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Dissertation: "Emancipation in the Virginia Tobacco Belt,

1850-1870."

This study explores the transformation from slavery to
freedom in the tobacco region that formed the hinterland for
an industrially-advanced southern city. This transformation
was decisively influenced by Afro-Americans who employed
pieces of the slave past to shape the contours of legal
freedom, showing thereby the power of black labor over the
process of emancipation and the development of capitalism.
The study identifies market-oriented aspects of antebellum
society that preceded free labor, and it integrates the
experiences of the region with those of both state and
nation.

The social ecology of the tobacco belt produced a
distinctive emancipation experience. Although plantation
agriculture dominated, market relations also existed, as
indicated by industrial and transportation growth and by
agricultural diversification. These economic sectors
depended heavily on hired slave and free Negro labor.
Through the hiring system, many tobacco-belt slaves and
masters were familiar with market-like behavior. Hired

slaves in turn shared their experiences with the slave
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community. Market relations accelerated during the war, and
afterwards bequeathed a legacy that shortened reconstruction
and facilitated the evasion of Republican government.

Because antebellum industry was the area where market
relations were in greatest evidence, it had been on the
cutting edge of economic change. Thus it was here that
slave laborers won many concessions. Postwar industrial
transition was relatively smooth, but black workers neither
increased their numbers nor achieved any occupational
mobility. Many lost economic status and bargaining power.
By contrast, adjusting to free agricultural labor required
revolutionary changes which created the opportunity for
labor to force greater concessions. Thus agriculture proved
more susceptible to labor pressure than did industry, and. it
was primarily on the plantation that freedpeople influenced
the terms of their labor. The result was sharecropping,
well-established by 1867.

In the South, full-blown market relations did not appear
for decades; meanwhile, their development differed widely
across time and place, influenced by the character of the
society in which they appeared. 1In the tobacco belt, prior
exposure to wage labor resulted in a more rapid adaptation
to and acceptance of the postwar situation than was the case

in cotton districts.
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Introduction

The emancipation in the United States of almost four
million Afro-American slaves in 1865 was one of the most
dramatic social revolutions in modern history. Southern
emancipation formed part of a wider nineteenth-century
pattern, beginning in 1833 and ending in 1888, which saw
slave societies topple throughout the Atlantic community,
from the United States in the north, through the Caribbean,
and southward to Brazil. 1In each of these societies,
slavery's demise was part and parcel of the acceleration of
industrial capitalism. Thus, the terms "Age of
Emancipation" and "Age of Capital,"” terms that refer to the
main themes of nineteenth-century social development,
reflect broad and related trends. Seen against this global
backdrop, the emancipation drama that unfolded in the
southern United States, while part of a larger pattern,
nonetheless exhibited distinguishing characteristics shaped

in part by the character of slavery in various regions.l

lEric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Capital, 1848-1875 (New




Throughout the nineteenth century, the South had held
sway as the wealthiest and most powerful of all New World
slave systems. Within her 1860 boundaries lived two-thirds
of all Afro-Americans, a half million free Negroes and four
million slaves. From a total of about 450,000 original
Africans imported into the country, most of whom came before
the closing of the Atlantic slave trade in 1808, this large
population had increased through natural reproduction. They
represented oﬁly about 4.5 percent of the total importations
brought to the New World.2 Outside of pockets 1like the
Sea Islands and coastal Louisiana, where large black
majorities had lived distantly from white society, and where
African importations had been greatest, southern
Afro-Americans were several decades removed from their
African foreﬁears and culture by 1865. Ihkcontrast,Wthe

offspring of the huge imports to the Caribbean and South

York, 1975), and David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery
in the Age of Revolution, 1770-1823 (Ithaca, 1975) together
show how this period exemplified these trends. See also C.
Vann Woodward, "The Price of Freedom," in What Was Freedom's
Price? ed. by David G. Sansing (Jackson, Missu, L978)% ppv
93-8; Eric Foner, Nothing But Freedom: Emancipation and Its
Legacy (Baton Rouge, 1983), p. 1; Ira Berlin, Joseph P.
Reidy, and Leslie S. Rowland, eds., Freedom: A Documentary
History of Emancipation, 1861-1867, Selected from the
Holdings of the National Archives of the United States,
Series II: The Black Military Experience (Cambridge, 1982),
pp. xXv-xvii.

2Philip D. Curtin, The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census
(Madison, Wis., 1969), pp. 88-9.
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America, where the Atlantic trade often continued well into
the century, numbered a comparatively small population at
emancipation.3

The slaveholding class in the South was equally
distinctive. Individual southern slaveholders owned fewer
slaves, on the average, than did slaveowners elsewhere in
the hemisphere. While many other slave systems functioned
as colonial extensions of metropolitan powers, southern
slaveholders governed, in sometimes stormy tandem, with the
representatives of a free labor society to their north.
They also lived with a large nonslaveholding white
majority. 1In 1860, about three-fourths of all southern
whites--the yeomanry--owned no slaves. Most of them lived
in the upcountry, physically removed from the plantation
districts located in the more fertile black belts. Whereas
in the rest of slaveholding America, nonslaveholding whites
were relatively few in numbef, the southern yeomanry tipped
the ratio of white to black toward a white majority.4

The emancipation that occurred in the South also
differed in significant respects from emancipations
elsewhere in the New World. It took a long and bloody civil

war to break the chains of slavery in the United States; the

3Ira Berlin, "Time, Space, and the Evolution of
Afro-American Society on British Mainland North America,"
American Historical Review 85 (February 1980), 73-8.

4Woodward, “"The Price of Freedom," p. 96.
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only parallel was the successful slave uprising of Haiti in
1792. And, when it was over, the end of southern slavery
marked more than the end of a labor system; itioalso signaled
the death of a way of life.5 Slavery's destruction in the
South therefore gave Reconstruction a literal meaning: the
South in 1865 faced the necessary task of reconstituting its
social and economic system.

Thus, as the war ended, the task confronting the United
States was the establishment of bourgeois social and
productive relationships to replace those defined by over
two centuries of bondage. The ways in which freedpeople
would become wage laborers and ex-masters employers were the
key problems of Reconstruction.6 These changes

represented an enormous challenge. Although shifts in power

5Woodward, "The Price of Freedom," pp. 97-8; Eugene D.
Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made
(New York, 1972), pp. 1-25.

ébWw. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: An
Essay Toward a History of the Part Which Black Folk Plaved
in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America,
1860-1880 (New York, reprint ed., 2935 Enppa i 15651205129,
first emphasized this point, which is now commonplace in the
literature. See, for example, Thavolia Glymph, "Freedpeople
and Ex-Masters: Shaping a New Order in the Postbellum
South, 1865-1868," in Essays on the Postbellum Southern
Economy, ed. by Glymph and John J. Kushma (Arlington, Texas,
1985), pp. 49-50; Armstead L. Robinson, "'Worser dan Jeff
Davis': The Coming of Free Labor during the Civil Wwar,
1861-1865," in ibid., pp. 12-3; Harold D. Woodman, "Sequel
to Slavery: The New History Views the Postbellum South, "
Journal of Southern History 43 (November 1977) 98520234 and
Barbara Jeanne Fields, "The Nineteenth-Century American
South: History and Theory," Plantation Society in the
Americasi2&(April 1983), 7-13.




did not always occur in clear directions, patterns
nonetheless did emerge. Former planters' continuing control
over land and their desire to minimize change did not
prevail completely over Afro-Americans' ideology of 1ébor
relations. Freedpeople now worked in a nascent capitalist
economy in which their labor, previously owned by another
person, itself became a commodity on the market. With it
they bargained for and acquired much more power than was
comfortable for their former masters.7 Ex-slaves

influenced politics through the exercise of the ballot,
whereas postwar disfranchisement made the political
influence of planters, for a time, very uncertain. Planters
also faced competition from the growing business class.

And, former nonslaveholding whites also began to enter the
market economy. Together these changes laid the groundwork
for free labor's inaugquration throughout the South.

For some time now the broad outlines of economic
reconstruction have formed a subject of controversy among
historians. There is yet no consensual interpretation about
the emancipation period in the South. Emancipation studies

is a relatively young field composed, at this point, largely

’Barbara Jeanne Fields, "The Advent of Capitalist
Agriculture: The New South in a Bourgeois World," in Glymph
and Kushma, eds., Essays on the Postbellum Southern Economy,
pp. 80-5; Foner, Nothing But Freedom, pp. 40, 72-3, and
"Comment," in Darlene Clark Hine, ed., The State of
Afro-American History: Past, Present, and Future (Baton
Rouge, 1986), pp..77-9.




of case studies of regional economies.8 For as the South
differed from other New World slave societies, so too did
slavery within the South contain distinct regimes. Thus,
the case study approach is useful for gaining greater

understanding of both the diversity and the similarity of
various transformations.9

Emancipation studies seek to understand the nature and

scope of the changes wrought by the Civil War and its

8Armstead L. Robinson, "The Difference Freedom Made: The
Emancipation of Afro-Americans," in Hine, ed., The State of
Afro-American History, pp. 51-74.

9published monographs and edited works include Roberta Sue
Alexander, North Carolina Faces the Freedmen: Race
Relations during Presidential Reconstruction, 1865-67
(Durham, 1985); Orville Vernon Burton and Robert C. McMath,
Jr., eds., Toward a New South? Studies in Post Civil War
Southern Communities (Greenwood, Conn., 1982); Robert F.
Engs, Freedom's First Generation: Black Hampton, Virginia,
1861-1890 (Philadelphia, 1979); Barbara Jeanne Fields,
Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground: Maryland During
the Nineteenth-Century (New Haven, 1985); Foner, Nothing But
Freedom; Walter J. Fraser, Jr., and Winfred B. Moore, Jr.,
eds., From the 01d South to the New: Essays on the
Transitional South (Westport, Conn., 1981); Glymph and
Kushma, eds., Essays on the Postbellum Southern Economy;
Steven Hahn, The Roots of Southern Populism: Yeoman Farmers
and the Transformation of the Georgia Upcountry, 1850-1890
(New York, 1983); Peter Kolchin, First Freedom: The
Response of Alabama's Blacks to Emancipation and
Reconstruction (Westport, Conn., 1972); Otto H. Olsen, ed.,
Reconstruction and Redemption in the South (Baton Rouge,
1980); Willie Lee Rose, Rehearsal for Reconstruction: The
Port Royal Experiment (Indianapolis, 1964); Crandall A.
Shifflett, Patronage and Poverty in the Tobacco South:
Louisa County, Virginia, 1860-1900 (Knoxville, 1982);
Michael Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation Society: The
Natchez District, 1860-1880 (Baton Rouge, 1983); Jonathan M.
Wiener, Social Origins of the New South: Alabama, 1860-1885
(Baton Rouge, 1978).




primary result, the legal freedom of Afro-Americans.
Historians often approach this problem within the context of
a continuity/discontinuity debate focused on whether the
changes of civil war and emancipation were insignificant or
revolutionary in nature.lO Some are persuaded that
uninterrupted planter control over land, ongoing coercion of
black labor, and continuing poverty and racism meant that
little fundamental change emanated from four years of

convulsive conflict.ll

Advocates of discontinuity arque
that the sudden end of 250 years of slavery, by destroying

the pivot on which southern society turned, inevitably

10The touchstone of this debate is C. Vann Woodward,
Origins of the New South, 1877-1913 (Baton Rouge, 1951),
which emphasizes the revolutionary nature of the war and
emancipation.

llror works that emphasize the importance of continued
planter landholding and interpret the postwar South in terms
of continuity, see Wiener, "Planter Persistence and Social
Change: Alabama, 1850-1870," Journal of Interdisciplinary
History 7 (Autumn 1976), 235-60, and Social Origins of the
New South; Jay R. Mandle, The Roots of Black Poverty: The
Southern Plantation Economy after the Civil War (Durham,
1978); Dwight B. Billings, Jr., Planters and the Making of a
"New South" (Chapel Hill, 1979); A. Jane Townes, "The Effect
of Emancipation on Large Landholdings, Nelson and Goochland
Counties, Virginia," Journal of Southern History 45 (August
1979), 403-12; Gail W. O'Brien, "Power and Influence in
Mecklenburg County, 1850-1880," North Carolina Historical
Review 54 (Spring 1977), 120-44; Randolph B. Campbell,
"Population Persistence and Social Change in
Nineteenth-Century Texas: Harrison County, 1850-1880,"
Journal of Southern History 48 (May 1982), 185-205; James
Tice Moore, "Redeemers Reconsidered: Change and Continuity
in the Democratic South, 1870-1900," Journal of Southern
History 44 (August 1978), 357-78; Shifflett, Patronage and
Poverty in the Tobacco South; Wayne, The Reshaping of
Plantation Society.




wrought revolutionary changes.12 I&proposeito chart:a
slightly different course, one which finds in the war and
reconstruction elements of both continuity and
discontinuity. This approach not only helps us better
understand the reconstruction era, by allowing broad trends
and tendencies to stand out in clearer relief, but also has
the advantage of yielding new insights into slavery and the
war as well.

It is increasingly clear that emancipation experiences
varied from one crop region to another. Yet a key feature
of the growing body of work on emancipation--as is also true
of slavery studies in general--is its focus on the cotton

South.13 Moreover, many studies have emphasized the

12works that emphasize discontinuity include Du Bodish

Black Reconstruction in America; Engs, Freedom's First
Generation; Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle
Ground, "The Nineteenth-Century American South," and "The
Advent of Capitalist Agriculture"; Foner, Nothing But
Freedom; Glymph, "Freedpeople and Ex-Masters"; Hahn, The
Roots of Southern Populism; Thomas C. Holt, "'An Empire over
the Mind': Emancipation, Race, and Ideology in the British
West Indies and the American South," in Region, Race, and
Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann Woodward, ed. by
J. Morgan Kousser and James M. McPherson (New York, 1982 )
283-314; Robinson, "'Worser dan Jeff Davis'"; Woodman, "The
Reconstruction of the Cotton Plantation in the New South,"
in Glymph and Kushma, eds., 95-119; Rose, "Jubilee &

Beyond: What Was Freedom?" in Sansing, ed., The Price of
Freedom, 3-20; Woodward, "The Price of Freedom."

l3Fie1ds, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground, and
Shifflett, Patronage and Poverty, are the only two works of
those mentioned above that focus on a tobacco region; Foner,
Nothing But Freedom, pp. 74-110, discusses the transition in




postwar period at the expense of the 1850s and the war, at
best providing a snapshot of society in 1860. Consequently
we are only just beginning to understand the Erans It ilonsin
other crop regions--rice in coastal South Carolina, sugar in
southern Louisiana, and tobacco in the Upper South.
Generally, we know little about how local economic and
political developments during the 1850s influenced postwar
society.

My study contributes to emancipation studies in three
ways. It explores the transformation in a hitherto
unstudied tobacco region of the Upper South, and thereby
fills a gap in the literature. It examines those elements
of slave society salient to the development of market
relations in the immediate postwar period, and consequently
provides a clearer picture of Virginia slavery, itself a
surprisingly neglected topic.iiFinally;nit analyzes the war
and reconstruction from the perspective of economic and
labor history. By doing so, it aims to show not only the

ways in which labor reorganization influence the lives of

a rice region. The cotton South is also the focus for the
econometricians, including: Robert Higgs, Competition and
Coercion: Blacks in the American Economy, 1865-1914
(Cambridge, 1977); Joseph D. Reid, Jr., "Sharecropping as an
Understandable Market Response: The Post-Bellum Seuth, "
Journal of Economic History 33 (March 1973), 106-30, and
"Sharecropping and Agricultural Uncertainty," Economic
Development and Cultural Change 24 (April 1976, 549-76;
Stephen J. DeCanio, Agriculture in the Postbellum South:

The Economics of Production and Supply (Cambridge, 1974);
Roger L. Ransom and Richard Sutch, One Kind of Freedom: The
Economic Consequences of Emancipation (Cambridge, 1977).
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workers, but how workers can sometimes use a period of
transition to their own advantage, and to the distinct
disadvantage of those who seek to expropriate their labor.
This study also shows how Afro-American social ideology
fundamentally affected the broader course of Virginia
history between 1850 and 1870. Lastly, it is the story of
how capitalism came to Virginia, and how it developed in its
early phases.

I have found that elements of market society were
already present in antebellum Virginia, that they rapidly
accelerated during the war, and that they bequeathed an
important postwar legacy which not only shortened the
reconstruction process but which also facilitated Virginia's
evasion of Republican rule. At the same time, the changes
in productive relations caused by the advent of capitalism
led to a fundamental redefinition of labor which constituted
a dramatic, revolutionary break with the past, without which
Afro-Americans would have been unable to influence postwar
society in the ways that they did.

During the 1850s, the Virginia economy generally
presented less of a contrast to the North than did those of
other southern states. The 014 Dominion possessed
two-thirds of the industrial capacity of the future
Confederate states. Important commercial and business ties
existed with northern and other Atlantic markets, and

transportation expanded significantly during the prewar
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years. As these changes unfolded, the interstate slave
trade carried away tens of thousands of surplus bondsmen and
women to the southern cotton districts. For the hundreds of
thousands of Afro-Americans left in Virginia, the early
stirrings of market relations demanded greater flexibility
in the utilization of both enslaved and free Negro labor.
Particularly in industry and transportation, an increasing
number worked as temporary hired hands. The advent of
market relations was a portentious harbinger of greater
changes to come.

Despite the appearance of economic and social changes
antithetical to slavery, Virginians on the eve of the war
held the largest Afro-American population of any southern
state. About half of the slaves were concentrated in
plantation agriculture in the piedmont, where they numbered
majorities in most counties. In 1860, black Virginians
produced a record tobacco crop. This central and southern
piedmont region, the tobacco belt, was thus the stronghold
of slavery by the time of the war, and it continued to more
nearly resemble Lower South plantation agriculture than did
other Virginia regions. It was in the Tidewater that
slavery had been most eroded during the nineteenth century;
in the Valley and even moreso in the mountains, slavery had
never been very important.

Nevertheless, as a result of the piedmont's close

economic links to other regions, this large and dispersed
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population of rural, agricultural plantation slaves had more
than a passing acquaintance with the rudiments of wage labor
by 1865. During the flush 1850s, as the Virginia economy
experienced the birth pangs of industrialization, labor in
all sections grew scarcer even as the so-called surplus
continued to be sold southward. The expansion of slave
hiring helped antebellum Virginia industrialists adapt to
these changing economic realities, but sufficient labor
could not always be found in regions where needs were most
acute. Consequently, the surplus slave population of the
tobacco belt acquired characteristics of a labor reserve for
hirers in places distant from their owners. Many hired
bondsmen from the tobacco belt worked in places as removed
as Richmond, Petersburg, the Valley, and western Virginia's
Kanawha valley. Urban areas within the belt itself
generated an additional market for temporary hired slave
labor. The experiences of this particularized labor force
touched a wide portion of the slave community that remained
on the plantation, preparing both slaves and masters for a
different method of labor organization.

Ironically, the war that slaveholders waged to preserve
the old ways of 1life had.the effect of further unravelling
antebellum society, in large part because mobilization
fostered a process of ever greater modifications in labor
organization that mocked the very object of disunion. The

ferment of civil war telescoped the rudimentary changes that
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were already underway in the Virginia economy during the
1850s and elevated them to revolutionary proportions,
bringing tremendous demands to bear upon the labor supply.
These demands in turn compelled fundamental reorganizations
in the labor system. Divisions in white society, and the
strategic value of slave labor to the military, enabled
black Virginians to use their masters' rebellion to serve
their own ends. Ultimately, the decisive loss on Virginia
battlefields was due to the failure to shape Afro-American
labor to the purposes of the war.

As had been true of black slave labor in the antebellum
period and as was true during the war, free black labor
exerted a powerful influence in the postwar period,
illustrating in several different contexts that emancipation
did work a great change in tobacco-belt society. The end of
slavery made it unnecessary to continue to utilize the
piedmont as an informal labor reserve, and most freedpeople
were left dependent upon plantation agriacuiltureafonrga
living. Although neither southern planters nor northern
whites wished it so, ex-slaves yearned to farm independently
as landowners unreliant on planters for their livelihood.

At first it seemed that the northern government would help
at least some freedpeople acquire land titles through
redistributions of confiscated and abandoned lands. That
plan never came to fruition. As a result, freedpeople were

instead forced to sell their labor on the market, in many
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instances to their former masters. But when they did
so,blacks utilized their knowledge and understanding of
bargaining and contract to infuse working conditions with as
many preindustrial concepts of labor and property as
possible. In practical terms, this meant that they forced
the establishment of sharecropping soon after the war. By
1867, most ex-slaves in the tobacco belt worked lands
acquired under a kind of agreement which most former masters
initially abhorred.

Paralleling these developments was the acquisition of
the ballot during Congressional Reconstruction, a move which
helped freedpeople to gain greater independence on the
postwar plantations. Armed with the vote, they elected men
who produced the 1868 Underwood Constitution, an innovative
document that governed the Commonwealth until the beginning
of the twentieth century. That victory provided blacks with
an important sense of accomplishment and an enhanced sense
of security, and it helped them resist planter efforts to
return to o0ld methods of labor organization. But it also
spurred "moderate" Conservatives to greater action. Within
two years, "moderates" had accepted black suffrage in return
for home rule. The bargain that they made with the North
brought reconstruction to an early end in Virginia, and

eliminated the possibility of prolonged Republican rule.l4

l47ack p. Maddex, Jr., The Virginia Conservatives,
1869-1879: A Study in Reconstruction Politics (Chapel Hill,

1970), is the standard study on postwar Virginia politics.
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After the reestablishment of Conservative rule in
Virginia, blacks played a minor part in the political
history of the state throughout the rest of the century.
But their input into the development of the postwar social
and political system had been a substantial and important
one, and it continued to affect Virginia for decades. Their
power to impose significant portions of their vision of
freedom on the bourgeois pattern flowed directly from their
altered status from slave to free laborers, and that change
also affected the broader sweep of Virginia history. That
was the revolution that emancipation had begun, and this
study is an analysis of the early directions in which that

revolution proceeded in this large tobacco plantation region

of the Upper South.




CHAPTER I

What's Past is Prologue:
The Virginia Tobacco Belt in the 1850s

By the last antebellum decade Virginia slavery, the
oldest slave system in British North America, was far from a
monolithic institution. Black slavery was over 200 years
old in 1850, and it had experienced many changes over the
span of two centuries. Plantation slaves had been employed
almost exclusively in the production of tobacco, but since
its introduction, the crop had gone through several cycles
of boom and bust. Then, too, because of the heavy demands
tobacco made on the soil, a westward shift in its center of
production had also taken place. The period from 1820 to
1850 had been characterized by severe economic depression.
But the market revived during the 1850s, and slavery too
received new life. By that time, slaves and tobacco were
concentrated in the central and southern piedmont region of
the state. By 1860, then, plantation slavery in the
upcountry was firmly rooted, and most planters and farmers
were staunch proslavery advocates. But the upcountry's

economy did not function in isolation from other regional

16
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economies. The southern piedmont's ties to the restyof
Virginia were multidimensional and complex, and they

profoundly affected the character of tobacco-belt slavery.

Virginia's geography formed the basis of the state's
pronounced regionalism and was an important factor in many
aspects of her history. Geography helps explain the
persistence of slavery and tobacco agriculture, the growth
of manufacturing, and the durability of the slave trade.

Next to Texas, Virginia was the largest state in the country

lThe authoritative work on the political manifestations of
Virginia regionalism is Charles Henry Ambler, Sectionalism
in Virginia from 1776 to 1861 (New York, 1910), pp. 1-23.
Examples of other works which recognize the importance of
sectionalism in Virginia history include Kathleen Bruce,
Virginia Iron Manufacture in the Slave Era (New York, 1931),
pPp. 24-6; Alrutheus Ambush Taylor, The Negro in
Reconstruction of Virginia (New York, 19286}, sppt #3244
Robert McColley, Slavery and Jeffersonian Virginia, (Urbana,
2nd ed., 1973), pp. 9-16; Jack P. Maddex, Jr., The Virginia
Conservatives, 1867-1879: A Study in Reconstruction
Politics (Chapel Hill, 1970), pp. 3-22; Henry Thomas Shanks,
The Secession Movement in Virginia, 1847-1861 (Richmond,
1934), pp. 1-17; Alison Goodyear Freehling, Drift toward
Dissolution: The Virginia Slavery Debate of 1831-1832
(Baton Rouge, 1982), pPp. 11-35. Some authors pay scant
attention to regional differences. See, for example, James
C. Ballagh, A History of Slavery in Virginia (Baltimore,
1902), whose dated and often sociological approach neglects
the importance of historical geography, and Frederic
Bancroft, Slave Trading in the 01d South (Baltimore, 1931),
whose indifference to regionalism mars an otherwise
excellent account of the subject. A general work is Ralph
H. Brown, Historical Geography of the United States (New

York;i11948), :pp: 133:40,
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in 1850, and her natural features varied widely.2 By
imposing limits on man's ability to develop them
economically, these different ecologies produced a regional
demography as well. The tobacco belt's distinctive
character is better understood by situating its peculiar
geographic, economic, and demographic features within those
of the state.3

Five main regions existed in Virginia: the Tidewater or
Chesapeake; the northern piedmont; the southern piedmont or
tobacco belt; the Valley of Virginia; and Appalachia.
Running between the Valley and the piedmont, the Blue Ridge
divided these five regions into two general ones, eastern
and western Virginia. Eastern Virginia was made up of the

Tidewater and both piedmonts; the west comprised the Valley

and Appalachia. Virginians also recognized an area

2Georgia is larger than Virginia today; before the Civil
War, however, Virginia included the present state of West
Virginia.

3Appendix Tables 1-9 contain the statistical information
that forms the basis for the regional analysis in this
chapter. All statistics in the Appendix Tables, and cited
in footnotes throughout this study, unless otherwise
indicated, were generated from magnetic tape data organized
and distributed by the Inter-University Consortium for
Political Research (ICPR), of the University of Michigan in
Ann Arbor. This information was manipulated using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). One
purpose of the ICPR project was to gather and make available
selected census information for all states for all census
years since 1790. The codebook to the data R
Inter-University Consortium for Political Research,
Historical, Demographic, Economic, and Social Data: The

United States, 1790-1970, n.d., N,
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extending below the James River which they called the
Southside. Geography helped to unite the politically and
economically dominant eastern regions that shared many
complementary interests by the 1850s. But the concerns of
the more remote western sections often clashed with those of
the eastern oligarchy, although the Valley established some
economic ties with the east in the late antebellum period.4

A fundamental feature of Virginia geography was the
extensive and navigable river system of the east. The most
important of these rivers were the James, the Rappahannock,
the York, and the Potomac. They drain eastward, and in
their passage from the piedmont to the coastal plain they
enter a series of rapids and waterfalls, a boundary known as
the fall line. These waterfalls impede navigation, but
provide an important source of water power.

Rivers had provided the main transportation system since
colonial days and were critical to settlement patterns and

economic growth. They linked the large hinterland to those

4Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, paa8yidack Pn
Maddex, Jr., "Virginia: The Persistence of Centrist
Hegemony," in Reconstruction and Redemption in the South,
ed. by Otto H. Olsen (Baton Rouge and London, 1980), p. 131;
Freehling/oDriftotoward Dissolution, p. 80; Ambler,
Sectionalism in Virginia, pp. 8-18; Steven Hahn, "The
Yeomanry of the Nonplantation South," in Class, Conflict,
and Consensus: Antebellum Southern Community Studies, ed.

by Orville Vernon Burton and Robert C. MeMath, Jr.,
(Westport, Conn., 1982), p. 31; Eugene D. Genovese, "Yeoman
Farmers in a Slaveholders' Democracy," Agricultural History
495 €1976) 33142
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towns and cities at the fall line which developed in
response to the need for market centers. The most important
of these entrepdts was the state capital at Richmond,
located below the fall line of the James. Petersburg,
Alexandria, and Fredericksburg also lay along the fall line
and carried much of Virginia's trade. Norfolk, downriver
from Richmond on the coast, was the major port of the
state.5

The easternmost region of Virginia, the coastal plain,
is called the Tidewater. It was the oldest settled region
and was home to the state's political elite at the capital
in Richmond. 1In bottomlands near the region's numerous
streams and rivers, the land was especially fertile and
capable of supporting large crops, but sandy areas were not
as well-suited to staple agriculture. The growing season
was long, lasting from March to October or November; the
6

climate was warm, and rainfall usually plentiful.

West of the Tidewater and stretching to the eastern

SAmbler, Sectionalism in Virginia, pp. 1-3; Richard S.
Dunn, "Black Society in the Chesapeake, 1776-1810," in
Slavery and Freedom in the Age of the American Revolution,
ed. by Ronald Hoffman and Ira Berlin (Charlottesville, Va.,
1983), pp. 62-3; Barbara Jeanne Fields, Slavery and Freedom
on the Middle Ground: Maryland in the Nineteenth Century
(New Haven, 1985), pp. 17-21; Karl B. Raitz and Richard
Ulack with Thomas R. Leinback, Appalachia, A Regional
Geography: TLand, People, and Development (Boulder,
Colorado, 1984),ip..45:

6Albert E. Cowdrey, This Land, This South: An
Environmental History (Louisville, Ky., 1983), pp. 31-2.
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escarpment of the Blue Ridge ran the hilly upcountry
piedmont. Generally the soils of the piedmont were more
fertile than those of the Tidewater, particularly around the
Potomac and in the region's midsection. But, because the
land was hilly, erosion was often a problem, especially when
poor cultivation and drainage methods were used by upcountry
farmers. Higher altitude slightly shortened the growing
season, and this region was susceptible to occasional
drought. But generally the climate was well-suited to
agriculture.7

The piedmont divided into northern and southern
sections. Because the rivers in the north--the York and the
Potomac--were navigable past the fall line, westward
settlement from the Tidewater initially proceeded in that
direction. As a result, the northern piedmont was settled
earlier than than the southern piedmont, and its soils, like
those of the Tidewater, had become worn and could no longer
support tobacco agriculture by 1850.8

To the west of the tobacco belt, across the Blue Ridge
and cut off to a great extent from the east, was the middle
district of Virginia, the Great Valley. This region
actually held several valleys running northeast and

southwest, the most important of which were the Shenandoah,

7Cowdrey, This Land, This South, pp. 66-7.

8Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 1-2; John T.
Schlotterbeck, "The 'Social Economy' of an Upper South
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New, and Holston. Some counties in the southern end of the
Valley had contact with the east through the river system in
that area, but generally this region lacked navigable water
routes. Even though the soil in many areas of the Valley
was among the most fertile in the state, its higher
altitude, and its uneven surface interrupted by mountain
ridges, limited tobacco cultivation. Also scattered through
the Valley were large iron deposits.9

Antebellum Appalachia included the present state of West
Virginia; it was subdivided into three areas, the Alleghany
highlands, the Cumberland plateau, and the Ohio River
district. Located west of the continental divide,
Appalachia's rivers flowed west, orienting such river trade
as existed in that direction. But rivers in general were
shallow and swift, and did not provide adequate
transportation. Because of their inaccessibility and poor
transportation, the mountains were thinly settled. Altitude
and topography imposed limits on agriculture; only the
Cumberland plateau, where there were some fertile valleys,
could support a few commercial farmers. The region also

contained extensive coal and gas deposits.10

Community: Orange and Greene Coutnies, Virginia,
1815-1860," in Class, Conflict, and Consensus: Antebellum
Southern Community Studies, ed. by Orville Vernon Burton and
Robert C. McMath, Jr. (Westport, Conn., 19182 ) Bpp. B26=8%

9Ambler, Sectionalism in Virginia, PP. 1-2; Cowdrey, This

OShanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 2-3.
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Situated in the middle south of the state lay the
central and southern piedmont, surrounded on three sides by
the other Virginia regions and bordered by North Carolina to
its south. This high, rolling plain was tobacco country,
where the vast bulk of the state's prodigious staple was
cultivated in the 1850s. It was a large section, composed
of twenty-six counties in the southern two-thirds of the
piedmont plain. Although many of its rivers were too
shallow and swift to navigate, one major artery, the James,
was calm and deep, and had a canal constructed alongside
that carried most upcountry freight to market. Much of the
land was fertile, and while erosion was a problem, large
planters generally owned sufficient acreage to practice
rotation, thus allowing lands to lie fallow and restore
their fertility. 1In the east of the region there were large
coal deposits.ll

The natural resources of Virginia varied considerably,
then, and divided the state into five major regions that
formed the basis of the state's sectional character.
Because of the limitations imposed by these different
physical features, Virginia's regions also exhibited much

economic variety.

Land, This South, pp. 66-7; Avery O. Craven, Soil Exhaustion
as a Factor in the Agricultural History of Maryland and
Virginia, 1606-1860 (Urbana, Il1l., 1926), Pl 34%

111bid., p. 2.
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Tl

Regional economic differences in Virginia resulted in a
web of relationships among the five sections. The
relationship of the wealth-producing tobacco belt to the
other regions was a particularly intricate and complex one.
Like other regions, the tobacco belt developed few ties with
Appalachia. But it did have important connections with the
Valley, the northern piedmont, and especially with the
Tidewater.

The most diversified regional economy in Virginia was
that of the Tidewater. Here tobacco agriculture had begun
to decline in the 1750s. By that time, soil depletion
caused by decades of repetitive tobacco cultivation and by
wasteful farming practices shifted the locus of staple
production to the fresh lands of the central and southern
piedmont. Large migrations from the Tidewater to the
upcountry followed this change in the post-Revolutionary
period.12

Chesapeake farmers of the 1850s continued to produce
small amounts of tobacco, but a system of mixed general

farming that produced wheat, small grains, and corn

12p11an Kulikoff, "Uprooted Peoples: Black Migrants in
the Age of the American Revolution, 1790-1820," in Slavery
and Freedom in the Age of the American Revolution, ed. by

Hoffman and Berlin, pp. 143-45, 147-48.
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dominated late antebellum agriculture. Market gardening
also had become an important component of the economy,
particularly around Norfolk and Washington, while along the
bay and up the rivers many Virginians continued to fish and
to harvest oysters for a living. As this shift continued,
plantations and farms increased in number and decreased in
size, on the average. However, among large commercial
planters still engaged in staple agriculture, and owning 500
acres or more, some land concentration occurred.l3
The general shift to diversified agriculture and cereal
production required improved methods of farming. Innovators
like Edmund Ruffin and John Hartwell Cocke, who disseminated

their ideas through agricultural societies and journals,

advanced the use of contour plowing, crop rotation,

13g5ee Appendix Table 1, "Regional Agricultural Production,
1850 and 1860," and Table 2, "Farm Size by Region, 1860;
Percentage of State"; Kathleen Bruce, "Virginia Agricultural
Decline to 1860: A Fallacy," Agricultural History 6
(January 1932), 3-4; Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia,
pPp. 3, 5.

l4pdmund Ruffin edited the Farmer's Register, in which he
published many of his ideas on agricultural reform, between
1833 and 1843; Craven, Soil Exhaustion, pp. 135-61, 154-55;
Shanks, SeceSsion Movement in Virginia, pp. 3-5; John Thomas
Schlotterbeck, "Plantation and Farm: Social and Economic
Change in Orange and Greene Counties, YitginianrlZiéthko
1860," (Ph.D. dissertation, The Johns Hopkins University,
1980), pp. 255-59; John Hartwell Cocke, Tobacco: The Bane
of Virginia Husbandry (1860); for Cocke's views on slavery,
see Willie Lee Rose, "The Domestication of Domestic
Slavery," in Slavery and Freedom, pp. 18-21, and Martin Boyd

Coyner, "John Hartwell Cocke of Bremo: Agriculture and
Slavery in the Antebellum South," (Ph.D. dissertation,
University of Virginia, 1961); Emmett B. Fields, "The
Agricultural Population of Virginia, 1850-1860," (Ph.D.
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drainage, and the use of fertilizers, in an effort to
reclaim exhausted tobacco lands. Although only the
wealthiest planters could afford to implement full-scale
reform, one improvement, the use of fertilizer, had spread
widely throughout Virginia by the 1850s.14

It was also in the Tidewater that manufacture and
industry had made their greatest headway by 1850. This
embryonic industrial and manufacturing sector centered in
urban areas, notably Richmond and Petersburg. Modest by
northern standards, Tidewater manufacture nevertheless
established the state as the bellwether of southern
industry. Among her southern comrades, Virginia ranked
first in the number of manufacturing establishments, second
only to Maryland in the value of her manufactured product
and in the annual cost of labor used in manufacturing.
During the 1850s the state increased manufacturing output by
42 percent.15

The most extensively developed and lucrative enterprises

dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 1953), pp. 54-61.

15calculated from Table 54, "Value of Capital Employed in
Manufacturing, 1840, 1850, and 1860, and Value of Output,
1850 and 1860," in Lewis C. Gray, History of Agriculture in
the Southern United States to 1860, 2 vols. (Washington, D.
Cip2d933)¢in; 110433 Charles H: Wesley, Negro Labor in the
United States, 1850-1925: A Study in American Economic
History (New York, 1927; reprint ed. 1967), pp. 9-10; Luther
Porter Jackson, Free Neqgro Labor and Property Holding in
Virginia, 1830-1860 (New York, 1942, reprint ed., 1968), pPP.
177-78; Peter J. Rachleff, Black Labor in the South:
Richmond, Virginia, 1865-1890 (Philadelphia, 1984), pp. 5-9.
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were built near rivers along the fall line to exploit water
power, and they involved the primary processing of
agricultural produce, especially tobacco and wheat.
Richmond had the lion's share of antebellum Endustry!l lUIn
1860 the city held 52 tobacco factories and several flour
and grist mills, including Gallego Mills, one of the world's
largest such enterprises. Other manufacturing pursuits not
directlyhkticedito agriculture--Joseph R. Anderson's renowned
Tredegar Iron Works, for example--enhanced Richmond's
industrial dominance of the South.16

As a commercial center, Richmond shipped exports of
processed tobacco and wheat, as well as cattle, lumber and
naval stores for distribution to Europe, the Caribbean,
Brazil, Africa, and other points in the United States.
Large amounts of bituminous coal destined primarily for
eastern and northern markets also left through the capital
city. Situated thirteen miles to the city's west, across
the fall line in the eastern piedmont, was the Richmond coal
basin. Although much larger deposits existed in the
mountains, technology and particularly the transportation

System remained inadequate to exploit the western fields.

l6gee Appendix Table 3, "Regional Manufacturing in

Virginia, 1850 and 1860"; Robert S. Starobin, Industrial
Slavery in the 01d South (New York, 1970), pp. 21-2; Arthur
Peterson, "Flour and Grist Milling in Virginia," Virginia
Magazine of History and Biography 43 (April 1935), 97-108;
the standard work on Anderson and the Tredegar is Charles B.
Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy: John R. Anderson and the

Tredegar Iron Works (New Haven, 1966) .
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Eastern coal's accessibility made it the only source mined
for commercial and manufacturing purposes prior to 1865, and
the productivity of these mines in turn ranked Virginia as
one of five main coal-producing states of the antebellum
period.l7

Since most industry and commerce centered in or near
Richmond, most of the antebellum business community also
concentrated there. The merchants who governed the city's
commerce were often prominent financiers as well, directing
banks and funding railroad and canal projects. Typically
Whiggish in outlook, their business connections placed them
in increasing contact with northern capitalists, contact
made easier by Virginia's geographic location midway up the
Atlantic coast. Like the industrialists, merchants did not
directly confront or oppose slavery--many were slaveholders
themselves--and their dependence on the planters for market
and labor allied them closely to that class. 8till, their
economic activities posed a threat to the regime, if usually

only a potential one, which the planters constantly sought

l7Virginia coal production expanded greatly in the 1850s,
making these the most important coal fields of the South;
later they would be a mainstay of the Confederacy. Still,
Virginia coal lost ground to Pennsylvania's anthracite coal
production in this decade. Ronald L. Lewis, Coal, Iron, and
Slaves: Industrial Slavery in Maryland and Virginia,
1715-1865 (Westport, Conn., 1979), pp. 54-74; Bruce,
Virginia Iron Manufacture, pp. 108-09; James H. Brewer, The
Confederate Negro; Virginia's Craftsmen and Military
Laborers, 1861-1865 (Durham, 1969), pp. 48-9; Richard C.
Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-1860 (New

Yotk; 1967}, pp. 12=13;
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to minimize.

Both planters and industrialists depended heavily on the
existence of suitable transportation. The James River and
Kanawha Canal, the state's favored internal improvement
project since the 1780s, carried four times the tonnage of
the largest railroad in 1860. Tidewater merchants since the
1820s had hoped to extend the canal across the Alleghanies
to the Ohio Valley, in order to tap the increasingly
valuable western trade. These plans remained unrealized on
the eve of the war. Not until 1840 did construction reach
Lynchburg, on the western edge of the tobacco belt. It took
another decade of controversy to push the canal across the
Blue Ridge to Buchanan in the Valley. A small but important
system of turnpikes and plank roads buttressed the canal and
river system and gave farmers adjunct routes to market.19

Transportation was not limited to river, canal, and road
travel. During the 1850s Virginia entered a remarkable
period of railroad extension. 1In that decade, the Richmond

government reversed its indifferent investment pattern by

18Eugene D. Genovese, The World the Slaveholders Made:

Two Essays in Interpretation, (New York, 1969), pp. 16-20;
Genovese, Political Economy of Slavery, pp. 19-24; Maddex,
Virginia Conservatives, Pp. 9-11; Shanks, Secession Movement
in Virginia, pp. 5-6, 17.

9carter Goodrich, Government Promotion of American Canals
and Railroads, 1800-1890 (New York, 1959), p. 95; Freehling,
Drift toward Dissolution, pp. 322-23; Shanks, Secession
Movement in Virginia, p. 6; Craven, Soil Exhaustion, p. 133;

Robert Fleming Hunter, "The Turnpike Movement in Virginia,
1816-1860 (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1957).
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agreeing to underwrite a controlling three-fifths interest
in railroad stock. As a result, track mileage nearly
trebled from 350 to 1350 miles by the Civil War.20 Five
principal roads, the Richmond and Danville, the Southside,
the Orange and Alexandria, the Virginia Central, and the
Virginia and Tennessee, provided service throughout the east
and to the southwest corner, while several other small trunk
lines reinforced the system and connected interior areas to
waterways. Only the northwest remained unconnected by rail
to the east in 1860, although northern connections
existed.21 Competition between railroad and canal
supporters, and among railroad contractors themselves,
hindered a fuller development of Virginia's transportation
network. These conflicts rendered the system inadequate for
all the state's needs, and they fueled sectional discord.
Still, the 1850s represent a decade of transportation growth
and improvement which promoted commercial activity by

opening up certain areas of the state either by rail,

20Goodrich, Government Promotion of American Canals and
Railroads, p. 96; Allen W. Moger, "Railroad Practices and
Policies in Virginia After the Civil War," Virginia Magazine
of History and Biography 59 (October 1951), 425-26; David R.
Goldfield, Urban Growth in the Aqge of Sectionalism:
Virginia, 1847-1861 (Baton Rowge ; 119772y pps 10-12.

21at that, the Valley remained only nominally connected by
the Virginia Central. A more important link was with
Baltimore, north of the Valley, through the Baltimore and
Ohio line, though it only reached Winchester, in the
northern Valley. Maddex, Virginia Conservatives, pp. 13-14;
Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, p. 17; Moger,

"Virginia Railroads," p. 449.
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turnpike, water, or some combination of the three.22

In the northern piedmont, as elsewhere in Vipginia
agriculture retained dominance in the 1850s. However, as in
the Tidewater, the character of agriculture in this region
had changed considerably over the past century, and these
changes formed the basis of this region's distinction from
the southern piedmont. Settlers from the Tidewater reached
the northern piedmont in the second quarter of the
eighteenth century. They brought tobacco culture with them,
and the two regions' economies displayed roughly similar
patterns of growth. But since the late 1700s, tobacco had
surrendered its primacy to commercial wheat and corn
production. By the last antebellum decade, these old
counties of the upper piedmont had become increasingly
distinguished by a consumption and production pattern
revolving around the household and heavily dependent on ties
of kinship and community. They formed a "social economy"
among diversified farmers who lived on farms of increasingly

smaller size.23

22Maddex, Virginia Conservatives, pP. 14; Shanks, Secession
Movement in Virginia, p. 7; Richard Graham, "Slavery and
Economic Development: Brazil and the United States South in
the Nineteenth Century," Comparative Studies in Society and
History 23 (October 1981), 620-55.

235ee Appendix Tables 1-3; Schlotterbeck, "The 'Social
Economy' of an Upper South Community," p. 5; Kulikoff,
"Uprooted Peoples," pp. 145-46; Craven, Soil Exhaustion, pPpP.

76-7; Peter J. Albert, "The Protean Institution: The
Geography, Economy, and Ideology of Slavery in
Post-Revolutionary Virginia," (Ph.D. dissertation,
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The Valley was Virginia's breadbasket. Farmers in this
region produced some tobacco, but the chief agricultural
products of the Valley were wheat, corn, and cattle. Farms
of over 200 acres were rare. German and Scots-Irish
immigrants moving south from Pennsylvania and New York
settled the region in the late 1720s, and they retained
important northern economic and social ties, often using
Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh for market. But, by
the 1850s, the Valley's ties with the east grew stronger,
despite the obstruction of the Blue Ridge and a history of
political differences. The development of river
transportation and the extension of the canal to Buchanan
redirected some of the Valley's trade eastward. Most
importantly, numerous blast furnaces were scattered through
this region, and several of them furnished pig iron to the
24

eastern ironworks.

Appalachia's isolation from the rest of the state made

University of Maryland, 1976)5 ppel85829,r81=23 and graph
on p. 38 showing location of tobacco production in the
post-Revolutionary period. During the 1850s the social
economy eroded somewhat under the influence of a favorable
market. Schlotterbeck, "The ‘Social Economy' of an Upper
South Community," p. 22; Hahn found a similar economic
structure in upcountry Georgia before the war, in "Yeomanry
of the Nonplantation South, " P. 29; Donald Mitchell Sweig,
"Northern Virginia Slavery: A Statistical and Demographic
Investigation," (Ph.D. dissertation, College of William and
Mary, 1982), is a thorough investigation of this region.

24gee Appendix Tables 1-3; Maddex, *Virginias . The
Persistence of Centrist Hegemony," pp. 130-31; Bruce,
Virginia Iron Manufacture, pp. 271-73; Lewis, Coal, Iron,

and Slaves, p. 221.
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it the most distinctive region of the five. 1In these
sparsely populated mountains the plantation system did not
exist. Generally whites lived independently on small farms,
where they grew corn, oats, rye, a considerable amount of
buckwheat, made liquor, kept orchards and raised livestock,
practically all of which went for personal consumption.

With two important exceptions, the Kanawha river valley
where the salt works were located, and the mineral springs
and resorts scattered through the mountains, Appalachians
had little economic or social contact with the rest of

23 Mountaineers greeted the eastern oligarchy's

ViveEg inifas
hauteur and governmental neglect with a bristly resentment.
Few issues provoked more rancor than those concerning
representation, internal improvements, and an equal share of
the state's tax revenues. These factors presaged the area's
separation from the state in 1863.26

In the tobacco heartland, the 1850s were a decade of
unprecedented staple production. When the market finally

rallied, the southern piedmont produced a record Clgleljol (o}

tobacco. Of the 123,968,312 pounds grown in 1859, over 78

2530hn Edmund Stealey, III, "Slavery and the West Virginia
Salt Industry," in The Other Slaves: Mechanics, Artisans,
and Craftsmen, ed. by James E. Newton and Ronald L. Lewis
(Boston, 1978), pp. 109-33; Shanks, Secession Movement in

Virginia, 'pp s ri-g;

265ee Appendix Tables 1-3; Maddex, Virqginia Conservatives,
P. 26; Richard O. Curry, A House Divided: A Study of
Statehood Politics and the Copperhead Movement in West

Virginia (Pittsburgh, 1964), pp. 1l6-27.
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percent of the leaf came from this region.27 Most other
agricultural production in the tobacco belt was used in
local consumption. Farmers supplemented tobacco agriculture
with substantial crops of wheat and corn, though they did
not match the size of these crops grown in the Tidewater,
Valley, or northern piedmont. Farmers also raised fruits
and vegetables, and kept livestock. Small farms
predominated, here as elsewhere in Virginia, for tobacco did
not require economy of scale for successful cultivation. A
single unassisted man could cultivate two to three acres per
year, which would yield 1500-2000 pounds to sell on the
market. However, most of Virginia's largest plantations
were located in this region.28
Although the fortunes of southern piedmont slaveholders

depended most heavily on the cultivation of tobacco, this

27gee Appendix Table 1. Figures on the 1859 crop show a
drop in the regional share of the belt's tobacco from 90 to
78 percent since the previous census. The difference was
made up in the mountains, where tobacco production increased
dramatically. However, most of this increase occurred in
Virginia's southwest corner, through which the Virginia and
Tennessee had been extended that decade, thereby opening up
new lands to tobacco agriculture. Hence the increase in
tobacco production for the mountains took place in one
specific area, and the notably higher figure obscures the
more attenuated involvement of Appalachian farmers in the
tobacco economy.

28gee Appendix Table 2. 1In the cotton districts, a single
person was expected to be able to cultivate eight to ten
acres of cotton; Joseph Clarke Robert, The Tobacco Kingdom:
Plantation, Market, and Factory in Virginia and North
Carolina, 1800-1860 (Durham, 1938), pp. 17-19; Shanks,

Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 1-2.
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region, like the Tidewater, harbored a small manufacturing
sector. Industry was less conspicuous, and it was more
dispersed through the countryside, but the differences were
ones of degree rather than kind. Manufacturers processed
agricultural produce, especially tobacco and wheat.29
Lynchburg, the major market center of upcountry Virginia,
was linked by canal to the capital and by rail to
Petersburg. As the region's largest urban area and
Virginia's third largest tobacco market, the city derived
its unusual wealth from many of the same enterprises that
distinguished Richmond. This interior entrep6t was known as
"The Tobacco City" for its chief industry, carried out in 35
tobacco factories in 1850; by 1860 another twelve had been
added. Eighteen flour mills also were located in

Lynchburg. The growing towns of Danville, in Pittsylvania
county, Farmville in Prince Edward, and Clarksville in
Mecklenburg, also processed a significant amount of

tobacco. Many small factories, some located on individual
plantations, were scattered across the interior. Completing
the industrial and manufacturing profile of this region were
such other small concerns as gristmills, sawmills,

tanneries, and even a few textile factories.30

29Manufacturing information based on the census categories
of 1850 and 1860, which enumerated the number of
manufacturing establishments, capital invested, persons
employed, value of annual manufacturing product, cost of raw

301t was said that per capita wealth in
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In addition to regional geographic and economic
distinctions in Virginia, there were demographic ones as
well. Differences in the distribution of whites--both
slaveholders and nonslaveholders--slaves, and free Negroes,
and the regional incidence of the slave trade, mirrored
Virginia's geographic and economic regional variety.

In 1860, with over 1.5 million people, Virginia was not
only the most populous of the slave states, but with 490,865
bondsmen, held its largest slave population as well. The
free Negro population of 58,042 was second only to
Maryland.31 The number of slaveholders in
Virginia--approximately 52,000--exceeded that of any other

32

southern state. Not surprisingly, Virginia was one of

the most important slave-exporting states of the Upper South

materials, and the cost of labor annually. See Appendix
Table 3.

Lynchburg--presumably among whites--was exceeded by only one
other town in the country, that of New Bedford,
Massachusetts. Robert, Tobacco Kingdom, pp. 181-85;
Bancroft, Slave Trade, pp. 91, 93-4; Peterson, "Flour and
Grist Milling in Virginia," pp. 97-108; Claudia Dale Goldin,
Urban Slavery in the American South, 1820-1860: A
Quantitative History (Chicago, 1976), p. 26.

3lgee Appendix Table 4, "Virginia Regional Population,
1850 and 1860"; Ira Berlin, Slaves Without Masters: The
Free Negro in the Antebellum South (New York, 1974), pp.
47-50. There were 83,900 free blacks by the time of the
Civil War in Maryland.

325ee Appendix Table 5, "Slaveholders in Virginia, 1860."
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in the late antebellum period, furnishing tens of thousands
of slave men, women, and children to the cotton
districts.33

Slave distribution reflected regional economic variety.
Of the total Virginia slave population, the vast
majority--over 87 percent--lived east of the Blue Ridge.
Most slaves had been located in the Tidewater during the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. But after
tobacco agriculture took up a new home farther west, the
slave population likewise was moved in that direction, and
by 1850, the enslaved were concentrated most heavily in the
tobacco belt. Numbering a majority in most counties and a
significant minority in others, tobacco-belt slaves
accounted for over 46 percent of all Virginia bondsmen in
1860, but the Tidewater continued to hold slightly more than
32 percent. 1In the northern piedmont, where tobacco also
had been abandoned, the slave population had declined
steadily over the course of the nineteenth century. By 1860
they represented only 9 percent of Virginia's slave

population.34

33The other states that sold slaves at high rates were
Kentucky, Maryland, Delaware, Tennessee, North and South
Carolina, and the District of Columbia. Richard Sutch, "The
Breeding of Slaves for Sale and the Westward Expansionof
Slavery, 1850-1860," in Race and Slavery in the Western
Hemisphere: Quantitative Studies, ed. by Stanley L.
Engerman and Eugene D. Genovese (Princeton, N.J., 19753, 8D,
17:9%

345ee Appendix Table 4. Some tobacco belt counties had
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Slavery was less important in the western regions. Most
slaves who were there were found in the Valley, where on a
few large plantations south of the James they were engaged
in tobacco agriculture. Elsewhere, both in the Valley and
in the mountains, more wealthy farmers might own the labor
of a slave or two. But generally, the number of slaves and
slaveholders was not only small compared with the east, but
like that of the northern piedmont, undergoing an absolute
decline in the 1850s.

As the tobacco belt held the highest percentage of
slaves, so too was it home to most--40 percent--of
Virginia's slaveholding class. Most Virginia slaveholders
did not possess either large estates or large
slaveholdings. About half of all slaveholders held fewer
than five slaves; a quarter of them owned between five and
ten. This general pattern held firm in the tobacco belt.
However, of the larger slaveholdings to be found in
Virginia--those with fifty slaves or more--over half could
be found in this region. The belt also contained most of

the slaveholders who owned between 10 and 49 slaves. One of

long had black majorities, mostly in the eastern part of the
region, for example in Amelia and Nottoway. 1In contrast to
earlier decades, whites now outnumbered slaves in a few
Tidewater counties, sometimes by a comfortable margin; in
seven Tidewater counties, the slave population had undergone
an absolute decline. These were Norfolk, Accomac,
Northumberland, Essex, Southampton, New Kent, and Mathews.
Jackson, Free Neqro Labor and Property Holding, pp. ix, 70;
Shanks, Secession Movement in Yizgitiagoph 12; Bancroft,

Slave Trading, p. 386.
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the largest slaveholdings in Virginia was the one of the
Hairston family of Henry county, who owned over 300
slaves.35

In contrast to the demographic pattern of the
slaveholding class, Virginia slaves were about evenly
divided between large and small slaveholding units.
Slightly more than half of all Virginia slaves lived on
plantations holding fifteen slaves or more; the other half
lived on units of between 1 and 14 slaves. However, the
tobacco belt again varied noticeably from the larger
pattern. About 64 percent of all tobacco belt slaves lived
on farms and plantations holding over fifteen slaves. The
tobacco belt had an especially high percentage of slaves
living on units of between 20 and 49 slaves. In the state,
slaves on plantations of this size accounted for not quite
30 percent of all slaves. But almost 35 percent of all
slaves in the southern piedmont fell into this category, and
just over half of all such holdings were in the tobacco
belt.36

Like the slave population, Virginia's large free Negro

population showed distinct regional variations. In the

355ee Appendix Table 5, "Slaveholders in Virginia, 1860";
J. E. B. De Bow on Samuel Hairston's estate, "The Richest
Man in Virginia," De Bow's Review 18 (January 1855), 53.

365ee Appendix Table 3, "Slaves on Given Size Plantations,
1860 Southern Piedmont."
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state the percentage of free Negroes to the total population
averaged just over 3.6 percent. In 1860 over 84 percent of
free Negroes lived east of the Blue Ridge, and most by far
lived in the Tidewater and northern piedmont. In the former
region they were especially numerous, increasing between
1850 and 1860 from 49 to over 55 percent of all Virginia
free Negroes. The northern piedmont accounted for another
11 percent, bringing these two regions' total to 66
percent. By contrast, in the tobacco belt, free Negroes
accounted for only slightly more than 18 percent of all
Virginia free Negroes.37
Viewed from another perspective, slightly over 10
percent of all Virginia Afro-Americans were free Negroes.
But in the Tidewater and northern piedmont, that ratio
significantly exceeded the state average. In the former
region, free Negroes increased from 15 to over 17 percent of
the black population during the 1850s; in the northern
piedmont they represented nearly 12 percent of all blacks.
But in the tobacco belt, free Negroes accounted for not more
than 5 or 6 percent of the Afro-American population in most
38

countiecs.

More than 85 percent of all free Negroes in the South

37see Appendix Table 4.

38gee Appendix Table 4, and Table 7, "Percentage of Free
Negroes to the Total Black Population for each Region of
Virginia, 1850 and 1860."
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lived in the Upper South states of North Carolina, Virginia,
Maryland, and Delaware.39 Compared to the free Negroes of
the Lower South, those of the Upper South were not only more
numerous, but in general included a higher proportion of
blacks as opposed to mulattoes, and they were more rural
than urban. Black free Negroes in Virginia especially
outnumbered their mulatto counterparts in the cities, where
on the eve of the war they held majorities of two or three
to one.40 As elsewhere in the South, free Negroes in
Virginia displayed consistently low sex ratios. Planters
emancipated women more often than men, and the free Negro
population always contained an excess of women, particularly
in the east.41

An important feature of Virginia slavery and demography
was the state's extensive involvement in the interstate
slave trade. The numbers of slaves exported from Virginia
had increased markedly in the 1820s and swelled to an

estimated 200,000 slaves in the 1830s and 1840s. Depressed

local economic conditions, the opening of Texas lands, and

39Berlin, Slaves Without Masters, p. 179.

40Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, p. 180.

4lgee Appendix Table 8, "Regional Sex Ratios, Free

Negroes, Slaves, and Whites, 1850-1860"; Table 9, "Regional
Percentage Changes in Slave and Free Black Populations,
1850-1860." Sex ratios are calculated for that segment of
the population of reproductive age, between 15 and 50
years. Berlin, Slaves Without Masters, pp. 47, 49-50,

174-81; Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, Pp.
115-16.
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the labor demands of the cotton South prompted this
tremendous forced migration. Even during the economic
revival of the 1850s, when slave labor in Virginia came into
somewhat greater demand and checked the magnitude of the
trade, an estimated 67,000 to 80,000 slaves, or about 12
percent of the total slave population, were sold southward
or westward. Thus, on the eve of the Civil War this trade
continued to give a brisk business, but it drew slaves
disproportionately from different regions. Most Virginia
slaves who entered the trade came from the Tidewater, the
region that, since the Revolutionary period, had shown the
greatest propensity to sell slaves. Slaves from the
northern piedmont were also sold in high numbers. But even
in the thriving tobacco belt, planters sold slaves at a rate

only moderately exceeded by the two older regions.42

42Rjichard Sutch, "The Breeding of Slaves for Sale and the
Westward Expansion of Slavery, 1850-1860," in Race and
Slavery in the Western Hemisphere: Quantitative Studies,
ed. by Stanley L. Engerman and Eugene D. Genovese
(Princeton, 1975), pp. 178, 181, and the appendix Table 4,
p. 207. Sutch estimates that 67,716 Virginia slaves left
during the 1850s, about 12 percent of the slave population.
The states of Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, South Carolina,
and the District of Columbia all had higher rates of slave
exportation than Virginia. Compare Sutch's calculation with
Bancroft's estimate of 80,576 for the same decade.
Bancroft's estimates are regarded as unsophisticated, except
to detect overall trends, as they have been used here. The
tobacco belt experienced a 14 percent loss of labor in the
1850s; the Tidewater, 15 percent; the northern piedmont, 18
percent; and the Tidewater and northern piedmont together,
16 percent. Compared to Sutch's 12 percent statewide loss
during this decade, these figures are obviously too high,
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Few of the ex-slaves whose testimony was recorded during
the 1930s, and who spoke of slave sales, had escaped contact
with the interstate slave trade. If their own families had
remained untouched by the trade, they typically knew of
others who had not. 1In Albemarle county, for example,
William Johnson Jr.'s master tried to avoid selling his
slaves, but Johnson said that his master was an exception.
"White folks in my part of the country didn't think anything
of breaking up a family and selling the children in one
section of the south and the parents in some other section,"
he noted. "If they got short of cash and wanted four or
five hundred dollars--they would say, 'John, Mary, James, I
want you to get ready and go to the courthouse with me this
morning.' They would take you on down there and that's the
last we'd see of them." 1In Lunenburg, Jennie Rash's
five-month 0ld son was sold for $500 and, according to her
grandson, Louis Fitzgerald, she had four or five other
children who were sold from her later in life, "and she
ad3

never saw them anymore.

Virginia's important role as a supplier of slaves to the

but they do show a regional pattern. Bancroft,
Slave-Trading, pp. 384-86; Genovese, Political Economy of
Slavery, p. 142; Phillips, American Neqro Slavery, pp.
187-204.

43Charles L. Perdue, Jr., Thomas E. Barden, and Robert K.
Phillips, eds. and comps., Weevils in the Wheat: Interviews
with Virginia Ex-Slaves (Bloomington, 1976, reprint ed.,
1980 3, upp. 5925h166




44

Deep South suggests that the value of slave women of
reproductive age was high in the antebellum period. Yet,
except in the northern piedmont, Virginia's slave population
in 1860 of reproductive age was not skewed toward an excess
of women; in fact, there were slightly more males than
females. This ratio in part reflects the ongoing importance
of slave labor in the economy, but it does not mean that
women were not valued as reproducers of the slave
population. Studies have shown that under certain
circumstances, the ratio of slave women to men was a high
one. On farms holding only one slave, for example, that
slave was likely to be male. But when farms with no women
were excluded, a surplus of women resulted.44 Many slaves
understood that the bearing of children in many cases formed
the basis of a woman's value to her master. According to
ex-slave Katie Blackwell Johnson of Lunenburg, "masters were
very careful about a good breedin' woman. If she had five
or six children she was rarely sold." And according to
William Johnson, when slave women went on the block,
"bidders would come up and feel the women's legs

examine their hips, feel their breast, and examine them to
see if they could bear children. If the women were in good

condition they would bring anywhere from $150.00 to $500.00

44This was the case for Virginia in Richard Sutch's

study. After this factor was taken into account, the sex
ratio of the slave population of reproductive age became a
low one. Sutch, "The Breeding of Slaves for Sale," pp.
191-93.
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a piece."45

This overview of Virginia regionalism and the factors
that produced it shows that the tobacco belt represented the
stronghold of Virginia slavery and plantation agriculture in
the 1850s. Its climate and soil were well-suited to tobacco
culture, its transportation system was relatively
well-developed, and it enjoyed the favorable influence of a
boom market. The state's largest concentration of
slaveholders and slaves was found here; the slaves
represented the largest group of rural bondsmen still
engaged in plantation agriculture in the Upper South.
Reflecting the region's hostility to black freedom,
relatively few free Negroes inhabited the region. Still,
tobacco agriculture was not the region's sole endeavor.
Although the economy was overwhelmingly rural, there was a
small manufacturing sector, one important urban market at

Lynchburg, and several other important small towns as well.

45Table 8; Perdue, et. al., eds., Weevils in the Wheat,

pp. 161, 166. There has been considerable controversy in
the literature in the past ten years over the use and
accuracy of the term "breeding” as it applies to southern
slavery. Opponents of the term believe that slaveowners who
"bred" slaves would by definition have had to indulge in the
forced pairing of slaves. Occasionally this did happen;
more often, slaveholders provided suitable conditions, at
least for health and sometimes for family life, making
intrusion into the personal lives of their slaves
unnecessary. Slaveholders had been known to sue those who
sold them infertile slave women, and had their cases tried
successfully in court. Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar
Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (New York,
1956) ¢ pp.c245<51.
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Nor did the tobacco upcountry exist in isolation from the
rest of Virginia. Situated in the middle of the state, it
had close ties with the other two eastern regions and, by
virtue of the canal, some connections with the Valley as
well. The region also was connected closely to the
Tidewater's manufacturing sector, and this relationship in
particular had important implications for the tobacco belt's

experience in both slavery and freedom.

IV

Secular trends evident in different degrees in various
regions by the 1850s--agricultural reform, nascent
manufacturing, an expanding transportation network, a
durable slave trade, increased demand for free Negro labor,
and widespread slave hiring--all profoundly influenced
Virginia slavery. In some ways these changes fundamentally
contradicted slavery and eroded its foundation. But in
other, more important ways, they created a versatile and
adaptable labor force capable of meeting changing economic
demand within the slave regime. 1In turn, these shifts
provided a partial answer for a labor problem which had for
decades defied solution.

The labor difficulties that vexed Virginia slaveholders
resulted from the paradoxical existence of a labor shortage
in the midst of a labor surplus. This paradox affected all

the Upper South slave states to some extent, but none more
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acutely than Virginia. The problem dated back to the 1820s,
when the east, while supplying slaves to the cotton South,
also embarked upon a program of general agricultural and
economic reform. Although the reform impulse met with
limited success, it was nevertheless eositily swand: asisimwall
slave systems liquidity was a constant problem. With money
tied up in land and slaves, planters had little cash for
investment. The sale of slaves, then, represented the
readiest way in which sufficient funds could be acquired to
underwrite reform ventures. Since many planters,
particularly in the more diversified regions, had surplus
bondsmen, and since Lower South demand for them was high,
the generation of capital through slave sales bore all the
trappings of a solution tailor-made for the planters'
economic woes. But slave sales, consisting as they did
chiefly of prime hands, also depleted the labor force
necessary to implement these programs, and they therefore
undermined the reforms they were intended to support.46
This trend was most pronounced in the Tidewater and northern
piedmont, where slave sales were greatest and
diversification most advanced. But its pressures also could

be felt in the tobacco belt and parts of the Valley as

46Genovese, Political Economy of Slavery, pp. 136-41,
provides a more detailed analysis of this problem and
discusses it within the context of the southern economy
generally.
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well.47

The conflict became especially troublesome in the
1850s, when favorable market conditions, rapid agricultural
and economic diversification, and renewed labor demands
combined to make the labor shortage a problem of greater
proportions. The increased use of hired slaves, augmented
by free Negro labor, ameliorated many of the problems of
labor mobilization caused by the changing nature of the
economy.

Free Negroes and hired slaves were two groups heavily
employed in those sectors of the economy suffering most
severely from labor shortages, and whose influence on the
process of emancipation would exceed their numbers. Each
group inhabited the shadowy interstices of the slave regime;
free Negroes were prohibited from claiming the full spectrum
of citizenship rights, whereas hired slaves surreptitiously
managed to acquire some of the same. As a consequence,
sometimes these two types of Afro-Americans were able to
breach the limits of slavery and acquire, often byfvirtue fof
artisanal skills and bargaining knowledge, a degree of
autonomy and a measure of material success that other
members of the slave or free Negro communities could not
enjoy.

Virginia free Negroes lived under proscriptive legal

liabilities that had worsened since the early nineteenth

47Based upon regional slave trade estimates, calculated
above.
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century. Yet their political and social marginality was
mitigated to a certain extent in the 1850s by the boom
economy and the labor shortage that brought an increased
demand for black labor. North American free Negroes had
never constituted a petit bourgeoisie in the way that they
did in the Caribbean, where there was usually no significant
nonslaveholding white class to fill the intermediate
positions that existed. But in Virginia, free Negroes often
had supplemented slave and free white labor to a significant
extent, enough to provoke white protest against expulsion
and colonization schemes from time to time.48 Especially

in the 1850s, free Negro farm labor was in high demand, and
those who worked as agricultural laborers significantly
outnumbered skilled hands in the labor force. §Still others

1 Often

farmed rented lands, primarily as cash tenants.
free Negroes were targeted for jobs thought to be too
unhealthy for slaves, and their wages were pitEl Ul 1y

meager. However, there was a significant proportion of free
Negroes in certain skilled and mechanical positions. 1In
1860 free Negroes constituted a majority of the state's

barbers, boatmen, and laundresses; they monopolized the

plastering trade; they were a large minority among factory

483ackson, Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, pp.
87-90.

49Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground, pp.
3-4; Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, pp. 70,
104-09.
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workers, domestics, shoemakers, and oysterers; they were
represented significantly among such other skilled tradesmen
as coopers and bricklayers.50

By the 1850s, a small and select grouprof
propertyholders and landowners, both tradesmen and farmers,
managed to amass remarkable amounts of real and personal
property. Through skill and determination, Virginia free
Negroes owned, primarily through purchase, 60,074 acres by
1860; many lived in the tobacco belt. Peter Jenkins of
Cumberland county, for example, owned 92 acres in 1859; in
Brunswick, Peter Stewart owned 421 acres; Charles Wilson
farmed 200 acres of his own in Campbell county. Some free
Negro women owned sizeable estates. Frankey Miles of
Amelia, for example, owned 1100 acres. Many of the larger
landowners were successful commercial farmers, like the
Anderson and Miles families of Amelia, the Wilkerson
brothers of Louisa, and Jacob Sampson of Goochland. Urban
free Negroes also held considerable amounts of property; the
livery-stable business brought much of that wealth, as it
did to Booker Jackson of Farmville. The ownership and
operation of groceries and grogshops were other important

occupations among free Negroes.51

50Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, pp.
65-101, 136.

51Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, 'pp.
136-38; many other examples of free Negro economic success
are cited on pp. 102-36, 1X37+70, ‘andrin James’ S\ Russell,
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Slave hiring was common throughout the
nineteenth-century South, especially in urban areas, in
industry, in the border states generally and Virginia in

3¢ By the 1850s, this method of labor

particular.
deployment, integral to the diverse requirements of the
Tidewater and northern piedmont economies since the 1780s,
assumed an unprecedented importance throughout eastern
Virginia and in parts of the Valley.53 A statewide annual
average of an estimated 15,000 slaves worked on plantations
and farms, in households and manufactures, and in
transportation, under the direction of people other than
their owners during the decade.54

From the perspective of owners and employers alike,

slave hiring had several advantages. First and most

"Rural Economic Progress of the Negro in Virginia," Journal
of Negro History 11 (October 1926), pp. 556-62; Berlin,
Slaves Without Masters, pp. 62-4, 243-47, 344-45,

52Bancroft, Slave Trading, p. 145; Jackson, Free Neqgro
Labor and Property Holding, pp. 177-79; Goldin, Urban
Slavery, pp. 35-6; Goldfield, Urban Growth in the Aqge of
Sectionalism, pp. 130-38.

53Clement L. Eaton, "Slave-Hiring in the Upper South: A
Step Towards Freedom," Mississippi Valley Historical Review
46 (March 1960), 675-76; Sarah S. Hughes, "Slaves for Hire:
The Allocation of Black Labor in Elizabeth City County,
Virginia, 1782-1810," William & Mary Quarterly 35 (April
1978), 260-63; Goldfield, Urban Growth in the Age of
Sectionalism, pp. 130-31; Schlotterbeck, "Plantation and
Farm," pp. 325, 328.

541t is impossible to quantify exactly the numbers of

hired slaves in the South. Census enumerators did not
record whether slaves were hired until 1860, and then they
did so haphazardly. The manuscript returns of Maryland and
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important, hiring alleviated one of the most economically
irrational tendencies of slavery: it allowed for constant
readjustments in the size and location of the labor force in
accordance with the dictates of market demand.55 Only by
deploying labor, and particularly skilled labor, where
demand was strong, and by making at least a part of the
labor force mobile and versatile, could slaveholders hope to
effect even their limited program of reform. Hiring also
absorbed part of the state's labor surplus and redirected it
into those sectors of the economy suffering most acutely
from labor shortages--notably to the general farming
districts of the east, the factories, furnaces, coal mines,
railroads and canals, and urban households. Hiring spared
employers the considerable expense the purchase of slaves
would have required, and allowed them to invest their
limited capital in other directions. Hiring also mitigated
the challenge to the slaveholders' entire view of himself
that was so firmly rooted in the ownership of black labor, a
threat exacerbated by extensive slave sales. By providing
slaveholders with a way to retain their slaves, and thereby

their power and position within society, hiring allowed

Virginia are considered to be the most reliable in this
respect, however, and it is from these returns for Fairfax,
Fauquier, and some other counties and municipalities that
Bancroft calculated his estimates. Bancroft, Slave Trading,
pp. 96-7, 117, 404-05; Goldin, Urban Slavery, pp. 35-6.

55Genovese, Political Economy of Slavery, p. 16; Wade,
Slavery in the Cities, p. 38.
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tradition-bound planters to hold the forces of change in
their society temporarily at bay.56

Hired slaves worked under a wide variety of
arrangements. Contract periods ranged from as little as a
week to as long as five years, but most often hired slaves
worked under annual leases which bound them from the first
week in January until Christmas. They then returned to
their owners' plantations for the customary holiday when
arrangements for the ensuing year were made. Most of these
hired slaves were drawn from the surplus slave population on
the plantation. Many also originated in the division of
estates, when they were parcelled among several family
members who owned few slaves, or who perhaps owned many and
chose to hire out those obtained by inheritance. All
employers had certain basic responsibilities toward hired
slaves which some took more seriously than others. These
included food, lodging, and the provision of two new suits
of clothes, one for summer and another for winter, the
latter furnished at the end of the contract period so that
slaves would return home well-fitted to find hire again in
January if they changed employers. Hirers usually bore all
loss of labor owing to illness or absence since the amount

of hire, paid at the end of the year or contract period,

56Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the
Slaves Made (New York, 1972), pp. 1-5; Genovese, Political
Economy of Slavery, p.sk4] .
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remained fixed regardless of the circumstances. Only if a
hired slave died did the owner forfeit the remainder of the
slave's wages, unless the death were caused by employer
neglect. Beyond these fundamental stipulations contracts
had few standard features. Occasionally employers incurred
the costs of medical care, as did the James River and
Kanawha Canal Company, but usually planters assumed these
expenses, often in the hope that their slaves would receive
better care. In the event that a hired slave ran away,
expenditures for recovery--newspaper and jailors' fees--were
sometimes divided between owner and employer, but under
other contracts owners alone met these costs.57
Hire rates varied widely, dependent as they were on a
combination of several factors. Skilled and experienced
slaves brought the highest prices, and men commanded more
than women. Women with children or children alone often
went for nothing more than the cost of their upkeep, as did
slaves whose owners hired them as apprentices to learn a
specific skill. Sometimes rates of hire were calculated in
some proportion to the market value of the slave. Between
10 and 20 percent of that price was a rule of thumb, but
58

wide fluctuations were common.

Several students of hiring have described the system as

57Wade, Slavery in the Cities, pp. 38-9; Todd L. Savitt,

58Bancroft, Slave Trading, pp. 156-58; Wade, Slavery in
the Cities, pp. 38-9, 46.
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a harsh one, in part because it resembled the absentee slave
ownership that traditionally was associated with exploitive
conditions, and also because many industrial jobs were
perilous and unhealthy. Temporary employers, like
overseers, presumably lacked interest in the long-term
survival of their hirelings, and drove them relentlessly in
an effort to extract as much labor and hence profit as
possible. Certainly Frederick Douglass's experience on a

Maryland farm in 1834 testified to the cruelty that might

befall the hired slave.59 Furthermore, conditions in

certain industries indisputably exceeded the severity of the
cotton regime that Virginia slaves so feared. Coal miners,
for instance, endured notoriously hazardous conditions.
Frequently they met with injury and even death from
cave-ins, fires, explosions, floods, and suffocation, all of
which occurred with regularity throughout the antebellum
period. Consequently, many slaveowners refused to rent
their slaves to the colliers, and slave resistance in the
form of shirking, outright refusal to enter the mines, and
running away continually troubled mine operators.60

Hiring also took a heavy toll on slave family life when it

Medicine and Slavery: The Diseases and Health Care of
Blacks in Antebellum Virginia (Urbana, 1978), p. 188;
Bancroft, Slave Trading, paR1G2: ]

59Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York,
1855; reprint ed., 1969), pp. 222-32.

60Ronald L. Lewis, "Black Labor in the Eastern Virginia
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removed a family member, usually an adult man, from the
plantation for such a long period of time.6l Considering
this evidence, many historians have concluded, not
surprisingly, that hiring represented an especially brutal
form of slavery which bondsmen sought  to avoid.62
Degradation certainly existed in many jobs which utilized
hired slave labor, and the system had a corrosive effect on
the already embattled slave family as well.

But for many Virginia slaves in the 1850s fortunate
enough to be employed under less threatening circumstances,
hiring could often bring a greater degree of freedom and
autonomy, or an enhancement of "the conditions of

u63

life. In many respects slave hiring could be a

Coal Field, 1765-1865," in The Other Slaves, ed. by Newton
and Lewis, p. 98. For example, in 1855 at the Midlothian
pits a devastating explosion killed 55 slave miners; a year
later seven others drowned in flooded mines at the same
location. Starobin, Industrial Slavery, pp. 46-7;
Goldfield, Urban Growth in the Aqe of Sectionalism, pp.
133-35.

61Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground, pp.
27-8; Goldfield, Urban Growth in the Age of Sectionalism,
pp. 132-33; Eaton, "Slave-Hiring," 669.

62Charles §S. Sydnor, Slavery in Mississippi (Gloucester,
Mass., 1933; reprint ed., 1965), p. 179; Stampp, The
Peculiar Institution, p. 84; Starobin, Industrial Slavery,
Pp. 36-7; Samuel Sydney Bradford, "The Negro Ironworker in
Ante-Bellum Virginia," Journal of Southern History 25.(May
1959), 201-06, and Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle
Ground, pp. 27-8, are all examples of this historiographical
view.

63For an comparative approach to the issue of slave
"treatment" in the New World, see Eugene D. Genovese, "The
Treatment of Slaves in Different Countries: Problems in the
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"stepping-stone to freedom," an intermediate zone between
slavery and freedom that extracted greater accommodation
from employers and owners than either would have liked by
providing important privileges and advantages which the
average field hand or domestic did not possess. Many slaves
actively sought to be hired to certain industries, and
especially those located in the cities, where opportunities
for greater freedom of movement and potential escape were
most abundant, and where some had established a family
within the local black population.64

The most dramatic increase in the use of hired slave
labor in Virginia occurred in the tobacco factories, where
the work force rose from 5900 in 1850 to 12,843 in 1860,
almost all of whom were male slaves and over half of whom

65

were hired. Other skilled and industrial pursuits and

public works projects faced labor shortages in the 1850s,

Applications of Comparative Method," in Laura Foner and
Genovese, eds., Slavery in the New World: A Reader in
Comparative History (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1969), p. 203.

64Charles B. Dew, "Disciplining Slave Ironworkers in the
Antebellum South: Coercion, Conciliation, and
Accommodation," in The Other Slaves, ed. by Newton and
Lewis, pp. 63-4; Lewis, Coal, Iron, and Slaves, p. 81 for a
general review of the literature on this point; Jackson,
Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, pp. 180-81; Eaton,
"Slave-Hiring," 668-69; Richard B. Morris, "The Measure of
Bondage in the Slave States," Mississippi Valley Historical
Review 41 (September 1954), 231-39; Gray, History of
Agriculture, I, 567.

65Robert, Tobacco Kingdom, p. 197; Rachleff, Black Labor




and they used hired bondsmen to relieve them. During the
decade more hired slaves than ever before built railroads,
dug canals, piloted deck boats, batteaux, and packets, mined
coal, forged iron, operated grist and sawmills, cut lumber,
and produced salt and naval stores. Their services as
carpenters, blacksmiths, barbers, tailors, weavers,
machinists, coachmen, masons, tanners, wheelwrights, and
coopers were in greater demand than ever before. The
increased use of hiring extended even to the mountain spring
resorts, playgrounds for youthful members of the planter
class from across the South. Here slaves worked seasonally
as chambermaids and waiters. Though more removed from the
slave community than other groups of hired slaves, resort
workers fared well in a material sense, for they often
dressed and ate well, and usually received tips for their
services. Hiring also lent itself to agricultural labor,
particularly in the more diversified Tidewater and northern
piedmont, though not to the extent found in skilled or

industrial pursuits.66

Of all the employers of rented slaves, tobacco
manufacturers were the ones who afforded the greatest
latitude to their hired slave laborers. Customary practices

granted a combination of three privileges in particular

in the South, pp. 6-7; Goldin, Urban Slavery, pp. 45-6.

66Bancroft, Slave Trading, p. 154; Jackson, Free Negro
Labor and Property Holding, pp. 180-81.
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which most other hired slaves enjoyed only in part. By the
1850s it was common for hirelings in the tobacco factories,
who worked under annual contract, to select their own
employers and bargain their own terms of hire, though it was
illegal for them to do so.67

Hiring one's own time represented the most lenient of
arrangements and was a privilege highly prized by those
tobacco hands, skilled artisans, and urban domestics
fortunate enough to possess it. Lorenzo Lviyaisiflathen iRt or
example, a shoemaker owned by Judge George H. Gilman in
Pittsylvania county, was initially hired out to different
shops around the county when he first learned his trade.
"Finally," Ivy recalled, "he let him hire himself out.
Yessuh! Let him make his own barguns."68 In the opinion
of most whites, the measure of self-reliance which grew out
of this practice and the freedoms it promoted usually
rendered the slave unfit for rural agricultural labor. To
the slave who arranged his own employment, however,

self-hire could foster self-confidence as well as an extra

67Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, pp.
180-81; Robert, Tobacco Kingdom, pp. 203-05. Virginia
forbade self-hire in 1782 and 1808; Richmond did so again in
1859, but these statutes were widely disregarded and laxly
enforced. Goldin, Urban Slavery, p. 39. See also John T.
O'Brien, "Factory, Church, and Community: Blacks in
Antebellum Richmond," Journal of Southern History 44
(November 1978), 509-36, for an excellent analysis of the
impact of tobacco factory work on the black community.

68Perdue, et. al., eds., Weevils in the Wheat, pp. 151-52.
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measure of status and respect within the black community.69
The semifreedom of hired tobacco factory slaves was

enhanced by the provision of "board money" with which they

were to find their own food and lodging. This particular

relazationcof discipline often culminated in extensive
interaction between hired blacks and free Negroes and local

slaves. 1In Richmond, the practice had the unintentional
consequence of fostering black business, since some blacks
established cook houses and grogshops and provided quarters
for factory slaves in the back alleys of the capitalys wAd
greater degree of contact with a wider part of the black

community than might be reasonable to expect was one benefit

that slaves who "worked out," especially in the cities and

in the tobacco factories, often acquired.70 Many tobacco

factory owners also gave their hands money to purchase
clothing, a practice partially adopted by James Mitchell,
contractor on the Virginia and Tennessee railroad, in 1851,
Having neglected to buy socks for the hands before his
hirelings left for Christmas, Mitchell hastily authorized
the distribution of a3 quarter to each that they might make

the purchase themselves. They could do this easily, he

697ackson, Free Neqro Labor and Property Holding,
180-81.

pp.

700'Brien, "Factory, Church, and Community, " 533-36;
Jackson, Free Neqro Labor and Property Holding, pp. 180-81;

Robert, Tobacco Kingdom, pp. 203-05; Rachleff, Black Labor
in the South, PALZ.
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explained to his partner, "at any Country store as they go
home."7l

"Overwork" payments were common in the tobacco
factories, ironworks, furnaces, and lumber camps, where
employers combined the task System with extra earnings to
provide incentive for higher production. Profits from work
completed under the task went to the master, but any
recompense resulting from work performed beyond task accrued
to the hired slave. Sometimes masters even intervened with
employers so that their slaves would have occasion to make
more money. "David wishes you to keep in mind the pay you
promised him at New Year ! swrotefWiiR: McConikey of Franklin
county to Peter Holland, a salt mine owner in Kanawha, "as
he has not made anything for himself this Year - and wishes

72

you to write in answer to this." Overwork payments

varied considerably, but they usually ranged between $1 and

$5 weekly, or they could assume the form of time off.73

The potential benefits of overwork to a hired slave were
several. With the money, a slave might eventually purchase

freedom, supplement present material conditions, or indulge

71Robert Mitchell to John Buford, 21 December 1851, Buford
papers.

72§, R. McConikey to Peter Holland, 2 December 1857,
Southside Virginia family papers.

73Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, pPpP.
180-81; Robert, Tobacco Kingdom, pp. 203-05; Rachleff, Black
Labor in the South, p. 7; Eaton, "Slave-Hiring," 669-70.
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in some form of amusement. Whatever the choice, the effect

was that these slaves earned money that could be used at

their discretion.74

Tobacco factory owners and others who exercised such lax
control over hired slaves did so out of necessity. Many
understood from experience that dispirited workers meant low
productivity and anemic profits.75 Moreover, employers in
the 18508 faced an increasingly competitive labor market and
made concessions to hands with an eye toward rehiring them
the following year, particularly if they were considered
"good hands."

The traditional reluctance of Virginia slaveholders to
compel their slaves to work at any job against their wills,
lest they run away, forced the employers' hands even more.
David H. Clark, for example, a slaveholder of Pittsylvania
Court House, wrote to the railroad contractor to whom he
hired two slaves in January 1852. "I have herewith sent on
Henry and Davy the boys you hired of me and hope they will
arrive in good time. . . . I regret the others were
unwilling to go, for I was anxious for them to go together,

as they all looked well that you had last year."76 A

74Dew, "Disciplining Slave Iron Workers " n74=5

7SLewis, Coal, Iron. and Slaves, p. 81.

76David H. Clark to John Buford, 3 January 1852, Buford

papers; Dew, "Disciplining Slave Iron Workers," 71-2; Eaton,
"Slave-Hiring," 666.




63

Franklin county slaveowner wrote to a Kanawha saline
operator to report that his slave "wishes to say that he has
had a rather hard berth this year at Carrolton and that he
is not willing to live there next year. He wishes to be
hired when my father hires his hands next Yiearhat. luete ithe
Va. Coal & 0il Co on Point Creek."77 Owners themselves
often refused to send slaves back to employers with
reputations for harsh and irresponsible treatment. "I was
up to see old Caleb last week," wrote one hirer, "and he has
taken it into his head that his hands shall not go on public
works the present year where grading is to be done.

This determination has, no doubt, been produced by the
misfortune of last year, altho' he made no alllusilonftotit
whatever, and finding his mind made up on the subject, I did

not press the matter."78

Employers who needed hands for
especially hazardous work such as coal mining and certain
aspects of railroad construction could ill afford to treat
them harshly, without risking the loss of a labor force the
next year.79

The latitude granted to hired slaves evoked shrill

complaints from whites upset by unseemly black demeanor.

77TW.R. McConikey to Peter Holland, 2 December 1857,
Southside Virginia family papers.

78Robert Mitchell to John Buford, 1 March 1852, Buford
papers.

79Lewis, Coal, Iron, and Slaves, p. 88.
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Impudence, insolence and independence of manner were typical
charges levied by agitated whites against hired slaves.80
The most highly skilled often were considered the most
insufferable, for well they understood their importance to
their employers' success, and many exploited that importance
at every opportunity. Slaveholders across the South had
long acknowledged this maxim of slave management. South
Carolina's James Hammond noted in 1849 that “"whenever a
slave is made a mechanic, he is more than half freed, and
soon becomes, as we too well know, and all history attests,
with rare exceptions, the most corrupt and turbulent of his

w81 Black artisans, craftsmen, and industrial

class.
workers in Virginia often enjoyed the semifreedom of which
Hammond spoke, and used it to frustrate their owners' and
employers' efforts to control them.

Hired slaves seemed clearly to understand that their
status furnished opportunities to capitalize on white
uneasiness and economic need. The historical record is
replete with examples of hired slaves who "loafed" or
remained absent from work for long periods of time,

frequently without punishment. Tom Stuart, for example, a

blacksmith hired to the railway, ran away in June 1851,

80see Wade, Slavery in the Cities, pp. 48-53, for typical
complaints; also Eaton, "Slave-Hiring," 666; Jackson, Free
Negro Labor and Property Holding, pp. 180-81.

8lguoted in Genovese, Political Economy of Slavery, p. 225.
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"after getting all his pay. . . . Painter [the foreman] says
he is the greatest scoundrel unhung. . . . He gave Painter
no intimation of his intention to leave and was engaged in
the only important job we have had in the shop since he was
hired, making the spikes for the track, and after making
some 100 stoped [sic], and Painter was compelled to send to
Burlingame's and have the balance made. . . . Tom is a
smooth tongued villian [sic], and I would certainly advise
you to clear him out, unless you have some important job for
him to do. But do try and get a fair pretext for thrashing
him before he goes. I expect he told a mighty smooth and

w82 William Johnson, Jr., recalled that his

pretty story.
uncles Edmund and John, both hired slaves from Albemarle and
Goochland counties, "never worked more than four months
during the four or five years that they were hired out.

They would go with the person who hired them, work about a
month, then steal off into the woods and stay until their
time was out. Then they would return to their original
owners in Goochland. Of course, the master never punished
them for doing this - he didn't care cause he collected his
contract just the same. Edmund and John always worked all
right when they were at home but they were determined not to

work for anyone else.“83

82Robert Mitchell to John Buford, 9 June 1851, Buford
papers.

83Perdue, et. al., eds., Weevils in the Wheat, p. 166.
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This type of running away bore a strong resemblance to
strike activity and it plagued hirers and slaveholders
alike. Typically they had little recourse. Hired slaves
were not the only group to utilize temporary absence from
work as a method of resistance; slaves on the plantation
also recognized the distinction between a short absence and
a permanent bid for freedom. As Lorenzo Lvy: putpivts
"Runaways! Lawd, yes, dey had plenty of runaways. Dere was
two kin's of runaways--dem what hid in de woods an' dem what
ran away to free lan'. Mos' slaves jes' runaway an' hide in
de woods for a week or two an' den come on back.“84
Nevertheless, hired slaves were particularly
well-positioned to take advantage of this more ordinary type
of running. The saga of Mose Otey, a railroad hand from
Lynchburg supposed to be working on the Virginia and
Tennessee Railroad in 1852, is a good example of this
phenomenon. 1In early January Otey's master sent him out to
Montgomery county where he was to begin his year's work.
But while in transit, Otey was sidetracked; by 13 January he
still had not appeared at his employer's door. James
Mitchell wrote his partner John Buford to say that he had
"learned a day or two ago, that Mose Otey was still

loitering about Liberty [Bedford countyl], when I had

supposed him in Mongmy."

84Ibid., p. 153. This was a phenomenon that had long
characterized slavery in Virginia.
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Mitchell, accustomed to tardiness especially in times of
bad weather, when work ceased anyway, was not immediately
alarmed, but clearly he expected Otey to give him trouble in
the future. "It does not make much difference," he went on,
"but it would have been as well for him to have asked
leave. Mose did not behave very well about New-Years day,
and if he does not mind his eye, he will get whipped before
he starts to his work. I will best up his quarters in a day

or two." But neither the stick nor the carrot dimmed the

wanderlust in Mose Otey.85

A week later Mitchell wrote that Otey, "a"'scroundrel
[siel)Vhas) "1 fear, dodged off. . . . I dropped a line
immediately to Mr Davis to apprehend him and put him in jail
or send him up to me--but the gentleman kept clear,
and . . . made off and has not been seen since. He has
evidently been tampered with by some one, and I fear will
give us trouble, as he once ran away from Colo. Wingfield
and was gone 9 months out of the 12. I was in Liberty a few
days ago, and made arrangements to have him apprehended if
he should again make his appearance there."86

Two weeks later, Mitchell remained on the trail. "No
news from Mose Otey yet--it is supposed he has gone to Floyd

county, where he was partly raised. I will advertise him at

85Robert Mitchell to John Buford, 13 January 1852, Buford
papers.

861bid., 19 January 1852.




Floyd Courthouse . . . and offer a reward of $10 ($5 of
which the owners will have to pay) which I think will cause
the gentleman to be brought in."87 But February and most
of March came and went with Otey nowhere to be found. On
March 18 Mitchell concluded to advertise in a newspaper "and
offer a good reward."88

A month later an exasperated Mitchell resorted to more

devious tactics. Otey had again been seen around Liberty,

and Mitchell now had "some bribed negroes on the look out

for him. I hope to send him over soon in irons.“89

Finally in early May a rested Otey returned to work. "I am
at length enabled to send You our runaway scoundrel Mose
Otey, who has been at play 4 months, and who will probably
run away again soon, and stay the remainder of the year. He
deserves to be kept in irons every night and every sunday,
as a punishment for his villiany [sic]. I have not seen
him, and do not wish to lay eyes on him, for he has acted so
badly that it would irritate me exceedingly to see him. I
presume he will tell you he came in &c but the fact s T
have been arranging matters for his apprehension sometime,
and he made a must of necessity by surrendering himself up.

Make him tell who harboured him all the while, for that he

871bid., 31 January 1852.
88Ibid., 18 March 1852.

891bid., 14 April 1852.
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must have been harboured during Jany. and February, there is

no doubt."90

A week later Mitchell expressed the rather
forlorn hope that "our man Mose has become tired of running
about, and will content himself at his work the residue of
the year. He told Deardoff if you did not bear too hard on
him, he would make up for lost time yet. ' You knowi what to
do with the gentleman, and I am perfectly willing to leave
it to your discretion, altho' I did want him to have a sound
whipping for his villiany [sic]."91

Mose Otey's vacation from the Virginia and Tennessee
illustrates the many ways a hired slave could manipulate his
employer. Like other hired slaves, Otey possessed a
thorough knowledge of the surrounding countryside, a benefit
of the freedom of movement he had previously exercised. He
also knew that a town or city would be a good hiding place
until he was ready to go to work in the spring. Otey had
already had experience in exploiting the ambiguity
associated with hiring--he had left Colonel Wingfield's
employ for a much longer time once before. He knew that he
would be able to leave the railroad too for an extended
period without risking a serious reprisal. Mitchell would
likely ignore his absence at first, providing Otey with some

important lead time. Afterwards information about

901bid., 3 May 1852.

91l1bid., 10 May 1852.
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Mitchell's moves to apprehend him would become available
from other members of the slave and free Negro communities
and through the newspapers. Once he decided to return, he
knew that Mitchell was practically powerless to attack him
physically; if he did, Otey would be able to remostrate
against such treatment with his owner. The most successful
tactic would be to appeal to Mitchell's economic
sensibilities and need for labor by promising to make up for
the time he had lost--but only if the overseer treated him
well. TIf, after all these calculations, Mitchell still
tried to punish him, Otey might sabotage the railroad by
lingering or damaging the line in some way; or he might just
run away again. Unless they forfeited his pay for the
remainder of the year, Mitchell and Buford would not send
Otey home to Lynchburg. Because of the potential financial
loss and the inconvenience of finding a replacement for him,
they preferred to keep Otey on for the duration of the year
in order to salvage at least part of their money's worth of
hire out of him.

If Otey were a slave who had fallen to his present owner
through an estate division, he might have felt at even
greater liberty to test the limits of his situation at the
railroad. Such had been the case with another of Butord"s
hired slaves named Doctor, hired to the railroad by David H.
Clark of Pittsylvania Court House in 1851. Doctor escaped
from Montgomery county that summer, and Clark wrote Buford

to explain the slave's actions. "I regret he behaves so,"




Clark apologized; "it is owing to the division which took
place last Christmas and he was drawn, so that he is not so
much, he thinks, under me as heretofore." Clark thought it
necessary to promise Buford, in the event of a future run,
that "the same authority I formerly had over him will be
rigidly exercised." But it is not unreasonable to assume
that Doctor may have thought otherwise and took his time

about returning to work.92

Slave hiring in agriculture differed in significant
respects from the patterns typical of industry and
transportation. Agricultural hiring often took the form of
short-term engagements, especially in areas where farmers
and planters needed extra labor only during peak times of
planting and harvesting. As the length of service differed,
So too did the privileges associated with industrial and
urban hiring obtain 1less frequently in this setting. Slaves
hired out to the plantations and farms rarely bargained
their own labor or received overwork, and never found their

own food and lodging. Conditions in the Tidewater and

92pavid H. Clark to John Buford, 22 July 1851, Buford
papers; see also Willie Lee Rose, ed. with commentary, "A
Trial of Wills between a Slave and a Prospective Employer,"
in A Documentary History of Slavery in North America (New
YOrkacl976) , ipprr369=72¢
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northern piedmont were especially conducive to this kind of
seasonal employment, since general farming and market
gardening made irregular labor demands through the year, but
tobacco agriculture also utilized hired slaves in much the
same way.93 This method of labor allocation had existed

in Elizabeth City county in the Tidewater as early as the
1780s, a clear response to the abandonment of tobacco and
the shift to wheat culture. Between 1782 and 1810, rare was

the slave who did not experience at least one year as a

hireling.94 The practice remained entrenched throughout

the antebellum period, for in 1860 the same county reported
that 1000 of its 2417 slaves "worked out" during the
year.95 Estimates from other counties in 1860 indicate
that hired slaves represented an important part of the
agricultural labor force. 1In 1858, for example, in the
northern piedmont county of Fairfax, one-fourth of lall
slaves were hired out, while in nearby Fauquier, the number

ranged between 10 and 12 percent.96

Estimates of local slave hiring in the tobacco belt

93Eaton, "Slave-Hiring," 677; Schlotterbeck, "The 'Social
Economy' of an Upper South Community," pp. 5, 11-12.

94Hughes, "Slaves for Hire," 260-61.

95Engs, Freedom's First Generation, p. 14.

96Bancroft, Slave Trading, pp. 147-48; Eaton,
"Slave-Hiring," 675-76.




indicate that it did not prevail to the extent found in
either Elizabeth City or Fairfax, but it did exist. 1In
Albemarle, a major tobacco-producing county, 5 percent of
all slaves were hired out in 1860, while in Cumberland the
rate exceeded 6 percent.97 The need for additional hands
around harvest, a short period when leaves were at their
peak and had to be picked, was so great that some planters
who contracted their slaves stipulated their return during
this season. Martin Webb of Appomattox Court House, who
reqularly hired his slaves to the Virginia and Tennessee
Railroad, made such an agreement in 1857 with Scott &
Buford, contractors in Bedford county, where his slave

Tinsly worked that year.g8

In addition, neighbors and
relatives often made informal, reciprocal arrangements
regarding slave labor which resembled hiring. Robert T.
Hubard and his brother Edward W. Hubard, for example, large
slaveholders in Buckingham and Cumberland, often exchanged
slaves during times of increased need. Two of Robert's
prime hands, Abel and Bias, sometimes worked at Edward's
Saratoga plantation, and Edward periodically lent part of
his labor force to Robert. In the fall of 15855, wEor

example, Abel and Bias helped harvest Saratoga's unusually

large crop of tobacco, and afterwards some of Edward's

97Eaton, "Slave-Hiring," 673-74.

98Martin Webb to Scott & Buford, 10 July 1857, Buford
papers; see also Gray, History of Agriculture, I, 565-66.




slaves returned with them to Robert's outlying estate

Whispering, to rebuild the tobacco barns. These more casual

agreements existed throughout Virginia.99

Annual hire adapted less readily to tobacco agriculture,
because planters wanted a permanent year-round labor force
in order to meet the labor-intensive demands of the crop.
Therefore most contact with hiring in the tobacco belt, as
in other regions, occurred within the context of industrial
and urban slavery. Tobacco factories in Lynchburg,
Farmville, and Danville employed many tobacco belt slaves
whose labor was superfluous to or could be spared from the
plantation, as did the railroad contractors whenever
construction passed through a given area. Others were hired
by the lumber camps and textile factories through the region.

But because much industry was located in other areas of
Virginia, hired slaves from the tobacco belt in the 1850s
increasingly worked for more distant employers outside the
region. As a result, the surplus slave population of the
belt began to serve as a labor reserve for industrial and
urban hirers and public works projects in other parts of the

100

state. Most slaves hired outside the region went to

99Robert T. Hubard to Edward W. Hubard, 12 and 23 October
1855, Robert T. Hubard papers. Schlotterbeck also found
these arrangements in Orange and Greene counties in the
northern Piedmont. See "The 'Social Economy' in an Upper
South Community," p. 12.

lOOLewis, Coal, Iron, and Slaves, pp. 83-4.




the tobacco factories and private households of Richmond.
Others worked on the railroad and canal, or for the
colliers, ironmasters, furnace operators, resort owners, and
salt boilers in the Valley and Appalachia.

Demand for labor in the Valley became especially high,
and the region employed growing numbers of slaves from the
east, primarily from the tobacco belt, to work on its farms,
the canal, and in the iron fields and blast furnaces. The
counties of Pittsylvania, Louisa, Albemarle, and Nelson, all
located in the tobacco belt, were important sources of hired
slaves to the iron mines and blast furnaces of the

Valley.lOl

Saltmakers in the Kanawha Valley needed slave
labor in the furnaces as well as in the auxiliary industries
associated with salt production. Coal mining was the most
important such industry, and its operators sought labor in

the tobacco belt.102

According to one account, as early
as 1847 three western counties--Rockbridge, Alleghany, and

Botetourt--paid in slave hire "an amount almost equal to the

entire slave tax of eastern Virginia."lo3 Railroad

lOlLewis, Coal, Iron, and Slaves, pp. 83-4; Dew, Ironmaker
to the Confederacy, p. 251.

1020ne estimate has about 2000 slaves working in these

mines alone in 1850. Lewis, Coal, Iron, and Slaves, p. 46;
John E. Stealey, III, "The Salt Industry of the Great
Kanawha Valley of Virginia: A Study of Ante-bellum Internal
Commerce," (Ph.D. dissertation, West Virginia University,
BYTO ), pAE433.,

103Richmond Times & Compiler, 13 January 1847, quoted in
Bruce, Virginia Iron Manufacture, pPp. 273-74; Lewis, Coal,




contractors James Mitchell and John Buford, for example,
whose work in 1852 had reached Montgomery county, usually
sought labor in tobacco belt counties. 1In planning for the
upcoming year's labor force, Mitchell told his partner where
prospects would be best. "Colo. Clark of Pittsa. writes us,
that he has changed his place of hiring from Spring Garden
to the Courthouse, where it will take place on the

27th . . . and that he will have some 25 or 30 hands to
hire." One of Mitchell's agents, a person named Rosser, had
travelled to Appomattox in search of hands, though in this
case without much success. "I fear the great competition
for hands, will have the tendency to keep prices up

again. . . . let us come to some understanding as to the
best plans to be pursued in hizing, 4r.vaulothinkvit
important we should send some efficient man or men to points
we cannot attend. From what I learn, I would not be
surprised if Albemarle would not be a good épointu-tand
perhaps Nelson and Louisa. In Bedford, I think we can get

w104

some hands. Many other men like Mitchell and Buford

who were in search of hired slaves looked to the interior to

provide that temporary force.105

Iron, and Slaves, pp. 221-22.

104Rrobert Mitchell to John Buford, 21 December 185,
Buford papers.

105gee further evidence for this observation see Jackson,
Free Negro Labor and Property Holding, pp. 179-81.
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Evidence from the tobacco belt suggests that a
significant number of slaves possessed a ready knowledge of
if not actual experience with hiring. For example, the
hiring system that vividly impressed a young slave boy on a
plantation in the southwestern backwater of Franklin county
illustrates well the effect that hiring could have on the
slave community. From the vantage point of the 1890s,
Booker T. Washington recounted the impact that the
experiences of his stepfather, a hired slave named Wash
Ferguson, had on him and the other slaves on the Burroughs
plantation at remote Hale's Ford. Ferguson was owned by a
nearby farmer, but he did not live on the plantation.
Washington usually saw him only at Christmastime, when he
returned for holiday. Ferguson had an unusually varied
experience as a hired slave, having worked in the tobacco
factories in Lynchburg, on the Virginia and Tennessee
Railroad, and in the Kanawha salines. To a young Booker he
seemed incredibly worldly, and the boy would sit "for hours
in rapture hearing him tell of the experiences he had had in
a distant part of Virginia, where he and a large number of
other coloured people were employed in building a railway."
Ferguson's work gave him an awareness of the wider world in
which he lived, and he shared his insights with family and
friends. "Although he was employed merely as a common
laborer he had learned something as to the plan and purposes
for which this railroad was being built and he had some idea

of the great changes it was intended to bring about,®
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Washington recalled, "and he told it all with a great deal
of interesting circumstance.” As a slave child, Washington
wondered "what interest he could have in a railway of that
kind; whether or not he owned any part in it; and how it was
he was so much interested in the building of a railroad that
he could remain away from home for five or six months and
sometimes longer at one time." Washington remembered
Christmas in Virginia fondly, because it united his family
and those of many other Virginia slaves. "Christmas was a
season of great rejoicing," he said, "on account of the
home-coming of a large number of coloured people who had
been at work in different industries in different parts of
the state. Some of them had been hired out to work on the
farms, some were employed on the railroads, and others were
mechanics, and when they came home at Christmas time they

brought with them stories, anecdotes, and news of what was

going on in different parts of the state.“106

Washington's memories of his stepfather's homecoming in
the happy times of Christmas holiday illustrate the kinds of
effects the hiring system doubtless had on many other slave
communities. Even in a remote location near the Blue Ridge

foothills, "about as near to nowhere as any locality gets to

106Booker T. Washington, "[Extracts from] The Story of the
Negro," and The Story of My Life and Work, both in The
Booker T. Washington Papers, vol. 1: The Autobiographical
Writings, ed. by Louis R. Harlan, (Urbana, 1972), pp. 10,
414-15, 418.
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be," Washington had found out about a different world beyond
the bounds of the plantation. Although he had never seen
it, he knew of the existence of the railroad and believed
that it would alter considerably the lives of both black and
white Virginians in the future. He understood that still
other slaves were involved in that world, and that through
them even larger numbers of slaves on Virginia plantations
knew, as he did, of the remarkable changes taking place in
the economy. Washington's reminiscences also revealed the

extent to which hiring disrupted black Virginia families,

leaving them to unite only once or twice a year if the hired

member worked at a distant location like the railroad, the
factory, the mines, or the salt works. Washington's
comments therefore show how intimately the hiring system
touched many other tobacco belt slaves, at the same time
that it separated them from one another for long months at a

time.

Virginia slavery during the 1850s fit no easy
stereotypes. Regional diversity and changes in the economy
made for a complex and multifaceted institution. Stagnation
and decomposition may be appropriate descriptions of an
earlier time and a particular region, the Tidewater, but by

the 'fifties slavery had relocated in the upcountry tobacco




belt, where an economic revival had pushed tobacco
production to new heights. In the older region, cereal
culture, market gardening, and the presence of a large free
Negro population had produced a society where both the slave
trade and slave hiring could thrive. Economic demand in
both the Valley and the Chesapeake drew on the excess of
labor in the tobacco belt, leading the region to acquire the
characteristics of a labor reserve. Slaves from the belt
who worked as hired hands during the last decade of slavery

constituted a distinct and important minority whose

experience reverberated through the slave community and

conditioned them for a new set of social and labor
relationships which would follow the Confederacy's defeat in
1865. Free Negroes constituted another important "anomalous
group" of black Virginians who were more exposed than most
Afro-Americans to the changes wrought by nascent
industrialization.

Together these two groups--hired slaves and free
Negroes--were unexpectedly well-prepared to meet the
revolutionary challenge that the war and emancipation would
bring into being. Not surprisingly, much of the postbellum
black elite would emerge from their ranks. Although most
southern piedmont slaves and free Negroes labored on rural
tobacco plantations during the 1850s, a significant number
worked in tobacco factories or private households of the
cities and towns, on railroads, in the salt, coal, and iron

mines, and as urban domestics, skilled artisans, and extra
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farm hands. These jobs often sent them far away from their

owners and the restricted world of the plantation, and gave
them a hint of the world at large and the effect that market
relations could have on their 1lives. Hiring often disrupted
the black family, while also enhancing a slave's sense of
individual dignity and creative accomplishment despite the
physical and psychological confines of slavery. The
experience of working as a hired hand, perhaps even to hire
one's own labor, to develop an appreciation of the meaning
of a railroad or marvel at the bustle of life in the
capital, smoothened the transition from slavery to freedom.
These experiences were important predecessors to the
inauguration of free labor after the Civil War, and they

were critical as well to the events of the war itself.




CHAPTER II

Labor During the War: The Transformation Quickened

Throughout the Confederacy, Afro-Americans played
pivotal roles in military operations and production during
the Civil War. Their labor, including that of women and
children, represented an indispensable economic resource to
the Confederacy. With much of the southern labor force
enslaved, the government believed that most adult white men
could be effectively mobilized for combat duty. The ability
to field a larger proportion of the eligible population, so
went Confederate strategy, represented an important
advantage over the free-labor North, where soldiers would be

drawn from the ranks of the producers of society--from

. 1 . .
laborers, mechanics, and farmers. This heavy reliance on

slave labor placed special pressures on the less embattled

lEmory M. Thomas, The Confederate Nation: 1861-1865 (New
York, 1979), "p.1236; iCharles H. Wesley, Negro Labor in the
United States, 1850-1925: A Study in American Economic
History (New York, 1927), p. 94. W.E.B. Du Bois was the
first scholar to emphasize clearly the crucial role of black
labor during the war in his pathbreaking Black
Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880 (New York, 1935;
reprint ed., 1967), pp. 57-9, and passim. One contemporary,
General Ulysses S. Grant, agreed with this Confederate
assessment of military strategy. "The four million of
colored non-combatants were equal to more than three times

82




tobacco belt. 1In the upcountry, mobilization accentuated
the region's antebellum character as a labor reserve and
added crucial new burdens on this food- and
materiel-producing enclave. It would be the destruction of
this strategic supply network by northern armies that

finally ended the war.

The political history of Virginia secession differed in
important respects from that of the states of the Lower
South. Virginia's decision to join the Confederacy was
relatively slower and more deliberate because Virginia
slaveholders had never supported disunion as readily as had

their southern counterparts. While the deepening sectional

tensions of the 1850s had provoked increasingly strident

calls for secession from Deep South "fire-eaters," most
Virginia aristocrats genteelly resisted that label.
Instead, they banded loosely together to espouse
"moderation." That is to say, "moderate" slaveholders
endorsed an orthodox belief in the theoretical right to

secession, but they doubted its wisdom and preferred the

their number in the North, age for age and sex for sex, in
supplying food from the soil to support armies. Women did
not work in the fields in the North, and children attended
school." Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs oEBUANSs FCrant,
2 vols. (New York, 1886), II, 501.
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safer approach of compromise.2 Also known as "conditional

unionists," "moderates" pledged to resist secession only so
long as the North did not try to coerce the seceded states
back into the Union. The group was cautious but not immune
to paranoia and excitement. John Brown's raid on Harper's
Ferry in the fall of 1859, for example, fanned Virginia's
low secessionist flame and rekindled anxious memories in
white minds of Nat Turner's 1831 rebellion and, before that,
Gabriel Prosser's thwarted plans of 1800.3 But in

general, Deep South slaveholders were more radical
secessionists.4 Through the impassioned winter of

1860-61, with a secessionist majority in the legislature,

"moderates," in uneasy alliance with a small group of

2Henry T. Shanks, The Secession Movement in Virginia,
1847-1861 (Richmond, 1934), pp. 120-32; 159.

3Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 85-102;

Stephen B. Oates, The Fires of Jubilee: Nat Turner's Fierce
Rebellion (New York, 1975); on Prosser, see Gerald Ww.
Mullin, Flight and Rebellion: Slave Resistance in
Eighteenth-Century Virginia (New York, 1972).

4Secession's intellectual center was the University of
Virginia, regarded as the most accomplished university in
the South during the nineteenth century. Many southerners
had sent their sons to the superior schools of the north,
especially for medical training. But in the late antebellum
period, as sectional tensions grew more strained, the
University's enrollment jumped from 163 in 1846-47 to over
700 in 1858-59. The school's attraction depended on its
reputation as the only academy which afforded its students
steady lessons in "Southern rights, Southern institutions,
Southern manners, and Southern chivalry." Professors James
P. Holcombe and A. T. Bledsoe were the best-known
pro-southern professors; both had long advocated proslavery
and the right of secession to their students. Shanks,
Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 71, 78.




unconditional unionists from the west, controlled the

secession convention and looked to Governor John Letcher for

1eadership.5 In the November presidential election

"moderates" were strong enough, barely and with the help of
old-line Whigs, to carry Virginia for the southern Unionist
candidate from Tennessee, John Bell.6
"Moderate" hesitancy had several wellsprings. Many were
sensitive to the revolutionary implications of wars, and
hoped for a peaceful resolution of sectional issues that
would leave both slavery and the Union intact. Because they
feared the potential bloodletting of a prolonged war, some
had argued for a "middle" or "border" Confederacy. 1In
February, many "moderates" anxiously awaited the outcome of
the Washington "Peace Convention," a delegation from
southern states still in the Union headed by Virginia
ex-President John Tyler. 1Its supporters vainly hoped that

the Convention would reach a compromise similar to the

SShanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 120-57; Jack
P. Maddex, Jr., Virginia Conservatives: A Study in
Reconstruction Politics (Chapel Hill, 1970, par2l: . On £he
governor, see F. N. Boney, John Letcher of Virginia: The
Story of Virginia's Civil War Governor (University, Ala.,
1966), pp. 91-113; Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia,
pp. 142-43.

6Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 115-18,
142-57, 158-78; see esp. pp. 156-58. Bell's popular margin
was a slight 358. John C. Breckenridge, the secession
candidate from Kentucky, was Bell's near rival. Both
Stephen A. Douglas and Abraham Lincoln were poorly
represented in the Virginia returns. On the political
atmosphere in secession Virginia, see Thomas, Confederate
Nation;  p.r86,
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Crittenden proposal.7 Sentimentalists invoked memories of

the deeds of the Virginia dynasty and their role in the
formation of the Union. Economic ties to the North and the
West, both established and hoped-for, concerned some,
especially the small business community. Others were
persuaded by the spectre of servile insurrection, a standard
apocalyptic prediction in the South whenever crisis
threatened.8

Only after a period of circumspection sponsored by their
"moderate" compatriots could the smaller but more vocal
group of immediate secessionists, or "precipitationists,®
impatiently shepherd the state into the Confederate fold.
This "radical" wing of eastern slaveholders, led by the
fiery former Governor Henry A. Wise, garnered most of its
support from the tobacco belt. These men felt confident

that the Northern refusal to guarantee the future of slavery

and the likelihood of military coercion meant that Virginia

7In December Kentuckian John J. Crittenden had introduced
amendments to protect slavery south of the o0ld Missouri
Compromise line extended to the Pacific, and in territory
"hereinafter acquired," a phrase which especially provoked
Republicans. 1In addition, Crittenden's bill included a
federal slave code, the repeal of personal liberty laws in
the North, and, as a capstone, an unamendable amendment
which would guarantee slavery forever. Thomas, Confederate
Nation, pp. 85-6.

8Thomas, Confederate Nation, pp. 136-37; Shanks, Secession
Movement in Virginia, p. 18.




would eventually secede.9 But the wait irritated them,
and none more than Edmund Ruffin. Retired planter,
agricultural reformer, fire-eater nonpareil, and

self-appointed agent provocateur of secession, Ruffin was

often piqued that he had to travel to South Carolina for the

company of his political allies.lo Writing from that

state a week before his legendary participation in the
Sumter attack, Ruffin complained that he was "wearied,
pained & mortified, by having to answer questions asked of
me every day & almost every hour, by acquaintances & even
strangers, as to the condition & designed action of Va, &
the causes of her failure to unite with the South in defence
of her own as well as the common rights, against the wrongs
& insults from the North."ll The example of the cotton
states had been more to his liking. Led by South Carolina,

the Lower South had seceded in a boisterous wave between

December 1860 and January 1861, in direct response to

9Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 155-56; Craig
A. Simpson, A Good Southerner: Henry A. Wise of Virginia
(Chapel Hill, 1985).

10william Kauffman Scarborough, ed., The Diary of Edmund
Ruffin, vol. I., Toward Independence, October, 1856 - April,
1861 (Baton Rouge, 1972), xiii, xviii-xx, 55n.

111pid., 6 April 1861, p. 580. Supposedly Edmund Ruffin
fired the first shot of the Civil War from a Tredegar-made
Columbiad on the Charleston fort. Charles B. Dew, Ironmaker
to the Confederacy: Joseph R. Anderson and the Tredegar
Iron Works (New Haven, 1966), p. 82; Thomas, Confederate
Natilongip 892
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Lincoln's election. Virginians did not join them until 17
April, three days after Lincoln requested troops in response
to the attack on Sumter.12

During the period of "moderate" indecision, several Deep
South missionaries paid court to the Virginia peerage in an
effort to persuade them to embrace disunion. Three of them
appeared before the General Assembly in February with long
prepared speeches. Their suit reveals something of how
Virginia and Deep South slaveholders conceived of the future
of the Confederacy and the place Virginia might occupy
either within or without it. Their remarks also underscore
the potency of the slavery issue for Virginia
politicians.13

The emissaries of the new nation begged for secession
because of the status and prestige which they felt the 01d
Dominion would add to the Confederacy, and for the cushion

which Virginia's economic resources would provide. Their

first and last appeals were melodramatic ones to the

12Lincoln's action firmly established the employment of
coercion in the minds of the "moderates," which brought the
final abjuration. Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia,
pp. 191, 198-99. 1In the next month three other Upper South
states--North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas--followed
Virginia into the Confederacy, leaving a like
number--Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri--in more or 1less
uneasy alliance with the Union. Thomas, Confederate Nation,
pp. 94-5,.

13For another account of these three visitors to Virginia
in February and early March, see Shanks, Secession Movement
in-Virginia,pprvdl6liez.




celebrated revolutionary Virginia heritage. In emotional
speeches these men draped Virginia in heroic dress and
extolled her background as the font of liberty. South
Carolina's John S. Preston believed that Virginia should
"take her place which she has held for one hundred
years--the foremost of all the world in the ranks of liberty
and of justice. The world knows her history, and knows no
history above it in the niche of fame--and . . . none dare
doubt where Virginia will be when her own offspring, and
liberty and justice, call her to the fight."14

More to the point were the economic entreaties brought
by the second mendicant. The Confederacy desperately needed
Virginia's manufacturing sector, which would more than
double its total industrial capacity. The petitioner most
alert to this reality was Georgia's Henry L. Benning, who
flattered the legislature with what he thought was a

compelling portrait of Virginia as the New England of the

South.15 His proposal talked of tariffs and immigration

l4Fuilton Anderson and John S. Preston to the Virginia
General Assembly, 18 February 1861, in George H. Reese, ed.,
Proceedings of the Virginia State Convention of 1861, 4
vols. (Richmond, 1965), I, 61, 88.

151ronica11y, many radical secessionists seemed to

conceive of an independent South as a new version of the
United States writ small. These projections always cast
Virginia into the role of northeast manufacturer.

Willoughby Newton, for example, an immediate secessionist
from northern Virginia and a man who Ruffin counted a rare
political friend in the state, made such a forecast. 1In
1858 he advocated a tariff so "that all our waterfalls would




acts, legislation previously considered harmful to slave
society, but now acceptable encouragements to Virginia's

16 Benning carefully reminded the

industrial development.
assembly that the state could not hope for such economic
favoritism from the Union, whose more advanced orbit would
automatically put the Commonwealth at a distinct competitive
disadvantage. He closed his bid with a threat--by then a
commonplace one in many Deep South arguments--that brought

the key issue to the fore: wunion with the North, he offered

the assembly, would compel the southern Congress to halt the

bristle with machinery, and the hum of manufacturing
1ndustry would be heard in all the inland towns of the
state. Newton expected that Confederate Virginia's
vitalized manufacturing sector would attract an influx of
hard-working immigrants such as had peopled the towns and
factories of the North. He anticipated no threat to slave
society in the wake of these changes, and his attitude is a
good example of the extent to which Virginia slaveholders
were willing to expropriate the technology of the North
while at the same time decisively rejectlng its culture.

N.C. Standard, 21 July 1858, quoted in Shanks, Secession
Movement in Virginia, pp. 73-4; Thomas, Confederate Nation,
p. 16. By contrast, the great proslavery Virginia author
from Port Royal, George Fitzhugh, who argued his case
against free society, capitalism, and democracy in Sociology
for the South, or, the Failure of Free Society (1854),
Cannibals All! or, Slaves without Masters (1857), and in
many pages of De Bow's Review, was a political moderate who
feared secession, war and its economic consequences. Eugene
D. Genovese, The World the Slaveholders Made: Two Essays in
interpretation (New York, 1971), pp. 213-17.

16Though rare, support for tariff legislation had
occasionally been voiced in antebellum Virginia,
particularly by Whigs and industrialists. Joseph Anderson,
Eois example, the master of the Tredegar, had supported a
tariff since the late 1840s. Dew, Ironmaker to the
Confederacy, pp. 38-9.




interstate slave trade.17

The potential menace to which Benning referred did not
catch the eastern oligarchy off guard. Slavery's
preservation had always outdistanced the other misgivings
which "moderates" associated with disunion. The border
state with the South's highest slave population, vendor of
an annual average of almost ten thousand bondsmen and women
to the cotton fields for the previous thirty years, was not
prepared to equivocate on the slavery issue. For these
slaveowners born and bred in the cradle of paternalism,
sensitivity towards slavery's viability was well-honed.
Thus, in this respect no factional quarrel existed; no
Virginia "moderate," any more than a Mississippi cotton
planter, would compromise on slavery's future. By April
1861, there no longer existed any argument in favor of union
which eastern Virginia slaveholders felt bound tojhonor .
But a compelling one recommending secession remained. When
the vote was counted, only two tobacco belt counties,

Franklin and Patrick, located in the extreme southwestern

17Reese, ed., Proceedings of the Virginia State Convention
of 1861, I, 70-5. Virginia had often complained of South
Carolina's threats to tax the interstate slave trade, and
had reacted badly as well to proposals for reopening the
Atlantic slave trade, both of which represented coercion of
a different sort from Lincoln's, but coercion nonetheless.
Ironically, the Deep South could not have more effectively
closed the interstate slave trade than by convincing
Virginia to join the Confederacy, for the demand for black
labor in wartime effectively stopped slave transfers to the
South. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, 'p: . 59.
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corner and latecomers to the plantation economy, failed to
ratify the secession ordinance.18
Virginia's westernmost mountain counties did not agree
to secede. On the evening of 17 April, while Richmonders
wildly celebrated Virginia's disunion in the streets,
western delegates reconvened in the Powhatan Hotel and began
the chain of events that would culminate in the
establishment of the loyal state of West Virginia in 1863.
The government they formed at Wheeling in May 1861 was known
as the "Restored Government." In 1863 Congress accepted
them into the Union, and in 1864 moved the government to
Union-occupied Alexandria, where it was headed by Francis
Harrison Pierpont, later Virginia's provisional governor
appointed by Andrew Johnson. Virginians did not offer much
resistance to the westerners' decision; most seemed thankful
to be rid of the problem which the west had long posed for
them. For, by then, the enthusiasm for the Confederate
cause was so widespread that Virginia's initial hesitancy

had faded from the popular memory.19

181bid., pp. 206-07; Alison Goodyear Freehling, Drift
toward Dissolution: The Virginia Slavery Debate of
1831-1832 (Baton Rouge, 1982), P. 258; Ronald L. Lewis,
Coal, Iron, and Slaves: Industrial Slavery in Maryland and
Virginia, 1715-1865 (Westport, Conn., X979), p.' 234,

19Thomas, Confederate Nation, p. 93; Shanks, Secession in
Virginia, pp. 211-12; Maddex, Virginia Conservatives, pp.
26-8. For a history of West Virginia during the Civil War




If Virginia's political decision on secession followed a
tortuous path, her material readiness for war charted a 1less
dilatory course. During the winter of 1859-60, following
Brown's raid, Virginia leaders quietly began some military
preparedness; this buildup had accelerated after the
November presidential election. Virginia Democrats became
noticeably friendlier to Whig economic diversification
measures. If secession did occur, no one wanted to have to

mobilize the state from the bottom up; a sturdy Virginia

defense would become a transcendent imperative.20

Earnest mobilization began immediately after the
convention passed the secession ordinance, and strategists

commenced with a consideration of logistics and military

and Reconstruction, see Richard Orr Curry, A House Divided:
A Study of Statehood Politics and the Copperhead Movement in
West Virginia (Pittsburgh, 1964).

201n the winter of 1859-60 the General Assembly authorized
$500,000 for the purchase and manufacture of arms for the
state, of which a total of $180,000 was actually used to
that end, while the remainder went to furnish the Richmond
Armory. A contract with Anderson's Tredegar Works ensured
the supply of machinery to the Armory. Even the cautious
Governor Letcher lobbied for and received stronger militia
laws, the creation of a stronger military staff, expansion
of Virginia Military Institute at Lexington, and the
formation of a brigade of minutemen. Boney, John Letcher of
Virginia, p. 93; Maddex, Virginia Conservatives, pp. 20-1;
Shanks, Secession Movement in Virginia, pp. 93-6. For a
discussion of Tredegar's buildup for war during 1859-60, see
Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 44-59.




geography. The state was a key component of the
Confederacy, occupying a vulnerable location on the northern
frontier. The South looked to the 0ld Dominion as its
arsenal and, after late May 1861, home of the new capital at
Richmond. Not far distant from her northeastern boundary
sat the Union capital, and along the east the seaboard's
navigable rivers extended up to Richmond and other points
along the fall line. In the west lay the bountiful Valley,
on which Virginia relied heavily for provisions and a supply
of pig iron from the blast furnaces. Opening into northern
territory in Maryland near Harper's Ferry, this region

invited Union invasion and required additional

defenses.21 Virginia's railroad network, for all its

shortcomings still the most developed in the South and a
vital component in the world's first railroad war, required

sedulous guardianship.22

Most of these lines of supply,
transport, and communication ran between the fall line and
the Blue Ridge. Of those in the tobacco belt, the most

important were the Virginia Central, the Virginia and

2ljames H. Brewer, The Confederate Neqro: Virginia's
Craftsmen and Military Laborers, 1861-1865 (Durham, 1969),
P. 73; see Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 164-65,
for furnaces threatened and burned by Union cavalry. The
most vulnerable ones in the northern end of the Valley,
where the Union commenced attacks in the spring of 1862.
Most of these never went into blast because they were so
pregnably located.

22p good study of Virginia's rail system during the war is
Angus James Johnston, II, Virginia Railroads in the Civil
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Tennessee, the Orange and Alexandria, the Southside, and the

23 : .
These several considerations

Richmond and Danville.
meant that Confederates had to garrison Virginia to the
teeth early in the war, and they had to maintain it; the

Army of Northern Virginia consistently held more troops and

required more supplies than any other southern army.24

As he began his tenure in the Confederate Army, General
Robert E. Lee reckoned labor mobilization to be the bedrock
of the war effort. Shortly after Sumter he wrote Letcher to

commend the alacrity with which white men had responded to

War (Chapel Hill, 1961). Johnston's study illustrates the
extent to which the army's fortunes rested on the state of
the railroads. Deterioration, especially since southern
foundries did not produce any new rail during the war, was a
continual problem. The "particularism" of railroad
companies--their differing gauges--accounted for many delays
of troops and provisions. 1Inflation, corruption,
disloyalty, and a scarcity of men and materiel further
complicated efficient rail service. 1In addition, the
Confederate government lacked a firm transportation policy,
and lacked emergency control over its railroads, reflecting
the tensions which existed between the national and state
governments over issues of federal control and
centralization. By contrast, the Congress granted Lincoln
and his Secretaries of War the authority to administer the
railroads for wartime emergencies. Johnston, pp. v-vi,
249-56. See also Robert C. Black, III, Railroads of the
Confederacy (Chapel Hill, 1952).

23Johnston, Virginia Railroads in the Civil War, pp. 1-19.

24Douglas Southall Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants: A Study in
Command, 2 vols. (New York, 1942), I, 677-700, gives a good
summary of Virginia's military geography; see also Brewer,
Confederate Negro, 36-7; Tinsley Lee Spraggins,
"Mobilization of Negro Labor for the Department of Virginia
and North Carolina, 1861-1865," North Carolina Historical
Review 24 (April 1947), 162.
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the summons for war; sufficient recruits were not then his
worry. The chief difficulty, he explained, consisted of
"provision for their instruction, subsistence, equipment,
clothing, shelter, and transportation in the field," all of

which "required more time and 1abor."25

In four years, he
never solved the problem. As the war wound down to
conclusion, it was scarcity of noncombat labor which most
frustrated Lee. He contacted Governor Smith in February
1865 to say that only 502 of the 5000 slaves impressed the
previous December had arrived in camp, leaving "no prospect
of securing a sufficient force for the work needed before
the commencement of the campaign. Could I have got the
proper amount of labor, all the work could now have been
completed, and we should have felt better prepared to resist
assaults of the enemy that we may daily look for." General
Ulysses S. Grant was augmenting his strength steadily, Lee
went on, and Union troops appeared rested and well

supplied. By contrast, Lee's soldiers were "kept constantly
employed in repairing the ravages of winter storms, ! &e.,
cutting wood, procuring supplies, and watching the
operations of the enemy. They cannot be called off from the

lines of entrenchments to do the work for which I desire the

25Robert E. Lee to John Letcher, 15 June 1 8 6rle, Beiri R HESE WIS
Flournoy, et. al., eds., Calendar of Virginia State Papers
and Other Manuscripts from January 11886 towAprilalss
1869; Preserved in the Capitol at Richmond, 11 vols.
(Richmond, 1893), XI, 171.




negro force."26 The following day Smith delivered this

news to the General Assembly. YEromaalls Ilcanelearn;® he
said, "the safety of this city depends upon the prompt
supply of the necessary labor."27
By 1862 it was apparent that Virginia labor reserves had
been overdrawn. Lee's two communications reflect the gulf
between the optimism of 1861, when Confederates regarded
slave labor a categorical benefit, and the dark mood in
early 1865, after years of unsuccessful labor mobilization.

In the interim Virginia had been forced to enlist the white

male population of military age more widely than expected

26General Robert E. Lee to Governor William Smith, 9
February 1865, in Flournoy, et. al., eds., Calendar of
Virginia State Papers, XI, 261.

27Smith's desperation later led to his support of the
Confederacy's eleventh-hour plan to use slaves as armed
soldiers. Governor William Smith to the General Assembly,
10 February 1865, in Flournoy, et. al., eds., Calendar of
Virginia State Papers, XI, 261-62; Thomas, Confederate
Nation, p. 293. Slaveholder Robert T. Hubard's remarks on
this development were typical not only of him but of his
class. Writing from his Buckingham county estate "Chellowe"
to his brother Edward on 4 November 1864, Hubard noted, "You
have seen that lately it has been proposed to use negroes as
soldiers in the army. . . . I think it bad policy, and I
question the constitutional right of Congress to take our
slaves for any such purpose. Men who advocate this can have
probably no negroes of their own. . . . As the slaveholders
are the minority, I shall not be surprised if the measure is
adopted and abolition introduced by our government, which we
have been striving for 30 years to strive against it by the
Northern element. . . . Even now we cannot make crops enough
to feed our armies and home population as the negroes do not
work faithfully and are looking forward to their freedom
under Lincoln. But enough of this subject now." Robert T.
Hubard to Edward W. Hubard, 4 November 1864, Robert T.
Hubard Papers.




for combat. Consequently, they depleted the small white
labor pool which, as often as not, was a skilled group of
industrial workers that factory owners reluctantly

released.28

In the summer of 1862 the government
established to protect states' rights was forced to pass the
first conscription act in American history. Another
followed that fall, this one containing an exemption for men
in management of twenty or more slaves--the hated
"Twenty-Nigger Law" which did so much to raise southern

class consciousness. By war's end, the South had used 90

percent of her white male population in combat; the North

never enlisted even half of its adult men.29

As Confederates braced for civil war, Afro-Americans in
the tobacco belt studied the behavior of their high-strung
masters and other whites and noticed new diversity in their
own work regimes. Free Negro and slave laborers continued
to do work they had always done: extract and process raw
materials, perform much of the skilled and nearly all of the
unskilled labor of the society, construct and maintain

public works and railroads, and produce tobacco and other

28For the conflicts that Joseph Anderson had with the
Confederate government about the conscription of his skilled
white labor force, see Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy,
pPp. 248-49,

29Cconsideration of the failure of labor policy was one of
the motives behind General Patrick Cleburne's Memorial of 2
January 1864, calling on the Confederacy to arm its slaves.
Cleburne noted that "slavery, from being one our chief




30 To these labors the war added

agricultural produce.
civilian and military provision procurement, foraging
operations, and armament production. Blacks were needed as
bodyservants in army camps, as nurses in hospitals, and
workers in government shops. They constructed river
batteries, entrenchments, redoubts, and breastworks, and
maintained the transportation system, now a crucial wartime
employment. Without black labor, the coal mines, ironworks,
blast furnaces, salt mines, lumber camps, tanneries, naval
yards, machine shops, nitriaries, and harness shops might
not have entered production. The Confederacy brought
steadily escalating demands for Afro-Americans to do the
work of blacksmiths, strikers, sawyers, boatmakers, boatmen,
wheelwrights, carpenters, cooks, ordinary laborers,

1
ropemakers, shoemakers, teamsters, and much more.3

sources of strength at the commencement of the war, has now
become, in a military point of view, one of our chief
sources of weakness." Thomas, Confederate Nation, pp.
152-53, 261-62.

30confederate legislation established a maximum of 2500
tobacco plants per hand, in an effort to devote more land to
the production of foodstuffs. Similar quotas were set in
the cotton belt, and in both areas the law was widely
evaded. E. Merton Coulter, The Confederate States of
America, 1861-1865 (Baton Rouge, 1950), p. 241.

3lsee Clarence L. Mohr, "Southern Blacks in the Civil

War: A Century of Historiography" Journal of Neqro History
54 (April 1974), 177-95; Brewer, Confederate Neqro, passim,
for a wealth of detail on black labor in wartime Virginia.
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Work patterns on individual plantations distant from the
front also changed visibly as masters left for an unseen
war, carrying personal servants with them and reordering
labor regimens of the slaves left behind. When the war
began, Levi Pollard was a slave waterboy on a plantation
Charlotte county. One day the overseer promoted him to
plowboy. "'You know dar is war gwine on,'" Pollard recalled
the overseer said, "'en de niggers dat was plowin' is gone
off ter help us win de war. You is not ripe 'nough ter go;
stay here en work hard sois us can feed de men at war, en
sois us can look af'er de women folks en deryoungpbarent, i1
say I do de best I can." Pollard understood that slaves who
were leaving went "ter war en dig fer de South, en carry
things dat is too heavy for the whites," but he had no other
evidence that a war was actually in progress. "Co'se I
ain't know dar was no war near," he explained, "but I seed

funny things. De white folks was all sad en er cryin', en

dey ain't bother de niggers atal'."32

Several factors ordained that the tobacco belt would
assume a distant and relatively quiet noncombat support
role. Military geography and troop movements made the
region a sheltered refuge untouched by devastation until the

last months of the war, when Grant concluded that the way to

32Charles L. Perdue, Jr., Thomas E. Barden, and Robert K.
Philips, eds., Weevils in the Wheat: Interviews with
Virginia Ex-Slaves (Bloomington, 1976), p. 228.
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defeat Lee was to ravage his support system. Lee had drawn
his lines tightly in the east and north to protect Richmond,
the political, industrial, and symbolic linchpin of the
Confederacy, and to the west the Blue Ridge offered natural
protection. Notwithstanding the early loss of much of the
eastern seaboard and parts of northern Virginia--to say

nothing of the secession of West Virginia--Union forces were

generally kept at at bay until the summer of 1864.33 With

the interior cordoned off, the army cast the tobacco belt,
as it did the Valley, into a provisioner's role.

The transformation of the interior was most apparent in
its towns, nearly all of which became upcountry
storehouses. The greatest changes overtook Lynchburg:. o The
"Tobacco City" became the Army of Northern Virginia's
undisputed upcountry quartermaster, second only to Richmond
as a depot early in the war, and outranking it by the

34

end Situated atop high hills, protected by the Blue

33Hampton Roads and Hampton village on the Peninsula, for
example, where Fortress Monroe was located, were never
controlled by the Confederates. The white population of
Hampton abandoned the town on 25 May 1861; Alexandria, near
Washington, was occupied the previous day. Similarly,
border areas in northern Virginia were occupied early in the
conflict, and Norfolk fell to Union armies in November

1862. Robert Francis Engs, Freedom's First Generation:
Black Hampton, Virginia, 1861-1890 (Philadelphia, 1979), pp.
20-2.

34Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 12, 18, 22-6. For a
traveller's account of Richmond at the beginning of the war
and the transformations which immediately overtook the
capital, see T. C. DeLeon, Four Years in Rebel Capitals
(Mobile, Ala., 1890), pp. 86-7.
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Ridge and regarded safe from cavalry raids, located on the
canal and with access to three major railroads, the Virginia
and Tennessee, the Orange and Alexandria, and the Southside,
Lynchburg provided an ideal interior depository. The
Confederacy converted several tobacco factories there into
hospitals, armories, tanneries, government shops,

warehouses, and additional flour mills; after the fall of

1863, they added a horse and mule infirmary.35 It became

Lynchburg's business to stockpile food, munitions, medical
supplies, and resources of every kind. New sawmills,
freightyards, and boatyards appeared; residents grew
accustomed to the sight of strangers passing by on wartime
missions. Soldiers from across the South passed through on
their way to service in the northern, western, and eastern
theatres; Union prisoners bound for Andersonville or
Danville were seen headed south. Slave and free Negro
boatmen journeyed by on the canal, carrying large, urgent
cargoes and making frequent stops as they wended their way
down the 195 miles from Buchanan to Richmond. Pig iron for
the ironworks and lumber for the railroads dominated their
shipments, but they carried large amounts of provisions from
the Valley as well. Upriver ferriage included boiler plate,
railroad spikes and axles, bar iron, nails, food, forage,

cattle, and other freight bound for Lynchburg. At first

35Brewer, Confederate Negro, p. 14.
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many of these goods went out on the Virginia and Tennessee
to points as far away as Mobile, Alabama, but late in the
war they were consumed locally and some items even served as
currency.36

Several other smaller depots appeared across the
southern piedmont, all of them in towns strategically
located at railroad junctions. Mecklenburg's county seat,
Clarksville, was connected to Richmond by the small Roanoke
Valley road. Here Confederates established a large harness
shop which provided almost the entire South with bridles,
collars, artillery harness, halters, saddles, and pouches.
Several small local tanneries furnished the shop with

37 In Danville, located at the terminus of the

leather.
Richmond and Danville, slave laborers built and repaired
wagons, worked in the foundry, maintained warehouses,
conducted foraging operations, and transshipped goods from

North Carolina after the critical opening of the Piedmont

road into Greensboro in May 1864. One of Danville's tobacco

36Joseph Anderson often paid his slave hires, for example,
in bar iron or nails during 1864. Dew, Ironmaker to the
Confederacy, p. 260.

37The work of tanning was arduous business requiring both
skill and brawn. For a detailed account of the process, see
Brewer, Confederate Negro, p. 42. In addition to the work
done at Clarksville, the Tredegar owned three small
tanneries, one in Covington in southwest Virginia, another
in Buchanan, and a third small shoe and harness shop at its
Cloverdale furnace in the Valley. These three shops
provided most of the plant's leather needs. Dew, Ironmaker
to the Confederacy, p. 163.




factories became a prison late in the war. Burkeville in
Nottoway county, at the junction of the Southside and
Richmond and Danville roads, was an important transshipment
point for goods from Tennessee to Richmond via Lynchburg,
from Danville, and later from North Carolina. Another
ordnance depot was located at Farmville, in Prince Edward
county, on the Southside road.38

The Medical Corps often entrusted patients under its
care to the safety of the interior. Some facilities of
necessity had to be near the front, and the largest hospital
of the Confederacy was the Chimborazo in Richmond;
Petersburg was another major medical center. But most army
hospitals were smaller, located behind the lines where they
functioned as receiving units for long-term, more seriously
injured soldiers. The largest interior hospital was in

Lynchburg; others were found in Farmville, Clarksville,

Liberty, and Charlottesville, where the Rotunda of the

University of Virginia was converted for the purpose.39

Initially the Confederacy culled its nursing staff from

the ranks of the enlisted. But as the numbers of sick and

38Brewer, Confederate Negro, p. 26; Johnston, Virginia
Railroads during the Civil War, D 205.

39six other hospitals were found in the capital. Others
were located at Manassas, Staunton, Warrenton, Fort Royal,
Gordonsville, Culpeper Court House, and Orange Court House.
An even smaller group of eight were scattered across the
state and operated for very short periods of time in 1864
and 1865. Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 95-6, 121-22,
128-29, 184n.




wounded mushroomed while the army tapped every available
soldier for combat, able-bodied white male recruits could no
longer be spared. In the fall of 1861, Confederates began
to hire slave and free Negro nurses and a large number of
other black workers whom they employed in various ancillary
jobs associated with nineteenth-century medical care. These
included soapmaking, brewing, carpentry, farming, dairying
and herding, maintenance of icehouses, provision of fuel,
and transportation services. Army hospitals were among the
most regular conscriptors of Afro-American wagon drivers and
boatmen, who acquired supplies and brought in patients.
Others worked as "merchants" or "scalingers" and bartered
with local farmers for provisions. Much hospital work was
drudgery, and so black women were found in their highest
numbers in hospitals, where they worked as laundresses,
cooks, bakers, maids, and housekeepers in the wards.40
One aspect of mobilization of paramount importance
centered on the production of armament. The nucleus of
manufacture was the Tredegar in Richmond, but during the war
the output of two smaller foundries in Lynchburg and
Danville bolstered munitions output. Their success depended
directly on the operations of the blast furnaces in the
Valley and the coal mines in the east. They also required

warehousing, transportation service by both rail and canal,

40Brewer, Confederate Negro, p. 97.
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and farms and shops to feed, clothe, and provision the labor
force.41

Even with the critical addition of the Tredegar to the
Confederacy, the South entered the war in 1861
embarrassingly ill-equipped to face a more diversified,
industrialized, better-armed foe. Although this imbalance
was never redressed, the enterprising Chief of the
Confederate Ordnance Bureau, Josiah Gorgas, nonetheless did
achieve a surprisingly high level of efficiency by
1864.42 Confederate armies prior to 1863 relied chiefly
upon European arms suppliers, or captured what they could
from Union armies. By 1864, after extensive modification of

the Tredegar, Gorgas's efforts to arm the South through

domestic production had met with considerable success. By

41Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 36-7, 49-51, 55-6, 73;
Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 82, 277-81.

42Frank E. Vandiver, Ploughshares into Swords: Josiah
Gorgas and Confederate Ordnance (Austin, 1977), pp. 62,
240-41; Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 152-53,
175-77, for a summary of the problems the Tredegar faced
under wartime conditions. The primary factor in this
disparity rested less on physical plant than on an inability
to exploit natural resources more effectively, particularly
iron ore. Anderson had expanded the foundry during the
1850s, but at the same time many of his Valley furnaces
closed down, and Tredegar began to operate with the cheaper
anthracite pig iron available from Pennsylvania, rather than
the more expensive charcoal pig from the remaining Valley
facilities. When the war closed off supply from the North,
it left Tredegar short of both raw materials and furnaces in
blast. The foundry never had use of more than 8000 tons of
iron annually during the war, despite an ability to consume
around three times that much.




then Tredegar's output included rifles, heavy field
artillery, and plate for Confederate ironclads. The
Lynchburg facilities repaired small arms and added
cartridges and caissons to the arsenal; breech-loading
carbines came from Danville, where larger field artillery

43

was maintained. The one crucial product which southern

foundries did not produce during the war years was rail for
the railroads.44

During the war, Tredegar became one of the largest slave
hirers in Virginia, next to the railroads, and an increasing

number of the company's slave laborers came from the tobacco

belt. With much of northern Virginia and the eastern

43By the summer of 1864, the expansion of the Tredegar had
been almost counterbalanced by the destruction of furnaces
in Union cavalry raids, which in turn further shortened the
supply of metal. Along with the unwillingness of
slaveholders to hire hands for fear of losing them to the
Federals, and the growing inability to provision hired
slaves once they did find them, these factors had all but
closed the Tredegar and the other two foundries by late
1864. Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 152, 166=72,
For an account of the 1864 raids, slaveholder reaction to
them, and the effect on the hiring market, see ibid., pPP.
258-60; Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 41-2.

44This omission proved to be a disastrous one, and
illustrates the administrative inadequacy of the Confederacy
as it tried to adhere to states' rights doctrine. A
self-imposed policy of attrition--that is, denying recovery
from wartime losses by compelling engineers to destroy
smaller roads in order to repair the main lines, and
consequently restricting supply zones even further,
represented a grave strategic error which would weigh
heavily on the ultimate outcome of the war. See Johnston,
Virginia Railroads in the Civil War, pp. v-vi; Dew,
Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 271-74, on the many
reasons, chief among the lack of equipment, why the Tredegar
could not begin production of rolled rail late in the war.




seaboard occupied or in the main combat theatre, Anderson
directed his hiring agents into the piedmont, the Valley,
and even other states in search of labor. Tredegar's
ancillary operations in the blast furnaces, coal mines, and
on the canal claimed an additional black labor force
estimated to have been between 500 and 600 in 1863. Still
other hired slaves labored at Tredegar's Buchanan wharf
where they stored iron at the warehouse and dredged the
docks. By 1865, Anderson advertised for 1000 slave men and
boys, for whose labor he met keen competition, primarily
from the military and the railroads.45

Racial redistribution of the labor force within the
plant was a byproduct of wartime adjustment. Tredegar's
hired slaves had constituted a minority in 1860, numbering
eighty out of a total work force of nearly eight

hundred .4

Slaves and free Negroes worked in only two
shops, the rolling mills and the blacksmith department, when
Sumter was attacked; in the foundries, machine shops, and

engine and locomotive works, white labor, mostly of foreign

birth, dominated. After secession, many of these skilled

45pew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 250-51, 262-63;
Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 71-5.

4671n this, of course, the Tredegar was an extreme
example. Most hirers, such as the railroads and canal,
worked with slave majorities, while the tobacco factories
employed large slave minorities. Dew, Ironmaker to the
Confederacy, pp. 27-8.




immigrants left for the North, and the military absorbed
most of the white labor that remained. Consequently, more
slaves entered all phases of Tredegar's operations. 1In
1862, 131 slaves turned out Confederate arms and munitions;

the next year, Anderson employed 226 slaves; by 1864, slaves

counted for well over half of all plant workers.47

Managing this larger, more skilled slave labor force was
a task which steadily claimed more of Anderson's attention.
He instructed his agents to flatter, cajole, and reason with
touchy slaveholders, and at all times to be as flexible as
possible in meeting their terms.48 But the job of wartime

hiring agent was neither easy nor enviable.49 Agents

47Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, PpP. 262-64.

48Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 71-3; Dew, Ironmaker to
the Confederacy, pp. 251-52; 258-59. Anderson's letter to
Philip A. Bolling in Farmville in December 1862 is
representative of this tactic. "We are pleased at the
prospect of getting this Year a large number of Hands, and
will say that we can employ all that you can hire & on
reasonable terms, say within the limit you name. We need
the greater portion of the hands at our Blast furnaces in
Botetourt county, considered one of the most secure
positions in the state. For these men we have made most
ample provisions to supply them with clothing & the very
best food. We also need men to work on our farm in
Goochland County & at our Coal pits on the same premises.
There too every arrangement has been made for the Comfort of
the Negroes. Those who prefer their hands laboring in this
city can be employed in our work here." Joseph Anderson to
P. A. Bolling, 29 December 1862, Tredegar Company Letter
Book, p. 171.

49The position was not restricted to Tredegar's

operations. Most industrial and transportation
establishments relied on the services of hiring agents, and
the army hospitals employed them extensively. Brewer,
Confederate Negro, pp. 123-25.




prevailed against increasingly hidebound owners troubled
about losing their chattel to the Union army, and fearful of
hiring's increasing leniency and the implications of that
trend for the slave regime. Anderson therefore granted a
position as overseer to agents who employed thirty or more
hands on their expeditions, an appointment which brought
exemption from the army under the "Twenty-Nigger Law."50
Anderson's letters and advertisements reveal the extent
of the problems he faced in the labor market. Appeals to
slaveholder patriotism were standard features. They
reminded slaveowners of the extent to which their status
rested on sufficient slave labor to provision the army.
Anderson wrote William A. Bibb of Charlottesville imploring
his aid in locating a Greene county slaveholder who had told
Anderson he would have hands to hire in 1864. "It is of
infinite importance that we obtain hands for our Blast
furnaces and Coal pits now so important to the Confederacy
in her struggle & if you can aid us in any way in this
important matter you will aid the Govt very much," Anderson
wrote.51 If this brand of civic pride failed to move
them, pointing out the expense of maintaining slaves on the

plantation sometimes worked. Tredegar agents usually tried

to outbid other employers, and Anderson's oft-repeated

50Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, p. 251.

51Joseph R. Anderson to William A. Bibb, 24 December 1863,
Tredegar Company Letter Book, p. 221.
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promises regarding the physical and material well-being of
the slaves hired to his establishments were commonplace for
the first two years of war. By 1863, however, slaves in the
Valley furnaces and along the canal had begun to abscond to
nearby armies with some frequency. To one slaveowner whose
slaves had left the furnace, Anderson explained in June 1863
that "the demoralization among the negroes here . . . is a
source of much disquietude to us who have contracts with the
government for iron [upon which] the fate of the country may
depend."52 Later that month an official referred to what
appeared to be "almost a stampede among your hands" at one
Valley furnace, and the acceleration of Union raids into the
Valley in the summer of 1864 resulted in still greater
losses. By Christmas, Anderson had to confess that "this
has been a rather disasterous year for the hirers and owners
of slaves, so many having run off to the Yankees, a large

portion from within the fortifications offithils

city.“[Richmond]53 Still, at the Tredegar he could point

to the runaway record with confidence. Slave security there
was a matter of pride before 1864; after then, escapes from
the ironworks climbed significantly.54

This pattern--increased reliance on black labor, more

52Quoted in Lewis, Coal, Iron, and Slaves, p. 138.

53Ibid.; Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 250-61.

541hid.
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urgent hiring forays into the interior and beyond, appeals
to patriotism, promises of good treatment, higher wages, and
protection from the Union army--characterized wartime labor
management, in whole or in part, in the railroads,
factories, blast furnaces, salt mines, collieries, on the
canal, and the other industries and businesses that employed
slaves. The competition for slave laborers among wartime
employers escalated sharply, and each could argue credibly
that their needs for labor were essential for the existence
of the Confederacy.55

Transportation services on the railroads and canal, both
of which were heavily subsidized by the state, were major
employers of wartime slave labor. The competition which
they brought to the labor market was keen, and like the
Tredegar they drew a large portion of their slave labor
force from within interior Virginia. Railroads transported
troops and supplies, and they linked Richmond to its vast
supply zone in the hinterland. The most important line was
the Virginia Central, which hauled about half of all Lee's

supplies out of the Valley and the piedmont. Next in

55Despite combinations with the railroads and other
industries to keep competition to a minimum, Tredegar and
others met with ruinous rates in the market. "We have
conferred with all the Rail Roads and other important
interests here and all have Concluded that $300 will be
their ultimatum. . . . From all the information we have
there will be a large Number offering six to nine, a great
number are being sent here from the exposed Portions of the
state."” Joseph Anderson to Col. R. L. Owen in Lynchburg, 10
December 1863, Tredegar Company Letter Book.




importance was the Virginia and Tennessee, which tapped a

more distant western supply area in Tennessee and brought

salt from Saltville in southwest Virginia.56 The

Southside and its adjunct into Greensboro, the Piedmont,
gave southern access, as did the Richmond and Danville. For
these four roads, plus the others in the east, Virginia
Confederates required a very large labor force indeed,
numbering in the tens of thousands. Substantial numbers of
them performed the menial labor of maintenance, which
included cutting timber and crossties, pumping water, and
loading and unloading freight. Many other Afro-American
railroad hands labored in skilled capacities as
boilermakers, blacksmiths, carpenters, mechanics, brakemen,
and firemen. They built bridges and trestles, drained and
cleared the roadbeds and laid down gravel, graded, and
constructed depots and other structures. They worked as
section and depot hands and on repair gangs. Because many
free Negroes were skilled mechanics, and because their
employment created no conflict with slaveholders, they were
especially sought by the railroad companies. The James
River canal was a crucial adjunct to the rail system.

During the war its use was given over almost entirely to the

568a1tville's strategic importance cannot be

overestimated, since the secession of West Virginia deprived
Virginia of the country's single most important source of
salt in the Kanawha Valley. A good study on this subject 1is
Ella Lonn, Salt as a Factor in the Confederacy (New York,
1933 ).




needs of the Tredegar. The canal employed 455 people in
1861, almost all of whom were black. Among this group of
transportation workers could be found drillers, quarrymen,
blacksmiths, stone cutters, masons, boatmen, dock hands,
dredgers, and messengers.57
It did not take long for the government and the army to
realize that voluntary compliance from slaveholders in
furnishing slave labor would never meet their enormous
needs. In antebellum days, slaveholders had often refused
to rent slaves to employers considered harsh, dangerous, or
irresponsible, nor had it been unusual for owners to defer
to a slave's individual wishes concerning his employment.
This tradition continued during war, but now decisions made
on the plantation concerning employment, sometimes between
master and slave, were increasingly overruled by the
military and the government. War had changed nothing about
the dangerous conditions of the coal mines, or of some
aspects of work in the blast furnaces or along the
railroads, except perhaps for the worse. Yet the government
now compelled slaves to enter these positions not only
against their own wills but against those of their masters
as well. Slaveowners began to object more strenuously to
transportation labor because the potential for escape or

capture was so much higher there; but again, their power to

57Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 74-94.




keep their chattel from such employment was increasingly
limited by that time as a result of impressment
legislation.58

From the outset of hostilities, the antebellum slave
hiring system assumed great salience in the southern war
effort. As a method of labor allocation, slave hiring
offered obvious strategic advantages. Many of the jobs for
which Confederates sought slave labor were ones which,
during the 1850s, had been filled with hired slaves. The
system had been used primarily in industry, transportation,
and in areas where agriculture had diversified from staple
to cereal production and truck farming. Generally, slave
hiring had been a hallmark of economic sectors characterized
by altered labor markets and limited economic reform.
During wartime, mobilization made these issues central
concerns of the Confederacy. An independent nation had to
rely more heavily on the production of its own foodstuffs,
and it had to reduce acreage formerly used in the production
of cash crops. Industrial demands also increased, and
transportation became critically important to the army.
Such changes required greater flexibility in the use of
labor, a challenge for which hiring had always been used as
a solution. Basic military needs--hospital labor and

noncombat service, for example--also adapted well to the

58Johnston, Virginia Railroads in the Civil War, p. 128.




hiring system. Therefore, when Virginia Confederates
commenced the reorganization of black labor, they had an

institutional framework already established through which

they could begin to reallocate labor to meet the demands of
59

war Thus did the inroads which market relations had
made prior to 1861 become vital to the survival of the
Confederacy.

Hiring provided the elasticity needed to mobilize
effectively. But in the long run, the expansion of hiring
had, from a Confederate viewpoint, more insidious effects.
By widening the wedge through which market relations had
begun to enter into society, hiring further eroded the slave
regime and compromised the goals of the war. Other factors
greatly aided this process. Preeminent among them was the
ill-founded confidence which Confederates placed in the
loyalty of the slaves. Tens of thousands of Afro-Americans
embarrassed the war effort by escaping to nearby Union
armies and, failing that, by withholding labor through
temporary absence or malingering. Stubborn conflicts
erupted between slaveholders and the government over slave
impressment, hiring's compulsory cousin employed by the
government when voluntary efforts failed to produce
sufficient military labor. Nonexistent or inflexible

government policy fostered disputes with railroad men and

S9Brewer, The Confederate Negro, pp. 22-3.
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industrialists, ruptures which often reduced the available
labor force. These disagreements arose in part from the
debate over the authority of the central government.
Because states' rights limited the role of the central
government, this ideology hampered the Confederacy's ability
to administer efficiently a whole series of war-imposed
economic changes. As a result, economic mobilization was
often an unwelcome, usually misunderstood, and frequently
ill-managed task. Most importantly, these conflicts
reflected slaveholders' displeasure with the government's
increasing interference with the master-slave relationship,
and the fear that more extensive hiring would undermine
masters' power and authority.60
By the beginning of the 1863 campaigns, effective labor
mobilization had become an impossible task. The rebels
experienced successive reverses on the battlefields; the
North achieved an important psychological victory with the
issuance of the Emancipation Proclamation; and slave losses

mounted in eastern and northern Virginia, much of which was

60Thomas, Confederate Nation, pp. 32-3, 240-41, 298;

Barbara Jeanne Fields, "The Advent of Capitalist
Agriculture: The New South in a Bourgeois World," in Essays
on the Postbellum Southern Economy, ed. by Thavolia Glymph
and John J. Kushma (Arlington, Tex., 1985), p. 79; Armstead
L. Robinson, "'Worser dan Jeff Davis': The Coming of Free
Labor during the Civil War, 1861-1865," in ibid., p. 38.




¢ Labor competition between

under Union occupation.
industry and the military grew keen, and problems of supply
and provisioning steadily worsened. By late 1864 the Union
blockade grew strong enough to add another challenge to

6¢ Severe labor shortages

Virginia's productive capacity.
in several key sectors of the wartime economy had appeared.
Shortfalls resulting from diversions of slaves and free
Negroes from industrial to military labor were aggravated by
the maze of impressment legislation passed in response to
the labor problem. The number of slaves available for
agricultural and industrial needs declined significantly,
leading to increased conflicts between slaveholders and the

63

government. Together these issues frustrated

Confederate efforts to commandeer Virginia's large

Afro-American population to satisfy noncombat demands.64

61lThe counties of Accomac, Northampton, Elizabeth City,
York, Princess Anne, and Norfolk, including the cities of
Norfolk and Portsmouth, were under occupation by the
beginning of 1863. Spraggins, "Mobilization of Negro
Labor," 193.

62Spraggins, "Mobilization of Negro Labor," 164; Thomas,
Confederate Nation, pp. 127-28, 147; Brewer, Confederate
Negro, p. 35; Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp.

197-209; Robert Carse, The Civil War at Sea (New York, 1958).

63Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 4, 29-30; Du Bois, Black
Reconstruction, p. 59.

64Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 161, 243, 282-84,
explores the problems which Anderson faced in provisioning
Tredegar's labor force during 1864 and 1865, problems which
undermined his ability to furnish the army. On the general
situation in 1863, see Thomas, Confederate Nation, p. 250,
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As a result of these conflicts, the Confederacy came to
depend heavily on impressed slave labor by 1862, and
remained dependent on it for the remainder of the war. When
labor became dearer, military needs more pressing, the
unwillingness to hire slaves to the army more widespread,
and free Negroes resistant to military employment, both the
Confederacy and Virginia enacted a series of impressment
laws to meet labor demands. Between February 1862 and
February 1864 five such statutes were.passed, three by the
state legislature and two by the Confederacy.65

The first impressment law was passed in Virginia in

February 1862. It attempted to assuage slaveholders by

subjecting free Negroes, who had thus far escaped

impressment, to a draft of 180 days' duration.66 Five

months later the General Assembly acted again. This law

called for a census of "able-bodied" slaves between the ages

65Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 6-14, for a review of the
impressment legislation.

66about 5000 of the total 27,771 free Negro males between
the ages of eighteen and forty-five in Virginia fell liable
for service. By the time the Confederate government began
to proscribe them in 1864, well over half had already worked
on behalf of the Confederate cause. Demand for free Negro
laborers was extremely high and supply was never
satisfactory for the army. Over seventy percent of all free
Negro conscripts worked for the engineers, quartermasters,
and ordnance chiefs. The remainder were found in literally
every kind of labor performed in the state, both military
and civilian, including ambulance drivers, depot hands,
railroad hands and firemen, grooms, machinists, mechanics,
messengers, millers, sawyers, shoemakers, teamsters, wagon
makers, and wheelwrights, and more. Brewer, Confederate

Negro, pp. 1l1-4.
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of eighteen and forty-five, but it limited the number liable
to draft to either 10,000 or five percent of the slave
population of any city, town or county. Impressed slaves
were to work for sixty days, receive the familiar
compensation of rations, clothes, and medical care, and
owners were to be paid $16 per month, unless they provided
some part of their slaves' upkeep. 1In the event of death or
escape, the government agreed to reimburse the owner for the
market value of the slave. Reflecting the growing

difficulties of provision procurement, this law excused

slaves who worked exclusively in the production of grain.67

In March 1863, with labor and provisions more scarce and
slaveholders questioning the legality of impressment more
often, the legislature drew up a lengthy list of new
exceptions and exemptions that made the law confusing and
contradictory. Entire counties involved in grain
production, or those near the front, were ordered left
untouched by the impressment officer's hand. Individual
slaveholders living near the lines who had lost one-third of
their slaves to the enemy, counties which had lost
one-fourth of their slave population, anyone owning but a
single slave, and widows with enlisted sons or whose
husbands had died in service, were not required to furnish

slave labor. Owners who had already hired slaves to the War

671pid. ; Flournoy, et. al., eds., Calender of Virginia
State Papers, XI, 224-25,.




Department or to such key industries as the Tredegar also
escaped impressment. However, the law did not provide
exemptions for slaves already in industry, and the labor
force there was subject to impressment regardless of the
peculiar nature of work performed by any individual
worker.68
Unsatisfied, the Confederate Congress passed two
additional impressment laws. The first, in March 1863, came
shortly after Virginia's third impressment law and met with
disfavor from slaveholders and officials alike. The law
vested the authority of impressment in President Jefferson
Davis, rather than the governors, and it allowed designated
military officials the right to ignore these regulations
when deemed necessary. States' rights slaveholders, already
sensitive to the advancing trend toward nationalization,
hostile to state impressment, and ever mindful of their
loosened grip over the slave population, greeted this

legislation with more than a little disdain.69 Governors

68The last act also established fines for noncompliance as
well as penalties for unauthorized impressments. Dew,
Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 256-57; Brewer,
Confederate Negro, pp. 6-10.

695ee Thomas, Confederate Nation, pp. 259-66, for a

summary of the nationalistic measures which the Confederacy
was forced to pass late in the war, and slaveholder dislike
of them. Fully 85 percent of the total requisition for
Virginia made under this law came from tobacco belt
counties. Calculated from Table II, "Requisition for Slave
Labor'in Virginia, by Counties, March 11, 1863," in
Spraggins, "Mobilization of Negro Labor," 174.




in turn held little expectation that the straitened
Confederate government would improve upon the labor
situation which already plagued the states and eluded'happy
solution.70

Out of the widespread dislike for and weakness of the
1863 measure, the Confederacy passed another impressment law
in February 1864. This time the government tried to placate
slaveholders by issuing a call for all able-bodied free
Negroes, and only after a thorough exhaustion of this source
of labor did they authorize an impressment of up to 20,000
slaves throughout the South. Under the auspices of this
law, Secretary of War James A. Seddon in September 1864 was
forced to call for another 14,500 slaves, with 2,500 of the
levy to be furnished by Virginia. 1In November Davis
conscripted an additional 40,000 slave laborers, 4,500 of
whom were to come from Virginia; and on 14 December, Lee
requested an additional 5,000 slave conscripts from the
Commonwealth.71

The repeated frustrations which both Virginia and

Confederate authorities met in their impressment attempts

70Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 6-14. When slaves from
the Valley fell under the aegis of this law, their agitated
owners angrily reminded the Confederate Congress of the
importance of these laborers to the production of food that
fed the army.

7lThis law also included the establishment of a Bureau of
Conscription, and raised the monthly rate of pay to $20.
Brewer, Confederate Negro, pp. 6-11, 150; Spraggins,
"Mobilization of Negro Labor," 175.
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derived partly from the lengthening list of exceptions and
exemptions embodied in the series of laws. Designed to cool
slaveholders' growing anger, they instead generated confused
and strained relations with loyal slaveholders because many
masters exploited every loophole available. Consequently,
in early January 1865 when Governor William "Extra Billy"
Smith began to call up the slaves impressed under the
December requisition, he first streamlined his job by
imposing a flat one-tenth levy on every county, regardless
of the status of its slave population. This brought him
face to face with an obdurate slaveholding class intent on
avoiding the latest draft. The citizens' of Lynchburg
especially provoked him. Smith expressed to the Clerk of
the Hustings Court there his anger at the response he had
received to his requisition, "hirelings to the Confederacy

or agents, railroad hands, &c., not excepted."” How could it

be, Smith wanted to know, that "your large and crowded city"

had but 101 resident slaves between 18 and 55 years of age,
and that of those, but thirty were "capable of ordinary
labor"? He reminded the Clerk that only the Confederate
government could exempt slaves from impressment, and he
added his "deep regret at the manifest reluctance of the
Counties, cities and towns in filling these requisitions
called for the public defence. At a time when the slave
institution is in peril, and our inability to hold Richmond
would make our interest in slave property worthless, a call

made at the instance of Gen'l Lee to enable him to hold this
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city is too frequently responded to with such coldness and
reluctance as to f£ill the hearts of those deeply anxious for
our Liberty and Independence with anguish if not
despondency."72

Another month of vying with slaveholders forced an
exasperated Smith to take his case to the legislature.
Compelled by "the extensive ravages of the Enemy, and the
great disturbance of the industrial interests of the several
counties, and the irregularity of past impressments
combined with the indisposition which too frequently
prevails to obey such requisition," the Governor proposed to
eliminate all exemptions and to enforce his across-the-board
10 percent draft. He complained of counties in which
certain districts had lost many slaves to the enemy, leaving
other areas intact, but the entire county exempt under the
one-fourth provision. Nor did he cast much favor on the
exemption tendered slaveowners who hired slaves into other
counties or to industry. The implementation of Smith's
proposal would end the avalanche of excuses and bilts of
sophistry daily sent to Richmond by slaveowners from across
the state. Since December, Smith explained, he had been
"overwhelmed with claims set up by the different

counties. . . . I soon saw that if I undertook to adjust the

72Governor William Smith to the Clerk of Lynchburg
Hustings Court, 23 January 1865, in Flournoy, et. al., eds.,
Calendar of Virginia State Papers, XI, 259.




conflicting views of the several counties, the object of

Gen'l Lee would be defeated."73

Clearly, impressment had
failed to remedy the many complicated problems posed to the
Confederacy by slave labor. Eventually it had become so
divisive an issue that it vitiated patriotism among many
slaveholders, making impressment a major factor in the
defeat of Lee's army.

If conditions associated with hiring had worsened in
some respects, they had grown milder in others. Greater
leniency toward the slave population was increasingly
evident as Confederates prepared for war, and many aspects
of Virginia slavery softened further as the rebellion
progressed. The immediate cause for greater tolerance
resulted in Afro-Americans' recognition that their labor had
acquired a greater value to their owners, and especially to
their employers, than before. Anderson, for example, had
never borne a reputation for harshness, and he relaxed
discipline at the Tredegar and in his Valley furnaces even
further during the war years. "Negroes expect much
indulgence now," Tredegar owners explained to their furnace
managers in 1863, "and whenever we can do so, it may be best
74

to concede something as it may aid hereafter."

One of the most tangible results of this moderating

73Flournoy, et. al., eds., Calendar of Virginia State
Papers, XI, 259-61.

74Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 255, 263.




trend was seen in the more frequent practice of providing
"overwork" payments. Previously restricted to a few skilled
slaves whose labor most directly affected production in key
industries, "overwork" became common in most industrial jobs
and intrinsic to the operations of hospitals, where service
during customary Christmas holiday could be insured only

through supplementary payments.75

Coal mine operators
were also prominent "overwork" providers. At Dover, a
Tredegar mine, eighty-six hands received a total of $1400 in
1864, paid in cash and extra clothing to both the miners and

the farm hands.76

Likewise, at the Tredegar itself the
"overwork" system assumed greater importance. Some hirers
began to issue extra money or goods simply for constancy and
quietness. Furnace operators in the Valley, for example,
amended the old system to customarily pay some slaves $1 per
month if they "worked and behaved well."’’

Other palliating aspects of antebellum slave hiring did
not survive into the war. Hiring one's own time and finding
room and board seem to have largely disappeared, casualities
of mounting slaveholder paranoia. But the lessons had been

learned. When slaves escaped to Union armies, they carried

their bargaining skills with them. Northern soldiers often

75Brewer, Confederate Negro, p. 101.

76Lewis, Coal, Iron, and Slaves, p. 120.

77Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, p. 255.
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commented on Virginia slaves who entered into contract with
them, and on their understanding and expectation of wages.
Edward Washburn Whitaker had one such refugee working for
him in camp, "a Slave boy about 16 years old who ran away
from his master and offered to work for me for his rations
and a small compensation a month. He takes care of my horse
and equipments, blacks my boots etc. always stays with me
ready to do anything I want him to. He has grey eyes and

light skin."’8

The next year, at another camp near Bell
Plain, Whitaker reported that he and the men "live high,
having a colored cook who does nothing else and was once in
employ of Senators at Richmond. A first class cook and
arristocrat of 'Darks.'"79
But, more often than had been true in the antebellum
period, much of the labor of wartime hired slaves was more
than a little disagreeable. Military labor on the front
lines and fortifications was often the most brutal,
dangerous, and unhealthy kind performed. Slaves impressed
there were often poorly treated, clothed and fed, the
objects of opprobrium from soldiers and, to their owners"’

consternation, much more likely to escape. Masters remarked

on slaves returned in poor health, without clothing and

78Edward Washburn Whitaker to his sister Adaline, 26 June
1862, Edward Washburn Whitaker Civil War Letters, typescript
(1961), ‘p. 1086,

791bid., 3 January 1863, p. 144.




blankets, and of slaves never returned at all. Slaves
themselves often complained of their treatment at the hands
of the military, and masters released them reluctantly and
sought to retrieve them if at all possible.80 In 1864
Lunenburg county whites sent a petition to the governor very
different in tone from the one they had forwarded three
years earlier calling for immediate secession. This
resolution protested against the frequency with which

impressed slaves returned "in a feeble and exhausted

condition" from their service in the military.81 Lancelot

Minor's comments from his Amherst county plantation were
typical. "John who has been 'in the Service' as they call
it ever since 17 of Sept. greatly to my pecuniary
inconvenience and injury,"” wrote this immediate secessionist
in his diary in late 1863, "is again called away to Richmond
from which I scarcely expect him [to] be returned alive
because of Small pox & other diseases." This experience
caused Minor to grow dubious of the government's support of

the slaveholding class.82

80Coulter, Confederate Nation, pp. 258-59; Brewer,
Confederate Negro, p. 155; Spraggins, "Mobilization of Negro
Labor," 176.

8lpor this and other slaveholder complaints, see Brewer,
Confederate Negro, pp. 154-55. For Lunenburg's secession
petition, see Reese, ed., Proceedings of the Virginia State
Convention, pp. 655-57.

82Lancelot Minor Diary, 30 December 1863, Minor family
papers.




Even though the disorder that characterized wartime
labor appropriations stymied the governments, it benefited
many black Virginians. They manipulated the chaotic
scramble for their labor to achieve a greater measure of
freedom, to undermine the slave system, and to compromise
the war. Some ameliorated their immediate conditions;
others, like their counterparts throughout the South, turned
proximity to the Union army to good account by absconding to
the Yankees whenever possible. The high level of
mobilization in Virginia and the large number of defensive
troops in the state minimized large-scale escape from the
tobacco belt until the summer of 1864, when Grant began his
relentless Virginia campaign and sent more troops to the

interior.83

Still, thousands of black Virginians from the
tobacco belt fled their bondage before Grant and his cavalry
commander General Philip H. Sheridan eased the way for them
in the summer of 1864 and the spring of 1865.

One of the destinations most preferred by runaways in

the Union lines of occupied Virginia was Fortress Monroe at

831In December 1863 Virginia's Auditor of Public Accounts,
J. M. Bennett, tried to put the best face on the situation
and reported to the General Assembly that slave losses to
date had not been as bad as he expected. From the counties
he found that 30,250 had escaped; from "corporations,"
7,456; for a total of 37,706. Brewer, Confederate Negro,
pp. 1l4-5,




Hampton, or "Freedom Fort" as it was known among the

slaves.84

It was here that commanding General Benjamin F.
Butler, in May 1861, established what would become a key
Union policy by designating three slaves escaped from a
Confederate labor battalion “"contraband of war." Three
months later Fortress Monroe held 900 "contraband," and more

85

arrived daily. The lure of "Freedom Fort" had drawn

over 10,000 refugees by 1865. Other large groups of
freedmen were located at camps in Elizabeth City and York
counties and at West Point.86 By the end of the war the
American Missionary Association counted some 25,000 blacks
in the camps with another 15,000 elsewhere on the

Peninsula.87

84pu Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, p. 63.

85Building on these developments, the Federal Congress
passed the First Confiscation Act on 6 August 1861, which
authorized the seizure of all "property" which supported the
rebellion, including slaves used on military fortifications
and vessels. On 17 July 1862 a second Confiscation Act
passed; this one expropriated all Rebel property and was
identical in substance to the Emancipation Proclamation
issued a year and a half later by Lincoln on 1 January

1863. Spraggins, "Mobilization of Negro Labor," 177-78,
181-83. 1Ira Berlin, Joseph P. Reidy, and Leslie S. Rowland,
eds., Freedom: A Documentary History of Emancipation,
1861-1867, Series II: The Black Military Experience
(Cambridge, 1982), pp. 3-4, shows how Butler arrived at his
decision on contraband policy primarily as a means to thwart
enemy strategy. His behavior did not spring from any
overweening concern for the situation of blacks. Northern
emancipation policy always came wrapped in these political
and military motives throughout the war.

86Engs, Freedom's First Generation, p. 38.

871bid., p. 46.




Washington, D.C., and Maryland were other popular
destinations from the outset of the war.88 In a letter to
his sister Adaline in Ashford, Connecticut, in July 1861,
Edward Whitaker remarked on this northward exodus while
stationed at Camp McDowell near Falls Church in Fairfax
county. "Runaway slaves come into camp every day," Whitaker
wrote. "All are smart and the happyest beings you ever saw
to get free from oppression and threats of being carried to
the trenches to protect the 'sogers' from 'Mr. Linkums
army.' They have trouble to get all their brothers and
sisters safe with them," he continued, "because they are
owned by different masters. They are sharp on calculations
as any one would be when their lives were at stake. For
instance: a man came in Sunday and told us when and from
what way his wife, his only boy and brother would come in,
and they did come according to his program. . . . Some have
an idea we came expressly to free them, which they get from

their masters, as none are allowed to read."89

In early
January 1863, shortly after Lincoln issued the Emancipation
Proclamation, Washburn wrote that the "slaves are all going

to Washington, leaving the brutal masters and overseers and

lazy mistresses to raise their own crops and dress

88Barbara Jeanne Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle
Ground: Maryland during the Nineteenth Century (New Haven,
FORS5HEPp OL08%

89Edward Washburn Whitaker to his sister Adaline, 9 July
1861, Edmund Washburn Whitaker Civil War letters, p. 57.




themselves. One man had 53 all go in one night, taking
cooked poultry, etc, eatables to last several days, besides
their oxen and waggons. While he, pistol in hand, stood at
the window all night, watching his 500 dollar horse hitched
in yard front, etc, etc, -- Emancipation!! How the darkies
il +90
rejoice.
It was not easy to escape from interior Virginia, and

some Tidewater owners hired their slaves to the interior

precisely for this reason.9l Upcountry runaways therefore

had to make their way with special care. They constituted a
minority in the northern and eastern refugee camps, where
most slaves hailed from the Tidewater or northern Piedmont
regions or from the cities of Richmond and Petersburg.

These low country slaves sometimes entered the camps after
their masters or mistresses had abandoned the plantation,
leaving their slaves free to go at will, or when the

Federals occupied their neighborhood.92

Such events were
rare further inland. The road east was particularly

dangerous, the route to the Valley only slightly less so.

901pbid., from Picket Station on the Rappahannock, at
"Leden's Farm" six miles below Falmouth, 8 January 1863, p.
148.

91In a letter to Col. R. L. Owen of Lynchburg in late

1863, Anderson noted that "a great number" of slaves were
being sent to Richmond and to the furnaces "from the exposed
Portions of the State." Joseph Anderson to R.L. Owen, 10
December 1863, Tredegar Company Letter Book, Pl 131

928praggins, "Mobilization of Negro Labor," 187-88.
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Those who attempted it fled their plantations secretly and
usually alone, travelled at night and braved tight
fortifications to steal away on foot, or along the canal or
rivers. Such were Henry's choices in July 1863, when he
determined to run away from his master John R. Woods in
Albemarle county. "I shall regret it exceedingly if I find
he has escaped," Woods wrote to his son Micajah, in the
army. "“The moral effect on the balance of my negroes will
be very pernicious." When Henry was captured near New
Market in Nelson county, at the foot of the Blue Ridge, his
master planned to use him as a lesson to his fellow slaves
by selling him south, "where he will have but little chance
to get to the Yankees."93
One type of upcountry runaway, however, often could
afford to travel less furtively. These were the hired or
impressed slave laborers who duped their owners and
employers by invoking the ambiguity which hilr inguen
impressment conferred. Moreover, if slaves had been sent to
work in factories, foundries, and coal mines near the front
lines, their masters or the government had placed them
closer to the Union armies. Railroad hands and boatmen,
with their greater mobility, easier access to information

about the army's movements, and familiarity with the

93John R. Woods to Micajah Woods, 2 July 1863 and 18 July
1863, Micajah Woods papers.




countryside, were particularly adept at escape.94 These

slaves could often make their way to Fort Monroe, Washington
or Maryland, with less trouble than their friends in the
interior.

Hired and impressed slaves frequently used their status
to facilitate escape. Abram, a slave hired by the railroad
whose master was militia captain John Buford, erstwhile
contractor for the Virginia and Tennessee, used this ruse.
He decided to leave for the excitement of Confederate camp
in the spring of 1862. One W. B. Jones wrote Buford from
Camp Lee in Richmond to say that he had seen Abram with the
army at Centreville in December. "I would have
arrested him," Jones explained, "had I have known him to be
a runaway, but he told me that he had been hired by you to a
Capt of a company (which he did not name) as cook. . . . I
have heard since I have been here in Richmond that he was

here, and I think it probable that he is now around Richmond

with some of General Johnston's army."95 Eliza's

experience provides a rare instance of a single woman with a

94F1eeing boatmen in the Tidewater so perplexed the

Virginia government that it passed a law on 13 March 1862 to
try to prohibit their escape. The law was entitled "An Act
to prevent the escape of slaves in the Tidewater Counties"
and permitted courts to remove and destroy boats, if
necessary, to keep slaves on the plantation. Spraggins,
"Mobilization of Negro Labor," 179.

95W. B. Jones to John Buford, 1 May 1862, Buford family
papers.
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child who used her hired status to escape bondage, and shows
as well how refuge with the army could sometimes turn to
tragedy. Eliza's master, John J. Roach, left Southside
Virginia for Kentucky in 1862, carrying many of his slaves
with him. "Having too many Servants Some 40 in number, "
Roach hired several, including Eliza and her children, "to
select places," from whence Eliza "ran off with her young in
her arms." But the protection of the fort could not defend
her from disease, and Eliza and her child became unlucky
victims of smallpox soon after they made their way to
freedom.96

If slaves were not actually hired, clearly some realized
that feigning that status would work to their benefit. On
10 September 1864, while the Union cavalry advanced up the
Valley, Richard J. Wade's slave woman Margaret, "a tall,
slim bright mulatto . . . rather down cast look when spoken
to," left Lynchburg on her way to the Yankees across the
Blue Ridge. Margaret's plan became known to other slaves,
and Wade discovered it. "She intended dressing in mens
clothing and hire herself to some soldier going to the
army," he advertised, "and make her way up to the Yankees in

that way. She may attempt this mode of deception and go

96John J. Roach to Capt. Thomas Jackson, 2 May 1868, from
Roaring Spring, Ky., registered letters received, RG 105,
BRFAL.
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over the Orange and Alexandria Railroad."97

Davy employed
a similar plan, albeit unsuccessfully, in 1862. Hired out
through F. J. Sampson, a Danville agent, to the Richmond and
Danville railroad, he maintained when he was caught headed
into the Valley that he belonged to Joe Wright of
Pittsylvania county, and was on his way "to wait on his
young master."98

When Union raids pierced deeper and more frequently into
the Virginia interior in the summer of 1864, they resulted
in a growing number of southern piedmont refugees. These
raids began with the Valley campaign as Grant took his first
aim against the interior support system. After General
Franz Sigel's early defeats, Grant sent Major General David
Hunter into the Valley, with orders to move east and take
Lynchburg. On his way, he destroyed crops, livestock, three

of Tredegar's furnaces--Grace, Mt. Torry, and Cloverdale,

the South's largest producer of gun metal--and much of the

Virginia and 'I‘ennessee.g9 He proceeded to Lynchburg by a

route which took him over the Blue Ridge to Liberty, in the
piedmont, and from there he planned to march south and meet

General W. W. Averell's troops at Lynchburg as they moved

97Wade offered a $200 reward for Margaret's return.
Lynchburg Virginian, 14 September 1864.

98g5outhside Virginia family papers, n. d., but ca. 1864,
Slavery Miscellaneous Box 5.

99Dew, Ironmaker to the Confederacy, pp. 154-65.
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north from Lexington. Arriving at Lynchburg to face General
Jubal A. Early's cavalry, Hunter found himself short o f
ammunition and decided to retreat westward into the Kanawha
Valley of West Virginia. As Hunter slipped back into the
mountains, he carried with him a number of slaves from the
tobacco belt who had joined his forces en route to Lynchburg
and in the town itself. One of them was Wash Ferguson,
Booker T. Washington's stepfather. Hired by the Kanawha
salt works prior to secession, Ferguson's master had brought
him back to Franklin county at the division of the state and
placed him in a tobacco factory in Lynchburg. From there

Ferguson joined the Union army, returned to West Virginia,

and got his 0ld job back, this time as a freedman.100

Replacing Hunter with Sheridan, Grant gave curt
instructions to scorch the Valley, destroy the railroads and
canal, and then move across the central piedmont, destroying
the railroads, on his way to join the Army of the Potomac in
the east. During this second phase of the Valley campaign

from July to October, Sheridan conducted a series of

lOOJohnston, Virginia Railroads in the Civil War, pPP.
215-16. For an account of the Lynchburg campaign under
Hunter's command, see U.S. War Department, The War of the
Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the
Union and Confederate Armies, ser. 1, vol. 37, pt ol
(Washington, D.C., 1880), pp. 93-160, and see especially
David Hunter to General U. S. Grant, 8 August 1864, ibid.,
P. 98, on "negro refugees." Louis R. Harlan, Booker T.
Washington: The Making of a Black Leader, 1856-1901, (New
YonrK, S 197230 Sp S 2 5%
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devastating raids up and down the Shenandoah, destroying the
harvest, barns, furnaces, leaving twisted and burning rail
in his wake, and capturing livestock and other provisions
for his army. His aggressive invasion preceded Sherman's
famous March to the Sea later in November, and his rout of
Early's forces at Cedar Creek on 19 October was credited
with aiding Lincoln's reelection in a war-weary North.lo1
These attacks afforded numerous opportunities for
escape, and the Lynchburg newspaper ran long: listssof
runaways, most of them young and male. A greoupnofusix
slaves, for example, belonging to Amandus N. Walker, who
lived near Forest Depot in Bedford county, left their
plantation in early August, an unusual group since it

included two young black women."102

On 2 August an office
boy working for J. B. Hargrove & Co. left his Lynchburg
post. "He is about 12 or 13 years of age," noted the
advertiser, literate, "and will no doubt attempt to pass

himself off as being a white boy."103

Bryan Aker's slave
William, a "15 or 16 year old boy," hired out to Bill

Padgett in Bedford county, also chose the summer of 1864 to

lOlThomas, Confederate Nation, p. 283-84; Johnston,
Virginia Railroads in the Civil War, ps 200

1021,ynchburg Republican, 2 August 1864.

103Hargrove & Co. continued to search after Ferdinand two
months later. Lynchburg Virginian, 6 Auqust 1864; 3 October
1864.




escape his bondage.104

Sheridan's incessant assaults also opened up eastern
avenues of escape. The general sent some two thousand
refugees from the interior to West Point in June 1864 after
they joined the Union cavalry as it headed toward White
House.105 The numbers of men, women, and children, "with
bundles of all sorts containing their few worldly
goods . . . increased from day to day until they arrived at
West Point. Probably not one of the poor things had the
remotest idea," Sheridan remarked later, "when he set out,

as to where he would finally land, but to a man they

followed the Yankees in full faith that they would lead to

freedom, no matter what road they took."106

Grant was unable to achieve his goal in 1864. After
winter camp near Winchester in the Valley, Sheridan resumed
his raids with even greater effect in the spring of 1865, as

the Union army tightened the noose around Lee's tattered

104Lvnchburq Republican, 2 August 1864.

105Most of the refugees joined him at Trevilian Station in
Louisa county, where one of the major raids of the summer
occurred on 11 June 1864. Gen. P. H. Sheridan to Bvt. Major
General John A. Rawlins, Chief of Staff, Headquarters,
Armies of the United States, Washington, D.C., 13 May 1866,
Har - of the Rebellion,'ser. 1, w,)/36;, pEh 1, P79 7.

106Philip H. Sheridan, Personal Memoirs of P. H. Sheridan,
General United States Army, 2 vols. (New York; i+ 1888 ) 8L,
428-29.
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