisting of one-third African- and American-born slaves and two-thirds French set-

tlers by the early 1700s. The French adapted slavery to suit the open-field system of

cereal-grain production and created such a successful operation that it continued de-

spite the defeat and removal of French governance from the area as a result of the

English victory in the French and Indian War in 1763. Despite the freeing of the

slaves with Illinois statehood in 1818, 99-year indentures replaced lifetime enslave-

ment and slaves remained bound to their French masters. The footprint of the open-

field grain agricultural system remained into the late 19th century.

The open-field system as practiced in French Illinois included strips of arable land

parceled among families, the use of stubble fields and fallow land for common pasture,

the dedication of wasteland, that is, acreage too swampy, heavily wooded, hilly, or

rocky to warrant cultivation to common pasture, and communal governance of agri-

cultural land use. Farm families and their slaves lived in nuclear villages, thus preserv-

ing the rural community structure that had existed in Europe. The white and black

communities bore the responsibility for maintaining the fences that enclosed the ara-

ble fields.

The French planted their wheat during the spring on the rich alluvial soils, even

though the climate and soil away from the river bottom suited winter wheat best. Pe-

riod sources recount the pilgrimage of masters and slaves from their village homes to

the fields during mornings in April, with their plows, horses, and carts full of grain

and other tools, and the reverse trip in the evening during the 8 to 10 days devoted to

planting. Some enterprising residents even double-cropped, planting winter wheat in

the ground from which they had just harvested their spring planting. This made it dif-

ficult for others to run their stock on stubble ground, so laborers, including slaves,

would have to tend to cattle grazing on the strips of land they had the right to culti-

vate, while keeping the stock off of other farmers’ strips. Grist mills powered by

horses, or by wind or water, processed grain into flour for shipment to New Orleans,

which developed as a major wheat port, with attendant specialized trades of barrel,

cart, and sloop building to facilitate shipment.

Slaves in wheat-producing areas spent relatively little time working in wheat fields.

In fact, a wheat farmer made a better economic decision to hire labor during planting

and harvesting than to own a slave. Furthermore, wheat exceeded tobacco in profit-

ability when using free labor, which led many to question the economic veracity of

slavery as an institution, but slave owners with a slave population that naturally

increased could farm tobacco profitably in the Chesapeake. Thus, wheat came to be

increasingly associated with free labor as the debates about slavery intensified after
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the Revolutionary War. Some planters responded by building mills and working their

slaves in grain processing. This developed an infrastructure for wheat processing and

flour marketing inland.

Because of wheat’s profitability without the use of enslaved laborers, many on

Maryland’s Eastern Shore freed slaves because retaining them did not make economic

sense in a wheat economy. The freedmen became wage laborers or developed their

own small farms supported by extended kinship networks that made it possible for

them to remain in the state, according to the 1815 Virginia Manumission Act.

Increased manumission generated debates in Virginia during 1831 about whether

slavery should be abolished. Nat Turner’s (1800–1831) rebellion on August 21, 1831,

led to harsher slave laws, not abolition.

At about the same time the debate about abolishing slavery in Virginia took place

and just before Nat Turner’s rebellion, Cyrus McCormick (1809–1884) exhibited his

father’s mechanical reaper in late July 1831. Mechanizing harvesting would further

reduce labor costs associated with the crop and remove the dependency on wage

laborers at harvest. In this context, the reaper becomes a powerful statement for free

labor. McCormick’s leaving of Rockbridge County, Virginia, and establishment of

the McCormick Harvesting Machine Company in Chicago in 1847 coincided with the

migration of intense wheat production to the upper Midwest and Northern plains, but

it also coincided with a shift in labor in the rural Midwest toward corn production. The

shift in labor toward corn production increased the debate over the merits of slavery as

an economic institution. Corn was a multiple-day staple, as were tobacco and cotton,

while wheat was a few-day staple. Slave labor could be justified economically for multi-

ple-day staples; wage labor was too expensive to hire to tend corn. Mechanization

proved the answer, rather than slavery, for Midwestern farmers. The reaper, when per-

fected, could mow hay before and after cutting the grain crops. Machinery companies

proliferated, developing and selling corn planters and cultivators to ease labor demands

between April and July. Harvest corn proved less time-sensitive and occupied farm fam-

ilies from late fall into winter. Mechanization undermined the pro-slavery debate. The

Civil War ultimately disarmed it. Wheat played a major role in the debate.

See also Gardens.
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DEBRA A. REID

WHIPS. Whipping became popular in the 19th century as the harsher punishments

of the 17th and 18th centuries were discarded. When the whip was used in those cen-

turies, both free persons and slaves felt its sting, and little, if any, regional differences

existed in flogging slaves. Later, however, as slavery was confined to the South, whip-

ping became a punishment that was largely restricted to slaves, both male and female,

with the Deep South enacting harsher laws than those of the other slave states.

Few adult slaves had the good fortune to escape getting whipped during their life-

time. Sometimes the flogging was punishment for breaking a state code, a local code,

or a plantation regulation; sometimes it was administered on general principle. For

instance, the last slave out of the cabin to the fields in the morning might receive a

lashing. Some masters used the whip to ‘‘break in’’ a young slave and to break the

‘‘Virginian Luxuries,’’ unidentified artist, New England, ca. 1825, oil on canvas. At
right, a slaveholder or overseer raises a stick to whip an enslaved man; at left, a
slaveholder or overseer forces his attentions on an enslaved woman. (Abby Aldrich
Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.)
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Violent Punishments

Rebecca Jane Grant, enslaved in South Carolina, was whipped for refusing to
call a small child ‘‘master.’’

Well, I was just a little girl about eight years old, staying in Beaufort at de Mis-

sus’ house, polishing her brass and irons, and scrubbing her floors, when one

morning she say to me, ‘‘Janie, take this note down to Mr. Wilcox Wholesale

Store on Bay Street, and fetchme back de package de clerk gie (give) you.’’

I took de note. De man read it, and he say, ‘‘Uh-huh.’’ Den he turn away

and he come back wid a little package which I took back to de Missus.

She open it when I bring it in, and say, ‘‘Go upstairs, Miss!’’

It was a raw cowhide strap bout two feet long, and she started to pourin’

it on me all de way up stairs. I didn’t know what she was whippin’ me bout;

but she pour it on, and she pour it on.

Turrectly she say, ‘‘You can’t say ‘Marse Henry’, Miss? You can’t say,

‘Marse Henry’!’’

‘‘Yes’m. Yes’m. I kin say, ‘Marse Henry’!’’

Marse Henry was just a little boy bout three or four years old. Come bout

halfway up to me. Wanted me to say Massa to him, a baby!

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

As Rev. W. B. Allen described slave times in Georgia, both the whip and the
paddle could deliver a horrendous beating that few enslaved individuals ever forgot:

One popular method of whipping a Negro was called the ‘‘Buck’’ and

another was the ‘‘Rolling Jim.’’ Throwing a Nigger into the ‘‘Buck’’ consisted

in first stripping him (all Nigger whipping was applied to the bare body),

making him squat and tying his hands between his knees to a stout stick

run behind the bends of his knees. Then, the Nigger was pushed over and

the performance begun. In the ‘‘Rolling Jim’’ system, a Nigger was stretched

on his stomach at full length on a large log, about eight feet long. Into holes

bored in each end of this log, wooden pegs were driven. The feet were

securely tied to one set of these pegs—at one end of the log, and the hands

to the pegs at the other end. The victim was then ready to be worked on.

Sometimes the ‘‘Buck’’ and the ‘‘Rolling Jim’’ candidates were flogged

with a rawhide strap, and sometimes they were ‘‘persuaded’’ with a paddle.

The rawhide cut the flesh and brought streams of blood. The paddle had

holes in it which raised blisters. The muscular contortions of the Negro on

the log caused it to sway—hence the name, ‘‘Rolling Jim.’’

Cruel masters and overseers, after ‘‘Bucking’’ and ‘‘Rolling Jimming’’ a

Negro, would then rub salt and red pepper into his wounds, causing him to

go into convulsions, developing fever, resulting frequently in a state of

coma lasting for several days.
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spirit of an insubordinate older slave. An Alabama slaveholder declared that slaves

had to be whipped until they showed ‘‘submission and penitence.’’ Moreover, whites

generally believed that ‘‘whipping was the only thing that would do a Negro any

good.’’

It seems that everywhere the slaves turned someone with a whip stood poised to

beat them. The slaveholder, slaveholder’s wife, overseer, and slave driver on the plan-

tation; patrollers off the plantation; and jailers, constables, and other officials all were

authorized to whip slaves. Jailers and constables who carried out court sentences also

whipped unruly slaves for slaveholders who were reluctant to whip their own. Break-

ing a state or local code resulted in sentences of from 20 to 100 lashes, depending on

Most former slaves, like William McWhorter from Georgia, remembered the
violent punishments they witnessed:

I ain’t got no idee how many acres was in dat great big old plantation, but

I’se heared ’em say Marse Joe had to keep from 30 to 40 slaves, not countin’

chillun, to wuk dat part of it dat was cleared land. Dey told me, atter I was

old enough to take it in, dat de overseer sho did drive dem slaves; dey had

to be up and in de field ’fore sunup and he wuked ’em ’til slap, black dark.

When dey got back to de big house, ’fore dey et supper, de overseer got out

his big bull whip and beat de ones dat hadn’t done to suit him durin’ de day.

He made ’em strip off deir clothes down to de waist, and evvywhar dat old

bull whip struck it split de skin. Dat was awful, awful! Sometimes slaves dat

had been beat and butchered up so bad by dat overseer man would run

away, and next day Aunt Suke would be sho to go down to de spring to

wash so she could leave some old clothes dar for ’em to git at night.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Georgia Narratives, Vol. 13. Westport,

CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

As Andrew Boone from North Carolina told it, the whip and paddle fre-
quently were combined:

I saw a lot of slaves whupped an’ I wus whupped myself. Dey whupped me

wid de cat o’ nine tails. It had nine lashes on it. Some of de slaves wus

whupped wid a cobbin paddle. Dey had forty holes in ’em an’ when you wus

buckled to a barrel dey hit your naked flesh wid de paddle an’ every whur

dere wus a hole in de paddle it drawed a blister. When de whuppin’ wid de

paddle wus over, dey took de cat o’ nine tails an’ busted de blisters. By dis

time de blood sometimes would be runnin’ down dare heels. Den de next

thing wus a wash in salt water strong enough to hold up an egg. Slaves wus

punished dat way fer runnin’ away an’ sich.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: North Carolina Narratives, Vol. 14.

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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the severity of the offense. In the case of a severe punishment of 500 lashes, the beat-

ing might be administered over several weeks to avoid killing the slave.

Breaking plantation regulations resulted in fewer lashes, usually about 15, although

the number could be much higher. But chances of breaking those regulations were

much greater than those of violating public codes because plantation regulations cov-

ered a multitude of transgressions. Slaves, in a sense, constantly walked through a

punishment tinderbox: the marvel is that any escaped getting burned.

Several instruments were used to administer whippings, but the most common were

the rawhide whip or cowhide whip, the leather strap, the cowhide paddle or ‘‘hot pad-

dle,’’ and the buckskin cracker whip. The rawhide whip caused lacerations; the others,

allegedly, did not. These and other instruments usually were directed to the uncov-

ered back of the slave who was immobilized during the whipping by being tied to a

whipping post, a tree, stumps in the ground, or some other objects, or by being placed

either in stocks or pillory.

The common practice was to administer the whippings publicly, this being the ulti-

mate act of degradation. According to a slaveholder, ‘‘every Negro in this community

regards a whipping in the market as the greatest disgrace which can befall them [sic].’’

This traumatic experience was exacerbated sometimes by rubbing salt in the raw flesh

laid open by the flogging. A former slave in Missouri recalled that his master would

‘‘chain a nigger up to whip em and rub salt and pepper on him, like he said ‘to season

him up.’’’ This treatment was reserved for obstreperous slaves.

Whipping became the most commonly used form of punishment because it con-

veyed the slaveholder’s message with the least amount of negative ramifications.

Accordingly, the whip became the badge of a slaveholder’s authority, through which

slaveholders achieved discipline, deterrence, and degradation.
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WHITTINGTON B. JOHNSON

WOODWORKING TOOLS. Planes, saws, turnscrews (screwdrivers), files, braces

(drills), gouges, and rules were among the tools used by enslaved men who worked in

wood, whether it was as a carpenter, cooper, cabinetmaker, housewright, sawyer

(someone who saws logs into lumber, usually in a sawpit), or shipbuilder. In an era

when buildings, ships, carts, and furniture all were made of wood, enslaved carpenters

with the requisite knowledge and skill were highly valued both by their masters and

were in a better position to make products that they could then sell for cash or for

barter goods, or they even could hire themselves out.
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The woodworking tools most commonly used in America throughout the 17th,

18th, and the first half of the 19th centuries came from England, which had a centu-

ries-long tradition of toolmaking and an industrial system that produced high-quality

tools at reasonable prices. The tools came to America via a sophisticated marketing

system that started in the centers of English tool manufacturing—London, Birming-

ham, Lancashire, and Sheffield—and ended in the stores and tradeshops of North

America and in the plantation workshops of slaveholders. Tools were American

made, but these most often were made locally and did not have widespread distribu-

tion. It was not until the second quarter of the 19th century that the American tool

manufacturing system begin to equal the products from England.

African American tool makers, free or enslaved, were extremely uncommon. The

best known of these tool makers was Cesar Chelor (d. 1784), who was held by Francis

Nicolson (1683–1753), generally recognized as America’s first plane maker. Nicolson,

who lived and worked in Wrentham, Massachusetts, had a flourishing plane-making

business, and Chelor was working for Nicolson as early as 1736, when a ‘‘Negro,’’

Sawyers preparing timber that will be made into shingles, Montgomery County, Virginia. From Sketchbook of
Landscapes in the State of Virginia by Lewis Miller, Virginia, 1853–1867, watercolor and ink on paper. (Abby
Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Gift of Dr. and Mrs. Richard M.
Kain in memory of George Hay Kain.)
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presumed to be Chelor, was listed on a Wrentham provisional tax list as belonging to

Nicolson, who is not known to have owned any other slaves. Although still a slave in

1741, Chelor was admitted to membership in the town’s Congregational church.

Upon Nicolson’s death in 1753, Chelor was set free by the terms of Nicolson’s will,

which directed that Chelor be given ‘‘his Bedstead [the frame], Bed & Beding [mat-

tress, linens and blankets], his Chest and Cloathing, his Bench & common Bench-

Tools.’’ Chelor continued in the plane-making business. By all available evidence,

Chelor was a successful businessman; at his death, he owned property valued at

�88.2.0, including 23 shillings worth of books as well as ‘‘finished and unfinished’’

planes.

The tools that slaves used were supplied by their owners or, if they were hired out,

their employers; they were not among the goods that both the enslaved and their mas-

ters considered to be the property of the slaves. In the 18th century, plantation own-

ers like Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) and George Washington (1732–1799)

imported the tools used by their slaves and their paid employees directly from Eng-

land. Those master cabinetmakers, coopers, and carpenters who owned or hired slaves

purchased tools through agents in England or from nearby storekeepers. For example,

Williamsburg, Virginia, shopkeeper John Greenhow advertised in 1771 that he sold

‘‘a large Assortment of Carpenters and Cabinet Makers Tools and Materials.’’ In the

19th century, as American tool manufacture increased, the necessity to directly

import tools from England decreased, although they continued to be imported and

sold as part of the variety of tools available on the market. Craftsmen who had their

own shops also acquired tools by barter, inheritance, secondhand purchase, or gift;

many of these would have been used by slaves.

Besides the basic woodworking tools used by the enslaved, such as saws, chisels,

gouges, planes, turnscrews, and files, they also used specialized forms of these tools.

For example, those slaves who worked for a cabinetmaker and made furniture used

veneer saws, turning chisels, or specially made planes for a specific type of furniture,

whereas those who worked for coopers used drawknives, shaves, and froes specific to

that work.

Slaveholders typically decided which enslaved boys would be taught a woodwork-

ing trade and, through a process similar to the apprenticeship experienced by free

young men, they learned their trade over a number of years. Once taught the neces-

sary skills and put to work, enslaved carpenters, coopers, sawyers, cabinetmakers, ship-

wrights, and housewrights were engaged in these trades for the rest of their working

lives.

Because of the training and skill necessary to be a good craftsman, no matter what

the area of specialization, enslaved woodworkers were among the most highly valued

of bondsmen. Their skills were constantly in demand for construction and repair of

buildings of all kinds, cooperage, boats, and furniture, and they used their skills to

make things for themselves and their families, including beds, tables, chairs, and other

furniture. They also made items that they sold for cash or traded for goods with their

owners or storekeepers.

They could be easily hired out if necessary, earning money for their owners and,

sometimes, for themselves. The U.S. Capitol was built, in part, by the hired labor of

enslaved men, including sawyers, who were paid extra wages for overtime. They
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removed the bark from logs with axes and then stood at either end of a pit saw—one

end in the pit, one above—to saw the logs into boards that were then used in the

building’s construction. The boards were then turned into the lumber used by the

hired slave carpenters who framed the building and the roof as well as the interior

woodwork. The names of those who hired out their slaves are known, but the names

of the enslaved are not and their work remains as proof of their skill with the tools of

their trade.
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MARTHA B. KATZ-HYMAN

WOOL TEXTILES. Textiles made from sheep’s wool came in a wide variety of types

and qualities. They included coarse materials worn by free laborers and the enslaved,

‘‘Jack of All Trades’’ Slave Escapes

A notice that a highly skilled slave had run away was posted in the Maryland
Gazette, Annapolis, May 24, 1759:

RAN away from Dumfries on Patowmack River, Virginia, in March last, a

Mulatto Man Slave, named Dick (tho’ it is probable he may now assume

another) Country-born, about 35 Years of Age, a well-made slim Fellow,

very active, is much addicted to Liquor, and when drunk, stammers in his

Speech. Had on a good dark Bearskin Frock-Coat, and Cotton Breeches;

but carried with him several other Cloaths. He is by Trade a compleat

Wheelwright, and so much of a Smith, as to make the Nails, and shoe those

he makes. He is likewise a good Cooper, Sawyer, and House-Carpenter, and

has also been employed in small Craft by Water.

Source: Tom Costa. ‘‘The Geography of Slavery in Virginia.’’ At www2.vcdh.virginia.edu/

saxon/servlet/SaxonServlet?source=/xml_docs/slavery/ads/md1759.xml&style=/xml_docs/

slavery/ads/display_ad.xsl&ad=m1759050001
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expensive shiny glazed worsteds for upholstery, and beautifully finished broadcloth for

men’s suits. Woolens played an important role in the economies of Great Britain and

the colonies of the American South. British woolens had been important manufactur-

ing and trade commodities since the Middle Ages. Because British woolens were read-

ily available and economical, American planters found it more cost-effective to devote

resources to growing a single cash crop, rather than to produce woolen textiles. This

was especially true in the Southern areas, where sheep were scarce.

Most of slaves’ winter outerwear and blankets were wool. Because the textiles were

often ordered by the hundreds of yards and tailored in bulk, the clothing of laborers

on a plantation was often uniform in appearance. Runaway slave advertisements
such as one published in the Virginia Gazette for December 13, 1770, describe runaway

men dressed alike in ‘‘the common dress of field slaves.’’ The woolens used most often

by slaves included fustian, fear nothing (or fearnaught), duffil, kersey, and penniston,

but the most prevalent were plains, cotton, and plaid.

The wool textile called ‘‘plain’’ or ‘‘plains’’ was woven in tabby (over one, under

one) weave structure and finished with a fuzzy surface, or nap. The textile was woven

a yard wide, often white in color, and described as being sturdy and comfortable for

slaves’ winter wear. Plains also came in colors such as blue and green. During the

18th century, undyed plains were often synonymous with the textiles called ‘‘Negro
cloth,’’ or ‘‘Negro cotton.’’

In the 18th century, Negro cloth was an inexpensive British napped woolen textile.

By the second quarter of the 19th century, the manufacture of Negro cloth was well

established in Rhode Island. The American version of the textile was made with cot-

ton warps and woolen wefts. Advances in the technologies of cotton spinning and

ginning, along with expansion of cotton plantations in the Southern states, made it

cost-effective to substitute cotton for part of the wool in the American product.

Despite its confusing name, ‘‘cotton’’ often referred to a woolen fabric that was

widely used for slaves’ winter clothing and for blankets. Cotton was similar in appear-

ance and use to plains. The name cotton probably stemmed from the napped or ‘‘cot-

toned’’ finish given to the substantial and warm woolen goods.

Just as ‘‘cotton’’ did not necessarily mean cotton fiber, so ‘‘plaid’’ did not always

mean a patterned textile, as the term implies in the 21st century. A twilled wool fab-

ric usually exported from Scotland, plaid came in white as well as checks. The textile

was especially favored for cut-and-sewn fabric stockings or hose. Plaid hose worn by

the enslaved were not necessarily checked or tartan designs; most often, plaid hose

were unpatterned.

The wool textile known as cloth or broadcloth was a more expensive material that

required considerable processing in its production. Broadcloth was woven in plain or

tabby weave structure, deliberately and carefully shrunk in a process called fulling,

napped to create a fuzzy surface, and finally shorn to even the nap and create an all-

over mat texture. Because of the shrinking process, broadcloth did not ravel when

cut. Broadcloth was used for livery suits of white and enslaved male servants in visible

positions within the household. Livery suits typically were made in two contrasting

colors taken from the family’s coat of arms and trimmed with woven edgings called

‘‘livery lace.’’ The finer grades of broadcloth also were made into expensive suits for

gentry men and winter cloaks for men and women.
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LINDA BAUMGARTEN

WORK ROUTINES. Life for every young and adult enslaved individual revolved

around work. Work for slaves began when they were young children and continued

into old age. Whether on a small farm or larger plantation, hard, unrelenting labor,

day in and day out, was the fate of most field slaves. Their day started and ended with

the clang of the bell or the sound of a horn, sounded by the overseer or the slave-

holder. More than one former slave, when interviewed by the Works Progress Admin-

istration’s Federal Writers’ Project in the 1930s, remembered working from dawn to

dusk. As Dicey Thomas, interviewed in Arkansas, put it, ‘‘Long as you could see, you

had to stay in the fields.’’ Ellen Betts, a former Louisiana slave on a sugar plantation,

recalled, ‘‘to dem dat work hour in, hour out, dem sugarcane fields sho’ stretch from

one end of the earth to de other.’’ In the fields, men and women frequently worked

side by side. Jennie Webb’s pregnant mother worked in the fields in Mississippi and

when her labor began, she attempted to rush back to the slave quarters for her baby’s
birth, but instead delivered on the path back from the fields. Failure to complete the

work assignment in full usually resulted in some sort of punishment, frequently

administered with the lash. Refusing to work by feigning illness or running away

became the principal means by which many slaves resisted their enslavement.

Slaveholders and their overseer managers adopted different types of work arrange-

ments and strategies for creating efficient workforces. In the antebellum period, vari-

ous Southern agricultural journals published articles by planters that gave advice to

their peers, outlining the efficiency of various arrangements, including the task system

versus the gang system. The gang system required enslaved people to work coopera-

tively in groups and together complete large daily jobs like hoeing an entire field to

prepare it for planting. On plantations, particularly the ones that grew crops like

tobacco, sugarcane, or cotton, which placed heavy demands on laborers, slaves

worked together in gangs, frequently under an enslaved overseer called a slave driver.
On larger holdings, multiple gangs might be employed and gang members usually were

selected for their physical abilities. Harsh punishment like whipping or flogging gen-

erally is associated with plantations that employed gang labor.
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Under the task system, enslaved individuals would be assigned a daily task, and the-

oretically when it was completed, they were on their own time and free to do personal

tasks. Naturally, the task system favored younger, stronger individuals who were able

to do hard work efficiently. Fieldwork usually was measured in quarter- or half-acre

units that made up the ‘‘task.’’ Slaveholders came to believe that the task system

encouraged slaves to be self-directed and therefore made them more motivated to

complete their work. They needed less supervision, although the system probably

worked better in situations in which enslaved individuals received their work

Tasks

Rev. Silas Jackson described the work system divided by task on a Virginia
plantation:

In Virginia where I was, they raised tobacco, wheat, corn and farm prod-

ucts. I have had a taste of all the work on the farm, besides of digging and

clearing up new ground to increase the acreage to the farm. We all had task

work to do—men, women and boys. We began work on Monday and

worked until Saturday. That day we were allowed to work for ourselves and

to garden or to do extra work. When we could get work, or work on some

one else’s place, we got a pass from the overseer to go off the plantation, but

to be back by nine o’clock on Saturday night or when cabin inspection was

made. Some time we could earn as much as 50 cents a day, which we used

to buy cakes, candies, or clothes.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Vir-

ginia, and Tennessee Narratives, Vol. 16. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.

Ben Horry recollected how the overseer punished his mother when she
failed to complete her task as a slave in South Carolina:

The worst thing I members was the colored oberseer. He was the one straight

from Africa. He the boss over all the mens ad womens and if omans don’t do

all he say, he lay task on ’em they ain’t able to do. My mother won’t do all he

say. When he say, ‘‘You go barn and stay till I come,’’ she ain’t do ’em. So he

have it in for my mother and lay task on ’em she ain’t able for do. Then for

punishment my mother is take to the barn and strapped down on thing called

the Pony. Hands spread like this and strapped to the floor and all two both

she feet been tie like this. And she been give twenty five to fifty lashes till the

blood flow. And my father and me stand right there and look and ain’t able to

lift a hand! Blood on floor in that rice barn when barn tear down by Honting-

don [A. M. Huntingdon].

Source:George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: South Carolina Narratives, Vol. 2. West-

port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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assignments through direct personal contact with their owners. In some instances,

slaves who exceeded their tasks or quotas sometimes were rewarded with incentives

that ranged from extra time off to small amounts of money. Historians point out that

the system did not permit slaves the kind of leisure time that modern Americans

might imagine. Some slaveholders designed labor-intensive tasks that occupied entire

days. In other cases, slaves who finished first often found themselves helping family

members and others finish their tasks to avoid punishment. Although originally con-

fined mostly to Low Country rice or Sea Island cotton plantations, the task system

found widespread adoption by slavery’s end in nearly every type of work environment

that existed.

See also Bells and Horns; Whips.
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KYM S. RICE

WRITING TOOLS. By the first quarter of the 19th century, most Southern states

prohibited teaching slaves to read and write. Such laws were irregularly enforced,

however, and enterprising slaves found ways to learn in spite of them. Historians esti-

mate that approximately 10 percent of slaves were literate at the outbreak of the Civil

War, and many more slaves at least observed reading and writing and understood the

alphabet. They discovered literacy chiefly through its material accoutrements: the

newspapers, books, slates, pens, ink, and paper that most slave owners tried to with-

hold. Slaves recognized the tools of writing as parts of the world of white people, but

they frequently succeeded in appropriating them for their own.

Novelist Harriet Beecher Stowe’s (1811–1896) depiction of Uncle Tom’s Cabin

(1852) character Uncle Tom using chalk and slate to compose a rough draft of a letter

to his family might seem to be the Northern writer’s projection of her children’s edu-

cation, but some slaves did have such experiences. Sam Aleckson, born a slave in

South Carolina in 1852, was taught by his white owners, using a typical spelling book:

‘‘From this wonderful book we learned to read, write, and cipher, too. . . . We had

slates, for those useful articles had not yet gone out of fashion.’’ Indeed, archaeologists

have excavated from slave quarters sites both slates, including some still bearing let-

ters and numbers, and pencils. Clearly, many slaves apprehended, either because they

received instruction from whites or because they cannily observed white children, the

traditional means of learning to read and write in antebellum America. Little material

evidence of slave literacy survives—quills and paper are less durable than graphite

and slate—and most slaves had to do without the traditional tools, but slaves’ testi-

mony provides a fuller picture of their practices of writing.
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Many slave narratives—those published in the 19th century as well as the oral his-

tories gathered by the Federal Writers’ Project in the 1930s—recount processes of lit-

eracy acquisition. In particular, former slaves described the things they used to learn

to write. Enslaved African Americans labored in widely varying environments, and

they adapted an equally wide array of material objects to their surreptitious projects of

Writing tools, plus dominoes, marbles, and Jew’s harp from Mulberry Row excavations
at Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, Charlottesville, Virginia. (Monticello/Photograph by
Edward Owen.)

Writing Travel Passes

In Maryland, James Wiggins’s father, who was literate, wrote out travel passes
for other slaves:

My father was a carpenter by trade, he was hired out to different farmers by

Mr. Revell to repair and build barns, fences and houses. I have been told

that my father could read and write. Once he was charged with writing

passes for some slaves in the county, as a result of this he was given 15 lashes

by the sheriff of the county, immediately afterwards he ran away, went to

Philadelphia, where he died while working to save money to purchase

mother’s freedom, through a white Baptist minister in Baltimore.

Source: George P. Rawick, ed. The American Slave: Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Vir-

ginia, and Tennessee Narratives, Vol. 16. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972.
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self-education. Former slave and noted abolitionist Frederick Douglass (1818–1895)

first learned to form letters from the markings on lumber in the shipyard where he

worked in Maryland. Juan Manzano (1797–1854), a Cuban slave, studied the titles

affixed to paintings on the walls of his owner’s opulent home. Educator Booker T.

Washington (1856–1915) first copied the figures written on barrels in a salt mine.

Noah Davis (b. 1804) was apprenticed to a Fredericksburg, Virginia, shoemaker, and

he studied the customers’ names written on their boots.

Because of the legal and cultural opposition to African American literacy, slaves

had to evade detection as they learned to write. Just as crucially, they struggled to ac-

quire appropriate material implements. Peter Randolph (1825–1897), an enslaved

Virginian, recalled, ‘‘I had no slate, so I used to write on the ground.’’ In Missouri,

William Wells Brown (1816–1884) likewise found convenient writing surfaces in the

world around him. He also did not have a slate, but he did possess a piece of chalk,

which he used to practice his letters on wooden fences. ‘‘All board fences within half

a mile of where I lived,’’ Brown remembered, ‘‘were marked over with some kind of

figures I had made, in trying to learn how to write.’’

Other slaves managed to work with pen and paper, sometimes by salvaging the

castoffs of slave owners, sometimes by crafting their own makeshift alternatives. Fred-

erick Douglass, somewhat luckier than most slaves, had access to the used instruc-

tional materials of his owner’s son; he furtively practiced his letters in the blank

spaces of the white child’s copybook. Solomon Northup (b. 1808), enslaved on a Lou-

isiana plantation for more than 10 years in the 1840s, said that he ‘‘appropriated’’ a

sheet of paper from his owner, and former Kentucky slave Henry Bibb (1815–1854)

recalled in his 1849 narrative, ‘‘Whenever I got hold of an old letter that had been

thrown away, or a piece of white paper, I would save it to write on.’’ Manzano taught

himself to write by tracing a ‘‘discarded sheet written in [his] master’s hand.’’ John M.

Washington (1838–1918), a slave in Fredericksburg, Virginia, received a writing les-

son from his uncle using a piece of wallpaper. Slaves who lived outside urban areas

and had less contact with whites had to go to greater lengths. Multiple former slaves

reported gathering feathers to use for quills and trying to produce their own ink.

Northup and William Hayden made ink by boiling maple bark, and on Maryland’s

Eastern Shore, J. W. C. Pennington (1807–1870) made his ink from berries. An

enslaved potter in South Carolina, David Drake, circumvented ink and paper alto-

gether: he inscribed short poems into the clay of the pots he produced.

For those slaves who succeeded in becoming literate, pens and paper became part

of their daily lives. Some slaves separated from their families by sale wrote letters to

each other. Enslaved foremen charged to oversee distant plantations exchanged let-

ters with their masters and kept records of the crops. Even for slaves who had not yet

learned to write, paper could be an important part of how they manipulated the power

relations of slavery. According to the former Missouri slave Henry Clay Bruce (1836–

1902), many of the white men who composed slave patrols were illiterate, and slaves

‘‘would take a portion of a letter picked up and palm it off on them as a pass when

arrested.’’ Moses Roper (ca. 1815–1891), who escaped from slavery in Florida in 1835,

did not know how to write, but he did understand the material properties of ink and

paper. He showed a letter to a group of illiterate white men and tricked them into

believing it proved he was free. Roper then covertly dipped the paper in a river to
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make the ink run, showed the ruined document to the same men, and enlisted their

help in finding someone to write out a new copy—one that really did identify Roper

as a free man. For Roper, as for all literate and marginally literate slaves, the materials

of writing represented not just a medium for asserting themselves verbally but also a

chance to gain purchase on the physical world of freedom.

See also Pottery.
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YAMS AND SWEET POTATOES. The sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas) is an edible

tuber of the morning glory family indigenous to tropical America. It is different from

the tropical yam (members of the family Dioscorea), but in American English the two

words are often used interchangeably, partly because of the linguistic influence of

enslaved Africans. The yam is indigenous to tropical Africa and Asia and was culti-

vated widely across West Africa during the period of the slave trade. The term ‘‘yam’’

has several origins. It is a verb (nyam) from the West Atlantic languages of Senegam-

bia, such as Wolof, meaning ‘‘to taste’’ or ‘‘to eat.’’ The term ‘‘nyambi’’ refers in Wolof

to cassava, while a similar term is used by other groups for a wild edible root found in

West Africa. It has been posited that the term ‘‘yam’’ was at one time applied to a

white potato (Solanum tuberosum), named so by enslaved South Carolina African

Americans who cultivated it in the early 18th century because it tasted similar to the

yam with which they were familiar from Africa. For the people of the lower Guinea

Coast (eastern Côte d’Ivoire to Cameroon), the yam was a traditional dietary staple

of the belt of mixed-savanna and tropical rain forest between the hinterlands and the

coast. For some groups, such as the Twi-speaking Akan of central and southern

Ghana and the Igbo and Ibibio of southeastern Nigeria, the yam took on a spiritual

and cultural meaning associated with its relationship with the Spirit of the Earth, usu-

ally a female deity, and the idea of demonstrable masculinity and social status by pro-

viding amply for one’s family and community by successfully raising a yam crop. For

enslaved Africans brought from these regions, no other food was as real and capable

of providing sustenance as the yam. Just as bread was synonymous with eating and

food in the Western world, the yam was its complement in West Africa. Exiled from

their homes, the sweet potato filled that void.

African yams were brought to the Caribbean and South America during this

time period, and one variety may have made it as far as South Carolina and Florida.

Yams typically were stocked on slave ships as rations for the human cargo. In North

America, enslaved Africans substituted different varieties of sweet potatoes for the

true yam that was once the staple of their diet. Until about the 1760s, the term

‘‘potato’’ in the South was used primarily to describe the sweet potato. For enslaved

African Americans it was the primary root crop and was essential to their diet. Some
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groups, including slaves from Central Africa, had already begun to significantly incor-

porate the sweet potato into their diet because of the introduction of the crop by the

Portuguese.

Sweet potatoes were introduced to the colonial South via the Caribbean during the

late 1600s. They quickly became a staple crop on most farms and plantations, with

most chroniclers noting that the ‘‘white and red potatoes’’ were being grown in

kitchen gardens. In southern Maryland, each slave garden had ‘‘at least sweet pota-

toes.’’ English traveler William Hugh Grove stated in 1732 that enslaved Virginians

grew ‘‘little Plats for [sweet] potatoes or [?] Indian pease [black-eyed peas] and Cim-

nells [pattypan squash].’’ He stated that ‘‘the potatoes are of the Barmudas kind fash-

ion thick and short like a pear or long like a beet Root they are either white or red &

Comonly rosted they are Sweet and over luscious best in a pye.’’ Phillip Fithian

(1747–1776), tutor for the children of Virginia planter Robert Carter III’s (1728–

1804) children at Nomini Hall on Virginia’s Northern Neck, saw enslaved people

preparing their provision gardens in April 1774, noting ‘‘they are digging up their

small Lots of ground allow’d by their Master for Potatoes, Peas, etc.’’ In both cases,

sweet potatoes were interplanted with cowpeas to save space. Planters tended to over-

see the planting of a diversity of tubers. At Tombee plantation, south of Charleston,

South Carolina, multiple varieties, including Spanish, Leathercoats, Brimstones, and

Redskins, were planted, each keeping the plantation in sweet potatoes for the better

part of the year, with the red-skinned white-fleshed variety being ‘‘preferred by the

Negroes.’’ The sweet potato was not just valuable for its tubers but also for its leaves,

which were eaten as a leafy green. Unbeknown to enslaved individuals, the sweet

potato is high in beta-carotene, calcium, and iron and dietary fiber. In a diet based on

corn and salted pork or fish, the sweet potato was nutritionally crucial.

The sweet potato had a number of culinary uses in the enslaved community. Sweet

potatoes often were simply roasted in the ashes of the fire, sometimes covered by cabbage

leaves to prevent burning. On other occasions, they were baked into loaves of sweet

potato pone or cooked soft into puddings. These puddings later became the basis of sweet

potato pie. In the Caribbean, sweetened potato puddings were developed by those

enslaved workers forced to work at the sugar vats at night. In Mary Randolph’s (1762–

1828) cookbook, The Virginia Housewife (1824), sweet potatoes were also eaten stewed

with chickens in anAmerican version of an Igbo dish—chicken stew with yams.

The most celebrated Southern sweet potato dish was sweet potatoes roasted with

opossum. About the same time of year that sweet potatoes had cured properly, the pos-

sums were fattened on persimmons and nuts. After they were captured and cleaned out,

they were then butchered and roasted with sweet potatoes for a fall delicacy. Sometimes

the sweet potato served as a garnish stuffed in the possum’s mouth. It is possible that

the sweet potato’s starchy flavor toned down the gaminess of the dish.

So important was the sweet potato to the diet of enslaved Africans and African

Americans that they cultivated other plants to serve as a substitute for its taste when

the potato was unavailable. In Virginia, the striped cushaw, also known as the potato

pumpkin or sweet potato pumpkin, was introduced from Jamaica and was quite popular

with the enslaved population, according to Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826). He noted

that it was used as a substitute at the time of the year that sweet potatoes were not

normally available.
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Sweet potatoes may have been stored in special storage areas in the floor of cabins

in the slave quarters. Because the potatoes would be ruined if they froze, the hole was

near the fire. The hidey hole or cuddy hole is a telltale marker of many slave quarters

and was remembered fondly by formerly enslaved people reflecting on their past. The

space doubled as both a cache for sweet potatoes and as the cabin’s lockbox for per-

sonal items. Abolitionist Frederick Douglass recalled ‘‘the hole so strangely dug in

front of the fire-place, beneath which grandmamma placed her sweet potatoes, to

keep them from frost in winter, were full of interest to my childish observation.’’

Educator Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), originally from Franklin County,

Virginia, liked to recall:

There was no wooden floor in our cabin, the naked earth being used as a

floor. In the center of the earthen floor there was a large, deep opening cov-

ered with boards, which was used as a place in which to store sweet potatoes

during the winter. An impression of this potato-hole is very distinctly

engraved upon my memory, because I recall that during the process of put-

ting the potatoes in or taking them out I would often come into possession

of one or two, which I roasted and thoroughly enjoyed.

Sweet potatoes could absorb some of the magical and spiritual associations sur-

rounding yams and provided a means for enslaved families to create a semblance of

personal space as well as continue a food tradition that linked them with their

African roots. The sweet potato was the enslaved child’s comfort food and left tactile

memories of hot roasted potatoes or one jutting from the mouth of a possum or rac-

coon. Probably due to this influence, the sweet potato continues to be associated with

Grandmother Betsey’s Sweet Potatoes

The former slave and noted abolitionist Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895)
recalled his grandmother’s green thumb in Maryland:

She was a gardener as well as a fisherwoman, and remarkable for her success

in keeping her seedling sweet potatoes through the months of winter, and

easily got the reputation of being born to ‘‘good luck.’’ In planting-time

Grandmother Betsey was sent for in all directions, simply to place the seed-

ling potatoes in the hills or drills; for superstition had it that her touch was

needed to make them grow. This reputation was full of advantage to her

and her grandchildren, for a good crop, after her planting for the neighbors,

brought her a share of the harvest.

Source:Frederick Douglass. Life and Times of Frederick Douglass: His Early Life as a Slave,

His Escape from Bondage, and His Complete History to the Present Time. Boston: DeWolfe &

Fiske Co., 1892, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/dougl92/menu.html.
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the South and people of African descent and may account for their popularity in the

21st-century American diet.

See also Subfloor Pits.
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MICHAEL W. TWITTY

YARDS. The yard, sometimes called a ‘‘service yard,’’ was an essential feature on

most plantation landscapes. Although mostly a work area, the yard represented a rare

space for the convergence of whites and blacks. It typically lay at the rear of the slave-

holder’s dwelling and adjoined the work buildings. Reached through a back door or

by walking around a building, it chiefly served as an outdoor extension of interior

work space. Sometimes the yard was fenced or enclosed. The yard was dirt, rather

than grass, and the dirt surface typically was swept smooth each day by brooms, likely
a continuation of an African practice. Sweeping the yard was a task often assigned to

children, as noted by Georgia Baker, who was 14 years old when slavery ended on

Confederate Vice President Alexander Stephens’s Georgia plantation where she was

born. She remembered that she ‘‘swept yards, toted water to de field, and played round

de house and yard wid de rest of de chillun.’’

The yard was the realm of enslaved individuals, usually women, who did laundry,

washed dishes, cooked, repaired small items, and did other types of work there

throughout most of the year but especially used it in good weather. White owners,

particularly the plantation mistress, sometimes ventured out into the yard to give

orders or supervise enslaved activities related to the Big House. Although the yard’s

location made it vulnerable to this type of white interference, it also functioned as a

kind of staging area for activities by African Americans that related not just to work

but also to precious leisure time. It also was a place where the enslaved community

sometimes congregated together socially.

See also Cooks and Cooking; Laundries.
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