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THE ORIGINS OF SLAVERY IN NATCHEZ

The first evidence of African-Americans in Natchez dates from around 1720, when black
slaves were brought into the area by the French. At that time, Natchez was a wilderness
outpost of the French empire in the Mississippi River Valley. A few years earlier the
French had established a fort (Rosalie) on the bluffs overlooking the Mississippi River
about three hundred miles by water above New Orleans. Among other French settlements
in the so-called Natchez district of West Florida were the older gulf ports of Mobile and
Riloxi, the more recently founded New Orleans, and several isolated river encampments
planted in the region between New Orleans and the mouth of the Yazoo River. These river
nodes included Point Coupee and Baton Rouge, several days river journey below the
Natchez settlement.! (See ILLUSTRATIONS A and B)

The introduction of black slaves into the Natchez wilderness was directly related to the
plans of the infamous John Law. His Company of the West had been given the task, in
1717, of developing the lower Mississippi River Valley into a profitable component of the
French empire in the New World. It was the Company’s intent to bring some 3000 African
slaves to Louisiana to cultivate a system of plantations stretching along the Mississipp1
River from New Orleans to as far north as the Arkansas. According to Law’s plan, black
slaves would plant and cultivate tobacco, grow and ferment indigo, cut timber, build forts,
and work a thriving river traffic in upcountry furs, deerskins, corn, and salted meats (and
possibly silver) in a trading network from Quebec to New Orleans. In times of war,
moreover, the slaves would provide the Company with an army of enslaved soldiers to be
used against opposing Indians and European competitors,”

1. See the following published volumes for source materials and bibliography on the early history of the
Natchez settlement: J.F.H. Claiborne, Mississippi as a Province, Territory and State, 1 {Jackson, Miss., 1880);
Verner W. Crane, The Southern Frontier, 1670-1732 (Philadelphia, Pa., 1929); Marcel Giraud, A History of
French Louisicne, V (Baton Rouge, La., 1991) pp. 388-440; Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, Africans in Colonial
Louisiana: The Development of Afro-Creole Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Baton Rouge, La., 1992); Walter
G. Howell, "The French Period, 1699 - 1763," in Richard Aubrey McLemore, (ed.), A History of Mississippi, 1
(Hattiesburg, Miss., 1973), pp. 110-133; D. Clayton James, Antebellum Natchez (Baton Rouge, La., 1968);
Ulysses 8. Richard, Jr., "African Slavery in Provincial Mississippi,” in Patricia K. Galloway, {ed.), Native
European and African Cultures in Mississippi, 1500-1800, (Jackson, Miss., 1991), pp. 77-90; M. Le Page du
Patz, The History of Louisiana (Reprint Edition of 1758, Baton Rouge, La., 1972), pp. 18-100; Dunbar Rowland
and Albert G. Sanders, (ed.), Mississippi Provincial Archives: French Dominion, 3 vols (Jackson, Miss., 1929).
Volumes 4-5 are edited by Patricia Kay Galloway and published by LSU Press, Baton Rouge, 1984. In addition
to these sources, further scholarship would have to rely on archival materials housed in the French Colonial
Documents at the Library of Congress, the Mississippi Provincial Archives at the Mississippi Department of
Archives in Jackson, Mississippi, and the Archives Nationale, Paris. Published materials for further study
would include N.M. Miller Surrey's Calendar of Manuscripts in Paris Archives and Libraries Relating to the
History of the Mississippi Valley to 1803, 2 vols (Privately Printed, 1928) and The Commerce of Louisiana
During the French Regime, 1699-1763, Columbia University Studies in History, Economics, and Public Law,
LXXI (New York, N.Y., 1916).

2. See especially John G. Clark, New Orleans — 1718-1812: An Economic History (Baton Rouge, La., 1970),
pp. 3-158; Earl J. Hamilton, "The Role of Monopoly in the Overseas Expansion and Colonial Trade of Europe
before 1800," American Economic Review XXXVIII (May, 1948), 33-53; Harold Dalgliesh, The Company of the
Indies in the Days of Dupleix (Easton, Pa., 1833); Rowland, MPA, 1, p. 55; Claiborne, pp. 34-43.
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Fort Rosalie, named in honor of the wife of a French minister, was to be one of several
garrisons erected by the Company to protect the plantation district in the making, and by
1724 a crude frontier settlement had been planted in its environs. Estimates of the non-
Indian population in the Natchez seftlement at the fort range from around 400 settlers in
the mid-1720s to approximately 750 by 1729. Among these were 200 to 300 black slaves,
most of whom worked in the production of tobacco. Although there is no sure way of
knowing how many of the Natchez blacks were children, or the ratio of men to women,
young males probably outnumbered all others given that the work was arduous and
backbreaking. Besides making barrels and planting tobacco, Natchez slaves cleared the
forest, hauled cargos upriver from New Orleans, dug trenches, fenced farm lands, and
erected barricades and crude shelters for humans and animals alike. Most of the slaves
were owned by French masters who held no more than three or four, except for one group
of thirty brought to Natchez for the special purpose of developing a tobacco factory (the
making of hogsheads and pressing tobacco leaves). So successful were the African slaves
as an agricultural labor force that much of the tobacco shipped from New Orleans in the
1720s came from the Natchez region.®

In the decade prior to 1720, the French had experimented with enslaving Louisiana
Indians as farm workers; but the scheme never worked very well for a number of related
reasons: (1) local Indians easily escaped into the surrounding wilderness; (2) those Indians
who failed to escape were thought to be hopelessly unsuited for disciplined work; and (3)
military and church officials worried about having large numbers of female Indian slaves
close at hand to garrisoned soldiers.? African captives, on the other hand, were considered
a better labor force than Native-Americans partly because (as aliens in a hostile
wilderness) they would have little chance, by comparison, to escape. It was commonly
assumed, moreover, that black slaves, because of their agricultural backgrounds in Africa,
were more accustomed than Indians to the hard work of indigo and tobacco farming. Not
to be forgotten, professional slave traders, with ready access to African slaves, used their
influence with the French Company to support a policy that favored blacks as slave
workers on the West Florida frontier.®

Law’s Company of the West collapsed in 1723, in a spectacular case of bankruptcy that
shook France to its foundation. A successor enterprise, the revived Company of the Indies,
was granted Law’s monopoly on the slave trade to Louisiana, which it held for the
succeeding thirty years, even though the colony reverted to royal status in 1730. It has

3. Claiborne, Mississippi, p. 38; Committee of Louisiana to the Directors of the Company, November 8, 1724,
MPA III; de Bienvielle to de Pontchartrain, January 2, 1716, MPA III; Memoir on Louisiana by de Bienvielle,
1726, MPA III; Memoir on Tobacco at Natchez, October 24, 1724, MPA III; Minutes of the Council of
Commerce of Louisiana, October 19, 1719, MPA III; Minutes of the Superior Council of Louisiana, March 8,
1724, MPA 111,

4. de Bienvielle to de Pontchartrain, July 28, 1706; MPA II; de Bienville to de Pontchartrain, October 12,
1708, MPA 1II; Census od Louisiana by De La Salle, August 12, 1708, MPA II; King Louis XIV to De Muy,
Governor of Louisiana, June 30, 1707, MPA 1II; Minutes of the Council, January 2, 1716, MPA II; Perier to
the Abbe Raguet, May 12, 1728, MPA 1I.

5. Clark, New Qrleans, pp. 21-45; Howell, "The French Period: 1699-1763," McLemore, (ed.}, Mississippt, pp.
110-132; Messrs, Perier and De La Chaise to the Directors of the Company of the Indies, March 25, 1729,
November 3, 1728, MPA 11.




. been estimated that nearly 6000 black slaves were transported from Guinea and the
French West Indies to Louisiana by 1763, when Louisiana was ceded to the Spanish — a
surprisingly small number given the tens of thousands of slaves caught up at that time
in the traffic to the New World. Indeed, so few slaves were brought into Louisiana by the
French that its white settlers commonly blamed their economic woes on that fact above
all others.® '

As slavery settled itself — albeit sparsely — upon the Louisiana wilderness, the question
of slave conduct and welfare emerged as a primary concern of the French government,
Company officials, and the Catholic Church. In most cases, the white population
outnumbered black slaves two to one. On isolated farms, however, such as those near the
Rosalie outpost, the ratio of masters and slaves was often just the reverse. It was in this
context that the government of French Louisiana attempted, in 1724, to systematize
slave/master relations in its promulgation of the Code Noire. Part of this legal code was
aimed at protecting the enslaved from the wanton brutality of their masters. Provisions
about not working slaves on Sundays, the sanctity of slave marriages, and the proper
burial of baptized slaves introduced a modicum of civility inte an otherwise one-sided
power relationship.” But the main thrust of the Code defined the constraints within which
slaves were expected to live out their lives. No slaves could carry weapons without written
permission of their masters, gather in crowds, partake of liguor, or act in ways suggestive
of a free people. Those who broke the law were subject to whippings, brandings,
mutilation, and death.?

. Although it is impossible to determine precisely how the Code affected blacks in the

Natchez settlement, it is unlikely that it had much of a moderating influence. In 1727, for

example, a belligerent slave in Natchez had his hands bound for five hours while 600

rawhide lashes were inflicted upon him. After the beating, the slave’s hands were thrust

into boiling water, causing the loss of two of his fingers.? In another case, a runaway

slave from the Natchez area was brought to court in New Orleans for having assaulted a

soldier. The unfortunate slave was sentenced to be flogged every day including Sundays

in a public place, to have his right ear cut off, and to carry a six-pound chain on his foot

for life. Other slaves, when found guilty of murdering whites, were publicly burned or

beheadgd, with their body parts displayed on stakes as a gruesome warning to their fellow
slaves.

6. de Bienville and de Salmon to Maurepas, May 12, 1733, MPA III; Howell, "The French Period: 1699-1763,"
MecLemore, (ed.), Mississippi, pp. 126-127; Council of Louisiana to The Directors of the Company of the Indies,
August 28, 1725, MPA IT; Minutes of the Council, March 20, 1725, MPA TI; Perier to the Abbe Raguet, April
25,1727, MPA 1I; Robert to de Pontchartrain, November 26, 1708, MPA 11

7. Oliver Blanchard, Regulations, FEdicts, Declarations and Decrees Concerning the Commerce.
Administration of Justice and Policing of Louistana and other French Colonies in American, Together with The
Black Codes (New Orleans, La., 1940}; Donald Edward Everett, "Free Persons of Color in New Orleans, 1803-
1865," (Ph.D. dissertation, Tulane University, 1952), pp. 12-54.

8. Ibid.
. 9. See Claiborne, Mississippi, pp. 36-86: Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, p. 148-150
10. Ibid.



Among all the factors affecting the lives of African slaves in French Natchez, none were
of greater congequence than the wilderness character of the settlement. Natchez was not
only hopelessly isolated in the 1720s, it was also surrounded by well-established and
defiant Indians. In the years from 1717 to 1726, the Natchez attacked the outpost in
several bloody raids staged in defense of its lands and way of life. The French responded
in kind with violent reprisals, eventually pushing the Natchez into a massive uprising
wherein the entire white settlement at Fort Rosalie was wiped out in 1729. All white men
save one (or two) within the Rosalie encampment were killed, and the settlement’s women,
children, and several hundred African slaves were carried off into captivity.!!

The French answered the loss of their settlement by sending a substantial army of slaves,
soldiers, Indian mercenaries, and white planters against the Natchez. The fighting lasted
for more than a decade as the French doggedly pursued the Natchez, enlisting the support
of several neighboring Indian tribes (especially the Choctaws and the Arkansas) as eager
as the French to exterminate the once powerful sun worshippers.

Exactly what happened to the captured African slaves is a story, like much of the story
of slavery, that is yet clouded in history. The majority of them most likely stayed with the
Natchez as either slaves or as adopted members of the tribe. Some of the African captives
were undoubtedly sold to the British or to other Indians. Others, about fifty in number,
were recaptured by the French and transported to New Orleans or to plantations below
Baton Rouge. Dozens more remained captives of the French-allied Choctaws.'?

Although the evidence is sketchy at best, some black slaves clearly fought on the side of
the Natchez. Among the terms for peace laid down by the French in 1724, after a bloody
but unsuccessful Indian attack on the Natchez settlement, was the surrender of a runaway
black slave believed by the French to have encouraged the uprising. In the Natchez attack
on the French settlement in 1729, there is sound evidence to contend that a large number
of the African slaves joined in the attack on their European masters.'® So frequently,
moreover, did Indian slaves assist their black workmates in running away, that one
government official recommended abolishing Indian slavery as the only sure way of
preventing such Red/Black alliances. It would be misleading, however, to make too much
of these isolated examples without further evidence. In the main, district Indians killed

11. From Father Philibert, "Register of the Persons of the Post of the Natchez who were massacred on the
28th of November, 1729, by the Neighboring Indians Whose Name the Said Post Bears," June 9, 1730, MPA
I; Diron d’Artaguette to Maurepas, February 9, 1730, March 18, 1730, MPA 1; Perier to Maurepas, December
5, 1729, MPA 1. See also John A. Green, "Governor Perier’s Expedition against the Natchez Indians,”
Louisiana Historical Quarterly (1936), XIX,, 547-77.

12. Diron d’Artaguette to Maurepas, March 20, 1730, MPA [; King to de Bienville, September 2, 1732, MPA
HI; Lusser to Maurepas, March 23, 1730, MPA . Path-breaking scholarship by Gwendolyn Hall has added
much information to our history of the Natchez area enslaved. See her study on Africens in Colanial
Louisiana, pp. 102-106.

153. Minutes of the Council of War, November 23, 1723, MPA IIL See especially Hall, Africans in Colonial
Louisiana, pp. 102-104 and also the following quote from a manusecript journal, February 24, 1730, in
Claiborne, Mississippi, pp. 46-47: "In the morning we dismantled our batteries and the captives were
delivered. Recognizing among the negroes three that had united with the Natchez in the night attack on the
224, I ordered them to be tied. T'wo were seized, but as we were in the act of blinding the third one, he placed
a knife between his teeth and leaped into the river, when he was shot."
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black slaves almost as often as they killed whites; and it was not uncommon for Indians
to operate as slavecatchers, bringing in runaway slaves for the bounty.™

The French continued to station a small garrison of troops at Fort Rosalie for a number
of years after the 1729 uprising — including eight or nine black slaves who worked at
shoring up the fort’s earthen walls, but few French settlers thereafter risked their lives
or chattel property in the once thriving settlement. Indeed, in the years after 1730, Fort
Rosalie reverted to an outpost surrounded by a wilderness more desolate of human life
than at any time in the preceding thousand years when the area was first settled by the
Natchez Indians.™

Plagued by military setbacks all over the world, the French withdrew from Louisiana in
the 1760s, giving their holdings east of the Mississippi River to Great Britain and those
west of the River to Spain, except for the New Orleans area. The British, desiring to
populate the stretch of land along the Mississippi River from just above Baton Rouge to
the so-called Walnut Hills encampment located ten miles below the mouth of the Yazoo
River, granted generous plots of land to veterans of the French and Indian Wars. Dozens
of white settlers, coming in the main from Virginia, Maryland, and the Carolinas, moved
to the Natchez district and planted self-sufficient settlements in and around the newly
outfitted Fort Rosalie — now renamed Fort Panmure.'® (See ILLUSTRATION C)

The pattern of settlement in British Natchez had important consequences for its black
participants. In the first place, the land concessions were frequently giant allotments
ranging from 5,000 to 25,000 acres, grants of land far too large to be cultivated as small
family farms. To be sure, many of the original holders quickly disposed of their grants to
incoming settlers, as was the case with Capt. Amos Ogden who sold 19,000 acres to
Richard and Samuel Swayze of New Jersey in 1772. There can be no doubt, however, in
view of their eagerness to obtain slaves, that the majority of newcomers to the area had
their minds set on establishing plantations to be worked by gangs of slave laborers.'

Regardless of their ambitions, few British slave masters arrived with a large work force
in hand. The typical party of slaves brought into the district was always small in number,
usually about three or four slaves to each migrating, white family. What the incipient

14. Regis du Roulletto Maurepas, March (?), Abstract of Journal: 1729-1733, MPA 1.

15. Claiborne, Mississippi, pp. 87-101; de Bienville and de Salmon to Maurepas, April 1, 1734, MPA III; Jack
D. Elliott, Jr., "The Fort of Natchez and the Colonial Origins of Mississippi,” The Journal of Mississippi
History LII (August, 1990), pp. 159-198. It is estimated that the French kept a garrison of about fifty men at
the fort until 1763; various Indians also lived at the fort as provisioners, scouts, and mercenaries. These
Indians included the Tunicas, the Arkansas, and a few of the Ofogoula tribe; but the once rich Indian
environment of pre-European Natchez existed no more after 1731.

16. Jack D.L. Holmes, “A Spanish Province: 1779-1798," McLemore, (ed.), Mississippi,pp. 158-173; Byrle A.
Kynerd, "British West Florida,,” McLemore, (ed.), Mississippt, pp. 134-157.

17. Claiborne, Mississippt, pp. 106-107;




© 7 Heiehty
t{:ﬂl}uw’u-x .
the Furt

TOWNand FOIR'P
of NATCHEZ, VISSISSIPE s

Seale ol qow Fathons.

Iustration C: Town and Fort

8 |



planters needed, of course, was ample credit for the purchase of enough slaves to work the
substantial lands handed out in the British concessions. Such credits, in turn, required a
cash earning crop.'®

For the most part, Natchez under the British achieved neither the crops nor markets to
support a self-sustaining plantation labor force. European markets for Natchez lumber,
tobacco, and indigo were all but ruled out due to Spanish control of the mouth of the
Mississippi River. Put simply, the Spanish did not want British tobacco competing with
the crops of their island plantations. Nor was there much of a market at New Orleans for
Natchez corn, pork, and beef in view of the Ohio and Kentucky foodstuffs that poured
down the Mississippi River. As a result, slaves in the Natchez area in the 1770s were
principally self-sufficient workers laboring in a crude and wild frontier environment.*®

Exactly what life was like for the slaves of Natchez under British rule is difficult to say.
It is doubtful, however, that many Natchez blacks were worked to death, as was so often
the case in the more market oriented sugar islands. On the other hand, the British-
Spanish-American wars of empire and independence, exposed Natchez slaves to the terror
of being treated as a contraband of war, mere property subject to the plundering exploits
of the various warring factions.

When the American colonies revolted against Britain, the Spanish in New Orleans
unofficially supported American efforts at weakening British control of West Florida. In
the spring of 1778, a band of Americans led by James Willing raided Natchez, carrying off
numerous slaves and generally terrorizing the settlement. Natchez area slaveowners,
fearful for their property, frantically marched their slaves from one swamp haven and
hiding place to another. Spain eventually entered the war on the side of the Americans,
conquering Natchez and defeating the British in a series of brilliant maneuvers in the Gulf
and at Baton Rouge. But peace did not come easily to the district. In April of 1781, several
prominent Natchez slaveholders rose in rebellion against their Spanish conquerors only
to be crushed — their slaves confiscated as war contraband and sold to Spanish loyalists.
Clearly, the unsettled 1780s was a time of turmoil for the enslaved of Natchez, caught up
as they were in the warfare of their masters.®

18. Ibid., pp. 103-115; Jack D. Holmes, "Indigo in Colonial Louisiana and the Floridas,” Louisiana History
VIII (1967}, pp. 329-349.

19. C.N. Howard, "Colonial Natchez: The Early British Period," Journal of Mississippi History VII (1945}
Anna Lewis, (ed.), "Fort Panmure, 1779, as Related by Juan Delavillebeuvre to Bernardo de Galvez,”
Mississippi Valley Historical Review XVIII (1931-32), pp. 541-548.

20. Kathryn T. Abbey, "Peter Chester’s Defense of the Mississippi After the Willing Raid, "Mississippi Valley
Historical Review XXII (1935), pp. 17-32; John W. Caughey, "The Natchez Rebellion of 1781 and Its
Aftermath,," Louisiana Historical Quarterly XVI (1933), pp. 57-83; John W. Caughey, "Willing’s Expedition
Down the Mississippi, 1778," Louisiana Historical Quarterly XV (1932), pp. 5-36; Margaret F. Dalrymple, The
Merchant of Manchac: The Letter books of John Fitzpatrick, 1768-1790. (Baton Rouge, La., 1978); Robert V.
Haynes, The Natchez District and the American Revolution (Jackson, Miss., 1976); Robert B. Haynes, "James
Willing and the Planters of Natchez: The American Revolution Comes to the Southwest,” Journal of
Mississippi History XXXVII (1975), pp. 1-40; Kenneth Scott, (ed.), "Britain Loses Natchez, 1779: An
Unpublished Letter," Journal of Mississippi History XXVI (1964), pp. 45-46; Wilbur H. Siebert, “The Loyalists
in West Florida and the Natchez District,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review II (1930), pp. 5563-609.

g




Once the fighting stopped, however, the Spanish conquest of Natchez brought a measure
of stability to the district. Briefly told, the Spanish embarked on a bold program aimed at
filling up the Mississippi River Valley with American and British settlers loyal to Spain.
Four features of the plan dominated the period of Spanish rule: guaranteed markets in
Mexico for subsidized Natchez tobacco, generous grants of land to Spanish loyalists
regardless of their nationality, free access to the port of New Orleans, and encouragement
of a trade in slaves by opening the Natchez market to credit granting Jamaican, French,
and British traders. In view of Spanish policy, there was little opportunity for the
emergence of a small, family farm economy in the Natchez region. Instead, planter-minded
settlers rushed into the Natchez district eager to buy slaves and plant tobacco.”!

A census of Natchez taken in 1787, reveals the character of the slave settlement won by
the Spanish: 1275 whites, 22 mulattoes, and 675 blacks lived in eight distinct locations in
and around the old fort at Natchez. (See ILLUSTRATION D) Within the next few years
the number rose to more than 5300 people, including approximately 1000 slaves.

Who were these black men and women and what did their lives entail? To begin with,
relatively few Natchez slaves lived on what would become the standard definition of a
plantation — a farm with a minimum of twenty slaves. Economic historian John G. Clark
has estimated that more than 60 percent of the white families in Natchez owned no slaves
at all in 1789, and that only four or five of the 263 planter/farmers in the district owned
twenty or more slaves. The vast majority of white slave masters probably owned but one
or two. This means that the typical black person in Natchez most likely worked alongside
a white master through much of the 1780s and 1790s.*

Fortunately, Spanish court records provide a good supplement to the extant census data
on the character of slavery in Natchez during the last decades of the eighteenth century.
Among other things, the court materials document slave sales in the neighborhood, of"
which more than 800 individual transactions were identified for analysis. The large
majority of these sales involved single transactions rather than group sales of even two
or three people. Approximately 20 percent were children. All but 2 percent of the adults
were men and women between the ages of 13 to 30 years. Very few slave families were
purchased, and only a few men and women were sold as couples. A substantial number

21. Jack D.L. Holmes, Gayoso: The Life of a Spanish Governor in the Mississippi Valley, 1789-199 (Baton
Rouge, 1965); D. Clayton James, Antebellum Natchez, pp. 30-76; John Hebron Moore, The Emergence of the
Cotton Kingdom in the Old Southwest (Baton Rouge, La., 1988).

22. Claiborne, Mississippi, pp. 136-161; Clark, New Orleans, pp. 180-191; Carroll Ainsworth McElligott, "1787
Census of Natchez,” unpublished manuscript, Historic Natchez Foundation, Natchez, Mississippi. It is
probable that the typical black slave in the Natchez area worked in herding and butchering of cattle and swine
but principally as the clearers of the land and the cultivators of tobacco and corn in the 1780s and early 1790s.
Although there was little market for Natchez beef in New Orleans, the substantial numbers of half-wild cattle
recorded in the census were raised and slaughtered for their hides. The census of 1787 lists 1,824 cattle, 6,374
horses, and 9,888 hogs in the district. On Anthony Hutchins plantation, one of the largest in the district in
the Spanish-era, thirty-one slaves of all age groups tended 400 cattle, 30 horses, and 200 hogs while cultivating
30,000 pounds of tobacco and 4,000 bushels of corn.
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of children (sixty-three) changed hands in transactions not involving any adult
slaves.?

Table 1: Slave Sales in Natchez: The Spanish Period

Sales 1780-1787 1788-1790 1791-1796
Origins Number % Number % Number %
Africa 87 47 160 56 113 43
Caribbean 19 11 18 6 11 4
America 17 9 36 12 63 24
Unknown 60 30 43 25 70 27

Source: Spanish Records of the Natchez District. Percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding off.
See Footnote #23

The typical slave sold by traders, according to the information in Table 1, was a young
man or woman newly arrived from Africa. Slave traders differentiated between slaves by
listing their places of birth — Guinea, Jamaica, Virginia, etc., or by describing them as
"brute negroes” in contrast to those already "seasoned,” meaning those slaves who had
already worked elsewhere in the New World.?

In some cases, cargoes of African-born and Caribbean slaves were transported by ocean
sailing ships directly to Natchez. Natchez planter and slave merchant Daniel Clark, in
partnership with the Spanish Governor of Pensacola, brought eighty-three slaves to
Natchez via the schooner Governor Miro (named for the Spanish governor of Louisiana)
in 1791. The image here is of the slave ship Miro sailing to Natchez from Jamaica on a
voyage in which the slaves literally pulled the vessel upstream with heavy ropes whenever
the winds failed or the currents were too strong for navigation. Once in Natchez, Clark
sold the slaves to thirty-seven residents, including four slaves to Spanish officials Don
Manuel Gayoso (Governor of Natchez) and Don Carlos de Grand-Pre.?

The vast majority of the African and Caribbean slaves sold in Natchez were probably
transported to the settlement in small boats or pirogues. Planter William Dunbar
frequently traveled to New Orleans, purchased African slaves from cargoes in from

23. Spanish Court Records of the Natchez District, A-G (1777-1802), Natchez Chancery Clerk’s Office, Adams
County, Mississippi: Transeript of Original Spanish Court Records, Books 1-11 (1777-1802), Adams County,
Natchez Chancery Clerk’s Office, Adams County, Mississippi; see also Mary W. McBee, The Natchez Court
Records, 1767-1805: Abstracts of Early Records, 2 vols (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1958).

24. Ibid.

25. Book B. May 20, 1791, Spanish Court Records, p. 502.
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Jamaica, and outfitted small canoes to carry the slaves upriver to Baton Rouge from where
they were marched overland in chained coffles to Natchez. Other Africans came to Natchez
by way of Mobile, Biloxi, and Pensacola. British slavers landed cargoes in these gulf ports
for transport in smaller vessels along the coast to Lake Pontchartrain and up the Amite
River to points within walking distance of Natchez.?®

In general, there were five major routes used in transporting slaves to Natchez in the
Spanish period: (1) by water down the Tennessee, Ohio, and Mississippi rivers; (2)
overland by way of an Indian route later to be known as the Natchez Trace; (3) across the
interior from Georgia by way of the Three Chopped Trail; (4) upriver by water from New
Orleans, with originating cargos from Africa and the Caribbean; and (5) along the coast
from Mobile and Lake Pontchartrain to the Amite River. Although it is uncertain just how
many American-born slaves from Virginia, Maryland, and the Carolinas arrived in
Natchez via the coastal trail (the old route of the Conquistadors), there is some evidence
that planters found it more convenient than the interior routes. (See ILLUSTRATION E)

All the slave routes to Natchez entailed deadly voyages in which only the strong survived.
The land trails, for example, were little more than animal paths with no clear markers
along the way. It could take from two to five months to travel from settlements in Georgia
or Kentucky to Natchez, and travelers who lost their bearings (or else escaped into the
wilderness) were most likely never heard from again. The river and ocean voyages were
little better. Their history is the story of boat sinkings, Indian attacks, and death-dealing
sickness suffered by countless siaves on the ocean crossings from the Caribbean islands
to the mainland (eleven hundred miles).?’

Because the voyages to Natchez were so terribly arduous, incoming Africans, Jamaicans,
and Carolinian blacks viewed the settlement (at its first sighting) with a profound sense
of relief, both because the terrible voyage had ended and because of the opportunity for
escape. Such was clearly in the mind of an enslaved African nobleman brought to Natchez
from Guinea in 1789. Abd Rahman Ibrahima, better known as Prince, hit the land running
almost the moment he arrived in Natchez. After two weeks in the swamps, however, the
proud warrior returned to the settlement to lay himgelf at the feet of his white mistress
in a gesture of physical submission. Thereafter the slave prince conducted himself in the
manner of a proud but enslaved nobleman, resigned to his physical fate though somehow
undaunted in spirit.”8

Once settled in and properly "seasoned,’ Natchez slaves had to face a crucial fact of life:
they were, without exception, mere property in the eyes of the law. What this meant is
that no slaveowners were compelled to observe any meaningful (moral or legal) limitations
on how they handled their chattel. To illustrate the point, it is helpful to examine again

96. William Dunbar to Diana Dunbar, March 13, 1794, William Dunbar Papers, Mississippi Department of
Archives and History, Jackson; see also Memorandum book of John Bisland, 1783-1799, John Bisland Papers,
Department of Archives, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge.

27. Spanish Court Records, A thru G.

98, Terry Alford, Prince Among Slaves: The True Story Of An African Prince Sold Into Slavery In The
American South (New York, N.Y., 1977).
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those sixty-three children and young people who were sold individually and apart from any
adult parents or relatives. Most were youngsters 8 to 12 years of age. One slave trader in
the area, Charles Proffit of Baton Rouge, seems to have specialized in children. Proffit sold
"Patty,” age 9, to William Ratcliff, and another girl, age 10, both recently from Guinea, to
Edward McCabe on May 22, 1789. Two days later he sold three African boys and one girl
(ages 10 to 12). On June 21, he delivered a "negro lad" (age 12) to a Natchez merchant and
two African boys and one girl (ages 12 and 13), on June 22, to planter Moses Bonner.”

Perhaps the above children were the orphans of parents who had died on the voyage to
Natchez, but there is no evidence in the records to suggest such a conclusion. Indeed, the
documents tend to support the idea that they were not orphans at all. In August 1795,
Lestitia Culberson petitioned the court to sell a sickly seven-year-old boy who had been
left to Culberson’s young daughter. Culberson wished to sell the lad "Tony" in order to
"purchase something else not liable to the same risk." The court in agreeing to the sale
merely noted that the boy’s mother was also owned by Culberson’s daughter. Nor did the
court offer any objections when planter James Cole sold a young boy, whom he had raised
in his own family, to a local saddler.*

If slave children enjoyed little protection in the Spanish-era, adult slaves had even less.
The case of Nehemiah Albertson and his slave, Hector, is illustrative of what was
undoubtedly a common experience. In 1783, Albertson entered into an agreement with a
local merchant, St. Germain, to plant tobacco on land owned by St. Germain. Albertson
agreed (according to contracts filed in the Spanish Court at Natchez) to furnish four work
horses, five blacks, and the needed plantation tools for making the crops. St. Germain, for
his part, would provide three blacks, two whites, and one hundred bushels of corn. The
expense of five sows and a boar were to be shared equally.

Work proceeded smoothly at first with a labor force of two white “hirelings,” one Indian,
a free black, two slaves owned by St. Germain, the slave man Hector, and another slave
named Carlos, purchased from a "half-breed" Indian. Late in the summer, however, work
on the plantation came to an abrupt halt with the death of Albertson. The slaves Hector
and Carlos were sold to settle Albertson’s debts to St. Germain and other creditors,
including the "half-breed” slave trader.!

Although slaves were mere property legally speaking, the wilderness character of Spanish
Natchez greatly diluted and shaped the slave/master relationship. For one thing, danger
lurked almost everywhere. In 1783, the Spanish Commandant at Natchez ordered all its
district inhabitants fit for duty to unite in squads of twenty men for the purpose of
capturing a band of robbers plundering the area. Included among the cutthroats to be

29. Book B, May 22, 1789, Spanish Court Records, p. 260; p. 261; May 25, 1789, p. 263; June 21, 1789, p. 298;
June 22, 1789, p. 299,

30. TIhid., Book C, August 24, 1795.
31. TIbid., Book Eight, December 11, 1783, pp. 137-154.
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brought to justice was at least one black man. Dozens of similar examples from the court
records attest to the volatile nature of the place.32

Beset by violence on all sides, unprotected by law or family, and subject to the vicissitudes
of a market in which they were bought, sold, mortgaged, and exchanged as little more
than cattle, the African-American inhabitants of colonial Natchez must have experienced
a life tantamount to that of a living hell. And the dimensions of that hell were
psychological as well as physical. To take one minor example of the changes with which
the enslaved were forced to contend, of the hundreds of slave sales recorded in the Spanish
court documents the names most frequently listed are English rather than African. The
most common names for men were Dick, Jack, John, Peter, William, James, and Sam.
Among the women, Maria, Catherine, Anna, and Nancy topped the list. Other names
commonly cited were Joseph, Lucy, Ned, Jenny, Thomas, Kitty, Anthony, Charlotte, Paul,
Kate, Bob and Sally.

Typically Anglo names in the main, the listing tells us much about the impersonalization
and deculturalization of slavery as a process of alienation and psychological disfigurement.
What is more, among the names in the records were those that heaped ridicule upon the
enslaved in a process wherein humiliation was used as a means of social control. Names
like Pharaoh, Caesar, Azor, Prince, Fortune, Coffee, Neptune, Ranger, Romeo, Dunce,
January, Dublin, Jamaica Sam, Swift, Hamlet, Blizzard, Coco, Sampson, and Jupiter were
especially favored by the slave masters.

There is no way of knowing to what extent the enslaved of colonial Natchez accepted the
names given them by their white masters. Common sense would suggest that the slaves
probably had double names — African and Anglo. For one thing, the typical slave lived in
a small household with but one or two other slaves, allowing thereby the retention of
African names at least informally. On the other hand, it was not unlikely to find newly
arrived slaves from Africa living and working alongside slaves native to Jamaica and the
upper South. Among the court records are citations of ten African locations — inclhuding
seven distinct nations or tribes, twelve American states, and nine Caribbean islands as the
birthplaces of Natchez slaves. African-American slaves from Guinea lived alongside

African-Americans from the Ivory Coast, Biafra, the Congo region, the Windward Coastal .

areas, and Senegambia as well as second generation African-American-Virginians, native
Jamaican slaves, and Louisiana Creoles. Given the ethnic diversity of the Natchez
enslaved, their acceptance of Anglo names was probably unavoidable.®

The Spanish-era ended in 1795 when Spain transferred the Natchez district (above the
31st parallel) east of the Mississippi River to the United States in the Treaty of San
Lorenzo. A few years later, the vast region west of Natchez was included in the Louisiana
Purchase. But of more immediate consequence to Natchez blacks were the economic winds

32. [Ibid., Book Eleven, August 12, 1786, pp. 881-438.
33. Spanish Court Records, A thru G.
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that swept over the district in the last years of Spanish rule. Almost overnight, black
people in the district were caught up in the cultivation of a new crop — cotton — that
fastened them within the grip of a plantation economy that not even the Civil War would
fully loosen.3*

Toward the end of the Spanish-era, Spain abruptly ended all subsidies for Natchez
tobacco. Almost immediately, economic depression engulfed the region. Planters
desperately searched for a substitute crop in indigo and grain, but to no avail. Just when
all looked hopeless, several Natchez planters experimented with a technological innovation
(modeled on Eli Whitney’s cotton gin) capable of separating the seed from short staple
cotton far more efficiently than could be done by the traditional method of hand combing.
The new ginning device — which a local slave mechanic had a hand in perfecting —
wrought a revolution upon the land; and slavery in Natchez became an highly profitable
enterprise linked to the production of an internationally valued staple crop. For blacks in
Natchez, a relatively simple piece of farm machinery profoundly affected every aspect of
their lives.?®

With the development of the cotton gin, the trickle of slaves coming into the neighborhood
became a cascade. By 1810, more than 8000 slaves lived in Adams County, the political
district of closest proximity to the original settlement around Fort Rosalie. That number
increased to 14,292 on the eve of the Civil War. Across the river in Louisiana, the labor
of tens of thousands of slaves transformed snake infested swamplands into a flood plain
of large plantations stretching from the sugar fields around Baton Rouge to the cotton
districts upriver and across from Vicksburg. Table 2 indicates just how completely the old
Natchez district had become a slave-populated, plantation economy.?

In the ensuing antebellum years, Natchez district slaves worked, in the main, on large
plantations that specialized in the production of cotton. They also grew other crops such
as corn, peas, potatoes, and hay, but not as cash crops or as substitutes for cotton. The
essential purpose of slavery in the region was a simple one from which few slave masters
deviated in the first sixty years of the nineteenth century: to grow cotton, in order to buy
slaves, in order to buy land, in order to grow more cotton and buy more slaves and more
land. In the process nearly every inch of land in Adams County had been taken up as
plantations by 1840. And because the loosely packed soi] of the Adams County highlands
eroded easily, planters took to the river parishes in Louisiana with an energy that knew
few bounds.?’

34. Moore, The Emergence of the Cotton Kingdom in the Old Southwest, pp. 1-18.

35. Charles S. Sydnor, A Gentleman of the Old Natchez Region: Benjamin L.C. Wailes (Westport, Ct., 1970).
36. Robert Dabney Calhoun, "A History of Concordia Parish, Louisiana," Louisiana History Quarterly XV
(1932), pp. 44-67; pp. 214-233; pp. 428-452; pp. 818-645; XVI (1933), pp. 929-124; B 1..C. Wailes, Report on the
Agriculture and Geology of Mississippi Embracing a Sketch of the Social and Natural History of the State
{Jackson, Miss., 1854), pp. 1-123

37. Ronald L.F. Davis, Good and Faithful Labor: From Slavery to Sharecropping in the Natchez District,
1860-1890 (Westport, Conn., 1982), pp. 24-57.
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Most slaves in Adams County lived on plantations of fifty or more slaves; those across the
river in the more fertile parishes of Louisiana lived on even larger places, plantations
ranging up to two hundred slaves each. Accordingly, the Louisiana plantations resembled
agricultural factories, relatively hare-boned with few appurtenances beyond an overseer’s
house, slave cabins, a gin shed, and barns. In Adams County, on the other hand, the
typical plantation was more of a plantation estate, characterized by a mansion residence
as well as appropriate estate dependency buildings housing those slaves needed as
domestic retainers and groundspeople.®®

Table 2: Mississippi River Counties and Parishes
Slave and Free Populations

Mississippi Louisiana
Slave White Slave White
Warren 13,763 6,896 Carrol 13,908 4,124
Claiborne 15,722 3,339 Madison 7,353 1,640
Jefferson 12,306 3,339 Tensas 14,592 1,479
Adams 14,292 5,618 Concordia 12,542 1,242
Wilkinson 13,132 2,799 W. Feliciana 9,571 2,036

Source: Eighth Census of the U.S.: (1860) Population

The town of Natchez, containing more than 2,100 slaves out of a total population of around
6,612 people in 1860, depended on the district’s plantation economy and society for its
existence. It was a river town that had long functioned as a stopping point for western
farmers and adventurers moving cargoes and boats to New Orleans. In that capacity, the
town had earned a notorious reputation as a point of rendezvous well beyond the law. Its
riverboat landing, known as Natchez Under-the-Hiil, serviced the river adventurers with
drink, prostitutes, and gambling.®®

The town proper began some two hundred feet above the landing atop a bluff that
protected its residents from high waters and low morals. Unlike Natchez Under-the-Hill,
upper-Natchez functioned as a kind of service center for the plantation community of its
immediate hinterland. Indeed, there were three distinct towns in the antebellum era:
Natchez Under-the-Hill, which serviced the river trade; uptown Natchez, filled with shops
and churches and middle-class business establishments; and outlying Natchez, a

38. Ibid.

39. Joseph Holt Ingraham, The South West: By a Yankee, (New York, N.Y., 1935), II, pp. 18-190; Edith Wyatt
Moore, Natchez Under-The-Hill, (Natchez, Miss., 1958).
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surrounding neighborhood of garden estates and beautiful mansion homes wherein dwelled
those "nabobs” who owned plantations and slaves throughout the district.”’ (See
ILLUSTRATION F)

The town of Natchez was held together by the common dependency of its parts (Under-the-
Hill, uptown, and villa-like estates) on the district’s vibrant slave economy. But perhaps
most importantly, insofar as the district’s slaves were concerned, the most compelling fact
about the place was the pervasiveness of its trade in human chattel. Beginning as early
as 1720, and lasting until the middle of the Civil War, thousands of slaves were sold on
the steps of the town’s courthouse, in uptown auction houses, at the landing Under-the-
Hill (often while still embarked on boats and barges), across the river in Vidalia, and at
an outlying slave depot (Forks-of-the-Road) situated in the very heart of the town’s most
prestigious estate neighborhood. The whole town, as every visitor to the place was likely
to comment, simply reeked of the foul business.

On the basis of the above overview, it is clear that there was in slavery, and its associated
trade, an iron-like cord of continuity running through the Natchez district’s culture,
politics, economy, soctety, and spirit from the earliest days of the European settlement at
Fort Rosalie. Few whites in the district had avoided its prospect; no blacks — slave or
free — ever completely escaped its hold.

40. Ibid; Charles Lyell, A Second Visit to The Unifed States of North America: 1845-1846 (London, 1850),
pp. 194-201; Tyrone Power, Impression of American During the Years, 1833, 1834, 1835 Vol. I (Philadelphia,
Pa., 1836), pp. 121-131.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF NATCHEZ SLAVERY

The vast majority of African-Americans who lived in the environs of antebellum Natchez
worked as englaved people on plantations in hinterland counties and parishes, in the town
of Natchez as laborers and petty business operatives, and on nearby estates as servants
and gardeners and farm hands. A few of them, both slave and free, worked in lumber
camps, on riverboats, and as the slaves and hirelings of small farmers. Each work
experience involved essential similarities and significant differences affected by time and
place and the age, gender, color, and status of the enslaved.

THE PLANTATION MILIEU

It is important to understand that 73 percent of the slaves in Adams County lived, in the
1850s, on large plantations of fifty or more slaves per plantation. Across the Mississippi
River in Concordia Parish, the figure was higher: 85 percent. This means that the
plantation setting was the typical experience for Natchez slaves.!!

To be a plantation slave was to be entrapped in the cultivation of cotton as one’s principal
activity of life.*? Students of southern history generally agree that growing cotton
required few skills which could not be quickly learned on the job. Basically, the duties
were seasonal and could be easily compartmentalized. Once a plantation had been cleared
of trees, brush, and roots (heavy duty that emphasized a male dominated slave force in the
first years of a plantation’s existence), a gang of laborers would be set to work ploughing
the fields. This was done by means of horse, mule, and even oxen drawn iron and (later)

41. TU.S. Census (1860), Manuscript Population and Slave Schedules, Adams County, Mississippi, and
Concordia Parish Louisiana.

42. The following discussion of plantation agriculture is based on several secondary sources specific to
Mississippi as well as sources dealing with southern agriculture in general. In addition, numerous manuseript
collections pertinent to Natchez district farming have been consulted. The list includes the following:
Aventine Diary of Charles Sauters for 1857, 58,59, Mississippi Department of Archives and History (hereafter
cited as MDAH), Jackson, Mississippi; John W. Blassingame, The Slove Community: Plantation Life in the
Ante-Bellum South (New York, N.Y., 1972); James Brown Papers, MDAH; Audley Clark Britton Family
Papers, Hill Memorial Library, Louisiana State University (hereafter cited as LSU), Baton Rouge, Louisiana;
Lemuel Parker Conner Family Papers, LSU; Alexander K. Farrar Papers, LSU; Eugene D. Genovese, The
Political Economy of Slavery: Studies in the Economy of the Slave South (New York, N.Y., 1971; J.A. Gillespie
Family Papers, LSU; Lewis C. Gray, History of Agriculture in the Southern United States to 1860, 2 vols.
(Washington, D.C., 1933); Lewis Harper, Report on the Geology and Agriculture of the State of Mississippi
{(Jackson, Miss., 1857); Eugene W. Hilgard, Report on the Geology and Agriculture of the State of Mississippi
{Jackson, Miss., 1860); John C. Jenkins Diary, Natchez Historic Foundation, Natchez, Mississippi; Thomas W.
Knox, Camp-Fire and Cotton-Field: Life With the Union Armies and Residence on a Louisiana Planiation
(New York, N.Y., 1865); John Hebron Moore, Agriculture in Ante-belllum Mississippi (New York, N.Y., 1958;
The Emergence of the Cotton Kingdom in the Old Southwest (Baton Rouge, La., 1988); William Newton Mercer
Family Papers, LSU; William J. Minor Family Papers, L§U; Ulrich B. Phillips, Life and Labor in the Old
South (Boston, Mass., 1948); Mack Swearingen, "Thirty Years of a Mississippi Plantation: Charles Whitmore
of ‘Montpelier™ The Journa!l of Southern History T (1935), pp. 198-211; Charles S. Sydnor, Slavery in
Mississippi (Baton Rouge, La., 1968, criginally published in 1933); B.L.C. Wailes, Report on the Agriculture
and Geology of Mississippi, Embracing a Sketch of the Social and Natural History of the State (Philadelphia,
Pa., 1854).
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steel ploughs used to turn up the soil in rows for planting. In some cases a field would be
horizontally ploughed, even between the rows, but this was more a northern characteristic
not commonly practiced in Mississippi. With the field ploughed, a planting gang dropped
cotton seeds into the rows by hand or, later, by means of crude, horse-drawn drilling
machines. This could all be accomplished during the spring planting season, which usually
began in March, With the advent of April rains, all slaves would be set to work hoeing the
weeds between the rows and especially near the young cotton plants. On most plantations,
the four-foot spaced rows would be scraped clean of weeds again and again, using mules
and horses and light scraping plough-like implements. Most hand hoeing was confined
principally to the hills around the cotton plants. Such attention to weeding consumed most
of the summer.

When the cotton was ready to be harvested, the entire slave force would turn out to gather
the crop before the rains and winds could discolor or trash the fibrous bolls. Here the
smallest and most dexterous slaves were often the most valued as pickers. The stooped
labor placed a premium on small-handed women and teenagers who could work with less
back fatigue and pick neater cotton because of their ability to pull the fiber more cleanly
from the pods. Large-handed male slaves might work harder and faster in the field —
picking more cotton, but the end result was usually a dirtier product.43

Once the cotton was picked, and this work could last through October and November as
plants matured at different times, the sacks of cotton had to be hauled to wagons for
transport to the gin houses on the plantation or in town. Most often, the large plantations
had their own gins or used machines on neighboring places. Here a team of five or six men
fed the fiber into the mechanical devices that separated the seed from the cotton. Then the
crop would be taken to the pressing screws for baling. Two men and a mule could turn the
screws, compacting the crop into 450-pound squares bound by wood, iron, or rope straps.
Once the cotton was baled, it would be hauled to the river, usually the landing at Natchez-
Under-the-Hill, for transport aboard steamhoats and riverbarges to New Orleans.™

The work described above required strength and coordination above all else. Men were
favored as the best plough hands simply because the work of keeping the mules in line,
turning the team, and lifting the heavy oak and iron ploughs demanded brute strength.
Hoeing and picking could be done by all hands together. How the work was allocated
depended on the decisions of overseers and planters. Most planters preferred using gang
labor in which a pace would be set by black drivers and lead field hands under the direct
supervision of the overseer. This gang method could be adapted to ploughing, hoeing, and
picking. Some planters, especially toward the end of the antebellum period, used the task
system. This too involved gangs, but the work was organized around a given task — so
many rows ploughed or hoed — to be accomplished by day’s end. Tasking, it was commonly
believed, motivated field hands by allowing them to quit the fields once their assigned jobs

43. Ibid. See especially the Aventine Diary.
44. Ibid.
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were accomplished. The typical plantation used a combination of gang and task work
arrangements in the decade before the Civil War.*?

Although cotton was the primary crop grown, most plantation slaves worked at a variety
of farm jobs. Table 3 below indicates the diversity and near self-sufficiency of the typical
plantation’s economy. The tabular data lists the production figures for six plantations in
the Natchez vicinity, randomly selected from the Manuscript Census of 1860.

Among other features of the large plantation, none was so consuming of labor as was the
handling and upkeep of its assorted work animals. Plantation #4 (in Table 3), for example,
employed some sixty-three working stock of horses, mules, and oxen. Usually, horses and
mules were used as plough animals with oxen performing the heavy duty of hauling
timber and wagon loads of supplies and cotton. These animals required constant attention
by the slaves assigned to handle them. They had to be properly driven, fed (often three
times a day), watered, and stabled at night. On most plantations, mules were the animals
of preference because they were stronger than horses and more intelligent than oxen. Most
importantly, mules could withstand the abuse of those slaves who might take out their
frustrations on their master’s property. Horses could be walked off a cliff, overworked,
spooked into hurting themselves, or over-watered and over-fed in comparison to mules.

In addition, most plantations kept substantial numbers of cows, cattle, sheep, and pigs.
Tt is doubtful whether these animals required much attention since they were not prized
stock or bred for quality meat. Their principal purpose was to provide a degree of self-
sufficiency in slave provisions. It was not uncommon, moreover, to find hogs and cattle
running nearly wild on a plantation’s woodlands. A few choice animals might be closely
attenc}gd as food for the planter’s household, but the number was probably never very
large.®’

45, Thid. There is little evidence to support the contention that tasking resulted in greater personal time for
the enslaved. Rather, it is likely that tasks were set so as to enable a lead hand to pace the workers at a rate
that would take up most of the working day. In this sense, the task system was actually tantamount to a kind
of speedup in the work routine.

46. TIbid. Sec especially Phillips, Life and Labor in the Old South, p. 135; Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar
Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (New York, N.Y., 1958).

47. Ibid. Some Natchez planters were the exception to this generalization, keeping large numbers of animals
for breeding and provisions. See especially John Hebron Moore, Agriculture in Ante-Bellum Mississippt.
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Table 3. Production for Select Plantations — 1860

Slaves 44 135 315 100 93 275
Horses 5 58 16 16 7 15
Mules 19 22 16 16 7 15
Oxen 12 22 158 31 13 84
Milch Cows 50 20 52 25 12 10
Cattle 50 50 116 50 105 30
Sheep 40 100 300 0 0 60
Wool (1bs) 50 200 900 0 0 100
Swine 40 80 128 125 90 150
Corn (bshls) 1,000 4,000 9,000 5,000 2,500 10,000
Hay (tons) 10 10 0 10 15 50
Cotton (bales) 150 375 985 700 296 1750
Beans & Peas (bshls) 50 500 160 1,000 1,000 500
Potatoes (bshls) 50 30 50 0 0 100
Swt Potatoes (bshls) 100 100 30 500 0 3,000

Source: U.S. Census (1860), Agricultural, Population, and Slave Schedules, Adams County,
Missigsippi and Concordia Parish, Louisiana.

All these creatures, prized or not, had to be fed. That is why a good portion of the slave’s
working day was devoted to corn, beans, and hay. The routine was simple enough. A
plantation that produced 1000 bushels of corn and 700 bales of cotton typically practiced
a two-field planting arrangement in which corn- and cottonfields would be ploughed,
planted, and hoed often side-by-side. The exact acreage devoted to each crop was always
an individual decision, but six acres in cotton and three in corn for every prime slave hand
was the usual standard. Corn would be planted in April or March, using about the same
routine as used in cotton. The stalks would be pealed of their leaves for fodder in mid-
summer and the husks taken shortly thereafter. Then the animals would be turned loose
in the cornfields to forage prior to a second ploughing and the planting of a second crop
to be harvested after the cotton had been taken in October.*®

Cowpeas were usually planted among the corn, with the resulting peavines gathered in
summer o be dried for hay or else left for the stock to forage in late summer. Sweet
potatoes, the other large crop, could be planted along with corn and cotton and harvested
for their fruit, just prior to cotton picking season, as winter feed for hogs and humans.*’

The work routine on the typical plantation was easily compartmentalized into several
variations of the same labor. Men worked as plough hands using heavy and light
instruments for turning the soil and scraping between the rows. This ploughing and

48. Ibid.
49. Ibid.
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scraping activity continued from mid-February until late summer, when the plough hands
took to the fields for harvesting the cotton and corn. Women and teenagers generally
worked, during the same general time period, as hoeing hands, either in gangs or at tasks.
All hands participated in peeling corn leaves for fodder, shucking husks, and picking
cotton. Children too young to work in the fields toted water to the workers, rounded up
animals, worked as trash gangs cleaning up around the gins, and helped serve the midday
meals, Small-fry toddlers and infants were looked after by the elderly in corrals or
nurseries located near the slave quarters or in proximity to the overseer’s house.*

The work journal of John C. Jenkins for his Elgin plantation in Adams County tells a
typical story. Jenkins’ plantation lay about six miles south of Natchez in the vicinity of
Second Creek. The following excerpts show exactly what his slaves experienced as field
hands for the first half of the year 18423

Feb 16. Finished today ploughing Hedges Field — it has taken
6 ploughing with 6 ploughs and say 5 days with 8
ploughs.

Feb. 18. Sooran & John continue making post & rail fence —

Feb. 19. Carpenter finished cupboard — and begin on fence next
to house.

Feb. 22, Left all the young locust and sassafras trees standing —

trimmed them up to near top and cut out all the scrubby
ones — Some of these trees to be transplanted next year
along the road to Natchez — make an avenue of them.

Feb. 23. John & Sooran at fence — 4 women & 2 men yet at hill
in front of the house which has kept 4 men & 6 women
hands steadily occupied since November with 2 scrapers
and 2 carts.

Feb. 24. Hoe hands continue to clear hillside & plant in corn.
Moses & Charles went to Natchez — took in eleven bales
cotton and brot out 100 cypress pickets — grind stone &
linseed oil & Mr. Rose’s pickets.

Feb. 26. Finished half the garden fence this evening. . ..
March 1. Heavy showers of rain this morning no ploughing done

or corn planted — Ploughmen all cutting wood at home
& some hands at the hillside between showers. Sooran

50. Thid.
51. See John C. Jenkins Diary, Historic Natchez Foundation, Natchez, Mississippi; also Mark Groen, "John

C. Jenkins, An Antebellum Natchez Planter,” unpublished graduate seminar paper, California State
University, Northridge, in author’s possession.
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March 3.

March 11.

March 18.

March 30.

April 1.

April 18.

April 19.

April 25.

April 26.

April 28.

April 30.

May 2.

May 3.

May 5.

& dJohn clearing out cellars. Braddock sent into Natchez
for letters and papers.

10 hands in the front yard -~ Sooran and John making
fence around garden — Trimmed up all the young
sassafras & locust trees in the hollows where we cleared
today.

Ploughs in the bottom breaking up for corn — other
force planting corn.

Moses brot out marbles & pork. Still hoeing corn.

Sent Moses to Natchez after tomatoe plants — put down
netting and set out plants in garden.

Sent Oliver to Natchez to bring out pots for flowers. Hoe
hands yet in Hedges field at Corn & ploughs next
Henderson’s breaking up.

The rain yesterday has made the ground too wet to
plough — all hoes hands at new road 4 making fence &
4 chopping down bushes in the cotton fields — Ben
planting Bermuda grass. . . .

Tuesday — all hands started again at Hedges corn field
— suckler gang working new road to Natchez — Randle
and Sooran making fence.

Moses sent to Mr. Hendersen’s for bricks.

Working with 4 hands in front of home planted out
shrubbery & Bermuda grass.

At Saragossa field & laying out grounds in front of house
— Moses went to Natchez for cement — Dug large
cistern at corner of V. House 10 by 16.

Finished seraping out Saragossa field — having been 7
& 1/2 days with 40 odd hoes — finished cistern.

Monday — commenced today scraping cotton on East
side of plantation & planting the Egyptian sod behind
the garden. Hilling potatoe crop. Sooran & Randle
making fence.

Replanting bad stand on east side Heges field — &
planting sod.

All hands yet at Hedges field — replanting and cutting

out — Sooran and Randle at Big Cane Meadows for
Locust posts.
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May 19. All hands in field in back of corn house — corn begins to

thrive.

May 23. Wilkins cutting oats — Sooran whitewashing and
putting up fence. Wilkins finished oats and housed this
evening.

May 28. Nearly finished moulding field next to Henderson’s &
the ploughs nearly through Hedges pasture Corn.

June 3. Cleared out spring in Bayou. . . .

June 18. Cleansed out the cisterns yesterday. Dug pond by

chicken yard & and put out on oats ground — broke up
for peas. Ben planting corn in garden & putting in sod
for vegetables.

June 30. All hands at Saragossa field — fields very grassy since
last rains — rushing the hands this week to keep down
the tye vines.

July 5. Put in some peach cuttings — budding apples, pears,
and peaches.

July 9. The boys who went to River Place to make baskets
returned this morning on Barksville with 100 baskets —
sent Braddock & Moses for them in afternoon.

August 9. Bottled wine.

August 10. Send Scoran to Natchez for coal, cotton & sundries for
bottling wine.

August 12. Put up 350 bottles claret & making vinegar

August 13. Sooran went to Natchez brot out soap, salt. Made tomato
ketsup. Now laying kitchen hearth.

Jenking journal ends in mid-August, but the entries for the first half of the year clearly
indicate the slaves’ work routine. In between all the work associated with planting and
cultivating the crops was the endless work of general plantation maintenance. Wood
cutting, fencing, ditching, levee construction and repairs, road building, basket making,
etc., were done, when time permitted, by any and all available hands.

It was not uncommon, moreover, to have one slave afoot in the woods hunting game that
ranged from wild turkeys to razorback hogs and deer. Other slaves might specialize as
carpenters and blacksmiths. The latter was an especially important skill owing to the need
for keeping hoes, scrapers, ploughs, ginning saws, and wagonwheels in good working order.
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Slave women unable to do field work due to age or sickness frequently learned to sew and
spin cloth or else functioned as nursery maids, butter maids, and washerwomen.?”

Few plantations, however, possessed enough skilled slave artisans to meet their needs.
Although brickmakers, blacksmiths, carpenters, and mechanics were always in demand
and fetched high prices, many plantations hired white artisans or a neighbor’s skilled
slaves to perform even the most routine jobs, such as repairing cisterns, building
chimneys, and constructing cabins, Plantation diaries and journals are replete with entries
denoting the constant outlay of money for hired craftsmen and skilled hands.*® Entries
in Jenkins’ journal for August and September of 1855 reveal just how common was the
practice of bringing in skilled crafts people — usually whites — for almost any work of
some complexity.

August 8. 1855. Mr. McPherson having finished fence and other jobs,
begins today to prepare his lumber for addition to north
end of the house. . . see how long this job will take. . .
Mr. Craig was about 3 months at similar addition to
other end.

August 9. Set men to cutting out large popular beam in stable to
make sills for addition to house. . . cut down china tree
north of parlor and will begin tomorrow to dig
foundation to house for addition.

August 10. 2 men began foday to whip saw the sills for my new
addition. Began to dig out foundation north of parlor and
hauled over some brick for kiln.

August 28. Mr. Mcpherson raising addition to north end of house.

August 31. Carpenters raising second or upper story to new
addition, and got all up by dark. 1 team hauling up brick
for new chimney.

September 4. Carpenters framing and laying sleepers or joice for 3rd
story of house — 4 hands digging cellar ~— this makes
third week we have been engaged in digging out cellar.
Most of the time 2 horse carts at it.

September 6. Sent Archie to Natchez & got out the 2 bricklayers from
Reynolds and Brown, began on Chimney at 11 d’clock. &
by dark had got half way up first story of lower room.
This chimney will take about 8000 brick.

52. See especially the Aventine Diary of Charles Sauters, MDAH. The Aventine plantation was owned by
G.B. Shields, who lived at Montebello near Natchez.

53. BSee Eugene Genovese’s discussion of the problem of low skills among plantation slaves in his Rell,
Jordan, Roll, pp. 388-398.
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. The above notations refer to the construction of an addition to Jenking’ plantation
mansion.’* Slaves could be used for the heavy work of cutting trees, digging foundations,
hauling brick, and even sawing timber for unfinished planks, but most skilled work was
contracted off the plantation. Other items over the years indicate Jenkins’ dependency on
outside E%Eabor for both the amenities of life as well as the everyday tasks of repair and
upkeep.

September 17.
1845
April 1. 1846.

August 25,

August 31.

March (2nd wk)
1849.

August 14.

December 8.

April 23. 1850.

November 22.

Sent Moses to Natchez for the new Gin stand of Bates,
Hyde & Co.

Mr. Brown whitened the dining room walls today and
the ceiling of the entry.

Send Ab on the Natchez with walnut plant to Mr.
Steward, who is to make a bookcase of it. Brot out Mr.
Gray’s lumber for the library.

Mr. O'Brien from Natchez commenced building chimney
in the library.

The carpenter Paul, beginning to make our picket fence
round Elgin front yard. The pickets I have purchased
from Couzen’s Saw Mill. '

Having put Gin House in tip top order the carpenter
Paul begins this week upon a new stable and carriage
house up side of old cotton house in Gin yard.

Mr. Wells is papering Elgin parior, and Mr. Paul making
frame for hanging our curtains over the windows.

Mr. Paul began to paint north side of house.

Mr. Paul jobbing about the house this week — putting
door upon shed room & sash over door in my room &
fixing billiard room for Dr. Gried. Since our absence
(some five months) Mr. Paul has put new sills under the
corn house, made entirely new sheds posts of locusts,
new rafters, new lathing & covered with new cypress
shingles-making the house now better than when first
built — he has also built a double privy in the yard —
put a new cover of 3 ft cypress boards upon large cotton
house in gin house yard — and is now building a
summer house in garden besides doing several small jobs
in & about the house.

. 54. Jenkins Diary.

55, TIbid.
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June 23, 1851. Sent two teams to Natchez & brought out 1000 feet
flooring dressed yellow pine and 500 white pine. From
Dr. Young’s kiln — 36 — in all. Mr. Cracy came out this
afternoon with Mr, Black, & his-boy Lewis, to begin
work on addition to the house. George the brick mason
has nearly finished cellar.

June 13, 1853. The old kitchen house is to be torn down — also the
house behind it used as a wash house, and sleeping
rooms for servents — we shall also tear down the old
kitchen for plantation and this will rid us of the old
houses in yard. The wagon will soon have hauled over
from the Forest, the 16,000 bricks I purchased — these
brick will answer for the side walls & foundation of new
kitchen house.

Nor was Jenkins alone in the limited use of his slaves. Gin houses, cotton presses, grist
mills, barns, stables, mansions, and even crude slave cabins were seldom built by slave
labor, except in the sense of a gang of field hands digging foundations and hauling
supplies. In 1860, planter Gerard Brandon, employed William Scothorn to erect fourteen
slave cabins, on his Canebrake plantation in Concordia. Scothorn, who had built similar
plantation structures in the district — including overseers’ houses and cook houses,
supplied his own laborers and provisions. In this case, black workers employed or owned
by Scothorn might have assisted him, but there is little indication that he used plantation
slaves in erecting the relatively simply built slave quarters.’®

The above material suggests that plantation slaves were field hands pure and simple.
Most were specialized in the sense of being plough hands, or hoeing hands, or scrapers,
depending on seasonal needs, but all were expected, in addition to their field specialty, to
do just about every simple thing on the place — from backbreaking labor to fetching and
picking-up.®?

Regarding shelter, diet, clothing, and medical care, planters typically allocated just the
bare minimum of resources needed to keep slaves healthy enough to work and reproduce.
Looking first at the question of shelter, masters and slaves lived in similar
accommodations during the so-called pioneer stages of plantation building: crude dirt-
floored log cabins without fireplaces or windows. In Concordia Parish, the pioneer stage
lasted, in some cases, up to the eve of the Civil War. But most well-established plantations
in the Natchez region provided slaves with cabins somewhat more substantial than the
log cabins of old. Taking Scothorn’s contracts as a guide, the typical slave cabin in the
1850s was most likely a 20 x 19 x 10-foot high, two room structure, floored with pine or

56. Florence LeClercq Eisele, "Ante-Bellum Slave Dwellings on Plantations of Southern United State,”
unpublished manuseript, Historic Natchez Foundation, Natchez,, Mississippi.

57. This is not to say that planters did not designate certain slaves to specific tasks. On the Aventine
plantation, for example, Charles Sauters used individual slaves as teamsters, carpenters, and seamstresses
on a regular basis. These workers were undoubtedly more skilled than the average field hands, but their
special duties never completely precluded them from working at general plantation labor whenever the need
arose, from ploughing to picking cotton and shucking corn. See the Aventine Diary mentioned above.
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