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Slave Trade and Sentiment in Antebellum Virginia

Abstract

The slave market lay at the crossroads of antebellum southern thought and
practice. It exposed the contradictory impulses arising from market-crop
production, patriarchal labor relations, sentimental notions of family, and the
designation of enslaved African-Americans as moveable property. Dislocating
hundreds of thousands and breaking countless family bonds, it intersected two
key trends of modernization in antebellum American history: mass migration
and domestic sentimentality.

The domestic slave market comprised the geographic network across which
traders and other slaveholders moved information, money, and enslaved
people. It reenacted the “social death” of the African slave trade, this time
breaking up the families on which American slavery had been built.

Sentimentality constituted a language of grief, of embarkation, of distance.
As such, it found selective use among the many people working variously to
understand, avoid, denounce, deny, or reconnect across the domestic slave
market.

Paternalistic slaveholders articulated a sentimental ideal resonant with that
of northern domestic reformers. Both envisioned households ruled by affection
and moral suasion, yet both remained inextricably entangled in the market
revolution they sought to evade or obscure. Slaveholders applied sentiment in
coming to grips with their inability to master the market world they had

embraced. They aimed their sentiment at slaves, but always turned it back on




v
themselves, validating their own self-image, whatever their participation in the
slave market might be. Abolitionists” sentimental critique fixated on the auction
block, which embodied the commodification they feared in American society. By
portraying slaves as commodities, however, antislavery artists themselves
commodified African Americans, rendering them sentimental icons rather than
individuals.

Sold or carried away, the few literate people in slavery deployed sentiment
selectively to implicate slaveholders in the grapevine by which they hoped to get
word back to family. Paternalistic sentiment, far from representing the antithesis
of the slave market, may have found its fullest use for slaves in negotiating the
effects of masters” market decisions. For African Americans autobiographers,
sentimental language seemed suitable, yet they struggled to make it relevant.
Quite often, sentimentalism failed them, incapable as it was of fully suturing the
emotional ruptures suffered in the slave market. Only in the twentieth century
did aged African Americans reject sentimentalism, invoking in more brutal terms

the inhumanities done in the days of the domestic slave market.
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Introduction

“Virginia was the mother of slavery,” declared freedman Louis Hughes.
In his 1897 autobiography, he described how a Mississippi buyer had picked him
on the logic that “Virginia always produces good darkies.” An aged ex-
Confederate likewise understood Virginia’s reproductive role in slavery’s
nineteenth-century expansion. He told historian Frederick Bancroft that the state
had served as “a nursery of slavery.” Picking up on slaveholders” own term for
slave women of child-bearing age, antebellum abolitionists had labeled Virginia a
“breeder” state.!

These evocative metaphors of Virginia’s role in the domestic slave trade
spoke to a quantifiable reality. Of the 1.1 million enslaved African Americans
forced to quit the eastern seaboard and upper-south states between 1790 and
1860, over half a million (45 percent) came from Virginia. Many of these
enslaved people traveled with moving planters, but at least half were carried

south in the domestic slave trade.?

1Louis Hughes, Thirty Years a Slave: From Bondage to Freedom (1897; repr. in “Documenting
the American South,” http:/ /metalab.unc.edu/docsouth/), 11. Bancroft does not date the

conversation and identifies the man only as “a Confederate general of cavalry,” in Slave
Trading in the Old South (1931; repr., Columbia: Univ. of South Carolina Press, 1996), 90.

2]t is worth noting that the domestic slave trade equalled or even exceeded the African and
Caribbean slave trade to British North America. Michael Tadman deploys three distinct
methods to arrive at his estimate of traders’ share of the enslaved migration at between 60 and
80 percent. Jonathan Pritchett’s regression analysis placed the ratio at about 50 percent, with a
wide margin of error. In any case, historians have soundly refuted Robert Fogel and Stanley
Engerman’s low estimate of 17 percent. Michael Tadman, Speculators and Slaves: Masters,
Traders, and Slaves in the Old South (Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1989), 22-41.

Jonathan Pritchett, “Quantitative Estimates of the United States Interregional Slave Trade,
1820-1860,” paper presented to the Social Science History Association annual meeting, 21
November 1998; my thanks to Jonathan Pritchett for a copy of this paper. Robert W. Fogel and
Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery (1974; repr.,



http://metalab.unc.edu/docsouth/

That so many contemporaries would choose terms of motherhood to
describe Virginia’s role in the domestic slave trade was no coincidence. Virginia
had already been dubbed the “mother of the nation” and the “mother of
Presidents.” As the mother of slavery, “she” also gave birth to a domestic slave
population, born in America and enslaved at birth. Tellingly, this metaphor of
mass migration as “motherhood” took its power, sometimes ironically, from the
prevalent nineteenth-century language of sentimental domesticity, which
venerated the affectionate bonds of motherhood. If Virginia mothered the
nation’s domestic slave population, then she also broke the domestic bonds of
African American mothers themselves.

The domestic slave market lay at the crossroads of antebellum southern
thought and practice. It exposed the contradictory impulses arising from
market-crop production, patriarchal labor relations, sentimental notions of
family, and the designation of enslaved African-Americans as chattel: moveable
property. It embodied two key trends of modernization in antebellum
American history: mass migration and sentimental domesticity. Yet in the
historiography of North American slavery, the internal slave trade has remained"
outside the mainstream. General studies of slavery have illuminated master-
slave relations and facets of slave community but frequently presuppose a

bounded and somewhat static space in which these relations developed, a space

New York: W. W. Norton, 1989), 47-49.




the domestic slave market in fact permeated.> Quantitative historians have
demonstrated the ubiquity and sheer enormity of the slave market but have not
explored in similar depth the trade’s impact on life in southern slave society.*
Moreover, historians frequently have assumed that the enslaved South
was not a “modernizing” society. In a South variously (and not necessarily
incorrectly) characterized as agrarian, patriarchal, paternalistic, preindustrial,
noncapitalist, anti-bourgeois, hierarchical, oligarchical, and non-market-
revolutionary, mass mobility and domestic sentimentality have seemed
anathema. Both of these were key components of American “modernization”

through the market revolution, and both of them were intersected by the

3U. B. Phillips minimized the importance of the slave trade and contained its discussion to one
chapter of his 1918 book. In rebuttal, Frederick Bancroft dedicated an entire book to the subject
in 1831. Kenneth Stampp, in his affirmation of Bancroft’s view, still treated the slave trade in
a self-contained chapter. Eugene Genovese revised and complicated Phillips’s paternalism
thesis, but discussed slave sale far less thoroughly than even Phillips had, dedicating only
half a dozen pages to the subject. U. B. Phillips, American Negro Slavery: A Survey of the
Supply, Employment and Control of Negro Labor as Determined by the Plantation Regime 1918
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1966), ch. 11. Bancroft, Slave Trading. Kenneth M.
Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (1956; repr., New York:
Vintage Books, n.d.). Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made
(1972; repr., New York: Vintage Books, 1976); his references to the domestic slave trade are
mostly limited to the following pages: 125, 332, 372, 416-417, 419, 452-453, 471, 485, 625. Other
historians, however, have begun to integrate the slave market into their interpretations of
slavery by focusing on families. Deborah Gray White, Ar'n’t 1 a Woman? Female Slaves in the
Plantation South (New York: W. W. Norton, 1985). Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and
White: Family and Community in the Slave South (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1996).
Ann Patton Malone, Sweet Chariot: Slave Family and Household Structure in Nineteenth-
Century Louisiana (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1992).

4Michael Tadman'’s Speculators and Slaves is the most sophisticated and extensive case in
point. His ongoing quantitative work seriously undermines Eugene Genovese’s theory of
paternalistic hegemony, but it does not reexamine thoroughly the slave trade’s implications for
African American life. Walter Johnson delves far more deeply into the interpersonal
complexities of the marketplace, reinterpreting “paternalism” and master-slave relations in
the process. See “Masters and Slaves in the Market of Slavery and the New Orleans Trade,
1804-1864,” Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1995; and Soul By Soul: Life Inside the
Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000).




domestic slave trade.

The rise of the domestic slave trade in the nineteenth century comprised a
key engine of the market revolution, undergirding the massive expansion of
cotton and sugar production, an economic transformation itself indissolubly
linked to mechanization and middle-class consumption patterns in the northern
United States and in Great Britain.® Adherents of the northern ideology of
domesticity and the southern ideology of paternalism used sentimental language
variously to criticize, deny, blunt, or obscure the market’s impact on family life,
both black and white. That same sentimentalism could even help some enslaved
African Americans express the same sense of loss that migration imposed upon
free Americans who had moved by choice.

The market revolution entailed geographic, social, and ideological
dislocations across the country.” Some effects were obvious to those who would
see them: market-driven migration threatened southern black families far more

broadly and profoundly than did the industrializing forces feared by domestic

5Again, see Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll. See also Douglas R. Egerton, “Markets without a
Market Revolution: Southern Planters and Capitalism,” Journal of the Early Republic 16
(Summer 1996): 207-221.

6Harry L. Watson is one of the few to acknowledge the slave trade as a key component of
market revolution. See “Slavery and Development in a Dual Economy: The South and the
Market Revolution,” in The Market Revolution in America: Social, Political, and Religious
Expressions, 1800-1880, eds. Melvin Stokes and Stephen Conway, 43-73.

7Charles Sellers, The Market Revolution : Jacksonian America 1815-1846 (New York: Oxford

Univ. Press, 1992).




reformers in the North.® Slaveholding planters and slave traders dissolved up to
a third of enslaved African Americans’ marriages in the upper South. An
enslaved child living in the upper South in 1820 would stand a 30 percent chance
of being sold south by 1860.° The market revolution’s impact was felt in more
subtle and ironic ways as well. The elaboration and promulgation of agrarian
paternalism, for example, depended in part upon transplanted proslavery
evangelicals from the North and on an expanding commercial books and
periodicals market both north and south.1® Furthermore, paternalistic reformers
in the South mirrored the sentiments of domestic reformers in the North,
working to direct the impact their market had on their households.!!

The domestic slave trade’s “domestic” peculiarity held multiple

connotations, encapsulating the themes of this dissertation: geography,

80f course, white southern families also felt the stresses of market expansion and migration to
the southwest. See Joan E. Cashin, A Family Venture: Men and Women on the Southern
Frontier (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1994).

9Tadman, Speculators, 45, 147, 170-171, 296-302.

100n the key role of the book market in airing proslavery views, see Jeffrey Young,
“Domesticating Slavery: The Ideological Formation of the Master Class in the Deep South
from Colonization to 1837,” Ph.D. diss., Emory Univ., 1996; and Domesticating Slavery : The
Master Class in Georgia and South Carolina. 1670-1837 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina
Press, 1999). Larry Tise exposes proslavery’s northern evangelical roots in The Proslavery
Argument: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (Athens: Univ. of
Georgia Press, 1987). No one has illuminated proslavery’s biting critique of industrial
capitalism more effectively than Eugene Genovese, in Slaveholders” Dilemma: Freedom and

Progress in Southern Conservative Thought, 1820-1860 (Columbia: Univ. of South Carolina
Press, 1992).

Marian Yeates calls this process the “justification”of slaveholder ideology with the new
market world they participated in. Theirs was an effort to direct and control the market’s
impact, rather than to avoid the market world altogether. Marian Yeates, “Domesticating
Slavery: Patterns of Cultural Rationalization in the Antebellum South, 1820-1860,” Ph.D.
diss., Indiana Univ., 1996.




mobility, and sentimentality. The slave market comprised the geographic
network across which slaveholders rather efficiently moved information,
money, and enslaved people within the United States. The qualifying adjective
“domestic” distinguished the interstate trade from the Atlantic or “foreign” slave
trade but also implied the connections and analogies between the two slave
trades. The 1808 legal closing of the Atlantic trade helped spur the interstate
trade.!? Planters moving to the new western and southwestern states would
thereafter have to purchase slaves from within the United States. The domestic
slave trade resembled the Atlantic trade in its jails, chained coffles, slave ships,
and auction blocks. But it departed somewhat from the Atlantic trade in its
market-revolutionary appearance, as traders expanded their newspaper
advertising, employed steam power, extended the cash economy, and profited
from the conveniences of interstate banking. It also did away with the Atlantic
trade’s high death rates and preponderance of male transportees. Young
women and men were the new stock in trade, as slaveholders sought to replicate
in the new South something of the old, starting with the building blocks of slave

family life.13

12Allan 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, eds. Ira Berlin and
Ronald Hoffman (Charlottesville: Univ. Press of Virginia, 1983), 143-171. Steven Deyle,
“Irony of Liberty: The Origins of the Domestic Slave Trade,” Journal of the Early Republic 12
(1992): 329-337. Adam Rothman, “The Domestication of the Slave Trade in the United
States,” paper delivered at the Gilder Lehrman Center for the Study of Slavery and Abolition
at Yale University, October 1999. My thanks to Robert Forbes for providing me with a draft
copy of this paper.

130n sex ratios, Louisiana sugar planters proved the exception by preferring more males than
females. See Tadman, Speculators, 23-31; and Herman Freudenberger and Jonathan B.
Pritchett, “The Domestic United States Slave Trade: New Evidence,” Journal of
Interdisciplinary History 21 (Winter 1991): 451-452. Traders even played to domestic or




Slavery in the United States had been sustained on slave families, in fact.
Alone among New World slave societies to allow for the natural reproduction of
the slave population, British North America had seen the rise of an enslaved
African-American populace “domestic” in two ways. These enslaved people
were Americans, not Africans, and in the eyes of buyers and dealers, they
required no “seasoning” or “breaking in.” Traders in New Orleans lauded their
slaves’ domestic, American quality, proudly advertising “Virginia negroes for
sale.”

More importantly, by the time the mass migrations of the domestic slave
trade began, African Americans had built up familial relations of generational
depth and geographic breadth. In the eighteenth century, sale, bequeathal, hire,
and migration within Virginia had led Africans and African Americans to build
extensive interplantation networks of kin and friends. By the late antebellum
period, up to two thirds of slaves’ marriages took place between spouses held on
different plantations.!* African Americans had always been forced to build into

their family relations the notion of short-term and short-distance separations.

paternalistic interests of buyers; see Steven Deyle, “Competing Ideologies in the Old South:
Capitalism, Paternalism, and the Domestic Slave Trade,” paper presented to the American
Historical Association Annual Meeting, 10 January 1999.

140n the origins and extension of African-American kinship patterns in Virginia, see Alan
Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves: The Development of Southern Cultures in the Chesapeake, 1680-
1800 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1986), ch. 8. On interplantation marriages,
see Herbert G. Gutman, Slavery and the Numbers Game: A Critique of Time on the Cross
(Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1975), 104-107. Emily West, “Surviving Separation: Cross-
Plantation Marriages and the Slave Trade in Antebellum South Carolina,” Journal of Family
History 24 (April 1999): 212-231; and “The Debate on the Strength of Slave Families: South
Carolina and the Importance of Cross-Plantation Marriages,” Journal of American Studies 33

(Aug. 1999): 221-241. For further discussion of the literature on African-American family, see
below, ch. 3.




The new, domestic slave trade in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century,
however, threatened American-born slaves with social death, the permanent,
long-distance removal from all previous ties of kinship and community. !>

The term “domestic slave trade” also connoted that market’s entwining
with white southern domesticity, a trend in the sentimentalization of southern
home life surprisingly resonant with that of the North. The slaveholding gentry
in the late eighteenth century began reshaping notions of family, emphasizing
love and affection over patriarchy and pecuniary interests.!® This movement
coincided significantly with a process Willie Lee Rose has christened the
“domestication” of “the domestic institution.” Slaveholders acted to ameliorate
conditions, meanwhile reimagining the master-slave relationship as “family”--
that is, as the newly sentimentalized family. In the nineteenth century, northern
reformers fashioned an ideology of “domesticity,” imagining the home as a
feminized haven from the heartless market world changing all about them. By
the late antebellum period, proslavery apologists asserted that slavery, too,
rested on reciprocal bonds of affection and duty rather than patriarchal authority
or the chattel principle, in short, on sentiment rather than the market.!”

Adherents of this paternalistic domestic ideology drew their inspiration

from the same source as their northern counterparts: a sense that mass

150rlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge: Harvard
Univ. Press, 1990).

16Few historians have addressed southern domesticity as such; see ch. 3 below.

17Willie Lee Rose provides this fundamental insight in her 1973 lecture, “The Domestication of
Domestic Slavery,” published in Slavery and Freedom, ed. William W. Freehling (New York:
Oxford Univ. Press, 1982), 18-36.




migration and commercialization were threatening an ideal way of life they had
only begun to articulate. The influence of these domestic ideals was not
pervasive, but it was widespread. The great expansion of the nineteenth-century
American slave market may have heightened even African Americans’
willingness to participate in the new language of domestic sentiment in
describing their relations to each other and even to some slaveholders as well.
Sentiment constituted a language of grief. Its vocabulary gave voice to
people’s understandings of embarkation, of parting, of death. The
sentimentalization of family rested on the fact that family members could be and
frequently were in fact lost to death and migratior\.18 It was no coincidence,
therefore, that sentimental domesticity arose alongside the domestic slave trade.
In an age of mass migration, people employed sentimental language
selectively to negotiate distance, especially geographic distance but also temporal

and social distance.!” The nostalgic image of the “old home place,” for example,

18Nicholas Marshall, a Ph.D. candidate at the University of California, Davis, is currently
writing a dissertation on the connection between sentimentalism, migration, and death in the
antebellum North.

19Sentimentalism had its roots in what David Brion Davis calls “the ethic of benevolence,” in
which the “man of sensibility needed to objectify his virtue by relieving the sufferings of
innocent victims.” Since this feeling for others reflected inevitably back on the self,
sentimental language frequently reified the social boundaries it aimed to cross, as in the case
with abolitionists and other middle-class reformers. Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age
of Revolution, 1770-1823 (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1975), 45-46. For the most recent debate
over this aspect of Davis’s work, see Thomas L. Haskell, “Capitalism and the Origins of the
Humanitarian Sensibility” in The Antislavery Debate: Capitalism and Abolitionism as a
Problem in Historical Interpretation, ed. Thomas Bender (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press),
chs. 4, 5. For the most recent investigations into sentimental language’s negotiation of social
distance, see Laura Wexler, “Tender Violence: Literary Eavesdropping, Domestic Fiction, and
Educational Reform,” in The Culture of Sentiment: Race, Gender, and Sentimentality in
Nineteenth-Century America, ed. Shirley Samuels (New York: Oxford UP 1992), 9-17; and

Karen Sanchez-Eppler, “Bodily Bonds: The Intersecting Rhetorics of Feminism and Abolition,”
in_Culture of Sentiment, ed. Samuels, 107, 110. Philip Fisher, Hard Facts: Setting and Form in
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found its power precisely in the fact that it had been abandoned as the new
American nation moved west. White family members north and south
sentimentalized their relationships in the face of losses to migration, social
dislocation, and death.

Slaveholders turned selectively to sentimental paternalism, projecting
onto slavery a sense of domestic order made impossible by the slave market in
general and specifically by their own participation in it. Northern white
abolitionists sentimentalized the African-American family in a different way, but
they, too, were working to bridge the social and spacial gulf standing between
themselves and people they sought to help. The few enslaved African
Americans getting word back home after separation tended to sentimentalize
not only their own lost kin, but their former masters and mistresses, as well.
These white folks represented not only the old home place, but also critical access
to living black family members still there.

This dissertation looks at the domestic slave trade through the lenses
antebellum participants, observers, and survivors employed in perceiving it.
People discussing slave sale outside the ledger books usually framed their
analysis in the genres most thoroughly marked by sentimental language:
personal letters and autobiographies. A woman or man taking the time and
effort to record their personal reflections on slave sale was likely to employ the
sentimental language emblematic of those expressive genres.

In that sense, the writers who populate this dissertation stood as tellingly

exceptional individuals. Most slaveholders, wasting no sentiment on the

the American Novel (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1985), ch. 2.
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enslaved black laborers they worked, punished, bought, and sold, simply never
felt the need to write about those people. Indeed, slaveholders only infrequently
mentioned slaves outside account books and estate inventories.?’ A slaveholder
who wrote anything of substance about African Americans was someone
already participating in the sentimentalization of the black and white “family.”
These few verbose slaveholders were, however, drawing from and contributing
to larger cultural trends. Their momentary run-ins with the emotional
implications of the slave market illuminate the shifting and uncertain boundaries
of slaveholder domesticity.

Similarly, the enslaved African Americans who managed to write letters
or even autobiographies represented a decided minority. Not only did these
people gain unique access to the skills of literacy, but those who wrote did so
only because they had been forced to migrate recently, or in the case of
autobiographers, rather frequently. Enslaved letter writers maintained
emotional relations with current and former slaveholders, sentimentalizing those
people in the process of passing the letter. The language of African Americans’
correspondence owed much to their models: the white family’s letters which
they read or heard read aloud. Since many letter writers and autobiographers,
white and black, took their cues from romantic and epistolary novels,
sentimental language permeated their prose.

Yet, again, these African American exceptions illustrate far broader trends.

20Steven Stowe found very few references to slaves in slaveholders’ private letters. Walter
Johnson, by contrast, characterizes slaveholders’ references to slave sales in New Orleans as
abundant. Steven Stowe, Intimacy and Power in the Old South: Ritual in the Lives of Planters

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1987). Johnson, Soul by Soul, 13.
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Letters which made it home and survive in archives today represent only the tip
of the iceberg of the African American grapevine, a system of oral
communications by which news could travel hundreds of miles by making the
right connections. These connections included willing and unwilling white
people, whose own networks of communication were tapped both overtly and
surreptitiously by African Americans in slavery. This African-American
geographic literacy helped some few people work to overcome the effects of
forced migration in the slave market. But this geographic literacy was itself
made necessary by the nature of chattel slavery in the United States. Property
always implied mobility.

Thus, the domestic slave trade embodied the ironic thrust of American
history: mass migration and sentimental domesticity. Sentimental approaches
to family and to slavery arose together with the domestic slave trade, the
continual destruction of family in slavery. Geography was key, since sentiment
was a language aimed at negotiating distance. Each chapter that follows,
therefore, is a sort of geography, an exploration of the ties of market and
sentiment which bound Virginians to a larger world, one marked by continual
separations in the domestic slave trade.

This dissertation studies the world those migrants were forced to leave
and the means by which they described the process of forced embarkation.
Taking cues from Ira Berlin’s periodization of North American slavery, I see the

people in this study representing the “market revolution generations.”?! As

21Berlin denotes the “charter generations” of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries,
the “plantation generations” of the mid-eighteenth century, and the “revolutionary
generations” of the late eighteenth century, distinguished by their experiences and
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Herbert Gutman and others have shown, these American-born slaves were
forced to participate in the endless cycle of family consolidation, dissolution, and
separation. This process repeated itself over and again throughout the entire
postrevolutionary and antebellum periods, as upper-south slaveholders’ family
fortunes rose, fell, and changed course, and as expanding numbers of cotton
planters drew slaves inexorably south.??

I have organized the study thematically, following perspectives and
experiences of the people involved in the domestic slave trade within and out of
Virginia. Each chapter comprises a geography of the slave trade and sentiment,
as seen through the expressive language of participants, both willful and
unwilling. Chapters One lays out the world the slave traders made, the
networks across which they transferred people, money, and information. It
takes note of the ironic consequences of their market revolutionary behavior,
embodied in slave traders” own sense of domesticity, which for at least two
Richmond traders encompassed bi-racial families. Chapters Two and Three
explore slaveholders’ and enslaved people’s affective worlds in the midst of the

slave trade, focusing on letters written between and among them. Slaveholders’

expectations as slaves in North America. Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two
Centuries of Slavery in North America (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1998). Berlin has
noted that the fourth cohort represents the generations of the cotton South and of Christianity;
I would emphasize the forced migrations as central to their collective experience. Peter
Wallenstein has picked out the fifth cohort as that of the emancipation generations: those
raised with the expectation of never gaining freedom (as with the market revolution
generations) but who did in fact experience this change in legal status and all it entailed. Ira
Berlin, “American Slavery in Memory and History,” Society of the Cincinnati Lecture, Virginia
Tech, 26 April 2000; and personal conversations.

22Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925 (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1976), 129-139; 138, table 19. Tadman, Speculators, 167-178. Malone, Sweet
Chariot, esp. chs. 4, 5, 6.
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letters embodied a confluence of honor, sentiment, and calculation. The issues
surrounding slave sales were more important to slaveholders” own sense of self-
esteem than to any concern for the enslaved families necessarily involved. For a
tiny group of literate African Americans, however, letter writing provided a
means to help form a sentimental bridge across the distances imposed on their
families by their masters’ market decisions. These letters represented the tip of
the iceberg of communication, exemplifying how enslaved people could employ
sentimental language to implicate slaveholders in the passage of information and
emotion between enslaved family members.

Chapters Four and Five step away from the enslaved South to look at the
slave trade from the perspectives of those outside it: freed African Americans
and northern abolitionists. Chapter Four follows freed African Americans’
reflective attempts to come to grips, through the means of autobiography, with
the lives they had led amidst the slave trade through. These writers embraced
the sentimental language of domesticity, stressing the fantasies and realities of
family reunion. But they found sentimentality only imperfectly suited to their
purposes, as they were trying to pull together family lives rent by the slave
market. The forced dislocations made impossible any seamless piecing together
in autobiography of family lives rent in the market. Chapter Five traces

Vi

abolitionists’” “moral geography.” In graphic imagery, abolitionists’ critique of
slavery crystallized around the auction block because it represented so well the
antithesis to their vision of domesticity, in which the home protected family

members from the ravages of the market. They could not escape the market

world in which they promulgated these sentimental images, however. In the
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process of representing slaves as commodities, they tended towards their own
commodification of African Americans as icons rather than as individuals.

Finally, the Epilogue provides a contrast to these nineteenth-century
attempts to explain, denounce, or deny the slave market in sentimental
language. In twentieth-century interviews, African Americans in Virginia
approached the topic in terms quite unsentimental. Instead of waxing nostalgic
on their emotional losses or masking them in Victorian obfuscation, these
former slaves lashed out at the white men and women culpable for family
separations in the slave market. In their own moral geography, the auction
blocks stood not only in the past, but also in the present, their central locations
inextricably linked to the Confederate monuments which had replaced them in
every courthouse square.

Virginia is ripe for such a study of sentiment and the slave market,
pregnant with associations of national and southern motherhood, with
decadence and decay, and with a nostalgic sense of place. The agricultural
decline which begot the domestic slave trade also prompted an exodus of white
people from Virginia. This engendered a double sense of loss in those left
behind. Virginia was being bypassed by national economic progress and
forsaken by her sons and daughters, who scattered across the new republic.??
Virginia had was being eclipsed in both time and space, and Virginians spoke to
this reality through sentimental language.

After emancipation, “Carry me back to Old Virginny” embodied white

23See Joan E. Cashin, “Landscape and Memory in Antebellum Virginia,” Virginia Magazine of
History and Biography 102 (Oct. 1994): 478-500.
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people’s fantasies about northern black migrants’ nostalgia for the old southern
plantation, but antebellum usage twisted that sentiment perversely. Black
migrants had not gone north, but south, and not by choice but by force. The
African American men and women driven in a trader’s march down the
Shenandoah Valley in the 1850s surely invested their own meanings in the words
the trader bade them to sing:

Arise! Arise! and weep no more

Dry your tears, we shall part no more,

Come Rose we go to Tennessee, that happy shore,

To old Virginia never, never return.?*
Here African Americans’ invocation of nostalgia spoke to their forced removal
from their homeland, their masters’ failure to live up to the dictates of
paternalistic domesticity, and the trader’s desire to mask the slave market with
sentimentality. Only with sarcasm or deep irony could these people sing that
they “shall part no more” or would “weep no more” or that Tennessee was
indeed “that happy shore” to which they longed to go. They wept indeed for

everything they left behind in “old Virginia.”

24Lewis Miller, watercolor sketch, Abby Aldridge Rockefeller Center, Colonial Williamsburg,
repr. in Robert L. Scribner, “Slave Gangs on the March,” Virginia Cavalcade 3 (Autumn 1953),
11. Walter Johnson similarly notes the nostalgic geography through which African Americans
interpreted the slave trade in such “coffle songs”; Soul by Soul, 43-44.
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Lewis Miller, watercolor sketch, Abby Aldridge Rockefeller Center, Colonial
Williamsburg, repr. In Robert L. Scribner, "Slave Gangs on the March,” Virginia
Cavalcade 3 (Fall 1953), 11.
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Chapter One: The World the Slave Traders Made

Planters and slave traders made a market revolution in the antebellum
South by seizing on the definition of slaves as chattel: moveable property and
liquid capital.! This key legal tool allowed holders of that capital to force the
elasticity of the labor market in ways northern wage-payers could not do.
Slaveholders might argue that they invested more in slaves than industrialists
did in wage laborers, promoting an interdependence between slaves and
slaveholders. But by the same token, slaveholders could dictate the movement
of and even divest themselves of enslaved laborers through forced migration
and sale, as industrial capitalists could not. They did so frequently throughout
the eighteenth century, and slave traders helped make that process far easier in
the nineteenth century. By combing the upper South for purchases, establishing
nodes of sale in the lower south, and building a network to link these regional
markets, traders made their impact felt broadly: of the 1.1 million African
Americans forced to move west and south between 1790 and 1860, traders

moved about half, perhaps far more. In some areas, traders may have

1The mobiilty of slave labor was key in tobacco and cotton plantation regions; see Ira Berlin and
Philip Morgan, introduction to Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the Shaping of Slave Life in
the Americas (Charlottesville: Univ. Press of Virginia, 1993), 8-9. On slavery in the market
revolution, see Watson, Harry L. “Slavery and Development in a Dual Economy: The South and
the Market Revolution,” in The Market Revolution in America: Social, Political, and Religious
Expressions, 1800-1880, eds. Melvin Stokes and Stephen Conway, 43-73; and Steven H. Deyle,
“Competing Ideologies in the Old South: Capitalism, Paternalism, and the Domestic Slave
Trade,” paper presented to the American Historical Association Annual Meeting, 10 Jan. 1999;
and “The Domestic Slave Trade in America,” Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1995, 81-83.
Few others have recognized the slave market as a key component of the southern (and national)
market revolution. Douglas R. Egerton, for example, sees nothing revolutionary in the south’s
antebellum market; see “Markets without a Market Revolution: Southern Planters and
Capitalism,” Journal of the Early Republic 16 (Summer 1996): 207-221.
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transported up to 80 percent of migrating slaves.?

Slave traders constructed a market web across which to transfer people,
money, and information. Their economic revolution was somewhat obscured
by the fact that so much of their traffic took place on foot. Nonetheless, slave
traders pioneered the use of every market-revolutionary means at their disposal:
bank loans, cash payments, newspaper advertising, and innovations in
communication and transportation. Slave traders’ networks connected supply
hinterlands in rural Virginia to intermediary hubs like Lynchburg and
Winchester and to export depots and entrep6ts of Richmond and Alexandria.

The term “slave trader” in fact stood for any of a rather heterogenous
group of associated occupations, each filling some niche, providing some crucial
link in the market network. Local auctioneers served a local clientele, facilitating
the transfer of enslaved capital and taking a small commission. Itinerant buyers,

working independently or as agents for better capitalized men, roamed the

2For recent reviews of the quantitative literature, see Deyle, “Domestic Slave Trade,” 252-279;
and Thomas D. Russell, “Sale Day in Antebellum South Carolina: Slavery, Law, Economy, and
Court-Supervised Sales,” Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1993, 56-76. Michael Tadman
deploys three different methods to arrive at his estimate of traders” share of the enslaved
migration at between 60 and 80 percent. Jonathan Pritchett cautions against overly precise
estimates, however; his own regression analysis puts the traders’ share at “approximately” 50
percent, stressing a rather large margin of error in his calculation. In any case, the all-time low
figure of 17 percent, forwarded by Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman, now appears
unquestionably low. Michael Tadman, Speculators and Slaves: Masters, Traders, and Slaves in
the Old South (Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1989), 22-41. jonathan Pritchett,
“Quantitative Estimates of the United States Interregional Slave Trade, 1820-1860,” paper
presented to the Social Science History Association annual meeting, 21 November 1998; my
thanks to Jonathan Pritchett for a copy of this paper. ogel, Robert W., and Stanley L.
Engerman. Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery (1974; repr., New
York: W. W. Norton, 1989), 47-49. For the first round of criticism of Fogel and Engerman’s low
estimate, see Herbert G. Gutman, Slavery and the Numbers Game: A Critique of Time on the
Cross (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1975), 102-112; and Herbert Gutman and Richard Sutch,
“The Slave Family: Protected Agent of Capitalist Masters or Victims of the Slave Trade?” in
Paul A. David, et al., Reckoning with Slavery: A Critical Study in the Quantitative History
of American Negro Slavery (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1978), 94-133.
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countryside scouting these and other rural market opportunities, including sales
ordered by the court. Some took up local residence for periods of weeks or
months during their buying seasons. Others resided permanently in rural
market or courthouse towns, building their reputations and pursuing other lines
of business as well. Those working for long-distance traders transferred their
gangs either directly out of the state or via their employers’ shipping firms, the
largest of which operated out of Alexandria. Most buyers, however, forwarded
their chattels to larger entrep6t markets, mainly in Richmond. There auctioneers
and private jailers served to facilitate trade between a wide array of buyers and
sellers, including local planters, long-distance traders, and deep-south planters on
slave-buying trips.

These men took part in and helped shape a commercial and cultural world
that stretched from the Chesapeake to the Gulf of Mexico and beyond. Theirs
was a problem of overcoming distance, and their networks put them at the
frontiers of economic risk and gain in the growing republic. Their broader world
included the banking centers of New York and Philadelphia, where they helped
finance their operations, and the Caribbean and Canadian soil where enslaved
African Americans on rare occasions escaped their grasp. As cosmopolitan
southerners, they also felt the influence of cultural trends percolating throughout
maritime North America.

They embraced aspects of this culture both “southern” and “northern,”
responding to the impulses and pressures of the countervailing values of
patriarchy and domesticity. Some traders practiced the world’s oldest

oppression, selling sex. By purchasing “white” African Americans in Virginia
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and selling them in New Orleans, traders linked the biracial south of the mid
Atlantic with a triracial Caribbean South. By wreaking their own depredations
on enslaved women, slave traders exhibited a patriarchal prerogative long
sanctioned by slaveholders.

By contrast, in their creation of a sentimentalized domestic sphere at
home, some traders participated in the distinctively “modern” nineteenth-
century reforms in family relations. These two trends met paradoxically in the
households of at least two prominent Virginia slave traders who recognized and
protected their own enslaved wives and children. By carving out a multi-hued
domestic niche in the midst of the slave market, these two men highlighted the
cosmopolitan and complicated nature of the “domestic” slave trade in Virginia.
More broadly, these men represented the contradictory ways men of the market
behaved in their own domestic spheres.

Forced migration had been a key characteristic of slavery in Virginia from
at least the beginning of the eighteenth century, when planters began to import
large numbers of enslaved Africans. Planters directing labor on rich tidewater
soils moved slaves from farm to farm, deeded them to neighbors, and divided
them among heirs. As colonists gained control of Indian lands in the piedmont,
planters and slave importers responded to the opportunities they helped create.
After mid-century, the center of Virginia’s import trade shifted from the York
River, central to the Chesapeake tidewater, to Bermuda’s Hundred on the James
River and on the cusp of the expanding southside piedmont market. Tidewater
planters running out of room removed to the piedmont as well in the 1750s,

1760s, and 1770s, forcing the removal of between 20 and 30 percent of the
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enslaved tidewater population over the course of three decades.® The
cumulative alienating effect of this series of migrations may be seen in a 1770
notice for a man and woman who escaped from slavery. The advertiser noted
that the couple had “several children, who are sold and dispersed through
Culpeper, Frederick, and Augusta counties, to one of which, if they are not in
Lancaster, I suspect they are gone.”* African Americans had always been forced
to reckon with these distances within Virginia. Post-revolutionary changes,
however, imposed longer distances on slave families, and in this new era of
market revolution, it would be commercial slave traders and distant planters
who shaped the landscape of forced migration.

By the 1770s, Virginia planters’ demand for enslaved African immigrants
had abated. In fact, the revolutionary legislature prohibited further slave
imports in 1778, having tried since the late colonial years to impose restrictive
tariffs on the trade. Living conditions improved throughout the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries, aliowing Afro-Virginian creoles to augment their
own population through procreation. At the same time, tidewater planters were

abandoning depleted tobacco lands and converting to more soil-conserving

3Philip D. Morgan puts the figure at 20 percent (for the period 1755 to 1782) in “Slave Life in
Piedmont Virginia,” in Colonial Chesapeake Society, eds. Lois Creen Carr, Philip D. Morgan,
and Jean B. Russo (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina, 1998), 435-437, incl. table 2. Allan
Kulikoff puts this figure at “a third” of adult slaves, in Tobacco and Slaves: The Development
of Southern Cultures in the Chesapeake, 1680-1800 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina
Press, 1986), 342, 362; on migration to, within and out of tidewater neighborhoods, 320-321, 339-
340, 359-364; on eighteenth-century tidewater and piedmont frontiers and migration more
generally, 141-148; on slave importers’ shift to Bermuda Hundred, 336.

4Virginia Gazette, 8 Nov. 1770, quoted in Deyle, “Domestic Slave Trade,” 60. Deyle has used
such advertisements to track early slave migration from Virginia to other states.
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crops such as wheat and other grains. These cereal crops coincidentally required
fewer workers to cultivate, so tidewater planters found themselves with greater
numbers of enslaved laborers than they could profitably employ. Some Virginia
leaders worked to prohibit more imports and even to encourage exports to
other states.

Continuing mid-eighteenth century trends, piedmont planters,
consolidating former frontier areas south of the James River, absorbed some of
the tidewater’s labor glut. In the 1790s, nearly five thousand slaves were moved
west and south within the boundaries of Virginia. More than half of these

wound up in the southern piedmont, with the rest moving to southwestern

5Allan Kulikoff, “A ‘Prolifik’ People: Black Population Growth in the Chesapeake Colonies,
1700-1790,” Southern Studies 16 (1977): 391-428. Decreases in mortality in late seventeenth-
century Virginia had in fact helped make slavery profitable there in the first place. See
Edmund S. Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia
(New York: Norton, 1975), 180-184, 298-301, 309. On crop diversification in the eighteenth
century, see Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves, 120, 121, fig. 16. On Virginia’s slave importation
statutes, see W. E. B. DuBois, The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to the United States
of America, 1738-1870 (orig. 1896; New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 12-15; and Robert
McColley, Slavery and Jeffersonian Virginia, 2nd ed. (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1973),
163-164. During the revolutionary crisis,Virginia legislators had also called for boycotts of the
Atlantic slave trade in order to hurt British merchants and thus the Crown’s profits. See
Woody Holton, Forced Founders: Indians, Debtors, Slaves, and the Making of the American
Revolution in Virginia (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1999), 90, 105. Closing off
imports worked to protect domestic slave prices and force lower-South planters to purchase
slaves from Virginia slaveholders. Closing the African slave trade in 1808 helped encourage
the domestic slave trade. Steven H. Deyle, “Irony of Liberty: Origins of the Domestic Slave
Trade,” Journal of the Early Republic 12 (1992): 329-337. Paul Finkelman, Slavery and the
Founders: Race and Liberty in the Age of Jefferson (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 1996), 24-25.
Robert McColley, Slavery and Jeffersonian Virginia (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1964),
165-170. Adam Rothman, “The Domestication of the Slave Trade in the United States,” paper
delivered at the Gilder Lehrman Center for the Study of Slavery and Abolition at Yale
University, October 1999; my thanks to Robert Forbes for a copy of this paper. Some Virginia
leaders cast their rhetoric against the slave trade in such a way as to be misinterpreted as
standing against slavery itself. See Peter Wallenstein, “Flawed Keepers of the Flame: The
Interpreters of George Mason,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 102 (April 1994):
229-260.
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Virginia and into the Shenandoah Valley.® Again, these sales and migrations
from county to county could prove quite disruptive. A sixteen-year-old girl
jailed in piedmont Powhatan County recited her terse life history: she had been
“raised by Wm. Gathright, of the county of Henrico [at the fall line], who sold
her to Mr. Fulcher, the butcher, of Richmond, and by him sold to one
Williamson, who sold her to one Webster, of Buckingham [in the central
piedmont], who sold her to a Mr. John Cambell, of King and Queen county [in
the northern tidewater], who left her at Lewis Fortine’s, a free negro of this
county; from which last place she eloped.”” Piedmont slaveholders planting
tobacco on more fertile soils could only relieve tidewater planters of so many
surplus laborers, however. Far more planters moved or sold their slaves into
new country outside the state.

By the 1790s Virginia was already a net exporter of enslaved people.
Between 1790 and 1810, nearly 64,000 African-Americans were forced to leave
the state, most of them coming from the tidewater. Planters in these exporting
counties forced the embarkation of 18 percent of their enslaved population in the
decade between 1790 and 1800, raising that rate to 21 percent for the decade
1800-1810, and topping 25 percent for 1810-1820. In other words, one in four

slaves either living in the tidewater in 1810 or born in the following decade had

6These figures represent total net movements of slaves into “importing” Virginia counties in the
1790s. See below, Appendices 1,2, 3. See full color versions in Geography of Family and
Market, http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/slavetrade/. See also Richard S. Dunn, “Black Society
in the Chesapeake, 1776-1810,” in Slavery and Freedom in the Age of the American Revolution,
eds. Ira Berlin and Ronald Hoffman (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1983), 49-
897

7Richmond Enquirer, 21 May 1805, quoted in Deyle, “Domestic Slave Trade,” 61.



http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/slavetrade/
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been forced to leave by 1820.8 Two-thirds of these migrants were re-settled to
the west—first to Kentucky and then also to Tennessee—while the rest were
moved south down the eastern seaboard to Georgia and the Carolinas.” The
majority of enslaved migrants in these decades--perhaps up to two-thirds of
them--traveled with migrating planters, and thus with several of their own
kinspeople present.!?

Other slaveholders, however, expanded their interests to include
speculating on this new mass migration, breaking more slave families in the
process. Two sons of William Preston, among the largest landholders in
southwest Virginia, appear to have pioneered the domestic slave trade in that
part of the state in the 1790s. John bought slaves on several occasions for
planters in the area. William Preston Jr. wrote in 1801 that “the negro business
thing is profitable but the risque is great.” William was at the time

contemplating the purchase of fifty people about to be sold nearby.!! Traders

8As numbers of net migrants, these estimates in fact undercount migrants. They do not count, for
example, people who moved from one net exporting county to another, or from one net importing
county to another. They also do not count immigrants to a county offset by the same number of
emigrants from that county. These numbers are based on the growth-rate method of estimating
net migration. Rates of migration represent number moved as a percentage of the number who
should have been in the area had no migration taken place, given natural rates of population
growth. See below, Appendices 1, 2, 3.

9See below, Appendices 1,2, 3.

10Allan 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, eds. Berlin and
Hoffman, 143-171; estimate of traders” proportion of the migration, 152.

11For example, Thomas Floyd to John Preston, 16 Sept. 1791; Edwin Burwell to John Preston, 7
Feb. 1798; Preston Family Papers, VHS. William Preston [Jr.] to James McDowell, 5 Dec. 1801,
in Smithfield-Preston Foundation Papers,VT; my thanks to Benjamin Bristow for a copy of this
document.




26

began scouting Virginia for the export trade to other states as well. A traveling
Delaware Quaker wrote President John Adams in 1798 complaining of “the
abominable Trade” he found on the eastern shore of the Chesapeake. “Negroe-
Drovers,” he informed the President, were buying “Drove after Drove,” and
“carrying them into the Southern States for Speculation.”*? Four years later, an
Alexandria grand jury complained of “the practice of persons coming from
distant parts of the United States into this District for the purpose of purchasing
slaves.”13 Others observed the growing traffic without judgement. Thomas
Jefferson observed to his son-in-law in 1803 that “negro purchasers from
Georgia” were to be seen “passing about the state,” and a traveler in Virginia in
1808 noted that “the Carolina slave dealers get frequent supplies from this
state.”14

A few traders began taking out advertisements in Virginia newspapers

announcing their intent to purchase, emphasizing their willingness to pay cash, a

practice followed by traders whenever possible thereafter.!> An exceptionally

12Quoted in Deyle, “Irony of Liberty,” 37.

13The Alexandria grand jury’s complaint was lodged in 1802; it was reprinted in the
Alexandria Phenix Gazette, 22 June 1827; quoted in Frederic Bancroft, Slave Trading in the Old
South (1931; repr., Columbia: Univ. of South Carolina Press, 1996), 23-24. The area now
comprising Alexandria and Arlington County had been ceded to the federal District of
Columbia in 1789 and was retroceded to Virginia in 1846.

14Both are quoted in Deyle, “Irony of Liberty,” 61. On the early domestic slave trade

generally, in addition to Deyle, see Tadman, Speculators, 12-21; and Bancroft, Slave Trading,
19-24.

15Bancroft quotes several examples of newspaper advertising from as early as 1810; see Slave
Trading, 22, 24-25. Most traders did not use newspaper advertising heavily until the 1840s and
1850s.
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early example is Moses Austin’s 1787 advertisement in the Virginia Independent
Chronicle, in which he sought one hundred “Harty and well made” slaves for
shipment out of state.!® A handful of apparently professional buyers were

advertising in the Fredericksburg Virginia Herald in 1810, offering cash for

groups of up to eighty slaves. Crump wanted them all “in families,” while Buck
thought having “a few families” would be “desirable,” a qualification most
traders avoided in later advertisements.!” The slave trade remained relatively
small in these years; its boom came with the more rapid expansion of the
nineteenth century.

The Creek cessions forced after the Red Stick War and the War of 1812 set
off an epidemic of “Alabama fever” among planters and smallholders hoping to
strike it rich on cotton.!® In fact, the forced removal of African Americans from
Virginia was always predicated on the forced removal of Native Americans from
western lands. The Ohio River Valley, having been resettled by Shawnee and
others in the eighteenth century after sustained seventeenth-century Iroquois

raiding, was once again depopulated through decades of struggle against Anglo-

16Quoted in Deyle, “Irony of Liberty,” 59.

17Virginia Herald advertisements quoted in Bancroft, Slave Trading, 24; on the newspapers’
role in the slave trade, see 133, 139-140, 238, 379-80. Bancroft makes ample use of traders’
advertising throughout his work.

18Gregory Evans Dowd, A Spirited Resistance: The North American Indian Struggle for Unity,
1745-1815 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1992), 189-190. Steven F. Miller, “Plantation
Labor Organization and Slave Life on the Cotton Frontier: The Alabama-Mississippi Black
Belt, 1815-1840,” in Cultivation and Culture, eds. Berlin and Morgan, 155-169. Daniel H. Usner
Jr., “Frontier Exchange and Cotton Production: The Slave Economy in Mississippi, 1790-1836,”
Slavery and Abolition 20 (April 1999): 24-37. Charles Sellers, The Market Revolution:
Jacksonian America 1815-1846 (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1992), 90-91. See also J. B.
Sellers, Slavery in Alabama (Tuscaloosa: Univ. of Alabama Press, 1950), chs. 2, 5.
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American settlers.!” Throughout the early nineteenth century, federal and state
pressure mounted for the voluntary removal of Cherokees from northern
Georgia and Alabama. The Georgia legislature and President Andrew Jackson
brought that crisis to its deadly conclusion, forcing one hundred thousand
Cherokee, Creek, Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Seminole people from their lands,
and thereby opening a vast southwestern territory to plantation agriculture.?
Virginia’s rate of forced migration generally followed the booms and busts of
this new south, the cotton south. As cotton prices rose in the late 1810s, so did
cotton prices, deep-south slave prices, Virginia slave prices, and therefore
Virginia exports. In the wake of the Panic of 1819, cotton prices dropped, and so

did slave prices and Virginia slave exports.?!

While the vast majority of early slave emigrants from Virginia came from

19Stephen Aron, How the West Was Lost: The Transformation of Kentucky from Daniel Boone
to Henry Clay (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1996), 6-13, 35-53. Todd H. Barnett,
“Virginians Moving West: The Early Evolution of Slavery in the Bluegrass,” Filson Club
Historical Quarterly 73 (July 1999): 221-248.

20Dowd, Spirited Resistance, 161-166. Joseph P. Reidy, “Obligation and Right: Patterns of
Labor, Subsistence, and Exchange in the Cotton Belt of Georgia, 1790-1860,” in Cultivation and
Culture, eds. Berlin and Morgan, 138-140, 145. Charles S. Sydnor, Slavery in Mississippi (1933;
repr., Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1966), 164.

21In the 1820s (and again in the 1840s), wheat, corn, tobacco, and other farm product prices
remained in a relatively low trough. Intuitively, this would have driven more slaveholders to
sell, increasing exports. But the deep south, slave-importing states suffered more acutely from
the depressions, curtailing cotton and sugar planters’ ability to buy slaves. The depression also
restricted Virginia slaveholders’ financial ability to move southwest themselves, further
slowing the emigration of slaves. For Virginia farm prices, see Arthur G. Peterson, Historical
Study of Prices Received by Producers of Farm Products in Virginia, 1801-1927 (n.p.: Virginia
Agricultural Experiment Station & the Bureau of Agricultural Economics of the United States
Department of Agriculture, [1929]), and “Wheat and Corn Prices Received by Producers in
Virginia, 1801-1928,” Journal of Economic and Business History 2 (Feb. 1930): 382-391. For slave
and cotton prices, see U. B. Phillips, American Negro Slavery: A Survey of the Supply,
Employment and Control of Negro Labor as Determined by the Plantation Regime (1918; repr.,
Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1966), table following 370.
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the over-cultivated tidewater, piedmont planters, too, began exporting enslaved
African-Americans between 1800 and 1810, and those in the Shenandoah Valley
were on the verge of doing the same. Only the trans-Allegheny and
southwestern counties continued to see any net immigration of African-
Americans into the 1810s and 1820s, but this trend soon ended. During the
speculative boom of the 1830s, when New Orleans slave prices reached an all-
time high, virtually every county in Virginia saw a net export of enslaved
migrants. More than 120,000 enslaved African Americans were forced to leave
the state. While tidewater slaveholders persisted in exporting a larger
percentage of their enslaved population overall than the slaveholders of any
other region (ranging between 18 and 28 percent per decade over the entire
period) piedmont planters overtook the tidewater in actual numbers of enslaved
emigrants by the 1830s. Over 55,000 enslaved men, women, and children from
the piedmont, representing nearly a quarter of the region’s enslaved population,
were forced from their homes in that peak decade.??

The most successful slave-trading firm in antebellum Virginia seized on
planters” changing labor needs and outfitted themselves with the most modern
of marketing means, notably shipping and banking. The partnership of Isaac
Franklin and John Armfield grew into the most extensive trading partnership in
the United States through their innovative creation of a steam shipping line
dedicated solely to the slave trade. The men had begun by shipping on others’

vessels, including the schooners Lafayette and James Monroe, as well as the brigs

22See below, Appendices 1,2, 3. For color versions, see Geography of Family and Market
http:/ /fisher.lib.virginia.edu/slavetrade/.
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Orion and Ariel, and they continued doing so into the 1830s. Ship owners and

captains happily carried slaves for whomever paid, and their seamanship was at
a premium. Robert H. Banks, sometime captain of the brig Ariel out of Norfolk,
was known to John Armfield as “a damned rascall.” But, Armfield conceded,
Banks had “good vessels.” Traders Paul Pascal and Bernard Raux, working the
Norfolk-New Orleans corridor, agreed on this latter score at least; they
employed him intermittently between 1833 and 1835.2

Franklin and Armfield were not satisfied paying others these fees when
they could invest that capital in their own ships. So, in 1828, they purchased the
United States, a “fast sailing packet brig,” the hold of which they refitted to hold
up to one hundred enslaved passengers. They soon added the brigs Tribune and

Uncas to their fleet, refitting them in similar manner. By 1834 they had

commissioned a Baltimore shipbuilder to construct a fourth brig explicitly for the

purpose. Armfield owned this last vessel, but it unabashedly bore the name of

the firm’s entrepreneurial senior partner, Isaac Franklin. With their own ships
and trusted captains in their employ, Franklin and Armfield routinized the often
chaotic sea trade. Soliciting shipments from other slaveholders and traders,
they proudly advertised in Alexandria newspapers that one of their vessels
would “leave this port every thirty days throughout the shipping season.” Not
only that, but with the latest innovations in engine power at their command, the
vessels “will at all times go up the Mississippi by steam.” With the addition of

the Isaac Franklin to their fleet by the next year, they increased their regular trips

23John Armfield to R. C. Ballard, 24 Jan. 1832, Rice C. Ballard Papers, UNC. Bills of lading,
Bernard Raux and Paul Pascal Papers, HU.
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to every two weeks, with departures on the first and fifteenth of every month
during the winter slave shipping season.?*

The ships were fast. Arriving in New Orleans in about nineteen days
instead of the seven or eight weeks required of the overland routes, the brigs
and steamers allowed traders to respond more readily to subtle changes in
demand or to provide particular kinds of slaves to particular buyers. Basic
shipping costs could be more expensive, however, than using the overland
routes. Pascal and Raux of Norfolk paid various shippers between $17 and $20
for each enslaved passenger they sent to New Orleans between 1833 and 1835,
though they usually received a 50-percent discount for children under age ten.
By contrast, James Mitchell, marching his coffle of 51 overland in 1834, expended
just over $400 in tolls and provisions, about $8 per transportee. He may have
been exceptionally parsimonious, however, and a traders’ decision could be a
toss-up as jail fees and illness compounded overland transportation costs.
Traders also had to weigh for themselves the relative value of the time savings
provided by steam ships. Even Franklin and Armfield continued to march large

gangs of slaves overland. British abolitionists reported the firm marching

caravans of one hundred fifty at a time.??

24Deyle has pointed to the innovative nature of this successful marketing scheme in “Domestic

Slave Trade,” 102-103. Wendell Holmes Stephenson, Isaac Franklin: Slave Trader and Planter
of the Old South; with Plantation Records (University, La.: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1938),
35-38.

25Herman Freudenberger and Jonathan Pritchett determined that overland caravans cost
traders” an average of $44.40 per slave (including transportation, jail time, food, and clothing)
versus $46.40 if shipping costs along the coastal routes. See “The Domestic United States Slave
Trade: New Evidence,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 21 (Winter 1991), 470-474.
Shipping manifests, 1832-1834, Raux & Pascal Papers, HU. “Expense of Travelin with negros
from Va. to Miss and Returning home Commenced the 18 of October 1834,” James A. Mitchell
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Long-distance traders traveling or communicating between their
Chesapeake source territory and their Delta outlets also drew on banks to
transfer funds more easily across the expanding United States. Northern banks
funded many slave traders” ventures. Pascal and Raux, for example, wrote
checks totalling over $13,000, drawing against accounts with the Philadelphia
Branch of the United States Bank, the Commercial Bank of Pennsylvania, and a
privately chartered bank in Philadelphia.?® Rice Ballard took out four successive
loans of $5,000 each in the fall of 1833, again from the Bank of Virginia.?” From
their base in Natchez, Isaac and James R. Franklin also kept Ballard--as well as
John Armfield--sufficiently flush with funds by forwarding amounts up to
$20,000 at a time variously through the Bank of Orleans, the Union Bank of
Louisiana, the New York branch of the Bank of the United States, the Merchants
Bank of New York, the Phenix Bank of New York, the Farmers and Mechanics
Bank of Philadelphia, the Merchants Bank of Alexandria, Virginia, and a
Nashville exchange house known as Yeatman, Woods & Co.?8 The market

revolution in banking helped facilitate the slave trade, just as slave traders

Papers, 1836-54, DU, RASP. George W. Featherstonhaugh, Excursion through the Slave States,
from Washington on the Potomac to the Frontier of Mexico (New York: Harper and Bros., 1944),
36. Ethan A. Andrews, Slavery and the Domestic Slave Trade in the United States (Boston:
Light and Stearns, 1836), 135-143, quoted in A Documentary History of Slavery in North
America, ed. Willie Lee Rose (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1976), 137-141.

26Pascal & Raux Papers, [Accounts], HU.
27Ballard Papers, UNC.

28]saac Franklin and James R. Franklin to Rice Ballard, 3, 11, 20 Dec. 1832; Isaac Franklin to
Rice Ballard, 23 Feb. 1832; John Armfield to Rice Ballard, 32[?] July 1831, 21 Dec. 1832; James R.
Franklin to Rice Ballard, 19 Feb. 1833; Account sheets, 1834; Ballard Papers, UNC.
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participated fully in expanding the reach of that network of cash and banking
credit.?’

Depending so heavily on financial institutions and the national economy,
even the best capitalized and most cunning traders were left vulnerable to the
vagaries of economic and political forces acting on banking policy. They
occasionally found themselves buffeted by state and national political economies
over which they wielded little power. Normally, slave traders experienced few
jurisdictional checks on the interstate flow of money and people. Although
abolitionists in the 1830s and 1840s pressed Congress to invoke the commerce
clause of the Constitution as a means to regulate or prohibit the domestic slave
trade, the federal government never asserted any authority over it, with the
exception of abolishing commercial slave sales within the District of Columbia in
1850.39 Traders acted mainly on their own economic interests, of course, and
curtailed their own actions only when the law required, and it seldom did. Only
one state enacted any legal protection for enslaved family members in the trade,

and that only for children under age ten. When the legislature of Louisiana acted

29Sellers, Market Revolution, 45-46.

30Congress could have claimed a precedent for asserting jurisdiction over the interstate slave
trade; in abolishing the African slave trade, it had explicitly forbade ships of under forty tons
from transporting slaves in the coastwise trade. Abolitionists, however, tended to abandon the
Constitutional attack on the slave trade after the 1840s, aiming at slavery more broadly. See
David L. Lightner, “The Door to the Slave Bastille: the Abolitionist Assault upon the
Interstate Slave Trade, 1833-1839,” Civil War History 23 (Sept. 1988): 235-252; and “The
Interstate Slave Trade in Antislavery Politics [1840-1860],” Civil War History 36 (June 1990):
119-136. “An Act to prohibit the importation of slaves into any port or place within the
jurisdiction of the United States,” statute II (2 March 1807), ch. 22, sect. 8, 9, in The Public
Statutes at Large of the United States of America from the Organization of the Government in
1789 to March 3, 1845, v. 2., Richard Peters, ed. (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1861), repr. in
Exploring Amistad at Mystic Seaport, http:/ /amistad.mysticseaport.org/.
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in 1829 to prohibit the importation and sale of these children without their
mothers, Franklin and Armfield seem to have complied, in fact reorienting their
buying habits somewhat toward parent-child groups.’!

States did, however, seek to protect their slaveholders, their economies,
and their social order, and occasionally threw up obstacles to the interstate
speculators. In Louisiana, the massive influx of unknown traders and their
unknown chattels in the 1810s and 1820s spurred fears among legislators that
planters there were only getting the most “vicious slaves” from other states.
The state government prohibited the commercial importation of slaves between
1826 and 1828, forcing law-abiding planters to purchase their enslaved laborers
out of state and import them personally. In 1829, the state government replaced
its total ban with a voucher system. Traders were to submit certificates of

character for all enslaved African Americans over age twelve brought into the

31Donald Sweig has found that in 1828-1829, before the law took effect, children ten and under
had constituted 13 percent of Franklin & Armfield’s seafaring slave trade; the law forced them
to drop that number to zero for the remainder 1829. Where the firm had once advertised in
newspapers to buy slaves “between the ages of 8 and 25 years,” after the law’s passage, they
changed the text to read “from 12 to 25 years of age.” Over the longer term, Franklin and
Armfield kept the percentage of these “orphaned” slave children under 4 percent of their total
shipments, while those in family groups started at 3 percent of totals before the law, ranged
between 6 percent and 16 percent between 1831 and 1835, and peaked at 29 percent of totals in
1836. These “family” children in fact represented over half of all slaves shipped in family
fragments, which were usually comprised a woman and one or two children. Sweig concludes
that Franklin and Armfield were most likely responding to public pressure, situated as they
were in close proximity to the nation’s capital and open to inspection by abolitionist critics.
Freudenberger and Pritchett, however, suggest that changes in costs swayed the traders more
fundamentally than abolitionist opinion. The sharp rise in slave prices, they argue, took the
edge off the advantage of transporting only prime-aged workers. Since transportation costs
remained the same, the difference in profit to be gained from field hands versus mothers with
children had been reduced. Therefore, the traders simply acted less “selectively,” transporting
relatively more dependent children than they had before. Donald M. Sweig, “Reassessing the
Human Dimension of the Interstate Slave Trade,” Prologue: the Journal of the National
Archives 12 (Spring 1980), 12-16; 13, table 5; 20, appx. 1. Freudenberger and Pritchett,
“Domestic U. S. Slave Trade: New Evidence,” 454-458.
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state. Mississippi had enacted similar legislation much earlier, first as a territory
in 1808, then as a state in 1822.32 -

The certificates were an attempt on the state’s part to minimize the risk of
fraud and social disorder stemming from the long-distance market interaction.
In that sense, they were in line with other forms of character description
promulgated by this mobile American society. On the one hand, slave
certificates of character resembled runaway advertisements, listing “the name,
age, sex, and near as possible, the size, marks and color of said slave.” On the
other hand, however, they mimicked the kinds of letters of introduction which
had long facilitated the social and geographic mobility of white men and some
free men of color. These various certificates were to certify that the enslaved
individual was of “good moral character,” had “not been guilty of or convicted
of murder, burglary or arson,” and was “not in the habit of running away.” The
vouchers were to be signed by two freeholders who testified to having known
the slave for “several” years. By formalizing such practices for the enslaved
immigrant population, Mississippi and Louisiana hoped to forestall the dangers
of introducing an unknown element into slave society. Violation of Louisiana’s
law carried a substantial penalty: fines up to $2,000 and up to one year in jail.*3

Traders, of course, sought to get around the bothersome requirement.

320n the certificates of character, see Donald M. Sweig, “Northern Virginia Slavery: A
Statistical and Demographic Investigation,” Ph.D. diss., College of William and Mary, 1982,
p- 231 n. Freudenberger and Pritchett, “Domestic U. S. Slave Trade: New Evidence,” 448.

Sydnor, Slavery in Mississippi, 162. See also Bancroft, Slave Trading, ch. 9.

33Freudenberger and Pritchett, “Domestic U. S. Slave Trade: New Evidence,” 448. Bacon Tait
to N. Courier, 4 Oct. 1832, Raux and Pascal Papers, HU, quoted in Tadman, Speculators, 83-89.
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Bacon Tait of Richmond advised Nathaniel Currier on how to skirt Mississippi’s
law by finding two acquaintances to vouch for dozens of slaves.3* Many others,
however, seem to have accommodated the inconvenience, evidenced by the

2 289 such certificates which survive. The law was little enforced in any case and
remained on the books for less than two years.?® Other events conspired to
provoke state action which would interfere more seriously with slave traders’
free market.

The slave revolt in Southampton County, Virginia, in August 1831 sent
shock waves across the white south.3® Deep-south legislators redoubled their
efforts to protect their new states’” economy and social order. Louisiana revived
its ban on the slave trade that year and kept it in place until 1834. Alabama’s
legislature acted similarly. Mississippi’s 1817 constitution had permitted the
legislature to impose such a ban, but only in 1832 did representatives explicitly
prohibit commercial slave importation, revising the constitution to do so.
Traders and legislators alike often saw the insurrection as an excuse to pass
legislation protecting the states” economies. Louisiana legislators’ real purpose,
Paul Pascal wrote his partner Bernard Raux, was “pour chasser de leur etat les

persons qu'il suppose qui emporte beaucoup de leur argent”--to chase off the

34Bacon Tait to N. Courier, 4 Oct. 1832, Raux and Pascal Papers, HU, quoted in Tadman,
Speculators, 88-89.

35Freudenberger and Pritchett, “Domestic U. S. Slave Trade: New Evidence,” 449-450; Tadman,
Speculators, 86.

36Scot French, “Remembering Nat Turner: The Rebellious Slave in American Thought, 1831 to N
the Present,” Ph.D. diss., University of Virginia, May 2000, ch. 1. Herbert Aptheker, American
Negro Slave Revolts (1943; repr., New York: International Publishers, 1983), 311-312.
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traders who were exporting too much Louisiana money.37

Whatever the purpose, the legislation seemed to bode ill for Isaac
Franklin’s firm. Economy, politics, and even disease seemed to conspire against
the brothers” enterprise. James Franklin wrote Ballard in January 1832 that "the
game is nearly blocked on us" in Natchez. On March 4th, however, he was
somewhat more optimistic. "I should open my fancy stock of wool and ivory
early in the morning,” he wrote, though he did expect to sell for less than in New
Orleans. Isaac had gone to Tennessee to sell, but later returned to New Orleans.
In the fall of 1833, he lamented, “The negroes are coming down the river very
fast and I am afraid it will be hard to sustain former Prices unless the Louisiana
Law should be repeal[ed]." Even then, he did not think prices would go up
much, as an outbreak of cholera further dampened the market. He had lost nine
adults and six or seven children to the disease, admitting to Ballard that “the way
we send out dead negroes at night and keep dark is a sin to Crocket.” To make
matters worse, Ballard was sending unsatisfactory goods in this tight market.
“Your little slim assed girls and boys are entirely out of the way and cannot be
sold for a profit," he chastised.38

Their future depended on the stability of the money supply, something no

37Tadman, Speculators, 17, 19, 84-85. Paul Pascal to Bernard Raux, 21 Nov. 1832, Pascal and
Raux Papers, HU, quoted in Tadman, Speculators, 86.

38James Franklin to Rice Ballard, 18 Jan. 1832, 4 March 1832; Isaac and James Franklin to Rice
Ballard, 29 Oct. 1833; Isaac Franklin to Ballard, 3 Dec. 1832. The cholera continued to plague
their business; Isaac and James Franklin variously to Ballard, 7 May 1833, 14 Nov. 1833; 9, 18,
29 Dec. 1833. Ballard expressed characteristic concern for their true interests: “if it please God
that the negroes should get it I hope you will be carefull of yourselfs. We had better loose all
and begin again than loos ourselves”; Ballard to Isaac Franklin, 2 Dec. 1832. All in Ballard
Papers, UNC.
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one at that point could guarantee. Virtually all of the money their deep-south
customers had to spend consisted of loans issued in the form of bank notes. In
June 1832, James R. Franklin observed that “nothing has kept the price [of
slaves] up this season but the Branch USB”--the United States Bank. Along with
“the Planters Bank and the Old State Bank,” the Bank of the United States had
liberally distributed twelve-month notes to deep-south borrowers. When those
debts came due next year, however, Franklin feared they would “consume the
Amt. of the present Growing crop,” leaving planters with no money for buying
slaves. The company held nearly a quarter million dollars in outstanding bills
which likewise would have to be paid next year. Worse, Natchez and New
Orleans banks had tightened the money supply, foregoing any new loans.
Franklin floated Ballard and Armfield, sending them money to sustain their
purchases and expenses. But he wrote that Alsop, Ballard’s partner in
Fredericksburg, would have to fend for himself by drawing on the Richmond
and Fredericksburg banks. Finally, several months later, James’s brother Isaac
groused that President Andrew Jackson had vetoed the renewal of the United
States Bank’s charter, compounding the traders’ uncertainty about the money
supply.*’

By the following year, however, Franklin’s spirits were buoyed.
“Notwithstanding all the bad luck,” he crowed in December 1833, “I sold more
negroes than all the traders put together,” including more than one hundred

fifty in the last two weeks. If not for the "damned cholera,” he said, he could

39James R. Franklin to Rice Ballard, 8 June 1832; Isaac Franklin to Rice Ballard, 5 Oct. 1832;
Ballard Papers, UNC.
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"have made for the concerns at least $100,000.” He seemed further encouraged
by the repeal of Louisiana’s slave-trade ban, though he recognized that the
reversal would have little effect on prices.*

The legal action of Mississippians, it turned out, would cause greater

problems for Franklin’s partner Ballard and for other traders. Mississippi’s ey ﬁ

b

constitutional revision of 1832 had prohibited commercial slave imports effectivé
1833, but the legislature had enacted no prohibitive legislation until 1837. In fact,
it had taxed “transient merchants” of slaves since 1825. As Charles Sydnor
encapsulates the situation, the trade into Mississippi between 1833 and 1837 was
“unconstitutional but not illegal.” In the wake of the Panic of 1837, Mississippi
planters seized on the ambiguous validity of their promissory notes, reneging on
debts to traders. State courts found for the delinquent slaveholders, citing the
state constitution’s ban, and as cases worked their way towards the United States
Supreme Court, traders watched with trepidation. On New Year’s Day 1840,
Richmond trader Bacon Tait wrote to Thomas Boudar in New Orleans with
gloomy news. A federal court had apparently agreed with the state courts,
retroactively nullifying the slave sales. Since the Supreme Court justices were all
“partisans,” Tait feared they would uphold that decision on the grounds that
since the slaves had been brought in against the law, that they were not
property. Writing to Rice Ballard two days later, he predicted the worst: the

dissolution of the Union. No one, he said, was selling or buying in Richmond.*!

40Isaac Franklin to Rice Ballard, 25 Dec. 1833, 11 Jan. 1834, Ballard Papers, UNC.

41Bacon Tait to Thomas Boudar, 1 Jan. 1840; Bacon Tait to Rice Ballard, 3 Jan. 1840. Ballard
Papers, UNC.
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Tait need not have worried. In January 1841 the United States Supreme
Court found for trader Robert Slaughter, citing Mississippi’s then lack of
enabling legislation to make the ban legal. The court did not comment on the
constitutionality of Mississippi’s actions, however, so state courts continued to
hold jurisdiction over cases of trade within the state. Ironically, however, traders
able to show dual or out-of-state residency--those in fact targeted by the
prohibition—were entitled to sue in federal courts and thus could find relief.*?

In 1841, Rice Ballard found himself mired in this interstate mess, not only
straining his financial resources but also challenging his honor.*> In February
1836, Ballard sold a Louisiana planter named Turner forty-three slaves from his
Natchez base, accepting a one-year renewable note at 10 percent interest.
Turner stopped payment in 1841, and Ballard sued for the balance, $200,000.
Two of the four key issues in contention centered on geography and jurisdiction.
The sale had taken place in Louisiana, where the ban had been dropped in 1834.
Technically, then, Ballard was not in violation of Mississippi’s continuing
prohibition on imports. Secondly, Ballard claimed Virginia citizenship, and
therefore the right to sue in the U. S. District Court, where the Supreme Court’s

precedent in Groves et al v. Slaughter would be followed. These issues went

untested, however, as Ballard provoked a settlement, effected in part by

strutting around town “armed up to the teeth” and threatening openly to

428ydnor's account of these events remains the most lucid; see Slavery in Mississippi, 162-128.

43 Ariela Gross eluminates the issues of honor at stake in this trial. See “Pandora’s Box:
Slavery, Character, and Southern Culture in the Courtroom, 1800-1860,” Ph.D. diss., Stanford
University, 1996, 238-246.
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“assassinate” Turner, but also in part through the serious negotiating work of his
dedicated legal team.**

These sorts of jurisdictional problems were unique to businessmen
operating along far-flung networks spanning several states. Slave traders,
indeed, were men on the make, pressing the frontiers of the nation’s rapidly
expanding market economy. They sought to integrate this market world by
pressing into service any new and swifter means of communication and
transportation. They were indeed weaving a web of commerce, helping created
a new world of slavery in the nineteenth century.

That new world did nor rely only on efficiency, of course. The domestic
slave trade had risen in tandem with the “domestication” of American slavery, a
shift in slaveholder ideology and, to some degree, practice.*> Appearances
mattered as well. Operating as they did in the federal District of Columbia, at the
crossroads of the fledgling national debate on slavery, Isaac Franklin and John

Armfield worked to avoid criticism. Even abolitionist Joshua Leavitt was

44 Ariela Gross, “Pandora’s Box,” quoting deposition against Rice Ballard, 242. Gross suggests
that Ballard filed in federal rather than state court because he did not think he could win
against a local jury; see 240 n. But Sydnor’s explanation of the two opposing rulings, one set by
the U. S. Supreme Court and one set by the Mississippi Supreme Court, would seem to suffice:
state courts had invalidated traders’ claims, but federal courts had not. Therefore Ballard
insisted on Virginia residency so he could claim federal jurisdiction. Ballard had in his
possession a copy of the Supreme Court ruling, probably sent to him by Henry Clay, who
advised him precisely on this matter. See Henry Clay to Rice Ballard, 23 June, 6 July 1841; and
Moses Groves and James Graham vs. Robert Slaughter, U.S. Supr. Ct. (Jan. 1841), copy in
Ballard Papers, UNC. Sydnor, Slavery in Mississippi, 167.

45Willie Lee Rose, “The Domestication of Domestic Slavery,” in Slavery and Freedom, ed.
William W. Freehling (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1982), 18-36. See ch. 3 below for
discussion of these ideological shifts.
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impressed with his visit to the firm’s Alexandria jail in January 1834.46 He found
himself welcomed by “a very gentlemanly person,” mostly likely Armfield, who
ran the Alexandria operations while Franklin received shipments in New
Orleans. Leavitt openly acknowledged he was from the free north and said he
simply wanted to see the business for himself. Leavitt stressed the manners of
the trader, who was “very happy to give us all the information in his power”
and “politely invited us to go out and see the slaves.” After the tour, Leavitt
turned down Armfield’s “polite offer of a glass of wine, or brandy and water.”
Leavitt described the slave yard as equally in order, “whitewashed” and
“perfectly clean.” Armfield had fitted the yard with a pump, supplying “ample”
water, and served his prisoners “bread and boiled meat, apparently wholesome
in quality, and sufficient in quantity.” All were “clothed decently in coarse, but
apparently comfortable garments,” and “having also shoes and stockings.” The
sleeping quarters and hospital were “clean, dry and well aired.” And men and
women, he emphasized, were “entirely separated, except at their meals.” The
trader’s fleet of ships appeared equally commodious; in fact, as Armfield told
Leavitt, they had made that investment to avoid the overcrowding slaves had
experienced on the freight lines. Finally, Leavitt let pass Armfield’s assertion that

he “would never sell his slaves so as to separate husband and wife, or mother

46 eavitt first published his account on 1 Feb. 1834 in the New York Evangelist, of which he
was editor. It was variously excerpted, and it is quoted here from the New Hampshire Anti-
Slavery Convention Proceedings (Concord, N.H., 1834), 18-20, copy at AAS. On Franklin and
Armfield’s exposure to observation, see Sweig, “Reassessing the Human Dimension,” 16.
Leavitt’s encounter with Armfield is echoed in that of Joseph Sturge with trader Hope Slatter.
See Joseph Sturge, A Visit to the U. S. in 1841 (Boston, 1842), 45-48, as quoted in Bancroft, Slave
Trading, 372-373, and in Deyle, “Competing Ideologies.”
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and child.”%”

Traders played up a genteel image, capitulating in some ways to the
dictates of paternalism. They tried to present enslaved people for sale dressed in
new clothing, suggesting good care, and sometimes advertised they were
looking for “good homes” for their charges.*® Leavitt’s view was not uncritical;
rather he sought to let Armfield’s own words condemn his actions. For example,
he observed iron staples in the barracks floor, but “did not ask what they were
for.” Instead, he related that Armfield, to enforce the slaves” personal
cleanliness, would whip anyone who “came up on Monday morning without a
clean shirt.”4?

Others were far less charitable in their assessment. Another abolitionist,
visiting Franklin and Armfield’s Alexandria jail only a year after Leavitt, found
their business practices condemnable. In this anonymous account, Franklin and
Armfield’s agents were characterized as “unprincipled,” buying individual slaves
“without regard to parental ties” and separating children from parents. This

visitor, unlike Leavitt, witnessed slaves with “heavy chains upon them,” and

47Regarding children ten and under, Armfield’s assertion had a basis in truth, as Sweig has
found. But very few men and women in Armfield’s shipments were grouped as husband and
wife, indicating high rates of breakup. Sweig, “Reassessing the Human Dimension.”

48Deyle, “Competing Ideologies.”

49 eavitt's purpose may have been similar to Sturge’s. By refusing to paint slave traders as
monstrous individuals, abolitionists could emphasize the systematic, institutional nature of
slavery’s evil. This approach prefigured Harriet Beecher Stowe’s portrayal of benevolent
Kentucky slaveholders in Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Life among the Lowly (1852; repr.,New York:
Viking Penguin, 1986). She, too, sought to condemn slavery and not individual slaveholders.
Indeed, this strategy headed off that of Daniel Hundley, who held that traders were
anomalous pariahs in an otherwise benevolsent slaveholding South; see Social Relations in our
Southern States (New York: Henry B. Price, 1860).
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testified that the women had only “something called a blanket” to place between
themselves and the brick floor.”® British traveler G. W. Featherstonhaugh, who
twice crossed paths with Armfield driving a coffle through Virginia and
Tennessee, similarly condemned the trader’s separation of families. He found
Armfield a hypocrite, wearing black crepe to mourn the passing of the Marquis
de Lafayette who, Featherstonhaugh reveled in pointing out, had “gloried in
making all men free, without respect to colour.” Moreover, the trader was a
buffoon aping the manner of gentlemen. Armfield, he said, “attempted to cover
a farrago of bad grammar with an affected pronunciation of his words; and at
last got into such a strain of talking fine,” the Briton ridiculed, “that my son and
myself had great difficulty in suppressing our laughter.”>!

Leavitt may have revealed another of Armfield’s practices which, in his
estimation, did not speak well of the slave trader’s character. In the jail’s kitchen,
he had taken note of “a little boy and girl, five or six years old, who were better
dressed than the others”; their “complexions were quite light,” he noted, and
their “clothes had an air of neatness and taste, such as free mothers love to
impart to their little ones.” About half the slaves he had seen at Armfield’s jail,
he said, bore similar “traces of the white man’s blood, and the white man’s sin.”
Although Leavitt did not name Armfield as such a sinner, he seems to have
implied it. “The mother of these had been with him some time,” Armfield had

confirmed. She was among those whom he had bought locally and trusted “to

50”Slavery in the District of Columbia,” American Anti-Slavery Almanac for 1836 (1835), 26,
copy at AAS.

51Featherstonhaugh, Excursion, 46.
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go at large in the town”; these personal servants lived in their own separate
quarters inside the jail compound and adjacent to Armfield’s own residence. This
woman'’s proximity to Armfield, her relative freedom to come and go, and the
obvious favoritism bestowed upon her children probably left Leavitt’s readers to
guess her children’s paternity as Armfield’s.”

Whether or not Armfield had a sexual relationship with this woman--not
to mention what degree of consensus and force may have been at play--must
remain speculation. Armfield’s business associates, however, left little doubt
about their opinions on the use for the light-skinned women they held in
slavery. The correspondence of Isaac Franklin and his brother James R. Franklin

to their Richmond trading partner Rice Ballard reveals the depths of their

depravity. Not only did they participate in the trade in “fancy girls” for the New
Orleans market, but they openly cajoled each other about it.

James Franklin wrote in 1832 to Rice Ballard, Isaac’s trading partner in
Richmond, concerning a “fancy white maid” Ballard had sent to Natchez. She
was, Franklin agreed, “a handsome Girl,” kidding that she “would climb higher
hills and go further to accomplish her designs than any girl to the North.”
Further, he joked, she was not about to “loose her gold and the reason is
because she carried her funds in her lovers purse.” “To my Certain knowledge,”
he intimated crudely, she “has been used and that smartly by a one eyed young
man about my size and age.” He finally interrupted himself, begging Ballard to

“excuse my foolishness,” and promised, “in short,” that he would “do the best”

52Leavitt, repr. in New Hampshire Anti-Slavery Convention, 20.
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he could on her selling price.>

I[saac was in on the joke. As he wrote to Ballard in January 1834, “the way
your old one eyed friend licked the pirate was a sin to Crocket but he is brought
up all standing.”>* He followed this immediately by reminding Ballard of his
promise to ship him “the Fancy Girl from Charlottesville.” “You send her out,”
he demanded, perhaps only half-seriously, “or shall I charge you $1100 for her”?
“Say Quick.” Franklin had been nagging Ballard to send the woman since
November, telling Ballard also to ship immediately “all the first rate house
servants” he could. The deep-south demand had driven prices up to $1,000 then,
but now, two months later, the market was “dull.” Franklin’s lament was not

only pecuniary, but prurient as well. “I fear the time for the 1100 Dollars prices

53James apparently had difficulty in selling her. “The fair maid Martha is still on hand,” he
wrote six weeks later; “I think the chance to sell her as well as our white Caroline is very bad.”
James R. Franklin to Rice Ballard, 27 March 1832, 13 May 1832, Ballard Papers, UNC. The
other nephew working for Franklin was James Franklin Purvis, who operated out of Baltimore.
Purvis seems to have shared his uncles’ sense of humor; he advertised that his headquarters
was located at “Sinner’s Hotel,” on “Gallows hill.” See Bancroft, Slave Trading, 39, and
Stephenson, Isaac Franklin, 27, 78.

54The idiomatic phrase “it was a sin to Crockett” cropped up once or twice again in the
Franklin-Ballard correspondence. It seems to stem from an oral tradition that Davy Crockett
took an older wife, counting on the fact that she would die soon and leave him well-off. The
implied “sin to Crockett,” then, would be to marry young. The Franklins used it to joke about sex
with their young “fancy girls,” or even more loosely to refer to any shameful act. For one of the
literary sources of the oral tradition, see Thomas B. Floyd to Esther (Berry House Floyd) Clark,
15 June 1855, in Ron Jackson, Alamo Legacy: Alamo Descendants Remember the Alamo (Austin,
Tx.: Eakin Press, 1997), repr. in The DeWitt Colony Alamo Defenders. . . The Immortal 32
Gonzales Rangers, http:/ /www.tamu.edu/ccbn/dewitt/dewitt.htm, under biography of
Dolphin Ward Floyd. The phrase “sin to Davy Crockett” is found as early as 1841 in Tennessee,
but the context is unclear; it referred to the selling of “goods,” but the repeated emphasis given
may indicate it was a euphemism for something else, or for a certain kind of “goods.” See W.
Anderson Walker to Mr. J. H. Johnson, 4 April 1841, in private collection of Frederick Smoot,
publ. in Blount County, Tennessee; Letters from Forgotten Ancestors,

http:/ /www.tngenweb.org/ tnletters/bloul.htm. My sincere thanks to Jill M. Myers for sharing
her knowledge and these citations; email query on H-Slavery listserv, 1 June 1999.
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are over,” he said, adding his other fear, “that I will not get to see the fancy
maid.”>®

Perhaps even more disturbing was Franklin’s solution for a particular
group of slaves he could not sell. Franklin scolded Ballard lightly for sending
down an enslaved family group. “I do not approve of vesting funds on such
stock,” he wrote, since they were unlikely to turn a profit. He had another idea
about recouping their loss on them, however. “Had they not better be sent
back,” he proposed; “The old Lady and Susan Could soon pay for themselves by
keeping a whore house,” either in Richmond, Alexandria, or Baltimore. “Let it
be kept for the comfort of the concern,” he suggested, meaning himself and his
business partners, naming explicitly his inlaw John Armfield, nephew James
Franklin Purvis, brother James.®

The interests of these businessmen were never quite purely economic.

They understood the sexual and racial mores of their patrons, and themselves
partook in what they certainly looked upon as fringe benefits of their power and

proximity to such women. Isaac Franklin clearly embodied the patriarchal

values of southern slaveholders’ society. As a slaveholding white man, he was

55Isaac Franklin to Rice Ballard, 1 Nov. 1833, 11 Jan. 1834, Ballard Papers, UNC.

56Isaac Franklin to Rice Ballard, 1 Nov. 1833, 11 Jan. 1834, Ballard Papers, UNC. On kin
relations of the firm’s associates, see Stephenson, Isaac Franklin, 15, 23, 26-27,76,78,89. The
Franklins were not alone in taking advantage of their easy access to and positions of power over
enslaved women. According to ex-slave John Brown, Virginia-Georgia trader Sterling Finney
kidnapped a white female traveler’s young slave girl and “forced” the girl “to get up in the
wagon” with him where, for “several days,” he “brutally ill-used her, and permitted his
companions to treat her in the same manner.” He sold her in Augusta, Georgia, and went on to
serve in the Georgia legislature before his death in 1831. See Slave Life in Georgia: A
Narrative of the Life, Sufferings, and Escape of John Brown, A Fugitive Slave, ed. I. A.
Chamerovzow (1855; repr. Savannah: Beehive Press, 1991), ed. F. N. Boney, 18-19; 15 n.
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free to take liberties with enslaved African-American women and he feared no
reproach for his actions. Before his marriage in 1839, in fact, Isaac Franklin was
rumored to have kept enslaved, light-skinned concubines at his plantation in
Sumner County, Tennessee.

As he married and fathered a family, however, Franklin seems to have
softened a bit. As a husband and a father, he appears to have striven for
something akin to the domestic ideal. After his death in 1846, a neighbor
described his and his wife’s relationship as having “much harmony and good
feeling.” “He seemed to be as much devoted to her, and she to him,” the man
declared, “as I ever saw between man and wife.” Isaac doted on his daughters,
apparently, building “a small play-house” for them, and he set aside a cask of
wedding wine for his eldest daughter, the aptly named Victoria. In 1845, he even
moved the entire family briefly to New Orleans so Victoria could go to school.””

Franklin, Armfield, and Ballard simultaneously pressed the boundaries of
the expanding market world, participated in firmly established patriarchal
mores, and, in the case of Franklin, at least, perhaps even imbibed new notions
of a more sentimentalized domesticity in their own families. Other traders
betrayed those same trends, some in less muted fashion than others.

The slave trade’s market revolution was obscured by traders’ primary
means of transporting enslaved people to the deep South and by traders” own
household economies. Although Franklin and Armfield’s steam ships had

helped revolutionize the migration of slaves to the southwestern frontiers, most

57Stephenson, Isaac Franklin, 18, 19-21; 19 n.
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transportees simply walked. Traders’ ventures also did not appear exclusively as
speculative buying and selling projects. Instead, a slave-trading trip might
originate out of household economics. The profits from the trip, too, might find
their use in familial rather than entrepreneurial investments. James A.
Mitchell’s case illustrates these trends. On October 18th, 1834, Mitchell set out
from Pittsylvania County, Virginia, with 51 enslaved African Americans in tow.
Some were “girls” from his own household, and others were people he had
purchased locally before departing. He planned to sell all of them in Mississippi.
To chronicle his trip, he kept a small log-book he titled “the Expenses of Travelin
with negros from Va to Miss and Returning home.” He apparently rode in his

carryall while the 51 walked.%8

They seem to have gotten off to a slow start; they did not cross the New
River until their seventh day on the road. Mitchell’s chosen route most likely
followed the Valley road through Abingdon, then turned southwest into
Tennessee. His party was making fairly good time by this point, having crossed
the Clinch River and reached Crab Orchard, on Tennessee’s Cumberland
Plateau, by November 6th. Rather than continuing west towards Nashville or
Memphis, he directed his caravan southwest again, carefully noting the tolls he
paid at river crossings: the Cany Fork in Tennessee on November tenth, the

Tennessee in Alabama on the seventeenth, the Tombigbee in Mississippi on the

58 Another James Mitchell, of unknown relation to James A. Mitchell, captained the steamer
Columbia. In 1837 he carried two small shipments of slaves out of Alexandria for trader James
H. Birch. See “Manifests of negroes, mulattoes, and persons of color,” Slavery Collection,
NYHS.
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twenty-fourth, the “Purl” River on the twenty-ninth.”

They arrived in Natchez by December 10th, when he wrote home to his
wife, Sarah. Mitchell indicated something of the business hardships he faced in
Natchez, complaining that he had “only sold two negros yet.” The market
seemed good, but no one had cash to pay. “All want on a credit,” he groused,
“and that dont suit me for I want cash.” He could have sold on credit back home
in Virginia, had he been so disposed.

The trip had been “wet and moody,” but he reassured her that “we are all
injoyen good health.” His “we” was inclusive; it meant to allay her concerns,
both sentimental and economic. She would of course be happy to hear that her
husband was well, but he knew she was also interested in the health of the
slaves, on whose health the success of the venture rested in no small part.?0 He
seemed to recognize that Sarah’s interest in some of his enslaved party was
more than financial, and he sent news of them. “Mary Carter,” he said, “is got
well and harty a gain and all the guirls that com from our house is doin very well
and well satisfyd.” Mariah Finney, an enslaved woman who was cooking for
Mitchell, seemed less sanguine about the reason for her being taken to
Mississippi. “She is uncertain and mulish at times,” Mitchell complained. Yet for
the most part, “all behaves well,” he said, inserting the qualification, “so far.”

His ultimate concern with their apparent happiness, however, rested in his desire

to market them in Natchez, and he promised Sarah he would sell them off as

59James A. Mitchell, “Expenses of Traveling,” 18 Oct. 1834 to 15 Feb. 1835, Mitchell Papers, DU.

60James A. Mitchell to Sarah Mitchell, 10 Dec. 1834, in Southside Virginia Collection, UVA
(RASP).
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soon as he could get his price.®!

He set his slaves to making themselves more marketable, purchasing new
hats and some clothing for them, along with shirt cloth, calico, needles, and
thread, so the slaves could make the rest of their new market clothing. Buyers,
he knew, would want to envision slaves as domestic servants, as field hands, as
strong, healthy workers. Buyers in the market wanted to imagine slaves as they
would appear in their own homes and in their fields. The market, after all,
served their own domestic economies just as it served Mitchell’s.? The expense
of new clothes, he speculated, would be recouped, if not necessarily in price, then
in the increased ease in marketing their wearers. Mitchell also bought a little
whisky, whether for himself or his slaves he did not record.

It is difficult to say with certainty whether Mitchell found success in this
endeavor. He did not record his buying costs in Virginia. He sold nineteen of
his slaves individually at an average of $664 each, before finding a single buyer
to take thirty-one of those remaining at an average price of $582, a 12 percent
discount. If these had all been considered “prime field hands,” then Mitchell
profited little, since he reaped on average only about 10 percent more than what
he would have paid in Virginia, not taking expenses into account. But most of

his gang were probably not “prime” hands; several were “girls” (of

61James A. Mitchell to Sarah Mitchell, 10 Dec. 1834, in Southside Virginia Collection, UVA.

620n slave buyers’ expectations and fantasies about slaves they purchased, see Walter Johnson,
Soul by Soul: Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1999),
chsi8:5.
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indeterminate age) from his own household.®®

Mitchell’s spending habits indicate he may have done fairly well for
himself. He had kept his caravan’s expenditures low, totaling only $570.68,
including all tolls, food, and new clothing. Counting the $115.31 he spent in
getting himself back to Virginia, Mitchell’s transportation costs came to only
$13.45 per slave, cheaper than sending them by ship. Mitchell also apparently
avoided paying the jail fees, both in Virginia and in Natchez, which would have
tripled his expenses.** Just before leaving, he disposed of the last of his
entourage: one gray horse, one carryall, and one man named Washington, his
personal servant, who brought Mitchell a windfall of over $1,000.

The most telling evidence of Mitchell’s profits and, importantly, of the
meaning he gave this slaving venture, were the items he purchased on the
return trip. As he returned to Virginia, he carried home with him a pocket knife,
a music box, a pair of gloves, a pin, three rings, and a watch--gifts and mementos
for himself and his family, little presents he could distribute as the caring
husband and father.8> These and other acts of domestic benevolence apparently
had their desired effect. James Mitchell’s personal and business correspondence
hints at his family’s adherence of a domestic ideal of home and hearth, enabled

by his sacrificing of enslaved families. Mitchell’s position on the speculative

63“Prime field hands” in 1834 sold for around $1,100 in New Orleans, $600 in Virginia.
Phillips, American Negro Slavery, table following 370.

64Counting jail fees, shipping, and “upkeep” costs in 1830, traders did slightly better by land
transportation than by sea. Freudenberger and Pritchett, “The Domestic U. S. Slave Trade:
New Evidence,” 472-475.

65James A. Mitchell, “Expenses of Traveling,” 18 Oct. 1834 to 15 Feb. 1835, Mitchell Papers, DU.
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frontier in the southwest, investing variously in slaves, land, cotton, and sugar
from the 1830s through the 1850s, did not preclude his family from cleaving to a
nostalgic vision of the domestic homeplace.?® In fact, his frequent absences may
in fact have heightened his wife and children’s sentimental attachment to him
and helped encourage a sense of longing for a static, stable, and idealized
homeplace.

Mitchell’s one extant letter home from a slave-selling venture
demonstrated clearly his sentimental ties and moral sway with his wife, children,
and even his slaves. He addressed Sarah as his “Dear Companion” and pledged
his intention to write her once or twice a week. “I want to he[a]r from home
very mutch,” he insisted, for “this Country is said to be” more “heathen than
common.” He encouraged her to “bair with good faith duren my absence and
try to enjoy your self as well as possable.” He also reached out to his children,
holding moral sway through his letter, across the miles between them. “Tell the
children to be good boys and guirls,” he told Sarah. “Pair will come home,” he
promised, and he expected them “to go to school and learn th[ei]r Books . . . like
purty children and sho[w] Pair how smart they love him in his absence.” He

included a note for the Mitchell slaves in Virginia as well, instructing them, like

66By the 1840s and 1850s, Mitchell’s interests had expanded to include speculation in all
manner of commodity and he had taken in associates or assistants Jabez Smith and W. W.
Grigg. As Smith advised Grigg on one debt owed to Mitchell, he was to “Take any kind of
payment that he will make,” to “first prefer cash, then sugar and cotton, then negroes and
lastly land.” If land was all he could get, Grigg was to look for tracts with “water, timber,
soil,” or proximity to a road or town. “If you take negroes,” he continued, “hire them out or sell
as you may please.” Jabez Smith to W. W. Grigg, 15 Nov. 1849; Jabez Smith to Mitchell, 1 Sep.
1854, in Mitchell Papers, DU.
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his children, “to do smart and to behave purty in my absence.”®”

Whether Mitchell himself traveled frequently to the deep South thereafter
or not is unclear, but his absences seem not to have prevented him from
cultivating something of the ideal domestic life at home in Virginia. The Mitchell
children had apparently succumbed to their father’s moral sway, and his
prosperity allowed him to provide for their proper educations. His sons James
W. and John A. Mitchell went to the Ready Spring Academy in Campbell
County. William T. attended th e Floyd Academy, while Callie V. Mitchell
attended Pleasant Union Seminary.%®

Callie especially adored her parents and idealized the domestic sanctuary
they had built for their children. A letter she wrote her brother indicates her full-
blown participation in the cult of sentimental domesticity, in which mothers were
the family’s spiritual guardians, fathers were to effect their influence through
moral rather than corporal discipline, and the entire home was enshrouded in a
nostalgic aura. Sitting alone in her room away at school, she said, "my thoughts

were turned homeward,” to her old “Mountain home.”®°

67James A. Mitchell to Sarah Mitchell, 10 Dec. 1834, in Southside Virginia Collection, UVA.
For other letters illustrating traders’ “double standard” when it came to family ties, see
Tadman, Speculators, 200-204.

68Sarah H. Mitchell to James W. Mitchell and John A. Mitchell, 29 Aug. 1842; Wm. T. Mitchell
to Capt. John A. Mitchell, 5 Feb. 1854; Callie V. Mitchell to John Mitchell, 30 April 1854;
Mitchell Papers, DU.

69Callie Mitchell’s use of the term “Mountain home” is interesting, considering that Callands
was located in hilly--not mountainous--Pittsylvania County. The nostalgic trope proved too
alluring for Callie not to appropriate. Callie V. Mitchell to John Mitchell, 30 April 1854,
Mitchell Papers, DU.
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I thought of our dear Pa, how kind and affectionate he had been to
me, and of the many many times we have been seated by that dear
old fireside, listening with an attentive ear, to the kind and
affectionate word which he spoke, and with the tenderest care of a
father did he make plain those ways which were most pleasing in

his sight for us, as his Children to pursue.

She then thought on their mother,

who watched over us in children with tender care of a dear and
affectionate mother, she endeavored to bring us upon the fear of
God, she taught us how to love His blessed truths, to read His

Word, and to live in His fear.

“Oh what a blessing it is,” she rejoiced in summary, “to have such parents as
ours,” her emphatic affection leading her to into quadruple negative: “There
cannot be none more kind and affectionate to their children no not one."

Yet Callie’s letter also revealed cracks in the domestic ideal. After her
parents, she said, she reflected back on "dear old Duck,” a girlhood playmate.
She could still picture Duck’s image, and “Oh! yes the merry laugh of childhood
seem to play on her countinence, as in former days when we were making our
plays.” As she hinted at startlingly, this domestic bliss masked some deeper
uncertainty. “We looked then as if we were in a world of happiness,” she

reflected, “instead of wretchedness and misery." What sort of misery she had in
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mind she did not say, but Callie revealed more explicitly the tensions within the
slaveholding household, telling John that "we did not have a very good dinner to
day because it is sunday and all the darkeys are gone to church.i7

Still, her father’s status as a sometime slave trader did not mar her image
of him or of his loving family. If anything, his absences from home augmented
her sentimental sense of loss. Perhaps in her nostalgic language she sought to
recoup a happy domestic event which was in reality a rarity. Perhaps the slave
traders’ absence from home left her more willing to sentimentalize his moments
within the domestic sphere.

Other traders, of course, were family men, and they too felt the tension
between their own ramblings in the market and the value they placed on home
life. A friend of Richard Dickinson wrote from Baltimore in 1848, conveying
envy at Dickinson’s settled family and social life. “A Bachelor's life I dislike very
much and will get out of it soon as possible I think.” He sent regrets he could
not join Dickinson at “the Springs,” and gave his “complements to Mrs.
Dickinson” and “Howdy to the children.””! An associate of Joseph Dickinson
named Weston wrote from Marion, Alabama, expressing his own sense of
longing for the comforts of home. “I am about through with my stock of
darkies,” he informed his friend, and he aimed to arrive at Dickinson’s by early
June or earlier, he stressed, “for [ am bound to see that little angel as soon as

possible.” He asked Dickinson to let this female friend know of Weston's plans

70Callie V. Mitchell to John Mitchell, 30 April 1854, Mitchell Papers, DU.

71Wm. R. Stuart, Jr., to R. H. Dickinson, 2 Aug. 1848, R. H. Dickinson and Brother
Correspondence, [1846-1865], Slavery in the United States Collection, AAS.
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to “spend the summer in the mountain[s].” He closed by reminding his friend to
“give my love to my littel Darling.””2

However traders’ “little darlings” may have felt about their absences
doing the trade, family members understood that these ventures served the
larger family interests. Floyd Whitehead’s speculation carried emotional
implications even for his extended family. In April 1836, his nephew Robert, a
student at the University of Virginia, wrote him a heart-felt letter of support. “I
hope your expectations concerning your negroes have been fulfilled,” he wrote.
“In your prosperity, I could but as an acquaintance feel interests,” but, he
emphasized, as “a friend and relation, I feel the warmest concern.””3 Robert
recognized that while others may look to Whitehead’s success with their own
pecuniary “interests” at heart, his own “warmest concern” was for the well-
being of the family. Robert knew that any economic enterprise on the
southwestern frontier represented a family venture. Economic risk-taking was
part and parcel of the plantation frontier which Virginia’s slave traders served.
And like planters, traders’ economic actions were meant ultimately to reflect
back both financially and socially on their family’s standing. Following brother
John's advice of over fifteen years before, Floyd was striving for the family’s

revival, both “in purse and character.””74

72Weston[?] to “Friend Dickenson,” 3 May 1854, Joseph Dickinson Papers, DU (RASP).
73Robert Whitehead to Floyd L. Whitehead,1 April 1836, Floyd Whitehead Papers, UVA.

74] steal this phrase from Joan E. Cashin, A Family Venture: Men and Women on the Southern
Frontier (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1994). John Whitehead to Floyd Whitehead,
14 Oct. 1821, Whitehead Papers, UVA.
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Where Mitchell appears to have succeeded, however, Floyd Whitehead
and his business partners decidedly did not. Their speculative journey in 1836
and 1837 demonstrated both their willingness to press at the frontiers of the
market economy and the risks inherent in doing so. They employed several
means of the new market economy to float their venture, taking bank loans,
shopping broadly for slaves, buying and selling marketable individuals rather
than family groups, and paying sellers in cash. By the same token, their
speculation put them at risk, and when the Panic of 1837 hit they felt its lasting
effects. Whitehead’s spotty career path illustrates how serendipity and luck,
good and bad, might lead one into and out of the slave trade, how the economic
opportunities might help or hinder a man in his bid to build an income,
reputation, and family legacy.

In 1821, John Whitehead wrote his brother Floyd with cautionary advice.
Floyd was a young man seeking an economic opening in the wake of the Panic
of 1819, but John warned him to be cautious. John told him not to go out west,
to look around locally for some opportunity, but not to take on any
responsibilities without consulting John first. He scolded Floyd to tighten his
purse strings, to better his handwriting, to eschew “bad company,” and “above
all things to avoid debt.” He held up their kinsman William as a negative
example. Going around “dressed fine” would get Floyd nowhere: “you see
what Wm. has brought himself to.” Their family, John lamented, was coming to

ruin, both “in purse and character.””> Little other early correspondence

75John Whitehead to Floyd Whitehead, 14 Oct. 1821, Whitehead Papers, UVA.
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survived, so whether Floyd minded John’s instructions remains unknown. In
the 1820s, he was dealing in significant quantities of whiskey, along with various
dry goods and grocery items like calico, pepper, and siigar 76

By 1830, however, Floyd Whitehead had been appointed as a deputy
sheriff and may have begun dabbling in the slave trade--or at least the prospect
of doing so. He still considered traveling west. His nephew Robert, who then
lived in Kentucky, hoped his Uncle Floyd would pass through if he decided to
come west, and mentioned meeting an acquaintance of Whitehead’s from
Virginia. The man’s name was Harris, he wrote, and had “been engaged in
Negro trading,” apparently supplying the New Orleans market, before moving
to Kentucky.77 Whitehead remained in Nelson County, however, and by the
mid-1830s, he and John had embarked on dual careers as petty speculators and
officers of the law. They expected their duties as sheriff’s deputies to prove fairly

remunerative, apparently, but they had also begun their other line of work. A

76Unnamed account book [1828], in Whitehead, DU. The book may have in fact been John
Whitehead’s, or perhaps the men worked together in this as in other ventures. In 1830, John
was reimbursed by the county court for providing brandy to the road crew. Nelson County Court,
June 1830, levies, in Whitehead Papers, DU.

77Nelson County Court levies paid, June 1830, Whitehead Papers, DU. Robert Whitehead to
Floyd Whitehead, 1 Oct. 1830, Whitehead Papers, UVA. Robert perhaps was refering to
William B. Harris, who had been sheriff of Nelson County; see Militia Fines List [n.d.],
Whitehead papers, DU.

78In 1835, they each agreed to pay Sheriff Nelson Anderson $1,350 over the following two
years for the privilege of ollecting commissions on summonses, appraisals, and other acts of
office. Anderson reserved one part of the county for himself, assigning the rest for his deputies
to divide. The deputy job appeared lucrative indeed, judging by these men’s willingness to pay
for the “perquisets of office.” In addition to the $1,350, they agreed to pay three-quarters of
Anderson’s taxes, plus $225 each for the privilege of collecting one half the fines and fees
accruing in Anderson’s district. “Memorandum of an agreement entered into . . . between Nelson
Anderson sheriff of Nelson County . . . and John Whitehead, Beverly Hargrove, Floyd L.
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suppose you and John are still buying negroes,” a friend wrote to Floyd from
Richmond in May 1836. “They are high here,” he continued, “very high. I saw
two men, second rate, sold today at auction, one for $1145 the other for $1125.”
Other investments were less profitable; tobacco, by contrast, was still down, at
least in the Liverpool market, owing to "the great scarcity of money.””? If the
Whiteheads were to venture forth, better in slaves than in tobacco.

They must have been drawn by the prospects. The prices they were
quoted were extremely high, even for the speculative bubble expanding in the
mid-1830s. Virginia prices for “prime field hands” rose only to an average of
$800. Such a differential meant that if the Whiteheads could buy slaves for less
than that in Nelson County, they could easily make a profit simply by sending
them down the river to Richmond. They might make even more if they could
get them to Mississippi, where brisk speculation in former Chickasaw land had
driven slave prices as high as $1,200 in 1835.80 One of the Whiteheads had
already started buying and selling locally, evidenced by an 1835 note, but it
appears John may have backed out of Floyd’s more risky plans, and Floyd soon

went into business with Nathan and Ralph W. Loftus.5!

Whitehead, and John J. Hargrove, deputies of the said Nelson Anderson,” 1835 March 23,
Whitehead Papers, DU.

79P. Edmunds to Floyd Whitehead, 3 May 1836, Whitehead, DU

80Phillips, American Negro Slavery, table following 370.

81Thomas Hail, receipt, 8 Jan. 1835, Whitehead Papers, DU. Hail had bought from
Whitehead and Hargrove four “negro girls” named Aggy, Betsy, Martha, and Mina. Hail did
not name either seller by first name, but note that Beverly and John J. Hargrove served as
deputy sheriffs along with Floyd and John Whitehead in 1835-1837; see above.
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The same inflated prices which had spurred Whitehead and the Loftuses
to action had the same effect on hundreds of other speculators as well. The fall
of 1836, one contemporary remarked, was “a time to be long remembered. All
the public highways to Mississippi had become lined--yea literally crowded with
slaves.” Sales were slow at first, but picked up as traders came to settle for
secured banknotes and mortgages on land as payment instead of cash. Prices
continued to soar, reaching an unprecedented $1,800.82

In the spring and early summer of 1836, Floyd Whitehead and Nathaniel
Loftus amassed the cash they would need, borrowing $11,000 from the Bank of
Virginia and $15,000 from the partnership of Rives and Harris. These investors
sought to reap the profits from these speculative times, and Whitehead kicked in
about $7,000 of his own.8> With this $33,000 in hand, they went about procuring
their chattels from May through August. The impact of their purchases was felt
rather widely. They traveled to three or four other counties besides Nelson,
including Amherst, Bedford, and Albemarle. The 50 people they bought came
from as many as 22 different slaveholdings. Of the 29 people whose sellers can

be identified, 14 were bought individually. The others came in groups of various

82”Mississippi,~-Her Pecuniary Embarrassments,” in Philadelphia United States Gazette, repr. in the
Woodville Republican [Mississippi], 14 March 1840, quoted in Sydnor, Slavery in Mississippi, 165.

83“Cash Accounts,” and miscellaneous accounts, in Whitehead-Loftus Account Book [1836-1837],
Whitehead Papers, DU. The partnership of Rives and Harris may have been involved more
directly in slave trading as well. As Whitehead’s nephew had acknowledged, Whitehead
knew a Harris from Nelson County who had worked as a trader, and Francis Everod Rives, a
prominent Virginia politician, had operated a large slaving operation from at least 1817 to
1820. I do not know, however, if this “Rives and Harris” represented those two traders or not.
Robert Whitehead to Floyd Whitehead, 1 Oct. 1830, Whitehead Papers, UVA. Tadman,
Speculators, 21, 196; and F. E. Rives Papers, DU.
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numbers, perhaps representing family fragments: one couple, one group of five,
and three groups of three, including one group identified explicitly as a mother
with two children. Of the 21 slaves not linked to a specific buyer, only 2 shared a

surname.84

Whitehead and Loftus appear to have worked with other traders as well.
One seller, Henry Larner, sold Whitehead and Loftus at least seven slaves, with
only two of them sharing a surname. Since Whitehead and Loftus seem to have
followed the practice of assigning slaves the surnames of the seller, Larner
himself appears to have picked up these people from different slaveholders.
What's more, his being paid by Whitehead and Loftus on three different
occasions, unlike other of their sellers, indicates that he may have been second-
tier trader, buying where he could and passing slaves along to bigger

speculators such as Whitehead and Loftus.®

84~ A List of Negroes purchased by Whitehead and Lofftus 1836,” and “Negro account,” in
Whitehead-Loftus Account Book, Whitehead Paperd, DU. I collated these two lists, based on
prices and the surnames of slaveholders and slaves. Sellers’ locations determined from index to
heads of households for 1830 U. S. Census; all sellers’ identities and locations were not clear,
but they seem to have come mainly from these four counties. Since Whitehead and Loftus seem
to have assigned slaves’ their sellers’ surnames in most cases, I cannot assume even these couples
and groups are necessarily kin. Likewise, I cannot assume those on the list with different
surnames are not kin. It is unclear whether Whitehead and Loftus’s practice here seem was out
of line for most southern slaveholders. Gutman says slaveholders generally did not recognize
slaves’ own surnames, and that those surnames often did not correspond to current owners.
Donald Sweig, however, uses the surnames traders Franklin and Armfield assigned slaves in
shipping manifests as an indication of family ties. Gutman, Herbert G. The Black Family in
Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1976), 230-256. Sweig,
“Reassessing the Human Dimension,” 8. For examples of several enslaved Virginians keeping
different surnames after marriage, see Charles B. Dew, Bond of Iron: Master and Slaver at
Buffalo Forge (New York: W. W. Norton, 1994), 353.

85In 1836, Whitehead and Loftus paid Larner on several occasions: $1850 on May 11, $3370 on
July 22, $430 on August 1, for undisclosed numbers of slaves. The order of the slaves in the “List
of Negroes purchased” suggests that Larner brought in between two and five at a time. “Negro
Account,” and “List of Negroes Purchased” in Whitehead Papers, DU.
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Another list in Whitehead’s records details other kinds of information
about the slaves he sought, including age and family grouping.®® The traders
understood southwestern planters’ desire for strong young men and women
who would not only be able to work hard but who would also start families of
their own once in the new lands. Like most long-distance traders, they favored
young men and women of laboring and reproducing age. They were likely
willing to buy and sell small family groupings when profitable, but tended
towards individuals easier to market. In this particular group, the average age of
adult slaves (those over 12) was 24 years. Seven of the 25 were children under
age 12, all but perhaps one of them apparently bought along with one or both
parents. Two family fragments may have been transplanted relatively intact.
None on this list were bought singly, each being accompanied by one or two
from the same seller. Of the 25 total, 16 (nearly two-thirds) were bracketed off in
larger groups: one with 7 members, one with 5 members, one couple in their
late twenties, and one woman and infant. None were explicitly recognized as
families, however, and may simply have represented “lots” bought together.
Nine people listed were not bracketed with anyone else, though none had been
bought singly.
In the end, of course, careful notation of slaves’ surnames or inked

brackets setting off family groups may have served for nothing. Traders could
easily buy and transport African Americans in groups of relatives, only to split

them up upon arrival in the selling markets of the deep south. Whitehead and

86Undated list of slaves, with prices paid, Whitehead Papers, DU. The prices indicated place
this list between 1833 and 1842 or in the 1850s. All other evidence for Whitehead's slave-
trading activity is limited to 1835 to 1837, therefore the list seems to correspond to those years.
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Loftus did so just as often as they sold family members together. In Natchez, the
men kept a running log of slaves sold. The list, for some reason, was not
updated after a certain point, when they had sold only twenty-two of their fifty
original transportees. Thus the list reveals some of the groups which the traders
had already split up at this point. Andrew

Pukin [Perkin] had been sold, but Kay Pukin--approximately the same age and
health as Andrew, based on her price--remained unsold. Of the five men and
women whom Whitehead and Loftus had purchased from Henry Shelton, only
Tom and Harry remained, while Jacob, Phebe, and Isabella had been disposed of.
All three Loving slaves had been sold, as had the three that N. C. Clarkson had
sold to the traders. But there is no way of knowing whether the members of
these two groups had gone to the same buyer or not. Polly Fulcher, with her
two children, remained unsold, waiting to find out whether she would be able to
stay with her children or not.?’

Whitehead and Loftus were fairly typical in their methods of obtaining
credit, paying in cash, selecting young men and women, transporting their coffle
overland, and dividing kin. They were atypical, however, in the way they
selected the sex ratio of the men and women they bought for resale. In the list
from 1836, males represented 58 percent of transportees, while in the undated

list, of those over twelve, males outnumbered females more than two to one.

871f Polly Fulcher’s children were infants, they would probably stay with her. Based on the
very low prices Whitehead and Loftus paid for some of their slaves, however, they appear to
have purchased several young girls and boys singly, without any parent or kin. It is highly
unlikely they would have purchased elderly or infirm men and women, another possible
explanation for low prices. “List of Negroes Purchased” and “Negro Account” in Whitehead
Papers, DU. Whitehead and Loftus’s separation rates were typical of the slave trade as a
whole. See Tadman, Speculators, 147.
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Overall, the interregional traders moved approximately equal ratios of men to
women to the southwestern frontier states, and Virginians actually exported
more women proportionally than men. Perhaps Whitehead and Loftus aimed
for the sugar plantation market, where planters did pick men over women more
frequently.3® Regardless, the impact of their selectivity for men doubtless was
felt in the enslaved communities from which they drew.

Whitehead and Loftus, together with their slaveholding sellers, had clearly
wrecked the family lives of a number of enslaved people. Their own fortunes,
too, were wrecked, however, as they reaped the whirlwind they had sewn in the
market. Milo Morris, Whitehead’s enslaved steward, bore tidings of both these
disastrous aspects of their venture, whether Whitehead and Loftus realized it at
the time or not. Whitehead had sent Morris along with Loftus, and in March of
1837, Morris reported from Natchez, Mississippi. “My dear master, I write these
few lines to you,” he started, “informing our situation.” Theirs was only a mixed
success. At first, they had obtained adequate prices on favorable terms, “as good
as any That was made This season,” but then sales suddenly stalled. Nineteen
“pupils” from the first coffle remained unsold, along with all the others in the
second group Whitehead had sent down. The problem, Morris understood, was

that Whitehead and Loftus “want cash for Them and Cant be had.” “The Times

880nly New Orleans markets showed a disproportionate presence of slave men; the slave trade
to the southwest generally moved women and men in equal proportions. See Tadman,
Speculators, 26, fig. 2.1; 29, fig. 2.3; 30, fig. 2.4; 66-69. Virginia’s overall enslaved outmigration
in the 1820s, for example, was even more disproportionately female then the state’s enslaved
population. See graphs, Geography of Family and Market,

http:/ /fisher.lib.virginia.edu/slavetrade/. Whitehead’s reluctance to buy more women is
especially puzzling, given the lower prices Virginia planters were willing to take for women.
For example, Whitehead and Loftus paid an average price of $647 for women and $860 for men
in 1837. “List of Negroes Purchased [1836]” and undated list of slaves, Whitehead Papers, DU.
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Is very hard Indeed In This country,” he summarized.8?

To make matters much worse, Whitehead had sent down a second group,
members of which had proved unruly. “Everything was going on very well,”
Morris wrote, “until The last lot Came and they made A heap of difference.”
They apparently refused to let Morris “have any Thing To do with any of
Them.” Likely they resented Morris’s privileged if paradoxical position.
Apparently he played his role well, acting like the slave trader’s assistant that he
in fact was. In any case, a fight ensued. Morris downplayed the results
modestly: “We are all well at present. 1 have been Stab[b]ed which made me
confined for A few Days.” He sought, however, to make clear to Whitehead
where his loyalties lay and what his value to Whitehead was. He bragged that
“Mr Loftus has said That he would not give Me for any two whyte men.” %
What Milo Morris had to be hoping was that his master would not take any
amout of money for him in Natchez, Mississippi.

In closing, Morris revealed his own most important reason for writing,
implicitly making Whitehead aware of the venture’s implications for the black
family members involved. Morris had already sent one letter, he said, and now
he told Whitehead again, “I wish you would write To me That I could get To you
onced more.” He couched his request in business terms, encouraging Whitehead

that once back together in Virginia, they “may Take A new Start and do better

89Milo Morris to Floyd L. Whitehead, 14 March 1837, Whitehead Papers, UVA.

90Milo Morris to Floyd L. Whitehead, 14 March 1837, Whitehead Papers, UVA.




Than ever we yet done.”! With his inclusive “we,” he meant to implicate
himself in Whitehead’s life and business, but he seems to have had his own
family in mind. He did not mention it, but Whitehead knew well that Morris’s
wife Mary and his mother Clara lived on the plantation neighboring
Whitehead’s.”?

How Whitehead responded at the time to Morris’s news and his plea are
not known. Certainly he would not have remarked on any association he might
have made between Morris’s desire to be with family and the desires of those
many whom Whitehead and Loftus had separated in the trade. Whitehead
himself appears to have done terribly by the venture. He could not have picked
a worse time for this revival. In March came the Panic of 1837, bursting the
speculative bubble and wrecking the slave market. Morris and Loftus were at
the epicenter of the crash, which began in Natchez. Banks called in their loans,
leaving few buyers with cash. Whitehead doubtless felt the pinch. As Morris
had written, he and Loftus were already having a difficult time finding cash
buyers. They could not afford to extend long credit, having their own personal
and bank debts to pay back in Virginia. Even if they did resort to selling on
credit, they probably never collected after Mississippi legislators and jurists made

it difficult to do s0.%

91Milo Morris to Floyd L. Whitehead, 14 March 1837, Whitehead Papers, UVA.

92Robert Rives to Floyd Whitehead, 5 May 1839, Whitehead Papers, UVA.

93Sydnor, Slavery in Mississippi, 160-170. If this were the case with Whitehead, however, he
could have sued in federal court by claiming Virginia citizenship, as Rice Ballard did.
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Neither Whitehead nor the Loftuses apparently recovered economically
from this venture. They did continue to pay discounts on their drafts and
interest on their notes in Richmond and in Lynchburg, and on April 10th, 1837,
they managed to pay creditors Rives and Harris almost $11,000 of their $15,000
debt. But by that date, the last record of their slave trading, they had not yet
paid off any of their debt to the Bank of Virginia.?* It is unclear whether the
Loftuses remained in the area. Nathaniel may have had some business in
Augusta County, for in 1844, he advertised in the Staunton Spectator a $50
reward for the return of Sam and Charles, both “bright mulattos” who had
taken their leave of him.”® If either Ralph or Nathaniel Loftus was the partner of
Perkins as reported in the R. G. Dun and Co. credit reports in 1845, he was not
doing well. Dun’s agent in Lovingston reported that this partnership was “in
bad repute”; Loftus and Perkins were “bad men,” and “unsafe.” Two years
later, another agent begged to differ, reporting that they were safe for their
debts, but by the end of 1847, they were out of business.?®

Whitehead fared better, mostly by extending and playing on his local
political connections. Active in the Democratic party organization, by 1845, he

had served local government as magistrate and as sheriff, and had been elected

94”Cash Accounts,” in Whitehead-Loftus account book, Whitehead Papers, DU.

95Staunton Spectator, 22 Feb., 29 Feb. 1844. The men may have been in his employ, or hired out.
In any case, they were resourceful; Loftus thought they may be carrying forged free papers.

96Virginia, Vol. 29 [Nelson County], p. 30, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.




to the Virginia General Assembly.97 He canvassed for James K. Polk, who, as
Whitehead’s friend O. Loving implied in a letter to Whitehead, shared their
desire to annex Texas and to derail the abolitionist “fanaticism” threatening to
tear apart the Union.”® Whitehead gained the respect of his legislative colleagues
and even the likes of Thomas Jefferson Randolph, who in the 1830s had
famously lamented Virginia’s prominent role in the domestic slave trade.
Randolph signed an affidavit in 1845 attesting to Whitehead’s “uniform and
unbending integrity of character.”®” Whitehead’s party and public service paid
off, winning him an appointment as Sergeant of Arms of the U. S. Senate.!®
Whitehead’s rise in political status, however, did not alleviate his financial
woes. Clearly, Whitehead's slave trading did not hinder his prominence in public
affairs, but his failure in that venture did handicap his financial status. R. G. Dun
and Co. of New York followed his lackluster career as a merchant from 1850 to

1853. Dun’s agents described him in their abbreviated notation as “A bold

970. Loving to Floyd Whitehead, 26 Feb 1845; see also Richard Pollard to Floyd L.
Whitehead, Esq., 16 April 1843, Whitehead papers, UVA.

980. Loving to Floyd Whitehead, 26 Feb. 1845, Whitehead papers, UVA.

99Shelton F. Leake and Thomas Jefferson Randolph, Affidavit for Floyd L. Whitehead, 20 Feb.
1845, Whitehead Papers, UVA. Leake probably wrote the affidavit, and it is unclear how
well Randolph knew Whitehead. See also Petition from Democratic members of Virginia
General Assembly to James K. Polk, n. d. [1845], recommending Floyd Whitehead, signed by 44
members, Whitehead Papers, UVA.

1000. Loving to Floyd Whitehead, 26 feb 1845, Whitehead Papers, UVA. Michael Tadman
uses Whitehead as an example of a prominent public official acting as slave trader. In fact,
however, he gained political stature in spite of his failure in the slave trade. Tadman is
correct, though, that Whitehead’s slave-trading background did not handicap him. See
Tadman, Speculators, 196-197.




70

specr.” who had “failed for a lar amt once,” likely referring to the 1837 fiasco.101

He was still dealing in dry goods throughout the 1840s and 1850s, but since he
had no real estate or personal property of his own, he worked technically as an
agent of his wife. Travelling to Baltimore and Richmond, he bought quantities of
hardware, spices, and sundries.!®? In doing so, however, he had indebted
himself for “thousands,” as Dun’s agent reported in 1851. Without property of
his own and unable legally to mortgage his wife’s $3,500 in slaves and household
items, he finally “swapt off his store house and dwelling for a poor piece of
mountain land.” In January 1853 he failed completely and Dun’s agents lost
interest in reporting his activities thereafter.!%

Only Milo Morris returned relatively unscathed by the 1837 venture. As a
slave, he had no financial loss to worry about, of course, and his proven
trustworthiness on the trip meant that Whitehead permitted him relatively
broad latitude once home. Morris had been anxious to escape the dangers of
Natchez and the slave trade generally, but on returning home his renewed sense
of autonomy clearly disturbed Whitehead’s neighbor. Robert Rives complained
of Morris’s “corrupting influence” on his own slaves and expressly forbade
Morris from seeing any of them except his wife Mary and mother Clara, whom

Rives owned. Perhaps Morris told too many stories of his escapades on the

101Virginia, Vol. 29 [Nelson County], p. 30, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.

102Floyd L. Whitehead, “agent,” bills dated 15 May 1845, 25 Sept. 1850, Whitehead Papers,
DU. By 1850 he was in partnership with his son.

103Virginia, Vol. 29 [Nelson County], pp. 30, 39, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.




southwestern frontier, or perhaps his bearing spoke to plainly, in Rives’s
opinion, to the African Americans on Rives'’s plantation.'% Milo Morris, despite
his legal status, clearly gained greater sense of independence than most slaves
could by working for Whitehead. On the other hand, Morris also must have
understood better than most the omnipresent implicit threat his master held
over him and his family, having worked so intimately with the slave trader and
seen the trade first-hand.!®

The decade-long economic depression following the Panic of 1837
dampened traders’ and planters’ forced migrations from every part of the state.
While enslaved emigration from tidewater and piedmont counties continued to
dip in the 1850s, valley and western counties saw a sharp rise in export rates.
Natural reproduction and traditionally low rates of export had finally led to a
glutted supply of enslaved laborers in those areas. The steep decline of the
Kanawha River salt industry, where slaves from surrounding western counties
had frequently been hired to work, doubtless contributed to the rise in western

Virginia’s slave export rates in the 16500

104Robert Rives to Floyd Whitehead, 5 May 1839, Whitehead Papers, UVA.

105Accordingly, Morris had worked to gain the Whiteheads” implicit trust and was allowed to
travel alone, at least on one occasion. In 1839, he took a short trip with Floyd’s brother John
Whitehead and was sent back to deliver two trunks, a letter, and five dollars in cash to Floyd.
John Whitehead to Floyd L. Whitehead, “by Milo,” 25 July 1839, Whitehead papers, UVA.

106The Kanawha salt industry’s decline is clear; as companies shut down, total annual salt
production dropped by two-thirds during the 1850s. John E. Stealey III, The Antebellum
Kanawha Salt Business and Western Markets (Lexington: Univ. of Kentucky Press, 1993), 133-

134, 153. On slavery on the small farms of Appalachia, see Wilma A. Dunaway, “Diaspora,
Death, and Sexual Exploitation: Slave Families at Risk in the Mountain South,” Appalachian
Journal 26 (Winter 1999): 128-149. In addition to agriculture and industry, many enslaved
people worked as hired servants in Virginia’s fashionable mineral springs resorts. See
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An agricultural revival kept piedmont and tidewater exports in the 1850s
lower than in the two previous decades, but booming piedmont tobacco-belt
counties saw large numbers of slaves leave, with export rates ranging from a
quarter to over a third of their enslaved populations for the decade. Agricultural
reformers had been calling for “scientific” farming methods for years, urging
planters to diversify their crop mix, rotate fields, aerate and fertilize their soils.
John Hartwell Cocke even recommended abandoning tobacco altogether. All
these methods required more labor and thus probably led planters to sell or
move fewer slaves out of the state. For some farmers, experimentation had the
opposite effect. A disgruntled planter named J. B. McClelland chided that Cocke
could afford to abandon tobacco in Virginia only because his slaves grew cotton
in Alabama. McClelland attested that he had given Cocke’s scientific reform “a
fair and honest trial” for five or six years. To his dismay, he discovered that he
had gained “no Alabama adjunct to my Virginia estate, but that several of my

slaves had taken up their permanent residence in that State, having been sold to

meet deficiencies.”1%” Others, however, apparently succeeded at improving their

soils and thus their yields. Virginia tobacco, corn, and wheat production were all

Charlene Marie Lewis, “Ladies and Gentlemen on Display: Planter Society at the Virginia
Springs, 1790-1860,” Ph.D. diss., Univ. of Virginia, 1997, 145-146, 152-154.

107, B. McClelland, “Tobacco Culture--Not Necessarily Exhausting or Demoralizing,”
Southern Planter 19 (1859), 146-148, quoted in Joseph C. Robert, Tobacco Kingdom: Plantation,
Market, and Factory in Virginia and North Carolina, 1800-1860 (Durham: Duke Univ. Press,
1938), 29. Cocke’s Alabama plantation did not actually turn a great profit; in fact it served as a
staging ground for his scheme to colonize his enslaved workers to Liberia. See Randall Miller,
ed., Dear Master: Letters of a Slave Family 1978 (Athens: Univ. of Georgia Press, 1990), 161 n.




at all-time high in 1860.1%

Slavery’s final frontier in North America had opened in the 1830s, when
American cotton planters wrested Texas from Mexico. By 1845, Texans had
succeeded in creating the fifteenth slaveholding state.!?” Virginia was no longer
the largest slave exporting state by the 1850s, however. States once seeing large
numbers of enslaved immigrants--North and South Carolina, Kentucky, and
Tennessee--now were experiencing the labor glut Virginia slaveholders had for
decades. Virginia’s share of the interstate slave “export” thus dropped from
more than 60 percent between 1800 and 1820, to between 40 and 50 percent in
the 1820s through 1840s, and finally to a third in the 1850s.!1°

The 1830s, however, had seen the vast expansion of the slave export
market in Virginia, encompassing almost every county of the commonwealth.
While the numbers and rates of forced slave migration dipped in the 1840s and
1850s, slave traders had now familiarized themselves with the venues and
avenues of the slave market across the state. They worked to make the trade
more regular and predictable, using every means at their disposal: banks,

telegraph lines, canals, turnpikes, and railroads, pricing circular sheets, slave jails

1080n efforts at agricultural reform, see Avery O. Craven, Soil Exhaustion as a Factor in the
Agricultural History of Virginia 1926 (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1965), 138-147. On the
piedmont tobacco renaissance, see Lynda Morgan, Emancipation in Virginia’s Tobacco Belt,
1850-1870 (Athens: Univ. of Georgia Press, 1992), chs. 1, 2.

109William Dean Carrigan, “Slavery on the Frontier: The Peculiar Institution in Central
Texas,” Slavery and Abolition 20 (Aug. 1999): 63-96. Randolph B. Campbell, An Empire for
slavery: The Peculiar Institution in Texas, 1821-1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1989).

110See below, Appendix 3, table 3.
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and trader boardinghouses. In these latter decades, especially, slave traders
turned to newspapers to make their presence known to potential sellers all over
Virginia.

Itinerant traders increasingly turned to the newspapers to announce their
arrival and to mention the names of local men, often hotel or tavern owners,
through whom they might be reached. In February 1831, Daniel F. Grigsby was
scoping Charlottesville, testing the market there for willing sellers. He placed a

notice in the local Virginia Advocate announcing that he “has stationed himself”

in town “for a few weeks for the purpose of buying NEGROES.” Like virtually
all traders advertising in the newspapers, he offered the best cash prices, and
carefully instructed readers how to find him. He would be staying at the Central
Hotel, and if he was out, “Mr. David Fowler will attend to persons that may call.”
He warned potential sellers to come quick, since he would “not stay any longer
than may be necessary to ascertain whether he can buy or nos

Entrepreneurs working the slave market could cover broad territory with
their advertising. S. H. Owens and G. Z. Miles of Richmond, commission

merchants who acted also as slave-hiring agents, recognized the wide readership

of local newspapers. Advertising in the Fredericksburg Weekly Advertiser, they

listed personal references not only from Richmond and Fredericksburg, but also

from Spotsylvania, Caroline, Culpeper, Stafford, Goochland, and Fluvanna

111Charlottesville Virginia Advocate, 4 Feb. 1831. Daniel Grigsby’s relation to Alexander
Grigsby of Fairfax County, whose practice of selling children to traders looks suspicious, is
unknown. See Donald M. Sweig, “Alexander Grigsby: A Slavebreeder of Old Centerville?,”
Fairfax Chronicles 7 (July 1983): 1-3.
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Counties.!’2 Advertisers knew their readers understood the geography of
Virginia’s slave trade. Alexandria traders Bruin and Hill advertised they were
always paying “the highest cash prices”--Richmond prices, they said, playing on
public knowledge of Richmond as the bustling entrep6t of Virginia’s trade.
Meanwhile, Robert Brashear of Fauquier County advertised in an Alexandria
paper that he was giving “CASH FOR NEGROES” every court day in Front
Royal, eighty miles away.!!3

Richmond slave auctioneers Albert C. Pulliam and William H. Betts fully

expected to see customers from all over the state. They took out ads in the

Williamsburg Virginia Gazette, the Charlottesville Virginian Advocate, the

Staunton Spectator, the Warrenton Weekly Whig, and the Bristol Virginia-

Tennessee News. Hector Davis of Richmond likewise advertised in two

Charlottesville papers his “safe and commodious Jail,” on Franklin Street in
Richmond, “where he will board all Negroes intended for his sales, at 30 cents
per day.”114

Northern Virginia seemed inundated with traders in the 1850s. Elijah
McDowel, agent for B. M. and W. G. Campbell of Baltimore, advertised in the

Martinsburg Gazette from his base in Winchester throughout the early 1850s. “I

112Fredericksburg Weekly Advertiser, 3 December 1859.

113 Alexandria Gazette and Virginia Advertiser, 21 September 1850.

114Pylliam and Betts dissolved their firm in August 1860; A. C. Pulliam was then joined by R. P.
Pulliam and D. K. Weisiger, his former clerk. Betts teamed up with E. J. Gregory and Bushrod
W. Elmore “as clerk, who has an interest in the business.” Staunton Spectator, 7 Aug. 1860;
Williamsburg Virginia Gazette, Charlottesville Virginia Advocate, 16 Mar. 1860; Warrenton
Weekly Whig, 26 May 1860; Bristol Virginia-Tennessee News, 13 July 1860; Charlottesville
Review,18 May 1860.
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shall be in Martinsburg every week,” he noted, “and at the setting of all the
Courts in Berkeley County.” William Crow, likewise advertising in Martinsburg
during this period, announced he was “anxious to purchase a large number” of
slaves at the “highest cash prices,” and indicated his full rotating itinerary: "He
can be seen at the Berkeley Courts, at Martinsburg, on the second Monday, and
at Berryville on the fourth Monday in each month, and usually [at] his residence
in Charlestown.” A third trader buying “for the New Orleans Market,” A. P.
Strayer, lived in Martinsburg.!1®

Leesburg saw a variety of Chesapeake traders working the environs. W.
F. Kephart could be reached at his home in nearby Belmont. Alternately, he
noted, sellers could “leave word with Alfred Wright, at the Loudon Hotel,
Leesburg.” J. Hendley Simpson similarly used Osborn’s Hotel as a base, having
taken up residence there. Apparently not a local buyer, he solicited the aid of his
local readers. “Any information will be thankfully received,” he said, “and
liberal commissions paid.” James Spinks, acting as an agent of Joseph Bruin of
Alexandria, also paid for leads on good sales. He lived in Alexandria, but
informants or sellers could reach him through his contact, Leesburg jailor

Thomas Littleton.!16

115Martinsburg Gazette 11, 18 Jan. 1854. Notations at the bottom of many ads indicated the
original purchase date of ad, and length it was to run. Many were renewed yearly.

116 Charles P. McCabe of Leesburg advertised himself as in two newspapers an “agent,” but he
did not say for whom. Leesburg Democratic Mirror, 15 Sept. 1858. Leesburg Washingtonian, 24
Sept. 1858, 11 May 1860. More than a dozen traders sought purchases in Loudon County over the
years. Stevenson finds these men dominating the slave market, outbidding local buyers and
representing the vast majority of all slave migration out of the area. Over a quarter of the
slave population emigrated out of the county between 1820 and 1830, an amazing 98 percent of
them with slave traders, not migrating planters. Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and
White: Family and Community in the Slave South (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1996), 176




Warrenton newspapers carried ads for their own locally based traders.
Jeremiah Darnell advertised “Cash for Negroes” in 1828; Thomas W. Hunt did
the same in 1851. By 1860, the competition had become stiff, as W. B. Brawner,
Richard Cooper, and J. R. Shirley all offered cash prices for large numbers of
slaves for the southern trade. Big-time Baltimore traders B. M. and W. L.
Campbell also had a local agent, D. M. Pattie, working Warrenton for them.
Locals seem to have felt the pinch of competition, and started specializing
somewhat in their purchasing preferences. Shirley wanted especially 12 to 20-
year-olds, while Brawner sought those aged 20 to 25. Brawner offered as special
pitch to local potential sellers, stressing, “I will pay (as I always have been doing
for a number of years past) the highest cash prices.”!”

In the Shenandoah Valley, locally based traders seem to have prevailed.
John W. Smith of Waynesboro bragged he had “$100,000 IN CASH FOR
NEGROES” and was paying the “VERY HIGHEST PRICES.” He was a long-time
trader, he said, and now sought to expand. "I wish to employ some good
AGENTS to buy Negroes,” he said, seeking “business men of good moral
habits." Other locals, J. E. Carson of Middlebrook and Staunton, William Taylor

of Brownsburg, twenty-five miles to the south in Rockbridge County, also

178; 387 n. See also Donald Sweig, “Northern Virginia Slaery: A Statistical and Demographic
Investigation,” Ph.D. diss., College of William and Mary, 1982.

117By 1860, the Campbells had developed an extensive and innovative system, incorporating
not only the shipping and sales depots, but also a plantation each in the hinterlands of
Baltimore and New Orleans, where slaves could work or convalesce, as deemed necessary,
before sale. See Bancroft, Slave Trading, 316-317. Warrenton Virginia Gazette, 21[?] June 1828;

Warrenton Republican, 3 May 1851; Warrenton Weekly Whig, 26 May 1860; Warrenton Flag of
’98, 16 Feb. 1860. Some of these ads had run for a year or more before the date cited.
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advertised in the Spectator.“8 Meanwhile in Lexington, some forty miles to the
southwest, J. F. Tompkins faced little local competition, apparently, but Taylor
and Carson both sought to horn in on his market. All three offered “the highest
market prices in cash,” each escalating in optimism, with Tompkins seeking
“ONE HUNDRED likely NEGROES,” Carson seeking "500 LIKELY YOUNG
NEGROES,” and Taylor topping them both: “1000 NEGROES WANTED."!*?

One Abingdon trader trumped them all. “Jos. M. Crockett wants all the
Negroes that are for sale in this part of the country,” he swaggered in an 1859
advertisement. “The highest prices,” he promised, “will be paid in cash” for
slaves between ten and thirty-five years old. As “the only licensed auctioneer in
the town of Abingdon,” he also offered his services to those wanting to sell
locally. He wanted to make sure his business was noticed, placing different ads
on pages two and three of the same issue of the Abingdon Democrat.'*’

Unlike northern Virginia and the Valley, where slavery might be said to
be just holding its own, in southwestern Virginia railroad development was
helping encourage an expansion of commercial agriculture built on enslaved
labor.12! Still, traders saw southwestern Virginia’s expanding farming frontier as

a fit place to solicit slaves for export, and they advertised with relish. “READ!

118Staunton Spectator, 10 Jan. 1860; 7 Aug., 14 Aug. 1860; see also March 21, 1844. Carson bought
slaves in the area and traveled to New Orleans himself to sell them; see Dew, Bond of Iron
254-256, 279-280.

119Lexington Valley Star, 26 Jan. 1860; 2 Aug., 9 Aug. 1860.
120Abingdon Democrat, 11 June 1859.

121Stevenson, Life in Black and White, 25, 27. Noe, Southwest Virginia’s Railroad, 37-43.
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READ!! READ!!! 500 Negroes Wanted,” shouted the ambitious headline of James

W. Morgan’s 1859 ad in the Virginia-Tennessee News, a paper published in the
newly incorporated railroad town of Bristol. Like all others, he offered the
highest cash prices. James Fields of F. B. Hurt and Co. in Abingdon advertized
both in his home town and in Bristol, twenty miles down the valley. F. B. Hurt
and Co., conveniently next to the depot, advertised as an importer of “southern”
goods and offered cash for local produce and meat. Fields’s headline advertised
loudly, “NEGROES WANTED!”, but his aims were more modest, seeking only
about fifteen to twenty at a time, ages ten to thirty, and offering “fair prices,” in
cash of course. Other Abingdon advertisers did not live there. Henry
Rosenheim lived in Goodson, as Bristol was often still known. Dr. H. Clark of
Rural Retreat, fifty miles to the northwest, worked in partnership with Gordon
H. Hardy, of Abingdon. Like Fields, Hardy and Clark found support from F. B.
Hurt and Co., noting that “Messrs Hurt, near Abingdon Depot, will attend to all
applications in the absence of Mr. Hardy." A year later, Dr. Clark advertised
alone, apparently making periodic trips to Abingdon and relying on “Messrs.
McCarty and Benham, at the Virginia House, Abingdon,” to “give any desired
information in my absence.”12?

Other advertisements were intended for traders, rather than sellers, to
see. Court sales and other local sales--such as the division of estates—-were often
on terms of long credit, with interest, more friendly to local buyers than to

traders. Occasionally, however, sellers advertised that they explicitly wanted

122Bristol Virginia-Tennessee News, 13 July 1860, 3 June 1859. Abingdon Democrat. 11 June 59, 4

May 1860.
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cash, inviting traders to the sale. For example, in 1845, the executors of Henry
Waring's estate at Tappahannock advertised in the Richmond Enquirer their
forty “very valuable” slaves, of both sexes, all ages. They wanted “CASH” and
emphasized that “Distant purchasers are assured there will be no
disappointment.”123 Other businesses catering to the slave trade also advertised,
especially in the Richmond papers. These included the Lynchburg Hose and Fire
Insurance Co. and the Richmond Fire Association, both which offered to insure
slaves, and Ashe Levy, who sold clothing for the slave market and listed several
traders as references. Traders frequented each others’ sales, so Dickinson, Hill,
and Co., Hector Davis and Co., and Pulliam and Betts probably intended their
ads for traders as well as planters or local buyers. Finally, in a “NOTICE To
Traders and Slave Owners,” C. F. Hatcher announced that he had “demolished
the old and re-built a New and Commodious Show-Room,” on his lot in Gravier
Street, New Orleans. He could now “accommodate over 200 Negroes for sale”
at any given time and offered “good comfortable rooms and board” to the
traders.124

While some of these traders sent their slave purchases directly to export
firms in Baltimore and Alexandria, other men gathered up their own coffles and
accompanied them to southern markets, as Mitchell and Loftus each had done.

Many others, however, took them to Richmond, the hub of Virginia’s slave

123Tadman, Speculators, 52-53,140. Bancroft, Slave Trading, 25. Richmond Enquirer, 17 Jan.
1845. For other examples, see Staunton Spectator, 7 Jan. 1847; Leesburg Democratic Mirror, 14
dec 59; Leesburg Washingtonian, 24 sep 1858; Warrenton Weekly Whig, 26 May 1860;
Warrenton Flag of 98, 6 Dec. 1860.

124Richmond Engquirer, 3 Jan. 1860. On Levy, see also Bancroft, Slave Trading, 105-106.
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market, and an entrep6t for buyers from the deep South as well. There traders
sold slaves not only to visiting planters but also to other traders, often relying on
commission merchants and auctioneers to perform the deed. Slaves might
change hands once or twice before leaving Richmond, boarded in one of the
slave jails owned by yet another trader.

The jails, like the one Hatcher built in New Orleans, served the export end
of the trade, helping to make the trade more predictable by giving both buyers
and sellers a place to hold slaves who might otherwise elude them when faced
with sale. The best-known of these slave jails was Robert Lumpkin’s. Lumpkin
had worked as an itinerant trader for a time, but by the mid-1840s, he settled
down and established a new business which would serve as a cornerstone of the
Richmond slave market. He bought a lot in Shockoe Bottom that became
known as Lumpkin’s Alley. There he built a compound which by the 1850s
comprised a jail, barracks, kitchen and bar-room, and boarding house, as well as
his own home and office.'?

Otis Bigelow, visiting Richmond from New York in the early 1850s,
stopped in at Robert Lumpkin’s jail to satisfy his curiosity. Lumpkin “received

me courteously,” Bigelow recalled, and “showed me over his jail,” which

appeared to him really as “a kind of hotel or boardinghouse for negro-traders

125Corey, 47, 76. According to fire insurance records, Lumpkin’s house was substantial, brick,
two stories high. Those records also testify to the gradual elaboration of the compound and the
growth of the area immediately surrounding it, where Silas Omohundro’s compound also lay.
In 1844, before Lumpkin acquired the property, insurance agents noted that there were four
wooden houses and two brick houses within thirty feet of the insured house. In 1852, there were
seven wooden houses and five of brick; in 1858, there were nine of wood and six of brick. Mutual
Assurance Society Against Fire on Buildings in the State of Virginia, Declarations (Silver
Spring, Md.: National Micrographics Assoc., 1980), microfilm copy at UVA.
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and their slaves. I was invited to dine at a large table with perhaps twenty
traders, and there was little conversation.” He described the place in tidy prose,
emphasizing the “open court,” the “large tank for washing,” and the “long, two-
story brick house” which had been appropriately “fitted up for men” below and
for women above.!26 This description echoed Leavitt's account of Armfield’s jail
in Alexandria. Indeed, it appears that Lumpkin sought to render his compound
as orderly as possible, dividing men from women and providing a wash space.
Lumpkin’s jail itself seized on a niche in the market, the need of traders and
other slave buyers and sellers to be able to keep their own purchases in order in
preparation for embarkation to the deep south. That the place held to certain
proprieties was a bonus for its slaveholding customers.

Traders both expanded the market and sought to make it more
predictable in several other key ways, employing pricing circulars, checking and
deposit services at banks, and railroad freight lines. The problem of the market
was one of distance, of getting to the sellers, discovering and distributing
information from markets hundreds of miles away, and finally, getting the
slaves to those markets in a timely and profitable manner.

To keep tabs on distant markets and to inform their own potential sellers
of the state of the market, traders employed circular sheets, pricing slaves by
various combinations of gender, category, age, height, or weight. This quasi-

commodification was imperfect, they knew, but it did convey roughly the

126Bancroft, Slave Trading, 103, quoting from “MS. recollections of Otis Bigelow [d. 1919],”
apparently in Bancroft’s possession at the time. Bigelow guessed that these traders “were
probably strangers to one another,” but he was probably wrong. Traders’ correspondence with
each other frequently referred to other traders, and since many firms had upper-South and
Gulf-coast offices, the fraternity of traders was indeed broad.
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information they needed. For the planter actively looking for the best possible
price, or for the petty speculator wanting to keep tabs on the market, Richmond
trading houses provided handwritten circulars quoting the latest prices. Traders
used these price quotes to communicate with each other, as well. In the interests
of providing relatively specific price information while accounting for the
obvious variety of human individuality involved in their chattels, traders devised
a short-hand which seemed to suit them well enough. “No 1 men 700 to 725.

No 1 Women 575 to 600,” Benjamin Davis wrote Joseph Dickinson in December
1848; “If you have any on hand, you had better send them in.” Ten years later,

Dickinson was still watching the Richmond markets, still sending in slaves to the
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auctioneers there, some of them likely his kin. In December 1858, Dickinson,

Hill, and Co., sent him a circular with a more detailed breakdown of prices,

adding the superior category of “Extra” men and women, those ostensibly more

desirable than the standard “No. 1” slaves:

Extra no. 1 men,

No. 1 men,

Extra no. 1 field girls,

No. 1 field girls,

Likely plough boys [ages:]
17 and 18,
15 and 16,
12 and 14,

[Likely plough] girls [ages:]
14 and 15,
I:2landils)
10 and ¥1)

No. 1 woman and child

1500
1400-1475
1300-1350

1200-1275

1200-1350
1050-1175

850-1050

100-1150
850-1000
700-825

1250-1350

“Families rather dull and hard to sell,” he added.

Not everyone gave their estimates by age. Some used weight. Pulliam

and Slade used size. In 1850, they sent quotes to James Brady, a saddler in
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Scottsville who periodically sent slaves down the James to Richmond. "Negroes

are selling a shade better than when you were here," they told him, attaching the

following list:
No. 1 boys 4
4’3
4’6
4’9
5

53

No. 1 Girls 4

4’3
4'41/2"
4’6
4’7142
4’9

5

B2

8 3tabp

378
450
550-575 if heavy set
675
750

800 if Extra men

SO
450-475
500
525
550
600
650 -675
700-720

750.

Betts and Gregory, an auction house in Richmond, even had their own blank-

form circular printed up. The traders simply filled in current market prices for

each category printed on the form: “Extra Men,” “No. 1,” and “Second rate or

Ordinary,” with identical categories for the adult “Girls.” Younger boys were
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divided by height: 4 feet, 4’37, 46", 4’9", and 5 feet, with the notation printed at
the bottom, “Girls of same height of boys about the same price.” Clearly
“Number One,” or “A-Number One” men and women were good sellers, along
with “extra men,” “good shipping men,” “breeding women,” “wenches,” and
“woman with first child.” Traders used other shorthand to describe those less
desirable: “fair,” “No. 2,” “3rd rate,” “scrubs,” and “boys too small to
plough.”1%7

These served to convey quickly to potential buyers and sellers a vague
idea of what the traders sought or had to offer. While this generic language did
fully obscure enslaved people’s individuality on paper, traders and clients were
not able simply to act on these abstractions in practice. Unlike cattle or grain in
the northwest, for example, enslaved people could never be fully commodified,
even by--or perhaps especially by--commercial slave traders.
The effect of all this categorization was to allow sellers and buyers to gauge the
prices they might pay or receive for slaves, sight unseen. It worked to facilitate
the dissemination of market knowledge across space. Auctioneers could advise
sellers when and what kind of slaves to bring in, or whether to hold onto certain
kinds or try to sell locally rather than in the Richmond market. With this

information, sellers could make market decisions without having to lay out the

127Benjamin Davis to Joseph Dickinson, 7 Dec. 1848; Dickinson Hill and Co. to Joseph
Dickinson, 20 Dec. 1858; Joseph Dickinson Papers, DU. Pulliam and Slade to Brady, 30 Oct.
1850, Harris-Brady Papers, UVA. The printed blank circular of Betts and Gregory, along with
a transcription of one from Dickinson, Hill, and Co., is reprinted in Tadman, Speculators, 58, 61.
Tadman has compiled a Richmond price index based on the price information from over a dozen
such circulars dating from 1846 to 1861; see 289-291, table A6.3. For two other examples of age-
scale price lists, see those of Tyre Glen and Richard R. Reid, both reproduced in Tadman,

Speculators, 287-288.
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expense of traveling to Richmond themselves. The price guides were not
perfect, of course, but they conveyed the needed information, and helped
establish commonly held assumptions about what an “A-No. 1” man or a “scrub
woman” looked like. In this way, they contributed to the partial
commodification of enslaved African Americans. Every slaveholder or manager
knew that each individual person they bought or sold was different, with
different skills, character, and intellect. But every slave, in the minds of white
buyers and sellers, could be placed in some category by which his or her value
could be rightly gauged, at least in the abstract.!?

Virginia banks provided another service traders and their customers
found exceedingly convenient: accounts of draft and deposit. On March 1st,
1858, for example, D. K. Weisiger of Pulliam’s auction house wrote to planter-
doctor Iverson L. Twyman of Amherst County to notify him that the company
had finally sold George but had overpaid Twyman'’s bank account by $35; they
asked him to send a check for that amount.!?® Silas Omohundro kept an account
with the Farmer’s Bank of Virginia in the 1840s and 1850s, depositing checks in
the amount of several hundred to several thousand dollars from fellow traders,
among them Lumpkin, Pulliam, Tabb, Templeman, Tait, and Dickinson.130

R. H. Dickinson’s agents and associates found these accounts effective

128Johnson, Soul By Soul, 58-59, 118-119.

129D. K. Weisiger to Iverson L. Twyman, 1 March 1858, Austin-Twyman Papers, WandM
(RASP).

130Farmer's Bank of Virginia, account with Silas Omohundro, 1847-1859, Omohundro Papers,
LVA.
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ways to transfer money quickly from one city to another. Samuel Reese, for
example, wrote Dickinson in June 1847 that he had depleted his cash resources
and asked Dickinson to forward $4,000 more in Farmville Bank notes. Another
agent of Dickinson similarly wrote from near Fredericksburg to request that
Dickinson put his commission fees on deposit in the Farmer’s Bank where he
could access it. These traders, as well as private sellers, communicated from
Buckingham, Tappahannock, King George, Gloucester, and Spotsylvania
counties, as well as from Washington, D.C., and Lynchburg, and did business
with Dickinson variously through accounts at the Bank of Virginia, most likely
including its branches; the Farmers Bank of Virginia, including the mother bank
at Richmond as well as the Norfolk and Alexandria branches; the Farmville Bank;
the Exchange Bank at Norfolk; and others.13!

Bankers were not only willing but anxious to have the slave traders’
business. An officer with the Fredericksburg Branch of the Bank of Virginia
wrote Rice Ballard in 1832 to confirm he had received Ballard’s check for $10,000
from Richmond, and that he had credited it to the account of William Samuel
Alsop, Ballard’s buying partner in Fredericksburg. The banker communicated
his desire to see more such transactions, adding “I should like to get a part of
your northern checks if convenient.”*32 Philip Thomas wrote his partner

William A. J. Finney in 1859 to relate that Mr. Southerland of the Danville Bank

131Samuel Reese to Dickinson, 3 June 1847; L.[?] H. Dix to Dickinson, 5 Sept. 1860; see also John
Puller to Dickinson, 18 Feb 1847; R. V. Tiffey to Dickinson, 7 Feb. 1847; John Tabb Callett[?] to
Dickinson, 17 Aug. 1847; H. D. Hatton[?] to Dickinson, 1 March 1855; and Ben Temple to
Dickinson, 7 March 1855; all in Dickinson Correspondence, AAS.

132William J. Roberts to Ballard, 31 Dec. 1832, Ballard Papers, UNC.
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was well pleased with the hundreds of thousands of dollars the traders ran
through that establishment every year. The Danville Bank, Southerland told
him, was prepared to forward Thomas and Finney another $30,000 at once.!33

This relatively easy access to cash gave professional slave traders an
advantage over all other slave buyers. Traders could pay in cash, still a scarce
commodity in many localities. Slaveholders selling in their local market
normally sold on long credit, receiving annual payments of interest on the note
they were given. Selling to traders, however, gave them the full price of the
slave in cash. Even principled or reluctant sellers could scarce avoid this
attraction. “I hate to sell negroes to traders,” an indebted Lynchburg man wrote
his friend in 1847, “but law and necessity you know force a man to do what his
soul abhors.” “I must get the highest prices,” he knew, “and none but traders
will give them.”134

To better exploit this advantage, traders continued to develop their means
of getting slaves to market hubs in Virginia and to the deep South markets.

While the majority of people moved by the slave trade still walked to their deep

South destinations, traders continued to use steam ships and finally railroads to

133Philip Thomas to William A. J. Finney, 6 Oct. 1859, William A. J. Finney Papers, DU. My
thanks to Henry Wiencek for providing me with this citation.

134B. M. DeWitt to Iverson L. Twyman, 27 March 1847, Austin-Twyman Papers, WandM. For
South Carolina, Thomas Russell finds the value of a court sale (usually on credit terms) about
three-quarters the value of an average commercial sale (many of which would have been in
cash). Thomas D. Russell, “Sale Day in Antebellum South Carolina: Slavery, Law, Economy,
and Court-Supervised Sales,” Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1993, 229, fig. 12; 242. On cash
versus credit purchases and the price differential, see Deyle, “Domestic Slave Trade,” 83-84;
and Tadman, Speculators, 52-55, 104-105, 137
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augment the foot traffic.!® After Franklin and Armfield shut down their
operation in 1836, other traders worked to capitalize on the network of trade
they had built.!* William H. Williams of Washington, D. C,, bought the Tribune
and the Uncas, while George Kephart, a trader from Maryland whom Franklin
and Armfield had cultivated as an agent, took over their Duke Street offices and

jail. Kephart also purchased the brig Isaac Franklin, underscoring his

identification as their true legatee in trade. He may not have not have been
immediately successfully in dominating the area as had his predecessors,

however, and he sometimes sold space on his ship to his ostensible competitors.

The Isaac Franklin could hold as many as one hundred fifty slaves, but when it
sailed on November 20th, 1837, for example --after the economic panic of that
year--it carried only 73 slaves: 26 shipped by Robert N. Windsor of Washington
to his consignee George Lane, and the remaining 47 by the agents of Bunk, Watt,
and Co. of New Orleans.'®’

Nor were all coastal ships built to carry such large numbers. James H.
Birch employed the steamer Columbia in 1837, sending only a dozen or so slaves
at a time. From 1845 through 1849, John Rogers of Aquia Creek piloted several

steamers registered in Washington, including the Powhatan, the Augusta, and

135Tadman, Speculators, 47, 71, 77. Deyle agrees; comments at panel presentation, American
Historical Association Meeting, 10 Jan. 1999. I have no reason to doubt this, but no one has tried
to estimate proportions of traded slaves traveling on foot, by ship, or by train. No work has
treated the issue more thoroughly than Bancroft, Slave Trading.

136]saac Franklin pulled out of the business just in time, retiring as a millionaire to his estate in
middle Tennessee before the speculative bubble burst in 1837. Stephenson, Isaac Franklin, xx.

137“Manifests of negroes, mulattoes, and persons of color,” Slavery Collection, NYHS.
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the Baltimore. He carried small groups of enslaved passengers, anywhere from
half a dozen to two dozen at a time, for various Alexandria and Washington
traders, including Joseph Bruin, Robert Winsor, Henry P. Hill, Robert Brashear,
James H. Simpson, and J. W. Starke. Captain Rogers even served as consignee
on at least one occasion, taking liability for Nathaniel Winsor’s slave shipment in
May 1847.138

Traders also increasingly employed railroads in the late 1840s, continuing
through the 1850s, and even into the Civil War. Railroad companies in the 1850s
oversaw the construction or upgrading of nearly one thousand miles of track in
Virginia.!? As Virginia extended and connected its network to that of North
Carolina, Maryland, and Tennessee, traders put these interstate rail lines to good
use. Writing to his business associate in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1859, trader
Phillip Thomas estimated he could get his coffle by rail from Richmond to
Mobile--a distance of some seven hundred miles--in only eight days.
Remarkably, he made the return trip in only fifty-five hours.!* Some rail
companies explicitly solicited slave traders’ long-distance business. The Virginia
and Tennessee Railroad, linking Lynchburg to Bristol along the old trading

routes, thence to the southwestern markets, offered free passage to enslaved

138“Manifests of negroes, mulattoes, and persons of color,” Slavery Collection, NYHS.

139For a brief overview of each company’s rail construction, see Conrad Wright, “The
Development of Railroad Transportation in Virginia,” Ph.D. diss., University of Virginia,
1930, 19-60. See also Hunter, Claudius Crozet, chs. 6-8.

140Thomas to Finney, 5 Oct. 1859, 8 Nov. 1859, Finney Papers, DU, quoted in Deyle, “Domestic
Slave Trade,” 106-107.
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children sent by traders.!4!

Virginia newspaper editors especially took an interest in traders” use of
the modern railway, attracted by the slave traffic it facilitated in a highly visible
way. The Petersburg Express in 1859 remarked on the “almost endless outgoing
of slaves,” while the Portsmouth Transcript noted that the Seaboard and
Roanoke Railroad carried “heavy shipments” of slaves “almost every day.”
Portsmouth had become an entrep6t for the Chesapeake leg of the trade.
“Yesterday,” the editor continued, “about a hundred arrived from the eastern
shore of Maryland and passed through, and this morning another carload from
Delaware was sent on.” Deep-south readers looked to Virginia for news of this
mass-market migration, and Texas and Alabama papers dutifully reprinted the
Virginia reports.!4?

The distances to be covered, the changing terrain, and varying availability
of transportation all meant that several forms of transportation were often used
in succession. Lorenzo L. Ivy, who had endured slavery in Pittsylvania County,
remembered that long coffle lines of slaves were marched to the railroad depot

in Danville, where traders would put them on the cars bound for deep-south

markets.143 Danville’s southern connection at the time was via North Carolina.

141Charles W. Turner, “Railroad Service to Virginia Farmers, 1828-1860,” Agricultural
History 22 (Oct. 1948), 242, cited in Noe, Southwest Virginia Railroad, 83.

142Petersburg [Virginia] Express quoted by the Austin [Texas] State Gazette, 12 Feb. 1859;
Portsmouth [Virginia] Transcript quoted by the Montgomery [Alabama] Confederation, 13 Jan.
1859; both quoted in Bancroft, Slave Trading, 291.

143Lorenzo L. Ivy interview, 28 April 1937, in Weevils in the Wheat, eds. Charles L. Perdue Jr.,
Thomas E. Barden, and Robert K. Phillips (1976; repr., Charlottesville: Univ. Press of
Virginia, 1994), 153.
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Another formerly enslaved man suggested how the journey might have
continued from there. Kade Collins of Louisiana remembered that a trader had
brought him in a gang from North Carolina in the late 1850s. They had traveled
by rail to Mobile, thence by ship to New Orleans.'**

Lines extending out into Richmond’s hinterlands served that hub’s local
traders and sellers as well, providing local transportation to market. By 1847, a
Richmond man could write his brother that “Not a Carr, boat, or stage scarcely
comes to this place that does not bring negroes for sale.”14% Riding along the
established rail corridor between Fredericksburg and Petersburg, prominent
travelers Charles Dickens and Frederick Law Olmstead each found they shared
their trains with African Americans being shipped to southern markets.
Similarly, an attorney heading through Virginia on business in 1856 was
surprised to find that “every train going south” carried twenty or more enslaved
passengers. He noted they were always “consigned to the ‘nigger car’, which is
very generally also the smoking-car, and sometimes the baggage-car.”146

The traffic was both local and long-distance, flowing both ways, though
mainly towards Richmond and then out of the state. Alexander Fitzhugh, acting

on the behalf of several other slaveholders, sent four slaves from Falmouth to

Richmond auctioneer R. H. Dickinson of Richmond by “car” in 1846. Another

144Bancroft, Bancroft, Slave Trading, 292.

145W. H. Dennis to John E. Dennis, 14 Feb. 1847, John E. Denniss Papers, DU, quoted in Deyle,
“Domestic Slave Trade,” 74.

146Charles Dickens, Frederick Law Olmsted, and Lyman Abbot, all cited in Bancroft, Slave
Trading, 289-90.
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slaveholder instructed Dickinson to send his “girl” back home by the “cars” if he
could not get more than $500 for her in Richmond. In 1855, N. B. Whitlock of
Tappahannock sent Dickinson a slave by rail from Fredericksburg to be checked
at the infirmary, most likely to be examined and appraised for sale.'*’ Railroad
officials were happy to comply with traders’ and buyers” interests, even serving
personally as transport agents. When Isaac C. Carrington of Charlotte County
found himself in need of a “first rate cooper” to make flour barrels in 1863, he
instructed S. R. Fondren to procure him such a slave, and to “send him up by
Conductor Taylor” of the Richmond and Danville Railroad, who would then
“deliver him to Mr. Gaines, agent at Mossingford Station,” where Carrington
lived.!48

Traders and their customers called in all these resources in facilitating the
transfer of slaves and money. For example, Thomas Robinson of Aylett’s, about
thirty miles from Richmond, wrote to auctioneers Dickinson, Hill, and Co., in
March of 1855, on the return of an enslaved woman he had purchased from
them. “She does not answer the purposes I purchased her for,” and was “not
suitable for the fields,” he wrote. He was therefore sending her “over by the
Tappahannock Stage of to day,” and wanted them to sell her again. He had “no
use for her” and was willing to take “whatever she will bring.” He instructed
them to sell her, “deduct expenses and send me a draft on Richmond for the

balance.” By taking advantage of the mails, the stage line, and banking services,

147 Alexander Fitzhugh to Dickinson, 9 Feb. 1846; James M. Delly[?] to Dickinson, 23 Feb. 1846;
N. B. Whitlock to Dickinson and Hill, 2 March 1855; Dickinson Correspondence, AAS.

1481saac C. Carrington to S. R. Fondren, 26 May 1863, in Slavery MSS Collection, CHS.
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Robinson could take care of this unpleasant business without spending any time
away from home, not to mention the expenses of travel, food, and lodging
involved in getting to Richmond himself. The convenience to sellers obviously
suited the traders, who in this case stood to make commission, plus food,
lodging, and perhaps clothing, on the same enslaved woman for the second
time.'49 In 1860, R. G. M. Dix wrote from his home near Fredericksburg to
auctioneers Betts and Gregory in Richmond. He had found a prospective seller
who had traveled quite “a distance,” and he needed $1,300 cash immediately. He
instructed the auctioneers to forward him the money via “the conductor of the
Fredbg Railroad to the care of Mr. Chandler the ticket agent in Fredericksburg.”
Dix would then “have Doct. J. R. Dansy the cl[her]k of the Steamer Virginia” to
pick it up and deliver it to him.!>

The breadth and complexity of these market connection was met by the
diversity of men willing to stake a claim in the slave trade. As a group, they
were neither social pariahs nor prominent gentry.!®! Like all businessmen of the
era, their fortunes and business ethics varied greatly. The range of traders’ other

activities, wealth, practices, and reputations was broad, as reflected in the credit

149Thos. Robinson to Dickinson, Hill and Co., 10 Mar. 1855, Dickinson Correspondence, AAS.
150R. G. M. Dix to Betts and Gregory, 28 July 1860. Dickinson Correspondence, AAS.

151For the epitome of proslavery scapegoating of slave traders, see Daniel R. Hundley, Social
Relations in Our Southern States (New York: Henry B. Price, 1860). Tadman dismantles this
myth in Speculators, ch. 7.
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ratings reports of R. G. Dun and Co. of New York.!®?> Through Dun andS Co.’s
reports, these men found themselves integrated into the larger national market
revolution. With credit relations expanding far beyond personal acquaintances,
with the commercialization of credit and debt, Dun and Co. sought to expand the
nefwork of information available to creditors. Slave traders, as men of capital
moving across the nations ever-broadening market networks, were as likely
targets for Dun’s probing eye as any merchant.!?

Joseph M. Crockett of Abingdon, for example, while boasting his intent to
control southwest Virginia’s slave trade, burned his candle at both ends and

could barely fulfil his obligations. Dun’s local agent reported in 1859 that

Crockett had “led since his marriage a fast life” and had thereby “disposed of

152The firm of R. G. Dun and Co., first known as the Mercantile Company, was founded in 1841
by New York financier and moderate abolitionist Lewis Tappan. By the 1850s, over 2,000
agents were stationed throughout the United States and Canada. These local businessmen
reported biannually to Dun and Co. on any information they could dig up on the finances,
business practices, and local opinion of merchants and others likely to buy wholesale goods on
credit, especially in New York. Dun and Co. would then digest the anecdotal reports, create a
numerical rating for each merchant, and supply these ratings to creditors on a subscription basis.
The R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, comprising the original manuscript volumes of agents’ report,
is on deposit at Baker Library, Harvard University Graduate School of Business
Administration (HBS). See James H. Madison, “The Credit Reports of R. G. Dun and Co. As
Historical Sources,” Historical Methods Newsletter 8 (Sept. 1975): 128-131; and “The
Evolution of Commercial Credit Reporting Agencies in Nineteenth-Century America,” Business
History Review 48 (1974): 164-186.

153Lisa C. Brawley dubs Dun and Co.’s credit ratings system “a new form of travel writing”
meant to keep pace with the expanding migrations of merchants across the country. She also
compares one of the agents’ reports to a runaway slave advertisement, but the credit report
example she chooses was rather anomalous in its detailing a merchant’s scars and lost tooth.
Her analogy is nonetheless perceptive. In the expanding geography of the nineteenth-century
market world, credit reports, runaway advertisements, and letters of reference resonated with
the slaves’ certificates of character Louisiana briefly required of traders bringing in large
numbers of unknown enslaved people from the upper South (see below). With all these forms of
identification, free men attempted to mediate the perceived dangers of anonymity in this
expansive world. Lisa C. Brawley, “Fugitive Nation: Slavery, Travel, and Technologies of
American Identity, 1830-1860,” Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1995, 2-4.
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most of his visible prop[ert]y.”1>* James Brady was a saddler as well as a slave
trader from 1849 to at least 1857. Dun’s agents considered him a good Fisk
Two young men named Dabney and Cawthorn, aged 25 and 23 respectively,
opened a slave auctioneering stand in Richmond around 1840 and did a modest
business, continuing in partnership until 1851, at which time they owned around
$15,000 in property between them.!5¢ By contrast, in 1845, Dun’s Lynchburg
reporter noted that Michael Hart, age 45, had gone into partnership with Alfred
Moses, running a dry goods, grocery, and clothing store. The agent resorted to
contradictory ethnic stereotyping in characterizing their business practices:

“Jews in name and nature,” the two made “not less than the Irishmans profit
‘buy a coat for $1. and sell for $2.” Hart had bigger fish to fry, however. "His
principal bus[iness],” the agent noted, “is his trade in Neg[roe]s." He was
rumored to be in partnership with one of the Davises of Petersburg, to whom he
most likely would have forwarded slaves for the Richmond market. Hart and
his wife were worth over $100,000, and he was known as a “man of gd. standing,
firm bus[iness]. qualities, sober, indus|[trious]. and energetic." Moses, his
understudy, was young, single, and propertyless, but, importantly, “sober.” The
two continued in excellent standing, with Hart amassing another $100,000 over

the next six years in slave trading, while Moses gained only about $2,000 or

154]nterestingly, the agent did not mention Crockett’s attempted entry into the slave trade.
Virginia, Vol. 52 [Washington Co.], p- 31, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.

155Virginia, Vol. 2, [Albemarle Co.], p. 74, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.

156Virginia, Vol. 34 [Richmond city], p. 60, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.




98

$3,000 in property through the dry goods store. In 1851, Hart moved to
Richmond, leaving Moses without a bankrolling partner and therefore out of
business.!’

Wilson C. Hewett of Bedford County backed his slave trading with a dry
goods store and confectionery from around 1846 to 1853. He was worth about
$4,000 and paid his debts in cash. Seeing greener pastures, he “removed to Ky.”
in 1853, but returned four years later and bought the Hopkins House in Liberty,
which he continued to run successfully until at least 1860; Dun did not mention
whether he had abandoned his previous speculative occupation or ol M-
Stein and J. Rosenheim of Bristol, Tennessee, just over the Virginia state line,
were brothers-in-law who sold “ready made clothing.” They had just started in
1858. Stein lived in Richmond and was designated a “Negro buyer,” though
they were both involved in the trading. They held only about $15,000 in
1.159

property, including their $2,000 trading house in Bristo

Reputations changed, as well, and Dun’s reporting agents sought to keep

157Virginia, Vol. 9 [Lynchburg/Campbell Co.], p. 23, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.
Despite the presence of a few Jewish families in the Virginia domestic slave trade--notably
members of the Davis family of Petersburg and Richmond-Jewish traders were not
disproportionately represented in the trader. Dun’s agents were careful to note merchants’
ethnicity, especially when Jewish; it is unclear, however, whether a Jewish merchant’s
ethnicity prejudiced Dun’s agents for him or against him; both “negative” and “positive”
attributes of stereotypical Jewish mercantile practices were noted in Dun’s ledgers. For Dun’s
reports on Benjamin A. Davis and George A. Davis, see Virginia, Vol. 11 [Petersburg/Dinwiddie
Co.], pp. 380, 406, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS. Saul S. Friedman, Jews and the American
Slave Trade (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1998).

158Virginia, Vol. 6 [Bedford Co.], p. 438, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.

159Tennessee, Vol. 27 [Sullivan Co.], p. 175, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.
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up with entrepreneurs’ shifting investments and changing credit-worthiness. In
1850, Dun’s Richmond agent reported that Richard H. Dickinson “has always
been consid. gd for mod[erate] amt tho' like most men in his occupation his own
char[acter]. is not pfy [perfectly] irreproachable.” The agent’s early opinion of
Dickinson’s solvency was dubious, but by July 1851, he had changed his mind.
Dickinson was now deemed to be good for his debts, “altho this class of persons
are never absolutly reliable.” “Their bus[iness] is speculation and their means
being in money and not prop[erty],” the report continued, Dickinson’s finances
“are at all times uncertain.” Richard’s brother had joined him by that time, and
though they were “not vy high toned,” they were solvent.'®® In 1857 another
Dickinson entered the business of “buying and selling negroes,” having formerly
employed his own slaves in a tobacco factory he had financed. Two years before
that, Dickinson, Hill, and Co. picked up a new trading agent when flour mill
partnership of H. T. and E. S. Taliaferro split up, one of them joining R. H.
Dickinson’s new company. 6!

The career of John Smith illustrated the difficulties Dun’s agents had in
keeping tabs on some traders. In 1851, Smith ran a country store in Burke’s Mill,
at the head of Naked Creek in Augusta County. He was a Dutchman, the
brother-in-law of a known merchant in Shenandoah County. Worth only $600
in 1851 (that the agent could discover, anyway), he held over $10,000 in 1853, had

moved to Mt. Crawford in Rockingham County, and was rumored to be

160Virginia, Vol. 34 [Richmond city], p. 109, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.

161Virginia, Vol. 34 [Richmond city], pp- 85, 229, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.
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“deeply englage]d. in injudicious speculations.” Local opinion had it that “his
career will be of short duration.” Three years later, Dun’s agent thought Smith
was indeed involved in slave trading, but had no more details about his success
or failure. Dun’s agents caught up with Smith only in 1865, when he was selling
clothing in Staunton.!6?

Dun’s agents also revealed that they were in fact not much interested in
keeping tabs on slave traders, not out of any moral compunction but rather out
of business interest. Dun and Co. were interested only in merchants likely to
buy goods on credit in New York, which men working exclusively as slave
traders were unlikely to do. In 1853, Dickinson and Bro. were operating
exclusively as slave auctioneers, and the agency lost interest in reporting on

them.163

Successful traders gained the respect of their community by adhering to
standards other slaveholders found acceptable. Some were deemed
unscrupulous and others fair businessmen. Many sought to adhere to certain
standards of behavior, both towards their own families and towards the African-
American families they so frequently destroyed. Publicly, they played
themselves up as gentleman traders. Privately, they often behaved as the moral,
loving fathers held as a standard in domestic literature, especially in the North.
They demonstrated tendencies towards both patriarchal and paternalistic visions

of what it meant to be a public man, a husband, and a father. Their unique

162Virginia, Vol. 5 [Staunton/Augusta Co.], pp. 35,117, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.

163Virginia, Vol. 34 [Richmond city], pp. 85, 229, R. G. Dun and Co. Collection, HBS.
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position—-rooted in Virginia’s slaveholding culture, and linked to the larger
market networks of the burgeoning nation--meant that they were at once
provincial and cosmopolitan. Their public and domestic lives demonstrated
these tensions. Slave traders’ rather unique position, as part of Virginia’s
patriarchal elite, and also as part of a larger, national mercantile class, put them
squarely in both worlds. Virginia traders” familiarity with the triracial codes of
the deep South may also have contributed to the practice of two Richmond
traders who recognized and even left all their property to their enslaved families.

These trends met most paradoxically in the lives of two slave traders and
their families. Each of these men, Robert Lumpkin and Silas Omohundro,
worked from a stationary Richmond base in the 1850s. Each directed or
witnessed the sale of hundreds of men, women, and children to traders and
planters in both local and deep-south markets. And each man had a wife and
children they kept in legal slavery until his death.

Their careers bore remarkable similarities. Both men operated jails and
boarding houses, standing as way stations and entrep6ts for the Chesapeake-
Cotton South slave trade. Lumpkin kept a jail as early as 1846, and by the early
1850s his compound, including a boarding house, had become a Richmond
institution. The small street it occupied, off Wall (now Fifteenth) between
Franklin and Broad, lay in the midst of the slave-trading district that was known
by many as Lumpkin’s Alley. With his central location, Lumpkin catered to long-

distance traders. A visitor in the early 1850s recalled taking a meal with as many
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as twenty traders there at one long table.!®* Omohundro kept a similar
establishment from at least 1851, selling to or providing lodging for over one
hundred regular traders and “transient” planters, the majority of whom came
from the deep South states.!®

Both Lumpkin and Omohundro, most strikingly, married enslaved
women. Although neither marriage had legal standing, both men
acknowledged their enslaved children and bequeathed their estates to the
mothers of these children. The evidence for these relationships is relatively clear,
as evidence for such relationships goes, but the nature and meanings of them
proves somewhat more elusive.

Silas Omohundro, like other money-minded businessmen, kept not only a
list of his sales and boarding house customers, but also a personal account book
detailing expenditures on his household; these records survive for the period

1855 through his death in 1864. Therein he documented the affection he lavished

164Lumpkin’s jail appeared in correspondence with traders by 1848; [?] L. Campbell to [R. H.]
Dickinson, 15 Aug.1848, Dicksinson Correspondence, AAS. For a description of Lumpkin’s and
Omohundro’s environs, see Bancroft, Slave Trading, 95-104. On both these men and their
families, see below.s

165Silas and R. H. Omohundro Ledger, 1857-1863, UVA (RASP); and Silas Omohundro Papers,
LVA. I count at least 118 different buyers in the Ledger 1857-1863; Gregg Kimball has tallied
the fifty-four larger buyers (including both traders and traveling planters) whose locations
were recorded. Twenty (thirty-seven percent) came from upper-south states (half from
Tennessee); thirty-four (sixty-three percent) came from the lower south, almost evenly divided
between Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi; curiously only three buyers came from Louisiana,
despite the prevalence of the Chesapeake-New Orleans trade generally. My thanks to
Kimball for sharing his notes with me. Kimball found more exaggerated division between
deep- and upper-south destinations of enslaved members of Richmond’s First African Baptist
Church, who requested transfers of membership after resettling. Between 1841 and 1859,
thirty-five out of fifty (seventy percent) had been forced to move to the deep south; ten (twenty
percent) went to upper-south states or border cities. See Gregg Kimball, “Place and Perception:
Richmond in Late Antebellum America,” Ph.D. diss., UVA, 1997, 197-198, 228, 231-232.
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on his enslaved wife and children, expressed, of course, in material goods and
money. On March 1, 1855, he noted, “Cash to son Colon in gold,” $20.00. Six
weeks later he wrote, “Give to Daughter Alice 1 Locket," $7.50. He listed cash
spent to buy the children hats, bonnets, shoes, undershirts, cloaks, clothing, and
other necessities and niceties. Twice in July he gave them money “to go see the
Balloon.” Twice he sent them on a short trips to Petersburg. On September 24,
he deducted “Cash to Children Silas, Alice, Colon and Lucy $5. each.” He bought
Silas a $2.50 wheel barrow. In all that year, Silas spent over one hundred fifty
dollars on these four children.

As the children grew older, Silas bestowed on them goods befitting of
young southern ladies and gentlemen; in 1859, he bought a parasol for Alice and
"leghorn or Panama" hats for the boys, plus boots for Silas and a gun for Colon.
Silas and his children partook in technology’s latest aids to domestic
sentimentalism, paying to have eight “likenesses” made for Colon and Lucy.
Moreover, like other doting southern parents, he sent them north for a proper
education. The younger Silas had begun his schooling locally in 1855, but by
1859, he and his sister Alice were taking music lessons in the North. Their father
had provided them with an arithmetic book, a grammar, a dictionary, and other
unnamed volumes, provided them with music and dancing lessons, and sent
them gifts of candy and cash while they were away.'®

Silas lavished more extravagant gifts on Corinna. Like her children, she

1660n 19 Sept. 1859, Omohundro listed “Cash sent to buy Silas 2 pr Boots,” “Candy sent to Silas
and Alice 2 Ibs.,” and “Freight on box to Silas”; he did not name the destination. On 28
December 1859, he listed “Cash Advanced for teaching Children Music,” $50.00, and "Expenses
North Dancing lessons Books andc,” $88.32; most likely this last entry was for the children.
Omonhudro Papers, LVA.




104

received an education along with Silas’s intermittent gifts of cash and gold,
ranging from $5 to $100 in value. In July 1858, after returning from a trip west,
he gave her two presents: a jewelled breast pin and a diamond ring. Together,
he had spent $265 on them. That fall, he gave her one thousand fifty dollars cash
in one lump sum, and before he died in 1864, he had presented her with a second
diamond ring, a diamond cross pendant, and a gold watch and chain. On
November 7th, 1863, despite the shortages and inflation of the wartime
blockade, he spent $44 for “1 gallon Jamaker Rum for Corinna." Clearly, he had
found in her a suitable life partner. As he testified in his will, she had “always
been a kind, faithful and dutiful woman to me, and an affectionate mother.”167

His language here may perhaps have betrayed that the relationship was
something other from the sentimentalized ideal. He balked at referring to
Corinna as his wife, of course, saying instead she had been a faithful woman to
him. She was kind and faithful to him, but her affection, in his construction, was
bestowed not on explicitly on himself, but rather on their children. She was an
affectionate mother, he said, not wife, or even woman. He obviously admired
all these qualities in her, however, and perhaps his language hints at a certain
independence he recognized in her.

Whatever the nature of their relationship during his lifetime, he sought to
provide her, along with their children, with a home and an income after his
death. By March 1864, he knew he was dying. That spring, he bought an

unprecedented three gallons of whiskey, despite the exorbitant prices stimulated

167For the 1855 to 1859 gifts, see “Market and General Account Book, 1858 [i.e., 1855]-1864,”
Omohundro Papers, LVA. Will Book 2, Richmond City, Circuit Court, 228. My thanks to Josh
Rothman for providing me with a copy of the will.
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by the war. He remained lucid, however, as he made out his last will.168 His
first act of will constituted an open acknowledgement of his enslaved family, and
a desire to have them set on free footing. “In the first place,” he began,
I do absolutely emancipate and forever set free from all manner of
servitude my woman Corinna Omohundro, and her five children,
Allice Morton Omohundro, Colan Omohundro, Riley Crosby
Omohundro, William Rainey Omohundro, and George Nelson

Omohundro, and who are also my children.!®”

He left virtually the entire estate to Corinna and the children. She was to take
possession of the house, while the executor was to sell the other property, to
divide the proceeds evenly into trust funds for the children, and to pay the
interest on those investments to Corinna for the family’s support.!”
Omohundro clearly had a desire to provide for his family after
emancipation. Just as clearly, he understood profoundly the economic dangers
which might befall them. As an expert in the manipulation of property, he knew
how men used the common law principle of coverture to gain control of a wife’s

estate. He acted to remove that economic threat to Corinna, explicitly providing

that if she were to take a husband, her inheritance could not fall “subject to his

168Will Book 2, Richmond City, Circuit Court, 228.

16911 these were mentioned in the account book. Two other children acknowledged in the
account book--Silas and Lucy--were not mentioned at all in the will. Omohundro Papers, LVA.

170“Market and General Account Book,” Omohundro Papers, LVA. Will Book 2, Richmond
City, Circuit Court, 228-230.
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debts, contracts, or control.”!”1

Omohundro further understood, especially in the uncertain time in which
he wrote, that Corinna might want to quit Richmond and raise the children
elsewhere. He left her their home on Seventeenth Street in Richmond, including
his slave jail, but he had also provided her with an alternative home in
Philadelphia, a double lot with “tenements” on Poplar Street.

Robert Lumpkin’s family situation mirrored closely that of Omohundro.
Like Silas, Robert kept house with an enslaved woman, Mary F. Lumpkin, whom
he treated as his wife and who bore him several children, including Martha
Dabney, Annie E., Robert, Richard C., and John L., all bearing the surname
Lumpkin. Like Omohundro, Lumpkin apparently sent at least two of his
daughters north for their education. Since he did not compose his last will until
1866, the emancipation of his wife and children was a fait accompli, but in almost
every other way, Lumpkin’s will resembled Omohundro’s. He gave Mary the
choice of residences, either the property in Shockoe Bottom which included the
jail, or a lot he had bought in Philadelphia, on South Eleventh Street. He left the
entire estate to Mary--unless she married, in which case it was to be divided
among the children. He went even further along these lines than Omohundro
had, setting up trusts for his daughters so their inheritances could never fall prey

to any husbands’ debts. Lumpkin also established Mary as the sole executrix of

1710n common law restrictions of married women'’s property-holding, and on the foothold
women gained through separate estates, see Suzanne Lebsock, Free Women of Petersburg: Status
and Culture in a Southern Town, 1784-1860 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1984), 23-24, 77-79.
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the will, furthering her autonomy in the management of his estate.'”>

Like Omohundro, too, Lumpkin found some difficulty describing his
actual relationship to Mary and to their children in the legal language of the will.
He first named her as “Mary F. Lumpkin, who resides with me.” He introduced
his other heirs as “her children,” though he acknowledged his paternity not only
through their surnames but also by appending to the list of Mary’s children,
“and any other child she may hereafter have by me.”!”?

Apart from Lumpkin’s will, evidence for the tenor of his domestic
relations is less direct, though more suggestive, than for Omohundro. Anthony
Burns, the Virginia fugitive recaptured and returned from Boston in 1854, found
himself locked in a garret room of Lumpkin’s jail awaiting sale. As Burns
apparently told his biographer, Charles Stevens, he had met not only Lumpkin’s
“yellow wife” but also his “black concubine.” Both these women seem to have
taken an interest in the famous fugitive. Lumpkin’s wife looked after Burns’s
spiritual welfare--delivering him a testament and a hymnal--while the concubine,
Stevens insinuated, seized on other aspects of the man. She had, in his words,
“manifested a friendly spirit toward the prisoner” and “contrived to hold
conversations” with him across the space separating his garret window with her
upper-story apartment in Lumpkin’s house across the yard. This open-air

“intercourse” between Lumpkin’s prisoner and his concubine “roused his

172Charles H. Corey, A History of the Richmond Theological Seminary (Richmond, Va.: J. W.
Randolph Co., 1895), 48, 75. Richmond City, Hustings Court, Will Book 24, pp. 419-422. My
thanks to Josh Rothman for providing me with a copy of the will.

173Richmond City, Hustings Court, Will Book 24, pp. 419-422.
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[Lumpkin’s] jealousy,” Stevens said, and the trader put an immediate stop to
it.174 This is the only tantalizing shred of evidence we have for Lumpkin’s
relationship with the concubine. We are left only to speculate what this second
woman might have meant in the Lumpkin household.

It is conceivable that Omohundro kept a mistress as well. He stressed in
his will that everything he owned was to be left to Corinna and the children,
making only one crucial exception. “My woman Agness,” he said, “and her two
children, Virginia and Waverly,” were to be set free. These three did not received
any property and he made no other comment about them in the will, but in
December 1863, he had given Waverly a gift of $2, a Christmas gift he also gave
to several other servants. There is no other reason to believe Agness was a
concubine, but perhaps the parallel way Silas referred to “my woman Corinna
Omohundro, and her five children” and to “my woman Agness and her two
children” reflected more than a perfunctory use of language. If Agness did in
fact live as Omohundro’s concubine, then both women were, legally and
sexually, “his.” But Agness’s subordinate domestic status--and therefore, that of
her children--might be implied from the language of his will: not only did fail to
leave them any property, he failed to honor them with any surname, quite

unlike Corinna Omohundro and her children, all recognized individually as

174Stevens claims to have interviewed Burns extensively before writing the biography. As an
abolitionist, he would have little to gain from a strictly polemical point of view by including
this description of events in Lumpkin’s compound; the story was likely Burns’s, who could have
had his own self-serving reasons for telling or embellishing upon the story of Lumpkin’s black
concubine, perhaps even inventing the story. Charles E. Stevens, Anthony Burns: A History
(Boston: J. P. Jewett, 1854), 192-193.
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Omohundros.”> As with the Lumpkins, we can only speculate what the
dynamic of sexual and domestic relations may have been within the Omohundro
compound.

It is equally difficult to say how these two enslaved wives--Mary F.
Lumpkin and Corinna Omohundro--fitted themselves and their children into
their households, the local community, and the larger, predominantly “hiracralt
society of Virginia. These questions of identity are difficult. No clear line
separated Corinna Omohundro’s home from the work of her husband. He, for
example, recorded the expenses of doting on her and the children in the same
book in which he occasionally recorded minor business expenses. A week after
he recorded giving Alice her locket, for example, he noted a payment to R. B.
Crane “for Repairing Jail Steps.” He rarely recorded any slave-selling business in
this book, for he kept a separate ledger for that, but on August 3, 1855, ten days
after sending his children to see “the Balloon,” he entered that he had paid ten
dollars "Commission on Little Girl Lucinda to Poindexter." His account book
suggests also that Corinna helped manage the slave-trading household. Silas
paid her at least once for some unnamed work she had performed, and on other
7176

occasions he gave her money for market or to buy “negro cloth.

We catch barely a fleeting, but again, tantalizing glimpse of Mary

175A third woman, listed in the Account Book only as “C. H.,” appears to have acted as a sort
of nanny for the children, escorting them to Petersburg and buying their clothing on occasion.
Since Corrina was named separately in that book, I doubt “C. H.” is Corrina. “Market and
General Account Book,” Omohundro Papers, LVA. Will Book 2, Richmond City, Circuit Court,
228-230.

176“Market and General Account Book,” Omohundro Papers, LVA.
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Lumpkins’ interactions with other African Americans in the slave-trading
compound she called home. Mary Lumpkin surely felt divided about the
business of her master and de facto husband, as the remembrances of the Rev.
A. M. Newman indicate. He related in 1888 that sometime around 1862 he had
been sent to Robert Lumpkin’s jail to be whipped. On entering the yard, he
recalled, “I saw Mrs. Mary Jane [sic] Lumpkin, his colored wife, and noticed that
she looked at me rather piteously.” On leaving, she again regarded the boy with
sadness; “it seemed to me,” he recalled, “that she was saying, ‘poor child.”” On a
chance meeting with her eleven years later, she recognized him, asking “Are you
not the little one that came one morning down to thejail ... ?” To his
affirmative response, she could only give a weary sigh.

Mary Lumpkin’s identification with other African Americans seems to
have run deeper than pity. Newman'’s serendipitous second encounter with her
had taken place as she sought to transfer her membership to the church he
pastored in New Orleans. She presented him with her certificate of transfer
stating she had been a “member in good and regular standing in the First
African Baptist church” in Richmond.!”” First African Baptist had long stood as a
remarkably independent and crucially central institution to black Richmonders,
enslaved and free. If Mary Lumpkin had worshipped with that congregation

before the war, it would have opened to her a broad world of black religion,

177Newman recounted this anecdote in an address to the Special Meeting of the American
Baptist Home Mission Society, Nashville, Tennessee, 1888. Baptist Home Mission Monthly
(Nov. 1888), 295, quoted in Corey, History of the Richmond Theological Seminary, 48-50.
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philanthropy, and society.!”8

What of that world she brought to the Lumpkin household we will never
known. If she had felt the need to evangelize Anthony Burns, a prisoner in her
husband’s jail, then she certainly would have tried to provide a Christia home for
her children. The education that she and their father had given their children
seems to have had lasting effect. Two of the daughters, at least, attended a
female seminary in Ipswich, Massachusetts, where a woman from Maine
remembered having met them in 1856. Charles H. Corey remarked upon his
own meeting with these two many years later in Philadelphia, describing them
as “cultivated and refined, and contented and happy with families of their own.”
Corey’s description stressed the terrible irony of the children’s parentage and
upbringing, as well as a sense of racial progress--the attainment of refinement in
emancipation--but it also hinted at the Lumpkins’ success at protecting their
children from the impact of their father’s work. How--or even whether--Mary
Lumpkin managed to shelter them from the business of the jail, to maintain any
separation between the sphere of the slave trade and that of her own domestic
life, especially when both occupied the same enclosed space in Shockoe Bottom,
remains doubtful.

We are left, too, wondering how the traders themselves lived with this
seeming contradiction of selling people as chattel on the one hand while keeping

family members enslaved on the other. The key, it seems, is to understand that

178See Charles F. Irons, “And All These Things Shall Be Added Unto You: The First African
Baptist Church, Richmond, 1841-1865,” Virginia Cavalcade 47 (Winter 1998): 26-35.; Gregg
Kimball, “Place and Perception,” 192-235; and Marie Tyler-McGraw and Gregg Kimball, In

Bondage and Freedom: Antebellum Black Life in Richmond, Virginia (Richmond: Valentine

Museum, 1988).
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the African-American Omohundros and Lumpkins were not “black.” First, Mary
Lumpkin was designated “yellow” by Anthony Burns and Charles Stevens.
James B. Simmons of the Baptist Home Missions Society met her and described
her as “fair-faced, . . . nearly white.” Simmons speculated that the Lumpkin
daughters could have passed “as colored or whites,” and according to Charles
Corey, the Lumpkin daughters “were so white,” that while in the north, “they
passed in the community as white ladies.””? We do not have any physical
description of Corinna Omohundro, and can only guess that her skin and
features were similarly “light.”

In creating social identities, however, skin tones and facial features were
complemented by wealth, social standing, and behavior. “Money whitens,” as
the saying goes in Brazil. Silas Omohundro and Robert Lumpkin had amassed a
respectable amount of wealth and had distributed it to their enslaved families
during their life as well as after their deaths. The women each had access to large
amounts of cash at the time of their husbands” deaths. Mary Lumpkin, in
claiming Robert’s inheritance, posted $40,000 bond to the court, while Corinna
Omohundro acted as security for a portion of the $100,000 bond Silas’s executor
had posted. Behavior strengthened their claim to the white men’s property and
social standing. Mary Lumpkin and her daughters behaved as perfect ladies,
according to the white and African-American people who met them. If Corinna
Omohundro similarly taught little Alice how to wear her bonnet and how to

hold her parasol, then she and her children, too, partook in a somewhat elevated

179Corey, History of the Richmond Theological Seminary, 48, 74-75.
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plane of southern social life.180

Like the Ellison family of South Carolina, whose lives have been skillfully

reconstructed in Michael Johnson and James Roark’s book, Black Masters, the

African-American Lumpkins and Omohundros probably drew clear distinctions
between themselves and the other enslaved “negroes” passing through their
yards and jails, whatever pity or sympathy they might have felt towards these
less fortunate people. In fact, the racial and sexual makeup of these two traders’
families seems to comport less with the predominantly biracial social world of
the Chesapeake and more closely with that of the coastal deep south, where a
three-tiered color scheme prevailed. This more Caribbean south, stretching
from Charleston to New Orleans was linked closely by shipping lanes not only
to the Caribbean world, but also, of course, to the more northerly ports of
Richmond and Philadelphia.'8!

Through their commercial connections, Silas Omohundro and Robert

Lumpkin had easy access to that larger social world, which embraced both the

180[Lumpkin’s will], Richmond City, Hustings Court, Will Book 24, pp. 419-422. [Omohundro’s
will], Will Book 2, Richmond City, Circuit Court, 228-230. “Market and General Account
Book,” Omohundro Papers, LVA.

181My thinking on the connections between the bi-racial Chesapeake and the triracial coastal
deep South and Caribbean has been enriched by my conversations with Watson Jennison.
Wheras Jennison is exploring the upper-South’s imposition of bi-racial norms on the lower
South by the late nineteenth century, Omohundro and Lumpkin demonstrated the occasional
reversal of this flow of cultural practices. On the different racial hierarchies in slaveholding
British America—Caribbean, low-country, and mid-Atlantic--see esp. Winthrop D. Jordan,
White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550-1812 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of
North Carolina Press, 1968), 140-150, 167-178; Joel Williamson, New People: Miscegenation
and Mulattoes in the United States (New York: Free Press, 1980), ch. 1; Michael P. Johnson and
James L. Roark, Black Masters: A Free Family of Color in the Old South (New York: Norton,
1984), 204-218; and James Hugo Johnston, Race Relations in Virginia and Miscegenation in the

South (Amherst: Univ. of Massachusetts Press, 1970), chs. 7, 8,9, 12.
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triracial deep South and the free north. The roles their businesses played as
brokerages and way-stations for the interstate slave trade kept them in perennial
contact with buyers moving between the deep South and the Chesapeake, as
well as to the financial and commercial centers up the coast. As suppliers to that
trade, Omohundro and Lumpkin kept abreast of demand in the deep south,
including that for “fancy girls.”18? They participated in this larger, more
cosmopolitan world, in which enslaved mistresses and lifelong partners had a
longer history and was acknowledged more publicly than in the Chesapeake. In
this sense, Lumpkin and Omohundro were as much a part of the New Orleans
and scoastal world as they were of local Virginia society. Their domestic spheres
remained embedded in the dense market network they had helped to construct.
In April 1865, Virginia slave traders’ market world came crashing down
around them. The transformations were symbolically clear in the case of Robert
Lumpkin. As Confederate troops evacuated Richmond Lumpkin marched fifty
handcuffed people, his last slave coffle, to the Danville rail platform, hoping
desperately to send out one last shipment before Ulysses Grant’s imminent
invasion. Confederate guards spoiled Lumpkin’s plan, however, reserving the
cars for officials toting the documents of the fugitive government. The members

of Lumpkin’s last coffle trampled the worthless and abandoned banknotes of the

182”Yellow” women were not always “fancy girls,” but “fancy girls” did sell at a premium
price, as Omohundro knew. He quoted lower prices for some “yellow” women, but also sold
several females he called “fancy.” Silas and R. F. Omohundro Slave Sale Book, UVA. See
Tadman, Speculators, 125-126 n. Swiss author Fredricka Bremer visited a Richmond slave jail,
where she found several “handsome fair mulattoes, some of them almost white girls”; she later
witnessed such white-featured Virginia females being sold at auction in the St. Louis Hotel in
New Orleans; as quoted in Williamson, New People, 69-70. There does not appear to have been
much of local “fancy girl” trade in Richmond itself; traders seem to have culled Virginia’s
“almost white girls” explicitly with the deep-South markets in mind.




Confederacy beneath their feet. As the abolitionist journalist Charles Coffin
astutely noted, the collapse of the currency represented “a sudden eclipse of

faith, a collapse of confidence” in the government which had sanctioned the

trade, first in the Union and then in the Confederacy.!® That faith in currency,

in banknotes, and in the other market infrastructure had sustained the domestic
slave trade, impossible otherwise across such a vast space.

Lumpkin’s last coffle went free in the Confederate crisis of confidence, and
he died soon after. As for Lumpkin’s jail, it held an ironic legacy for Richmond
African Americans. With the consent of the widowed Mary Lumpkin,
evangelical freedmen’s aid workers and black Richmonders converted the
compound into a school. Thus they effected a sentimental transformation,
converting that site of confinement into one of liberation, implementing moral
rather than corporal discipline. Reformers stressed that the “regime of the lash
had gone; the regime of the spelling book had come.” Mary Lumpkin, having
created her own sentimental domestic space and raised her own children within
the confines of this slave-trading compound, likely understood too well the

contradictions and contrasts inherent in that transformation.!84

183Charles Carleton Coffin, The Boys of ‘61; or, Four Years of Fighting (Boston: Estes and
Lauriat, 1881), 501-502.

184Mary Lumpkin leased the entire jail compound to the American Baptist Home Mission
Society for the establishment of Richmond Theological Seminary. Charles H. Corey, A
History of the Richmond Theological Seminary, 42-50, 54-58, 69-84; quote, 72. See also ch. 6
below.
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Chapter Two: Calculation, Sentiment, and Honor among Slaveholders

“The life of a negro is uncertain.” With this simple affirmation, Dr.
Iverson Twyman might have been recognizing the anxiety African Americans
endured by never knowing who might be selected next for sale or removal from
the community. But Twyman, who did on occasion express sympathy for the
people he held in slavery, was not doing so in this case. Rather, he was trying to
explain to his brother-in-law John Austin the risks slaveholders took in making
decisions about slave sale and hire. An enslaved woman named Aggy, he
explain, had not only robbed “an old negro’s house in the neighborhood,” but

had bragged openly about making off with “a heap of money.” There was no

question in Twyman’s mind that, for the security of the black and white
community, Aggy had to be removed. The question was how to do so without
losing their capital investment in her. Twyman walked through the logical
options for John’s benefit. “The interest on the money at a low [selling] price for
her will be equivalent to her hire,” he noted, “& as she is a girl of such disposition
... that she will not raise any children, we have thought it best to sell even at a
moderately low price.”! Had Aggy been likely to produce children, in other
words, she would have remained a worthwhile investment, and Twyman might
have hired her out instead. All other things being equal, then, sale made more

sense than hire.

IIverson Twyman to John Austin, 4 Oct. 1848, Austin-Twyman Family Papers, Swem
Library, College of William and Mary, repr. in Records of the Ante-Bellum Southern
Plantations from the Revolution through the Civil War (Frederick, Md.: University

Publications of America, 1985-), microfilm [Hereafter, RASP]. [Hereafter, Austin-Twyman
Papers, W&M.]
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Twyman had made that decision with shrewd calculation of his profits and
losses. But he knew well that his action carried powerful sentimental
ramifications. He likely knew Aggy’s family ties to the rest of the enslaved men
and women on the Austin estate, and he also knew the sentimental approach
John’s mother would probably take. “Keep this letter to yourself,” he warned
sternly. “Do not let your Mama see it. She will tell the negros and set them to
crying & howling.”?

Given the pervasive effects of the domestic slave trade on African-
American families, it is no wonder that white Virginians in the twentieth century
would have a difficult time believing that their ancestors, their own families, had
participated in these kinds of practices. In his 1909 apologia, Beverly M. Munford
asserted that the “debasing effects of ‘slave breeding” had not corrupted the
great body of the people”--meaning slaveholding Virginians. “If so,” he
challenged, “how can we account for the bearing of Virginians at Gettysburg,
and on other fields of test only less heroic? . . . Were those young heroes the
sons of ‘slave breeders’ and nurtured in homes darkened by such a debasing
practice?”3 Of course, he meant the question rhetorically. No (white) reader
could possibly answer in the affirmative, he assumed. (White) Virginia children,

he implied, were reared in nurturing homes, taught the value of familial

2Twyman to Austin, 4 Oct. 1848, Austin-Twyman Papers.

3Munford was referring to the extreme accusation of slave “breeding”--the raising of slaves
explicitly for the market. Other twentieth-century descendants of slaveholders often had (and
have) an equally difficult time believing their ancestors could have ever sold any slaves at all.
Beverly M. Munford, Virginia's Attitude Toward Slavery and Secession (1909; 2nd rev. ed.,
New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1910), XXX.
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sentiments, and taught their proper roles as honorable ladies and gentlemen.
Munford wanted to know how these good people could have grown up to
participate in the wanton destruction of enslaved families, the marketing of
people they considered part of the larger “black and white family.”

Given historians’ heated debate about slave “breeding” and the
proportion of enslaved migrants driven by slave traders versus those migrating
with planters, it is worth noting that antebellum Virginia’s leading lights
conceded an abolitionist point on both scores. Significantly, Virginia’s leaders in
1832 did not seize on the arguments post-bellum apologists like Munford would
later use: that breeding was mere abolitionist slander, that slaveholders
protected slave families and did not sell to traders, and therefore that migrating
planters, not slave traders, carried the bulk of enslaved migrants to the
southwest.

These antebellum slaveholding political leaders understood what historical
research has clearly shown: not only that traders accounted for the majority of
the enslaved migration but that migrating planters also separated many
enslaved family members as well. Traders, who tended to buy and sell more

individuals than family groups, carried probably half to three-quarters of the

4The proslavery interpretation of slavery in Virginia probably did not hold full sway with
white Virginians until after the Civil War and emancipation (indeed, given what antebellum
slaveholders actually knew about slavery, perhaps it could not have). See John David Smith,
An Old Creed for the New South: Proslavery Ideology and Historiography, 1865-1918 (1985;

repr., Athens: Univ. of Georgia Press, 1991).
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enslaved migrants from the upper South.”> Moreover, planters separated family
members even when they migrated with large groups of slaves. The practice of
African Americans marrying “abroad” proved increasingly common; by the late
1850s, two thirds to three quarters of enslaved marriages in the Chesapeake
united spouses from two different plantations.® Even when masters bought or
sold spouses to keep them together, they still divided people from other
members of their families and communities. Planters could prove selective in
whom they chose to take with them to new territories. Some migrating
slaveholders were themselves just starting out, taking with them the young men
and women they had just inherited or purchased. They might leave unwanted

slaves at the plantations of their own kin. Lérger, more established planters

5Michael Tadman, Speculators and Slaves: Masters, Traders, and Slaves in the Old South
(Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1989), 22-41. Jonathan Pritchett, “Quantitative Estimates
of the United States Interregional Slave Trade, 1820-1860,” paper presented to the Social
Science History Association annual meeting, 21 November 1998. Robert Fogel and Stanley
Engerman argued that only 17 percent of enslaved people forced into the interstate migration
were carried by professional slave traders versus 83 percent who migrated with masters moving
entire plantation communities, presumably in family groups; this proved to be their least
enduring statistical discovery. Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross:
The Economics of American Negro Slavery (1974; repr. New York: W. W. Norton, 1989), 44-
58,126-144.

6My thanks to Richard Steckel for reminding me of these figures, Social Science History
Association Annual Meeting, 21 November 1998. Richard H. Steckel, The Economics of U. S.
Slave and Southern White Fertility (New York: Garland Press, 1985), 227-228, tables 62, 63.
Herbert Gutman, Slavery and the Numbers Game: A Critique of Time on the Cross (Urbana:
Univ. of Illinois Press, 1975), 105; and The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1976), 141, table 20; and examples,130-137, charts 5, 6, 7. Herbert
Gutman and Richard Sutch, “The Slave Family: Protected Agent of Capitalist Masters or
Victim of the Slave Trade?” in Reckoning with Slavery: A Critical Study in the Quantitative
Historv of American Negro Slavery, eds. Paul A. David, et al. (New York: Oxford Univ. Press,
1976), ch. 3, esp. 103-105. West, “Surviving Separation: Cross-Plantation Marriages and the
Slave Trade in Antebellum South Carolina,” Journal of Family History 24 (April 1999): 212-
231; and “The Debate on the Strength of Slave Families: South Carolina and the Importance of
Cross-Plantation Marriages,” Journal of American Studies 33 (1999): 221-241.
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might sell slaves before departing, shedding poor workers, the elderly, and
infants. They might then, on their arrival, buy more men and women of
working age and reproductive capacity. Some sent “advance parties” to clear
land first, before sending down children and older men and women. A few
maintained dual residences, sending the working aged slaves to the cotton fields
while keeping older people home in Virginia. The statistical significance of these
scenarios is impossible to gauge; no one has yet attempted a systematic study of
the patterns of family among slaves migrating with masters. Whatever the
statistical impact, however, planters’ actions were felt deeply among the
enslaved family members separated in these ways.”

Historians have demolished other key aspects of apologist argument
about slavery, notably the notion that slaveholders kept slaves “in the family”
and sold only when forced to by debt. Even in estate divisions, very few
planters designated that heirs keep slave family members together and even

then qualified their desires with economic “necessities.”® Slaveholders clearly

7For his statistical purposes, Tadman raises and dismisses five similar scenarios. He counts
sales before of after migration as part of the slave trade. Balanced sex ratios suggest, he says,
that planters did not send advance parties or hold dual residences with disproportionately
young men in the frontier plantations. But planters could have been age-selective either in
sending advance parties or in holding second plantations in the deep south. Women worked in
fields as well, and migrating planters would have valued their capacity to start reproducing
the new slave families and communities. My point--and Tadman’s larger one--is that the
actual practices of planter migration were never divorced from market-based decisions or from
the slave market. These market decisions interfered with slave family life even when large
groups of family members did migrate together. Tadman, Speculators, 22-31, 154-159, 228-236.
Ann Patton Malone, Sweet Chariot: Slave Family and Household Structure in Nineteenth-
Century Louisiana (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1992), 54-57.

8In one study of slaveholders’ wills, only eight of the ninety-two (nine percent) requested from
heirs and executors any protection for enslaved families, and then often only for small groups: a
husband and wife or a mother and very young children. Jane Turner Censer, North Carolina
Planters and Their Children, 1800-1860 (Baton Rogue: Louisiana State University Press, 1984),
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understood and recognized family ties and occasionally made purchases or
hiring agreements in order to unite spouses. But in slaveholders’ calculations,
slave “family” might include only mothers with very young children, or
sometimes husbands.’

If conscientious, slaveholders excused their actions by blaming the
economy or their creditors for forcing them to sell when in debt. But Thomas D.
Russell has exposed the kernel of truth behind this justification: slaveholders
routinely put enslaved families at risk, whenever they made new investments or
when consolidating older debts. In antebellum South Carolina, slave sales
ordered by local courts--most often in debtor suits--constituted between one
third and one half of all slave sales in South Carolina for any given year. Thus,
every courthouse square constituted a venue of the domestic slave market
sanctioned by governmental authority. Slave purchases also represented a key
capital investment for any free man on the make. Slaveholders could not only
liquidate their chattel property at will, they could leverage that capital to fund

other speculative ventures.!”

140.

9Cheryl Ann Cody, “Naming, Kinship, and Estate Dispersal: Notes on Slave Family Life on a
South Carolina Plantation, 1786 to 1833,” William And Mary Quarterly 39 (Jan. 1982): 192-211;
and “Sale and Separation: Four Crises for Enslaved Women on the Ball Plantations 1764-1854,”
in Working Toward Freedom: Slave Society and Domestic Economy in the American South, ed.
Larry e. Hudson Jr. (Rochester: Univ. of Rochester Press, 1994), 119-142.

10For the debunking of the “myth of the reluctant planter,” see Tadman, Speculators, ch. 5.
Thomas Russell documents the frequency of slave sales resulting from debtor and probate suits;
such court sales, he estimates, constituted one half of all slave sales in any given year; see
Russell, “South Carolina's Largest Slave Auctioneering Firm," Chicago-Kent Law Review 68
(1993): 1161-1209; and “Sale Day in Antebellum South Carolina: Slavery, Law, Economy, and
Court-Supervised Sales,” Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1993, pp. 51, 73. In his commentary
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Historians agree with apologists on at least one score. Historians agree

that systematic “breeding”--forced coupling and the rearing of children explicitly
for the market--did not represent a significant portion of the slave trade or of
upper-south plantation income.!! But some slaveholders did enforce mating
patterns and sell off young children (sometimes their own). One Virginia
slaveholder, Alexander Grigsby of Fairfax County, carried on a long relationship
with slave traders, getting rid of slave children on a fairly regular basis.!* While

few slaveholders ran “stud farms,” all of them calculated reproductive power

at the Social Science History Association Annual Meeting, 20 Nov. 1998, Russell said he would
concede a lower estimate of thirty percent to make the larger point that sales by court order
remained a significant proportion and signalled the crucial role of state and local judicial
authority in facilitating the slave trade. According to one study, the liquidity of capital in the
slave market “dwarfed” that in the land market and therefore planters risked slaves for “most
of the collateral for both short-term and long-term credit arrangements” in his area of study;
see Richard Holcombe Kilbourne Jr., Debt, Investment, Slaves: Credit Relations in East
Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, 1825-1885 (Tuscaloosa: Univ. of Alabama Press, 1995), 49-50. See
also Thomas D. Morris, “’Society is Not Market by Punctuality in the Payment of Debts”: The
Chattel Mortgages of Slaves,” in Ambivalent Legacy: A Legal History of the South, eds.
David J. Bodenhamer and James W. Ely (Jackson: Univ. of Mississippi, 1984), 147-170; and
Morris, Southern Slavery and the Law, 1619-1860 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina
Press, 1996), ch. 5.

110nly Richard Sutch has put forward any significant statistical evidence of the breeding
thesis, but it has been effectively challenged. Richard 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, eds. Stanley Engerman and Eugene Genovese (Princeton:
Princeton Univ. Press, 1975), 173-210. Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, “The Slave
Breeding Thesis,” in Without Consent or Contract: the Rise and Fall of American Slavery;
Technical Papers, eds. Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman (New York: Norton, 1992), v.
2, 455-472. For the economic restraints on potential slave “breeders,” see U. B. Philips,
American Negro Slavery: A Survey of the Supply, Employment and Control of Negro Labor as
Determined by the Plantation Regime 1918 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1966),
360-364; and Fogel & Engerman, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery
(1974; repr., New York: W. W. Norton, 1989), 78-86.

12Donald Sweig, “Alexander Grigsby: A Slavebreeder of Old Centerville?” Fairfax Chronicle,
published by the Office of Comprehensive Planning, Fairfax, Va. (July 1983): 1-3.




into the overall value of women they would call.!® All of them referred to

women of child-bearing age as “breeding wenches.” All of them considered the

birth of slave children a long-term economic boon.!* They recognized “breeding

wenches” as important not only for the reproduction of the household, but also
for the augmentation of invested capital.

And yet most of these planters did not think of themselves as mere
speculators in slave capital, and certainly not as slave “breeders.” The key to
answering Munford’s question--how slaveholders could market black members
of their “family”--is to understand slaveholder paternalism as a brand of
sentimental domesticity, a reform ideal linked to the very market networks it
sought to evade. Honor was an older ideal, but it too proved useful in
negotiating relations among white people in a market world. Slaveholders
refused to commodify slaves completely, dependent as they were on knowing
the particular skills and deficiencies of individual enslaved laborers. Further
evading apparent market imperatives, slaveholders continually discussed slave
transactions in cultural terms, whether referring to patriarchal systems of honor

or more feminized sentimental ideals of slaveholding. These idioms helped

13This reproductive value is clearly seen by contrasting women'’s hiring price versus selling
prices. In Virginia in 1860, for example, a slave woman'’s average annual hiring rate ($46) was
about 44 percent that of a man’s ($105). By contrast, a woman'’s average 1859 selling price
($1275-$1325) was almost 94 percent that of a man’s ($1350-1425). The hiring rate would
represent a woman'’s productive labor power only, while selling price would comprise a woman'’s
labor and reproductive labor power. Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer, “Economics of
Slavery in the Antebellum South,” orig. in Conrad and Meyer, Economics of Slavery (Chicago:
Aldine Publishing, 1964), repr. in Hugh G. J. Aitken, Did Slavery Pav?: Readings in Economics
of Black Slavery in the United States (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.,1971), 164-165, tables 14 ,
157

14Frederic Bancroft, Slave Trading in the Old South (1931; repr., Columbia: Univ. of South
Carolina Press, 1996) ch. 4.
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slaveholders negotiate situations in which they sought to impose mastery over
events and to affirm their own sense of goodness at moments when they felt
they had in fact lost control over their world. Slaveholders, in other words,
participated selectively in the language of sentiment or in the language of honor
because the market so intruded on their lives and those of enslaved African

Americans dependent on their decisions.

I
The debate over slaveholders’ participation in the domestic slave trade has
stemmed in large part from historians” arguments over whether planters were
capitalists or not. Historians stressing the noncapitalist, paternalistic nature of

labor relations under slavery have underestimated masters” willingness to divide

enslaved families and to sell to professional slave traders.!® Historians

emphasizing slaveholding producers’ capitalistic profit motive have

underestimated the power of a racialized, paternalistic ideology in shaping an

15U. B. Phillips asserted in 1819 that planters would often forego profit rather than let slaves
fall into the hands of traders, and he suggested that the slave trade actual tended to transfer
slaves from negligent masters to more attentive ones. On much firmer ground, he argued that
few planters could afford to “breed” slaves speculating on prices ten years down the road. U. B.
Phillips, American Negro Slavery, 187-204, 360-362. Eugene Genovese mentions sale and
family separation only a handful of times in his 665-page tome. He recognizes that no other
punishment “carried such force” as the threat to sell off children or spouses. Yet he follows
that observation by asserting that masters “did feel guilty about their inability to live up to
their own paternalistic justification for slavery in the face of market pressure.” Genovese, Roll,
Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (1974; repr., New York: Vintage, 1976), 3-7, 26-27,
48-57, quotation 452-453.




aversion to the crass marketing and division of enslaved laboring families.!®
Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman found a third path, arguing that
slaveholders’ profit-maximizing impulses actually worked towards the
preservation of slave families and mitigated against sale to slave traders.!”
Clearly, planters did not carry on capitalistic wage relations with their unfree

laborers but, just as clearly, they did not see themselves as standing outside the

capitalist market for which they drove their unfree laborers to produce.®

Recent essays have moved beyond the capitalist-paternalist dichotomy,
beginning to see planters as participating in capitalistic and paternalistic practices

with little sense of contradiction between those tendencies.!'® Moreover,

16Tadman, Speculators, 183-184, and ch. 5. Tadman'’s book represents a sophisticated
amplification of Frederick Bancroft’s classic, Slave Trading in the Old South. Just as Bancroft
was responding to Phillips, so is Tadman responding directly to Genovese. Michael Tadman
has modified his attack on Genovese’s paternalism thesis, allowing that planters regarded
“key” slaves as “family” members, while completely ignoring the humanity of all others. See
his introduction to the paperback edition of Speculators and Slaves (Madison: Univ. of
Wisconsin Press, 1996), xix-xxxvii.

17Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross, 52, 127-128.

18For accounts of this debate, see Steven Hahn, “Capitalists All!” Reviews in American
History 11 (June 1983): 219-225; and Edward L. Ayers, “The World the Liberal Capitalists
Made,” Reviews in American History 19 (June 1991): 194-199. Both essays chronicle James
Oakes’s evolving emphasis on capitalism in, respectively, The Ruling Race: A History of
American Slaveholders (New York: Knopf, 1982) and Slavery and Freedom: An Interpretation
of the Old South (New York: Knopf, 1990). See also Peter J. Parish, Slavery: History and
Historians (New York: Harper & Row, 1989), 50-55; and Mark M. Smith, Debating Slavery:
Economy and Society in the Antebellum American South (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press,
1998), 12-30.

19Steven Deyle, “Competing Ideologies in the Old South: Capitalism, Paternalism, and the
Domestic Slave Trade,” paper presented to the American Historical Association Annual
Meeting, 10 Jan. 1999. Robert Olwell, ““A Reckoning of Accounts”: Patriarchy, Market
Relations, and Control on Henry Laurens's Lowcountry Plantations, 1762-1785,” in Larry E.
Hudson Jr., ed., Working Toward Freedom: Slave Society and Domestic Economy in the
American South (Rochester: Univ. of Rochester Press, XXXX), 33-52. Christopher Morris, “The
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historians have now emphasized paternalism as an ideal, rather than an effective
reality.?’

What none of these important studies recognizes is that planter
paternalism and the domestic slave trade were both manifestations of a
modernizing southern slaveholding system. The key to understanding this
duality is to see paternalistic ideology as a brand of sentimental domesticity and
therefore as part and parcel of the expanding market world it so criticized. Willie
Lee Rose laid the foundation for this insight in her 1973 essay, "The
Domestication of Domestic Slavery." Legal and evangelical reformers in the
nineteenth century, spurred in part by the 1808 prohibition of the African slave
trade, encouraged slaveholders to refrain from the most brutal punishments and
to provide for the Christianization of their slaves. Slaveholders consequently
were to re-envision their extended households as an idealized Victorian family.
On the one hand, slaveholders rendered slavery less unbearable for the

enslaved; on the other hand, they rendered it more secure.?! Bertram Wyatt-

Articulation of Two Worlds: The Master-Slave Relationship Reconsidered,” Journal of
American History 85 (Dec. 1998): 982-1007.

20Kenneth S. Greenberg, Masters and Statesmen: The Political Culture of American Slavery
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1985). Drew Gilpin Faust, A Sacred Circle: The
Dilemma of the Intellectual in the Old South, 1840-1860 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ.
Press, 1977). William W. Freehling, The Reintegration of American History: Slavery and the
Civil War (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1994), esp. ch. 3, "Denmark Vesey's
Antipaternalistic Reality," and ch. 4, "Defective Paternalism: James Henly Thornwell's
Mysterious Antislavery Moment." Genovese himself revisits paternalism as a failed ideal in
the eyes of southern evangelical reformers in A Consuming Fire: The Fall of the Confederacy in
the Mind of the White Christian South (Athens: Univ. of Georgia Press, 1998).

21Willie Lee Rose, “The Domestication of Domestic Slavery,” in Slavery and Freedom, ed.
William W. Freehling (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1982), 18-36. Rose originally presented
this seminal essay as the Cardozo Memorial Lecture at Yale University in 1973.




Brown similarly sees the rise of a coherent proslavery ideology tied to the

nineteenth-century process of “modernizing” slavery for the expanding

American political economy.??

On the surface, bourgeois domesticity seems to have had little to do with
either “capitalistic” or “paternalistic” slaveholders. In response to the
dislocations of the market revolution, members of an emergent northern middle
class embraced the idealization of home as a feminized “domestic sphere,” a
haven from the market world. Bonds of affection rather than patriarchy or
economy were to rule the domestic circle.23 At the heart of northern domestic

reform in the nineteenth century lay the internalization of children’s respect for

22Bertram Wyatt-Brown, “Modernizing Southern Slavery: The Proslavery Argument
Reinterpreted,” in J. Morgan Kousser and James M. McPherson, eds., Region, Race, and
Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann Woodward (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1982),
27-49. Two recent dissertations link the dissemination of paternalism explicitly to the
expanding southern market and explore how slaveholders sought not to shun the market but
rather to direct the its influence on their domestic lives. Jeffrey Young, “Domesticating
Slavery: The Ideological Formation of the Master Class in the Deep South from Colonization
to 1837,” Ph.D. diss., Emory Univ., 1996. Marian Yeates, “Domesticating Slavery: Patterns of
Cultural Rationalization in the Antebellum South, 1820-1860,” Ph.D. diss., Indiana Univ.,
1996.

23This literature is enormous and varied; for an introduction, see Linda Kerber, "Separate
Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman's Place: The Rhetoric of Women's History," Journal of
American History 75 (1988): 9-39. The most important works remain Mary Ryan, Cradle of the
Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865 (New York: Cambridge
Univ. Press, 1981); Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: "Woman's Sphere” in New
England, 1780-1835 (New Haven: 1977); and Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catharine Beecher: A Study
in American Domesticity (New York: W. W. Norton, 1976). See also Joseph F. Kett, Rites of
Passage: Adolescence in America, 1790 to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 1977), esp. ch. 5;
and Steven Mintz, A Prison of Expectations: The Family in Victorian Culture (New York: New
York Univ. Press, 1983), who gives a transatlantic Anglo-American perspective. A parallel
debate on sentimentalism's role in empowering or disempowering women has taken place among
literary critics. See Ann Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture (New York: Knopf,
1977); Jane Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860
(New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1985); and the collection of essays in Shirley Samuels, ed., The
Culture of Sentiment: Race, Gender, and Sentimentality in Nineteenth-Century America (New
York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1992).




parental authority. Richard Brodhead’s work is lucid on this point: New
England reformers sought to convince parents and schoolmasters to abandon
overt corporal punishment in favor of inculcating “love,” a far more
surreptitious and therefore more powerful vehicle of discipline.?*

Antebellum proponents of northern domesticity explicitly contrasted their
model of domestic tranquility with southern plantations, where patriarchs ruled

with the whip and separated black family members in the slave market, where

home and market remained hopelessly entangled.?> Since home-based market-

crop production prevented the divorce of home from work, and since
management of enslaved laborers always rested on implied and actual violence,
domesticity indeed would seem to have been absent.

Yet a closer look at recent scholarship on northern and southern
sentiment and reform reveals striking analogies and commonalities. First, we
must recognized that northern homes in the nineteenth century did not
uniformly experience the separation of spheres, the waning of patriarchy, or the
sheltering of the home from the market economy. Northern homes, as the sites
both of production and of consumption, continued to hold more in common

with southern households than reformers would have liked to admit.

24Richard Brodhead, “Sparing the Rod: Discipline and Fiction in Antebellum America,”
Representations 21 (Winter 1988), repr. in Culture of Letters: Scenes of Reading and Writing in
Nineteenth-Century America, (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1993), ch. 1.

25Gillian Brown, Domestic Individualism: Imagining Self in Nineteenth-Century America
(Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1990), ch. 1.




Sentimental domesticity was as much an ideal as slaveholding paternalism.?°
More importantly here, white southerners in the late eighteenth century
had already participated in the sentimentalization of the family, working to
reshape their values even before the northern domestic reformers did. Marriage
decisions among the Chesapeake gentry began to turn on romance and affection
rather than on parental arrangements and pecuniary interests. Similarly, across
the southern seaboard, white parents reoriented their domestic life around their
children, working to inculcate discipline through moral suasion and affection.

White southerners may have cast this disciplinary force in terms of “duty” as

often as “love,” but the internalization of discipline remained key.27 As Rhys

26 Amy Dru Stanley, “Home Life and the Morality of the Market,” in Melvin Stokes and
Stephen Conway, The Market Revolution in America: Social, Political, and Religious
Expressions, 1800-1880 (Charlottesville: Univ. Press of Virginia, 1996), 74-96. Stanley draws
on much recent scholarship in this field.

27Jan Lewis focuses on “love” in binding parental and marriage relations, while Steven Stowe
emphasizes “duty” as the prime means of internalizing parental discipline. Peter Bardaglio
cautions that internalized affection of domesticity did not eclipse patriarchal standards of
male authority and economic focus of households. Jan Lewis, The Pursuit of Happiness: Family
and Values in Jefferson’s Virginia (New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1983), esp. ch. 5. Steven
M. Stowe, Intimacy and Power in the Old South: Ritual in the Lives of the Planters

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1987), esp. 88-106, 123-132, 153-154. Peter Bardaglio,
Reconstructing the Household: Families, Sex, and the Law in the Nineteenth-Century South
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995). While few historians have
compared or contrasted northern and southern domestic ideals, they have detailed the ways
wealthy white southerners increasingly cast their family lives in terms of sentiment and
affection, even before northerners did. Daniel Blake Smith, Inside the Great House: Planter
Family Life in Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake Society (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1980),
esp. 135-150, 154-159, 285-299. Censer, North Carolina Planters, esp. 22-26, 29-33, 54-64, 70-74.
Sarah Woolfolk Wiggins, “A Victorian Father: Josiah Gorgas and His Family,” in In Joy and In
Sorrow: Women, Family and Marriage in the Victorian South, 1830-1900, ed. Carol Bleser
(New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1991)233-252. Wylma Wates, “Precursor to the Victorian Age:
The Concept of Marriage and Family as Revealed in the Correspondence of the Izard Family of
South Carolina,” in In Joy and In Sorrow, ed. Bleser, 3-14. Marli F. Weiner, Mistresses and
Slaves: Plantation Women in South Carolina, 1830-1880 (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1998).
Carol Bleser, ed., Tokens of Affection: the Letters of a Planter’s Daughter in the Old South
(Athens: Univ. of Georgia press, 1996).
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[saac has put it, in “the age of “sensibility” patriarchy was being sentimentalized

into paternalism.”?®

Architectural evidence suggest that slaveholding southerners embraced
their own version of separate spheres even within the productive household.
Archaeologists and architectural historians have begun to delineate the ways
slaveholders separated domestic space from work space in productive
households through hallways, separate slave quarters, and work yards. In the
eighteenth century, shared black and white domestic space gave way to separate
group barracks for slaves, which in turn gave way to family cabins. These
separate family cabins suggested not only a separation of slaves” work space
from masters’ but an extension or recognition of limited domestic spheres for
enslaved families as well. Even within homes, the wealthiest slaveholders
worked to segregate family from work space and, whenever possible, from
enslaved workers. Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello provided the eccentric early
model, with its hidden passages, dumbwaiter, and revolving doors which
screened most enslaved laborers from the white family’s domestic space. By the
1850s, other Virginia planters had begun to install back stairs and service bells to
further ritualize and to regulate enslaved servants” access to white families’

domestic space.29 Even Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, who holds that patriarchal

28Rhys Isaac, “Myth and Story in the Old Virginia Landscape,” presentation at symposium on
“Rediscovering Old Virginia,” University of Virginia School of Architecture, 15 Oct. 1998.
Quotation from Rhys Isaac, Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790 (New York: Norton, 1988;
orig. 1982), 309.

290n seventeenth-century changes in work and domestic space, see Fraser D. Neiman,
“Domestic Architecture at the Clifts Plantation: The Social Context of Early Virginia
Building,” in Common Places: Readings in American Vernacular Architecture (Athens: Univ. of
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slaveholders kept capitalism at bay despite the fact that the home remained the
site of market production, recognizes that southerners “participated in the
unfolding bourgeois culture, including the ideologies of spheres, motherhood,
and domesticity.”*

It was precisely sentimental domesticity’s hegemonic power--discipline

through affection and moral suasion rather than overt force--which slaveholders

Georgia Press, 1986), eds. Dell Upton and John Michael Vlach, 292-314; and The “Manner
House” Before Stratford (Discovering Clifts Plantation); a Stratford Handbook (Stratford,
Va.: n. p., 1980), 30-36, 48-49. On the spatial segregation of slaves” from masters’ residences
and the creation of “nuclear” households in slave quarters, see Robert Vlach, “Snug Little
Houses,” in Gender, Class, and Shelter, Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, vol. 5, eds.
Elizabeth C. Cromley and Carter L. Hudgins (Knoxville: Univ. of Tennessee Press, 1995), 118;
Dell Upton, “White and Black Landscapes in Eighteenth-Century Virginia,” in Material Life
in America, 1600-1860, ed. Robert Blair St. George, (1988) 357-369; Larry McKee, “The Ideals
and Realities Behind the Design and Use of 19th Century Virginia Slave Cabins,” in The Art
and Mystery of Historical Archaeology: Essays in Honor of James Deetz, eds. Anne Elizabeth
Yentsch and Mary C. Beaudry (Ann Arbor: CRC Press, 1992), p 195-213; and John Michael
Vlach, Back of the Big House: The Architecture of Plantation Slavery (Chapel Hill: Univ. of
North Carolina Press, 1993), chs. 2, 10, 11. Ann Patton Malone’s statistical research on slave
household structure in Louisiana supports the notion that planters and slaves alike favored
“nuclear” families among the enslaved; almost half of the slaves in her study lived in
households comprising two parents and one or more children. Malone, Sweet Chariot, 15, table
A7 g 1.2: 03 g 2; 27, ifig) 2 .43 31, fig. 2.6; 85, fig, 2.8; 41,'fig. 2(10; 44, 'fig. 2.12.'On
Jefferson’s Monticello as model of independence (whether bourgeois or yeoman remains
debatable), see Alexander O. Boulton, “The Architecture of Slavery: Art, Language, and
Society in Early Virginia,” Ph.D. diss., College of William and Mary, 1991, 269, 273-284; and
William Freehling, The Road to Disunion: Vol. I, Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (New York:
Oxford Univ. Press, 1990), 167. Clifton Ellis and Hal Sharp, both Ph.D. candidates in
architectural history at the University of Virginia, are each discovering the subtle and crass
ways in which nineteenth-century Virginia piedmont planters incorporated into their new
homes techniques for segregating work from domestic space, thereby regulating slaves” access to
the white household. I am indebted to each of them for their conversations and public
presentations on their respective works in progress. Finally, for an experiential example of
domestic segregation within a nineteenth-century slaveholding household, visit the permanent
exhibit, “Shared Spaces, Separate Lives,” at the Valentine Museum’s Wickham House in
Richmond, Virginia. Built in 1812 by a New England architect, this “modern” house was
designed with a ground floor for public reception, a basement work area for slave servants, and
a second-floor living space for the white family. See exhibit precis online at

http:/ /www.valentinemuseum.com/Wickham/.

30Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the

Old South (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1988), 63, quote 64.
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longed to hold and frequently asserted that they did hold over slaves. “Just as in
the home or school,” Rose writes, “the use of violence” in domesticated
slaveholding households “was considered to be a failure of diplomacy.” This
was the hegemony of paternalism Eugene Genovese says southern planters and
slaves had in fact largely established by the late antebellum period, a disciplinary
system based on reciprocal--if clearly unequal--negotiations which served to
mask the coercive force on which all power ultimately was based.®!

This paternalistic ideal surely held resonance in daily practice, but just as
we must read northern domesticity as an emergent ideal rather than successful

reality, so must we read southern slaveholders’ paternalism as a similarly

nascent ideal in the nineteenth century.?? Under the circumstances of market

production and expansion in which both groups of reformers took active part,
neither vision reached full fruition. Otherwise, reformers would have found
themselves unnecessary. In fact, Genovese has recently returned to paternalistic
reform as an acknowledged failure in practice. During the Civil War, southern
evangelical reformers interpreted Confederate defeat as punishment for

slaveholders” unwillingness to protect marriage ties and to promote reading

31Rose, “The Domestication of Domestic Slavery.” Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll, and
Slaveholder's Dilemma: Freedom and Progress in Southern Conservative Thought, 1820-1860
(Columbia: Univ. of South Carolina Press, 1992).

32] label paternalism an “ideology” rather than a “hegemony,” following John Comaroff and
Jean Comaroff’s crucial distinction. Hegemonic ideas and practices went unquestioned and were
taken for granted, whereas ideological notions did battle with one another. Paternalism may
be said to have held the balance of power among ideological approaches to slavery within the
South in the late antebellum period, but since so many people—enslaved African Americans,
northern abolitionists, and even many southern slaveholders--did not fully imbibe it
unquestionably, it cannot be said to have held hegemony. John and Jean Comaroff,
Ethnography and the Historical Imagination (Boulder: Westview Press, 1992), 28-30.




skills among the enslaved.®

Virginia planter-essayists wrote in to agricultural journals about their
latest efforts to reform slave management. Analogous to the education reforms
Brodhead explores, these exchanges constituted the formulation of a self-
consciously new kind of slaveholding in the nineteenth century. Reformers

amyi

advocated a system of plantation discipline driven by “rewards,” “privileges,”
and “rights” bestowed upon the enslaved, along with “corrective” rather than
“punitive” regulatory actions. The difference was crucial, as reformers sought to
wean slaveholders of the physical punishments of the eighteenth century and
teach them the persuasive arts of discipline. Slaveholders were counseled to use

confinement or loss of privileges, rather than whippings or beatings. They were

to resort to corporal punishment only when deemed necessary and only in a

“moderate, uniform, and dispassionate fashion.*

Like their northern counterparts, southern proslavery reformers found

willing allies in novelists. White southern sectionalists recognized literature's

33If Genovese’s recent work is on target, paternalism did not in fact prevail as a hegemonic

ideology, even among whites. Outright patriarchy--masters’ overt assertion of power over
slaves--held sway, as paternalistic reformers failed to gain legal or popular recognition for
slave families or slaves’ access to literacy. Genovese, Consuming Fire, 19-24, 51, 57-60.

34Genovese explores this notion of cultural hegemony in Roll, Jordan, Roll. For a sampling of
reformers’ ideas, see James O. Breeden, ed., Advice Among Masters: The Ideal in Slave
Management in the Old South (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press,1980). Not all planters
agreed on these relatively “progressive” methods; for some contemporary debate, see Breeden,
Advice, ch. 22. For reformist writings from Virginian planters (including one planter woman)
see: on management techniques, 38-39, 44-45, 52-53, 56, 80-82, 90, 93-94; on privileges and
rewards, 250-251, 257-258, 170, 195, 199-300; on personal, individualized attention, 31-33, 166,
178, 283-284, 302; on housing and clothing, 114-119, 126-127, 129-132, 141. Slaveholders did not
abandon patriarchal physical coercion, however, even in these advice columns. One South
Carolina planter summed it up best; “the two great principles in [slaves’] government,” he said,
were, “fear and love”; 36.
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power of moral suasion and, starting in the 1820s, moved to found a distinctive
literature of their own. South Carolinian Robert Hayne, for example, calling for

the creation of the Southern Review in 1827, pointed explicitly to the northern

literary journals as models. These had, he believed, “exerted a wonderful control

over public opinion both in Europe and America.” He wanted southern

literature to develop a readership of that "class of persons who have great

influence in giving the tone to the sentiments and opinions of the people,”
thereby promulgating "sound southern principles" in the interregional and
transatlantic arena of print.®

Virginia writers especially rose to the task, producing their own brand of

domestic fiction. George Tucker’s Valley of the Shenandoah (1824) modeled the

new, paternalistic brand of slaveholding, even offering the a slave auction scene
as a negative example to would-be paternalists. The slave auction scene soon
disappeared from the genre, but as other writers followed suit, they gave
readers a splendid vision of reformers’ goal, a harmonious slaveholding South
resting on slaves’ loyalty and affection instead of the master’s lash. Known
generically as “Virginia novels,” these books represented a southern offshoot of

Samuel Richardson’s sentimental novels Clarissa and Pamela, the Virginians now

defending hierarchical ideals rather than bourgeois ones.®

35Quoted in Jeffrey Young, "Domesticating Slavery,” 321. See also Elizabeth Moss, Domestic
Novelists in the Old South: Defenders of Southern Culture (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
Univ. Press); and John McCardell, The Idea of a Southern Nation: Southern Nationalists and
Southern Nationalism, 1830-1860 (New York: 1979).

36Susan J. Tracy, In the Master’s Eye: Representations of Women, Blacks, and Poor Whites in
Antebellum Southern Literature (Amherst: Univ. of Massachusetts Press, 1995), 33-34, 49-62,
156-158, 165-173. Ironically perhaps, given the popular notion of “separate spheres,” in which




While Virginians did not embrace the novel as did northern readers,

traveling bookseller Mason Weems had more requests for novels more than he

could fill.>” Fiction both laudatory and critical of chivalry and honor found its

way into private homes, as Virginia town-dwellers, especially, participated in a
“book culture” shared with other eastern seaboard towns.® Alice Izard, on trip
to Virginia in 1811, noted that she "met with several new things" while in
Fredericksburg, a backwater village in her view. "Is it not droll,” she wrote, “to

find new novels in such a little out of the way spot?"39 Weems, however, had

women were to attend only to “domestic” matters, female southern novelists’ works seem to
have been even more explicitly polemical than the men’s and were certainly more popular. See
Moss, Domestic Novelists in the Old South, 7-11.

37Ronald J. Zboray, A Fictive People: Antebellum Economic Development and the American
Reading Public (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1993), 42-45, incl. maps 1 and 2. Zboray notes,
however, that Weems’ supplier, Philadelphia book dealer Matthew Carey, viewed the South
as a prime “dumping” market for his poor sellers in the North. The book market in the South
grew more slowly than the Northeast or Northwest, and novels were most popular in the
Northeast; see 39-40, 66-67, 133-135.

38Joseph F. Kett and Patricia A. McClung, “Book Culture in Post-Revolutionary Virginia,”
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