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“The being of slavery, its soul and its body, lives and moves
in the chattel principle, the property principle, the bill of
sale principle: the cart-whip, starvation, and nakedness are
its inevitable consequences.”

JAMES W. C. PENNINGTON,
The Fugitive Blacksmith






INTRODUCTION
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A PERSON WITH A PRICE

NINETEENTH-CENTURY New Orleans was, by the breathless ac-
count of its boosters, on the verge of becoming one of antebellum
America’s leading cities, a city to be compared to New York, Philadel-
phia, Baltimore, and Charleston. What had once been an imperial
outpost, passed back and forth between European powers in faraway
trades was, by the early nineteenth century, a city poised on the brink
of commercial greatness. Along the city’s waterfront, ships from Europe
and around the coast, steamers from the Mississippi River valley, and
thousands of flatboats were packed so tightly that one could walk deck
to deck from one end of the city to the other. Stevedores and draymen,
white and black, traced out tiny connections in the world economy,
unloading and loading, moving goods that had been paper-traded miles
away and weeks before: crates of clothes, shoes, and buttons; guns,
tobacco, and textiles; china, books, and French wine; cattle, hogs, corn,
and whiskey. Salesmen and sailors shouted warnings and instructions in
a half dozen languages. Overhung by the odor of batter-fried fish and
pipe smoke, the hopes of the lower South’s leading city were reefed
across the broad frontage where the Mississippi met the Atlantic: thou-
sands of bales of cotton and barrels of sugar, stacked and flagged with
the colors of the commission merchants responsible for their sale.” And
though the city never managed to outrun the underachievement that
accounted for the shrill edge of the boosters’ accounts, New Orleans
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was throughout the antebellum period unsurpassed in one respect. Not
far from the levee was North America’s largest slave market. -

In the same way that contemporary tourists concentrate on a few
sights in their visits to “see” a given city, antebellum travelers and
curiosity-seekers converged on the slave market when they went south
to Louisiana in search of slavery. Rather than making their way out of
the city to the sugar plantations that covered the broad alluvial plain at
the outlet of the Mississippi, or traveling upriver to the cotton planta-
tions strung along the banks from Baton Rouge to Memphis, they
began in the neighborhood where today Chartres Street meets broad,
boulevarded Esplanade—a few short blocks from the levee, past the
cathedral and the gin houses and sailor’s tenements that served the
nearby docks. After the 1840s there was also a slave market further
uptown, amidst the shooting galleries, cock pits, barbershops, and boot-
sellers of the city’s central business district. Both of these markets were
really clusters of competing firms, each of which, in turn, maintained
its own yard for keeping slaves—“slave pens” in the parlance of the
trade—and frontage for displaying them.” Between September and
May—the months that bounded the trading season—the streets in front
of the pens were lined with slaves dressed in blue suits and calico
dresses. Sometimes the slaves paced back and forth, sometimes they
stood atop a small footstand, visible over a crush of fascinated onlook-
ers. As many as a hundred slaves might occupy a single block, overseen
by a few slave traders whose business was advertised by the painted signs
hanging overhead: “I. Hart, Slaves,” “Charles Lamarque and Co,,
Negroes.” Here the traveling observers and writers found what they
were looking for: a part of slavery that could be used to understand the
whole of the institution. Slavery reduced to the simplicity of a pure
form: a person with a price.’

The walls surrounding the pens were so high—fifteen or twenty
feet—that one New Orleans slave dealer thought they could keep out
the wind.* Inside those walls the air must have been thick with over-
crowding, smoke and shit and lye, the smells of fifty or a hundred people
forced to live in a space the size of a home lot. And the sounds that came
over the walls from the street outside must have been muted and
mixed—horses’ hooves striking the stone-paved street, cart wheels and
streetcars, fragments of conversation, laughter, shouting. Along the in-
side walls were privies, kitchens, dressing rooms, and jails. The jails were
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sometimes as many as three stories high and built of brick.’ They looked
like the slave quarters that can be seen today in the yards of many New
Orleans houses: steep-backed, one room deep, and fronted with railed
galleries. In the nineteenth-century slave pens, however, those galleries
were lined with barred windows and doors thatlocked from the outside.
Behind the doors were simple rooms with bare pine floors and plain
plastered walls; measuring ten or twelve feet across, they were intended
for multiple occupancy. On the ground floor of one of the jails or across
the yard were offices and a showroom. The traders’ offices were prob-
ably the type of spaces where nobody sat down—places for drinking,
pacing, signing, and counting. The real business took place in the show-
rooms, which were large enough for a hundred slaves to be arrayed
around their walls, questioned, and examined. These rooms had finished
floors and painted walls, a fireplace, a few chairs, and doors all around—
a door from the offices where the traders did their counting and signing,
a door from the street where the buyers gathered before the pens
opened, and a door from the yard where the slaves waited to be sold.’

What follows is the story of these showrooms. It is a story of back
and forth glances and estimations, of hushed conspiracies and loud
boasts, of power, fear, and desire, of mistrust and dissimulation, of
human beings broken down into parts and recomposed as commodities,
of futures promised, purchased, and resisted. It is, in no small measure,
the story of antebellum slavery.

The bargains sealed in the New Orleans slave pens were centuries in
the making, late additions to a four-hundred-year history by which the
trade in African and African-descended people transformed the New
World. By the end of the fifteenth century, Portuguese merchants and
soldiers had dotted four thousand miles of the west coast of Africa with
outposts, where they traded for slaves to export to sugar- and wine-pro-
ducing islands off the coast. The Portuguese were shortly followed to
Africa by the other imperial powers of Europe: the Spanish in the
sixteenth century, the Dutch, Danes, French, and English in the seven-
teenth. Beginning in the 1650s, when sugar planted on Barbados and in
Brazil began to grow into huge profits for colonial planters and metro-
politan shippers, the African trade was a central concern of Europe’s
colonial powers, each of which attempted to control it through exclu-
sive licensing and colonial customs.
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The word for the economic theory behind the trade has come down
to us scrubbed clean by usage: mercantilism. Colonial staples, shipped
from abroad and finished at home, would yield metropolitan profits,
which would be shared with the monopoly-granting state. And colonial
markets would consume domestic manufactures, profits again dutied
and taxed into state revenue. In practice this meant that well-connected
investors could form themselves into syndicates like the Royal African
Company and the Dutch West India Company and receive monopoly
license from their governments to pursue trade in other parts of the
world—license to make war on non-Christian kings and to snatch or
purchase their subjects along the shores of a distant continent, license
to have their slave-trade monopolies protected by governmental decree
and their African-coast slave factories defended in European wars.
Though punctuated by imperial conflict and political regulation, the
trade’s four centuries were, by and large, charted along the demand
curves for colonial staples: tobacco, indigo, rice, cotton, coffee, and
especially sugar. There was direct trade among the colonies and be-
tween the colonies and Europe, but much of the Atlantic trade was
triangular: slaves from Africa; sugar from the West Indies and Brazil;
money and manufactures from Europe. People were traded along the
bottom of the triangle; profits would stick at the top.’

In the four centuries of that triangular trade, ten to eleven million
people—fifty or sixty thousand a year in the peak decades between 1700
and 1850—were packed beneath slave ship decks and sent to the New
World. Indeed, up to the year 1820, five times as many Africans traveled
across the Atlantic as did Europeans.® And those numbers do not
include the dead—the five percent of the human cargo who died in
crossings that took three weeks, the quarter who died in crossings that
took three months.” Behind the numbers lie the horrors of the Middle
Passage: chained slaves forced to dance themselves into shape on the
decks; the closed holds, where men and women were separated from
one another and chained into the space of a coffin; the stifling heat and
untreated illness, the suicides and slave revolts, the dead thrown over-
board as the ships passed on.™

The United States Constitution, ratified in 1789, contained a provi-
sion that led to a ban on the importation of African slaves after 1808.
Closing the trade was favorable to both opponents of slavery and a
portion of slaveholders, mostly Virginians, who feared that the contin-
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ued importation of slaves would dilute the social power that their own
slaves supported. Because the enslaved population of North America
had been self-reproducing for at least fifty years by the time the Con-
stitution was ratified, the closing of the Atlantic slave trade did not
mean that North American slavery would wither away through the high
mortality and low birth rates that characterized slavery elsewhere in the
New World. It meant, instead, that any expansion of slavery into the
western states would take the shape of a forcible relocation of Ameri-
can-born slaves. In the seven decades between the Constitution and the
Civil War, approximately one million enslaved people were relocated
from the upper South to the lower South according to the dictates of
the slaveholders’ economy, two thirds of these through a pattern of
commerce that soon became institutionalized as the domestic slave
trade.”’

In its earliest years the domestic slave trade was probably not recog-
nizable as such. By the end of the eighteenth century slave coffles were
a common enough sight on the roads connecting the declining Chesa-
peake—its soil exhausted by a century of tobacco planting—to the
expanding regions of post-Revolutionary slavery, the Carolinas to the
south and Kentucky and Tennessee to the west. But in these years the
trade was a practice without a name or a center, a series of speculations
made along the roads linking the small towns of the rural South into an
attenuated political economy of slavery. As the coffles traveled south,
slaves were sold at dusty crossings and roadhouses through an informal
rural network of traders and chance encounters that continued to char-
acterize much of the trade throughout its massive nineteenth-century
expansion."”

At the end of the eighteenth century, the slave trade began to follow
the international demand curve for cotton. Although slaves continued
to cultivate the tobacco, rice, and indigo that funded the first expansion
of American slavery, the invention of the cotton gin in 1793, the
purchase of Louisiana in 1803, and the subjugation of southern Indians,
finalized along the Trail of Tears in 1838, opened new regions of the
South to cultivation and slavery. Slaveholders called it a “kingdom” for
cotton, and they populated the new states of the emerging South-
west—Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana—with slaves brought from
the East: 155,000 in the 1820s; 288,000 in the 1830s; 189,000 in the
1840s; 250,000 in the 1850s. As many as two thirds of these one million
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or so people were carried south by slave traders, whose daily business
resolved the diverging fortunes of the declining upper South and the
expanding lower South into mutual benefit.”

Throughout the antebellum period the slave trade continued to
follow the course of the world cotton economy. The boom years of the
1830s were followed by depression in the 1840s and then another
decade of massive volume in the 1850s. Indeed, the price of slaves
tracked the price of cotton to such a degree that it was a commonplace
in the years after 1840 that the price of slaves could be determined by
multiplying the price of cotton by ten thousand (seven cents per pound
for cotton yielding seven hundred dollars per slave). Only in the 1850s
did slave prices seem to cut loose from cotton prices in a cycle of
speculation that made entry into the slaveholding class prohibitively
expensive. Tensions increased in an already class-divided society, and a
premonitory wave of anxiety swept across the slaveholding South.™*

Between 1820 and 1860 the slave trade—urban and rural—accounted
for a significant portion of the South’s economy. It has been estimated
that in slave-exporting regions of the antebellum South the proceeds
from the sale of slaves was equivalent in value to fifteen percent of the
region’s staple crop economy. As those people passed through the trade,
representing something close to half a billion dollars in property, they
spread wealth wherever they went. Much of the capital that funded the
traders’ speculations had been borrowed from banks and had to be
repaid with interest, and all of it had to be moved through commission-
taking factorage houses and bills of exchange back and forth between
the eastern seaboard and the emerging Southwest. And the slaves in
whose bodies that money congealed as it moved south had to be trans-
ported, housed, clothed, fed, and cared for during the one to three
months it took to sell them. Some of them were insured in transit, some
few others covered by life insurance. Their sales had to be notarized
and their sellers taxed. Those hundreds of thousands of people were
revenue to the cities and states where they were sold, and profits in the
pockets of landlords, provisioners, physicians, and insurance agents
long before they were sold. The most recent estimate of the size of this
ancillary economy is 13.5 percent of the price per person—tens of
millions of dollars over the course of the antebellum period.™

Along with the two thirds of a million people moved through the
interstate trade, there were twice as many who were sold locally. Sales
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from neighbor to neighbor, state-supervised probate and 'debt sales, or
brokered sales within a single state do not show up in the statistics that
have been used to measure the extent and magnitude of the slave trade.
And yet state-supervised and local sales were as much a feature of the
antebellum economy as interstate slave trading. Noting the frequency
with which the civil courts sought solutions to slaveholders’ legal prob-
lems in the valuation and liquidation of enslaved people, one historian
has referred to the state as South Carolina’s “largest slave auctioneering
firm.” Taken together, there were over two million slaves sold in inter-
state, local, and state-ordered sales during the antebellum period.™

In the four decades before the Civil War, the tiny capillaries of trade
that distinguished the early years gave way to a new pattern of trade.
Although much of the trade remained rural and the majority of the
traders itinerant, the tributaries of trade were increasingly gathered
into a pattern of trade between large urban centers. This new intercity
commerce was dominated by well-organized permanent firms, as op-
posed to the one-time speculations and itinerant trade that constituted
the continuing rural trade. Slaves were gathered in Baltimore, Wash-
ington, Richmond, Norfolk, Nashville, and St. Louis and sent south,
either overland in chains, by sailing ships around the coast, or by
steamboats down the Mississippi. These slaves were sold in the urban
markets of Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, Natchez, and especially New
Orleans. Contrary to the popular image, most of these slaves were not
sold quickly at large public auctions but in extended private bargains
made in the slave pens maintained by slave dealers."

Thousands of slaves from all over the South passed through the New
Orleans slave pens every year in the antebellum period, their purchase
and sale linking the city to both the larger southern economy and the
regional economy of the lower South. Slave buyers from Texas, Arkan-
sas, and Mississippi, as well as Louisiana, looked to the city for people
to tend their fields and harvest their crops. Those whose slave-based
agricultural ventures proved successful made their way back to the pens,
this time looking for skilled artisans and domestic slaves who repre-
sented the high end of the slave market and could be found only in large
urban centers like New Orleans. What the New Orleans slave pens sold
to these slaveholders was not just field hands and household help but
their own stake in the commercial and social aspirations of the expand-
ing Southwest, aspirations that were embodied in thousands of black
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men, women, and children every season: the slaves out of whom the
antebellum South was built.

As slaveholders bound the South together with a criss-crossed pattern
of trade and regional interdependence, as they made their way through
market cycles and depressions and expanded the boundaries of the
slaveholding South to the point of Civil War, they charted their pro-
gress by buying and selling slaves. Thus the history of the slave trade
has often been represented graphically as an outline of prices and the
volume of trade—rising into spiky peaks through the 1830s and then
plunging into sharp decline, only to rise again in the 1850s. Or it has
been represented cartographically as a series of migrating dots on a
map—a black bulge being gradually forced southwestward. The shapes
on the graphs and the maps are chastening: they trace the time-and-
space history of one of the largest forced migrations in world history.

And yet the time-and-space outline of that trade does not fully
describe it. Indeed, it could be said that the daily process by which two
million people were bought and sold over the course of the antebellum
period has been hidden from historical view by the very aggregations
that have been used to represent it. Building upon what we have learned
about the extent and importance of the slave trade in the political
economy of slavery, we must now consider the roads, rivers, and show-
rooms where broad trends and abstract totalities thickened into human
shape. To the epochal history of the slave market must be added the
daily stories of the slave pens, the history of sales made and unmade in
the contingent bargaining of trader, buyer, and slave.

This project takes the form of a thrice-told tale: the story of a single
moment—a slave sale—told from three different perspectives. Follow-
ing from a tradition of work in African American history stretching
back at least to W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction, this book began
with the idea that the history of any struggle, no matter how one-sided
its initial appearance, is incomplete until told from the perspectives of
all of those whose agency shaped the outcome.” The systemic brutality
apparent from the perspective of the demographic map needs to be
punctuated by the episodes of resistance that occurred on dusty roads;
the counting up and parsing out of sales must be complicated with an
account of the intricate bargaining that preceded the final deal; the
central symbol of a property regime that treated people as possessions
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must be fleshed out with the power, desire, and dissimulation that gave
it daily shape. Rather than charting a map of foreordained conclusions,
I have tried to understand a slave sale from the contingent perspective
of each of its participants—to assess their asymmetric information,
expectations, and power, to search out their mutual misunderstandings
and calculated misrepresentations, to investigate what each had at stake
and how each tried to shape the outcome.

Much of this account relies on the nineteenth-century narratives of
former slaves, the best-known of the six thousand published slave nar-
ratives that document every era of American slavery.” These are the
survivors’ stories, written and published in the North by those who had
escaped or been freed from slavery. Printed in runs numbering in the
thousands, advertised in the pages of antislavery newspapers, and sold
at antislavery meetings, the nineteenth-century narratives were the
stock-in-trade of abolitionism. Most of them probably ended up on the
drawing room shelves of ‘northern opponents of slavery, where they
served as reminders of their owners’ political commitments, or at least
of their shared appreciation of the best intentions of the emerging
northern middle class.*®

The antislavery history of these narratives has made some historians
wary of using them as sources for writing the history of slavery. In
proslavery responses to the narratives, which were taken up by early
historians of slavery like Ulrich B. Phillips, the narratives were treated
as politically interested fabrications and were dismissed according to
one of the most durable paradoxes of white supremacy—fhe idea that
those who are closest to an experience of oppression (in this case,
former slaves) are its least credible witnesses.”" Recently, however, his-
torians have followed the path of scholars like W. E. B. Du Bois,
Herbert Aptheker, and John Hope Franklin, away from the “master
narrative of American History” and into the slave narratives. These
pioneering efforts have been bolstered by the careful scholarship of
John Blassingame, Joseph Logsdon, Sue Eakin, and others, who have
authenticated some of the more controversial narratives piece by piece.
Locating telling details and matching them to other sources, they have
retrieved the narratives from the race-tinged skepticism that dismissed
them as fabrication.

But taking slave narratives for transparent accounts of reality can be
as misleading as dismissing them entirely. The narratives, like all histo-
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ries, were shaped by the conditions of their own production—the
conditions of both southern slavery and organized antislavery. The
narratives are by definition incomplete accounts. They are the stories
of the escapees and survivors of an institution that gave up very few of
either. The vast majority of the millions of people enslaved over the
course of the history of New World slavery died as they had lived—in
bondage. As the former slave William Wells Brown saw it, those who
could tell the true story of slavery would never have the chance to do
so: “slavery has never been represented, slavery never can be repre-
sented,” he wrote.”” Moreover, as a genre the narratives are dominated
by the skilled and sometimes literate men who were disproportionately
represented among the escapees, and this demographic fact skews their
representation of slavery; the nineteenth-century narratives often elide
or ignore the experiences of unskilled men and of women.

The narratives’ account of slavery was equally shaped by the histori-
cal conditions of antislavery. Unconnected and sometimes unlettered,
ex-slave narrators depended upon white northern abolitionists for their
access to editors and publishers, their daily livings as orators, and
whatever hope they had of freeing family members who remained in
the South. White abolitionists, in turn, forced their own version of
antislavery upon those who tried to tell their stories of slavery. “Give us
the facts,” Frederick Douglass was told, “we will take care of the
philosophy.” The impact of organized antislavery on the narratives
must be considered in any effort to use them to write the history of
slavery. As accounts which led up to a known ending—the escape of an
individual slave—the narratives rarely enlarge upon the daily life, joys,
and travails of enslaved communities. As stories of saved souls, they
sometimes ignore the sufferings of enslaved bodies. As vehicles for
supplying a moralistic bourgeois audience with the ideal slaves they
demanded, the narratives often gloss over the anger, dissimulation,
sexuality, and occasional brutality of real slaves’ daily lives. As entrants
into a rhetorical field dominated by white supremacy, they sometimes
reproduce the prejudices of their readers.”

Though they require careful reading, the nineteenth-century narra-
tives remain our best source for the history of enslaved people in the
slave trade.’* In what follows I have used three strategies to accomplish
the dual task of reading the history of the many in the stories of the few
and separating the experience of slavery from the ideology of antislav-

I0
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ery.”> First, I have read the narratives in tandem with sources produced
by slaveholders and visitors to the South. Many of the most mundane
as well as some of the more incredible aspects of the narrators’ ac-
counts—from descriptions of where slaves slept along the road and
what they ate in the pens, to the revelations that some buyers bought
slaves as subjects for medical experiments and some slaves shaped their
own sales—are supported by other sources. By reading these sources in
juxtaposition, I have been able to use them to authenticate as well as
interrogate one another.

Second, I have read the narratives for traces of the experience of
slavery antecedent to the ideology of antislavery, for the “facts” pro-
vided by Frederick Douglass without which William Lloyd Garrison
could not have fashioned his “philosophy.”*® The descriptions of events
in the narratives often include telling details which could not be fully
contained by the purposes of antislavery editors and amanuenses. Visual
descriptions of other slaves, for example, can be read as evidence of the
way strangers evaluated one another in the coffles and slave pens.
Likewise, the biographies of other slaves, often presented as a scene-
setting aside to the narrator’s central struggle, can be read as evidence
of a history of communal life and collective resistance among slaves in
the trade which was largely excised from the narrators’ printed ac-
counts.

Third, I have read the narratives for symbolic truths that stretch
beyond the facticity of specific events. Some incidents appear so often
that it seems certain they are stock figures drawn from the reading of
other narratives rather than from experience. These include the idea
that illiterate slaves holding books for the first time would put them
next to their ears to hear them talk, or that an escapee seeing a steam-
boat or train for the first time would run away, thinking it was the devil.
But these stock figures have a truth of their own to tell: they gesture at
the way the world looked to people whose access to information and
technology was limited by their owners and the threat of violence. I
have taken the same approach to the disquieting stories of slaves who
mutilated themselves to avoid the trade or women who killed their
children to spare them from slavery. Whether or not every one of these
stories was true (and we know some were), collectively they tell a truth
about people forced by their slavery into a doubled relation with their
bodies and their children.”’

II
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In addition to the slave narratives, I have relied heavily on the docket
records of approximately two hundred cases of disputed slave sales that
came before the Louisiana Supreme Court in the nineteenth century.
Louisiana, like other southern states, had detailed commercial laws
regulating the sale of slaves.”® In Louisiana, these laws were called
redhibition laws, and they regulated the terms of warranty—what a
buyer was explicitly or implicitly guaranteed by a seller—and the terms
under which a sale of animals or slaves might be rescinded. Under these
laws, slave buyers who felt that the people they purchased had “vices”
of body or character could sue the seller for the return of the price they
had paid. To sustain their cause, they had to prove both that the slave
had been affected at the time of sale and that they had themselves
behaved in the market as a “prudent” buyer would have, though they
nevertheless might have missed the “defect” at the time of sale. These
records, mixed in with the records of thousands of cases dealing with
every aspect of slavery and law in antebellum Louisiana, were discov-
ered in a courthouse basement in the 198os and have only recently
become available to readers at the University of New Orleans.”” Rang-
ing in length from a few tattered lines to hundreds of pages with
attached exhibits, the docket records include the verbatim transcrip-
tions of cases later decided by the Louisiana Supreme Court. Captured
in the neat script of a law clerk are conversations a century and a half
old: visitors describing the physical space of the pens and the bargains
they saw made there; slave traders discussing their finances and explain-
ing the daily practice of their business; slave buyers talking about their
aspirations, anxieties, and the strategies they used to select their slaves.

Highly formalized and recorded amidst heated debate at a distance
of time and space from the events they describe, the court records are
no easier to read than the slave narratives. The testimony given by
witnesses in these cases, though sworn, cannot be taken as a truthful
account of what “really” happened in the pens. Indeed, I have generally
read the docket records as if they contain only lies. And yet lies,
especially sworn lies given in support of high-stakes legal action, must
be believable in order to be worth telling: these lies describe the cir-
cumstances of a specific sale in the terms of a shared account of what
was likely to happen in the slave market. A few stock stories supported
much of the testimony: the story of dishonest trader and the duped
buyer; or the story of the canny buyer who used the favorable terms of

12



INTRODUCTION: A PERSON WITH A PRICE

buyer-protecting laws to take advantage of an unwitting seller; or the
simple story of the inscrutable slave and the honest mistake. These
stories about slaveholders were underwritten and intertwined with sto-
ries about slaves: the buyer’s story of the incorrigibly malign character
who seemed sound in the market; the trader’s story of a good slave
driven to transgression or infirmity by a bad buyer; or the stories told
by buyers and sellers alike of invisible ailments or slaves shamming an
infirmity to undermine their own sale.’® In these strategic appropria-
tions of stock characters and in the conflicting and overlapping formu-
las with which lawyers and litigants framed their cases, I have sought
slaveholders’ commonsense opinion of the limits of what was possible
in the slave pens.’’

Letters written by slaveholders make up the third major body of
sources for this project. In the overwhelmingly rural and increasingly
mobile antebellum South, the substance of social relations was often
epistolary. Many communities, families, and friendships had their pri-
mary existence in the form of letters mailed back and forth by their
constitutive members—people who were rarely in the same place and
who knew one another mostly through their letters. These letters,
then, can be read as remote performances of the self, self-consciously
produced representations that antebellum slaveholders offered to one
another as versions of themselves.* Such letters are doubly revealing,
for not only do they memorialize a single performance of the self but
they reveal the terms which made that performance intelligible, the
cultural register of the roles upon which their authors drew as they
sat down to write. The letters thus recapitulate accounts of slavehold-
ing selves that were likely to surface in other circumstances—conver-
sation, gossip, fantasy, folklore, and so on. The letters are full of striv-
ing sons, masterful patriarchs, anxious brides, and dutiful wives, all of
the recognizable social identities available to antebellum whites as they
tried to make themselves make sense to someone else. And they are
full of talk about slaves—slaves described, desired, bought, and brought
home. The fact that slaveholders included so much about the slave
market in their letters (much more, for instance, than they did about
the duels that have figured so prominently in historians’ accounts) is
absolutely central to one of the arguments of this book: that slave-
holders often represented themselves to one another by reference to
their slaves.

I3
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Finally, I have relied on the chillingly economical descriptions of slave
sales generated by the trade itself: the notarized Acts of Sale by which a
sale was given legal standing, and the traders’ slave record books, price
lists, and advertisements.?* These lists of names, ages, prices, and body
parts have been used by many historians to chart the price history and
demography of the slave trade. The sources produced by the traders
have often been taken to be the most reliable accounts of the slave
trade—free of the confused purposes and strategic (mis)representations
of the narratives, court cases, and correspondence; but to me they seem
less useful in constructing a historian’s overview than in reconstructing a
historical point of view. Indeed, they are the most apparitional of the
sources I have used. They represent the world as a slave trader’s dream:
slaves without frail or resistant bodies; sales sealed without manipula-
tion, coercion, or opposition; history without contingency. Like the
maps and graphs they have been used to create, the traders’ records treat
a contested process as if it were a foreordained conclusion.

Historians have generally followed the traders in defining the
boundaries of the slave trade around the commercial record it pro-
duced—a sale in the upper South to a slave trader as a beginning and a
sale to a slaveholder in the lower South as an end. This definition of the
slave trade, however, cannot withstand the centrifugal pressure of the
competing perspectives presented by the narratives, the court records,
and the letters. The slave trade did not begin or end in the same place
for traders, buyers, and slaves. For slaves, the slave trade was often
much more than a financial exchange bounded in space and time. A
slave traders’ short-term speculation might have been a slave’s lifelong
fear; a one-time economic miscalculation or a fit of pique on the part
of an owner might lead to a life-changing sale for a slave. For buyers,
too, the slave market was a place they thought about and talked about
long before they entered the confines of the pens and long after they
left with a slave. Comparing the sources produced by those on different
sides of the bargain makes it clear that “a slave sale” was not a single
thing which one could view from three different sides and sum into a
whole—the way one might walk all the way around a physical object,
measure every face, and then create a three-dimensional diagram.
Rather, like a web of unforeseen connections, the morphology of a sale
depended upon the point of departure. Time ran differently depending
upon where you started the clock.

14



INTRODUCTION: A PERSON WITH A PRICE

This history, then, is not organized around “change over time” in the
traditional sense. It does not begin at one time (say 1820) and progress
toward another (say 1860), providing an overview of the history of the
slave trade in between. Stll less does it offer a theory or a formal
definition of the institution of slavery. Instead, it begins with the efforts
of various historical actors—traders, buyers, or slaves—to imagine,
assimilate, respond to, or resist the slave trade, with the desires and fears
that gave the trade its daily shape. The scope and scale of the chapters
shifts according to the efforts of the participants to understand and
control the history in which they were joined. In some of the chapters
the slaves have names and stories, in some they are slaveholders’ fanta-
sies, stripped bodies, or recorded prices. In some the traders have
motives and strategies, in some they are ghosts stalking the daily life of
the slave community or scapegoats for proslavery southerners’ anxieties
about the human selling and family separating that pervaded their
“domestic” institution. In some the buyers imagine the slave market as
a vehicle of self-amplification, a place where they could remake them-
selves in the image of the slaves they bought; in others they strip,
question, and discipline the enslaved people through whom their imag-
ined identities became material.

Maintaining these separate perspectives on the trade throughout the
book, especially in accounts of the relentless objectification to which
slaves in the market were subjected, can make tough reading. But it was
out of the clash of conflicting perspectives that the history of the slave
trade was daily made. As they went to the slave market, for example,
potential buyers might have been self-consciously playing a part in the
historical project of making manifest the expansionary destiny of the
antebellum regime, or they might have made their slave-market choices
with an eye toward crop calendars and cycles of commercial specula-
tion, or they might have simply imagined their presence in the market
as part of their own biography—the stages of a slaveholding life cycle
marked out in purchased slaves. Slaves, on the other hand, might have
framed the trade in terms of the sinfulness of slaveholders and their own
providential hopes for salvation through suffering, or they might have
seen their own sale as part of the larger demographic transformation of
the slave communities of both the upper and lower South, or they
might have imagined the trade in personal terms—the waiting to be
sold which suffused every moment of the present with the fear of an
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unknown future, the heart-rending pain of losing loved ones to the
traders, loss and survival in the shadow of the slave market. These
various ways of imagining history—providential, political, economic,
communal, biographical, and so on—were layered and intertwined
through the daily process of the slave trade.>* Many slaves trades, many
versions of what was happening, met and were contested in every slave
sale.

This book begins along the separate paths taken by slaveholders and
slaves to the showrooms and leads up to the moment of sale in the
market. The early chapters explore the radically incommensurable
views taken by slaves and slaveholders of the relation of the slave trade
to the broader system of slavery and follow this philosophical difference
through the practical contests that defined the history of the slave trade:
the efforts of slaveholders to coax or coerce their resistant slaves into
the trade, the strategies the traders used to get their slaves to market,
the slaves’ efforts to make common cause with their fellow slaves and
to resist the traders. The subsequent chapters of the book treat the
contested bargains made by traders, buyers, and slaves in the show-
rooms and auction houses. In the slave market, the central tension of
antebellum slavery was daily played out as slaveholders invested their
money and their hopes in people whom they could never fully com-
modify. Even as the traders packaged their slaves by “feeding them up,”
oiling their bodies, and dressing them in new clothes, they were forced
to rely on the slaves to sell themselves, to act as they had been adver-
tised to be. Likewise, even as slave buyers stripped the slaves naked,
probed their bodies, and asked them questions, they depended on the
slaves to give them answers that would help them look beyond the
traders’ arts. The stakes were high, for their identities as masters and
mistresses, planters and paternalists, hosts and hostesses, slave breakers
and sexual predators were all lived through the bodies of people who
could be bought and sold in the market. And so the questions the buyers
asked and the examinations they made were also answers, accounts of
their own origins and intentions.

During their time in the trade, the slaves had come to know and trust
one another, and in the market they could share their observations of
the slaveholders and collectively (and sometimes violently) resist them.
Even those who did not revolt found ways to resist the trade. In the way
they answered questions, characterized their skills, and carried their
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bodies—in the way they performed their commodification—slaves
could use the information unwittingly provided them by the traders’
preparations and the buyers’ examinations to select the best among the
poisoned outcomes promised them by the trade. Sometimes, at very
great risk, they shaped their own sales.

Every one of the two million human-selling transactions which out-
lined the history of the antebellum South provided a way into its
deepest secrets: into the aspirations of southern slaveholders and the
fears of southern slaves; into the depth of the slaveholders’ daily de-
pendence on their slaves, despite claims of lofty independence; into the
dreams of resistance that often lurked within the hearts of slaves; into
the terrible density of the interchange between masters and slaves,
whose bodies and souls were daily fused into common futures in the
slave market. Running through each sale as well was the seeming
paradox of a “paternalist” society which registered its historical progress
through the number of people who were bought and sold in the market;
the interplay of racism, patriarchy, and commodification in the system
of slavery and the slave market; the attenuated hopes and survival
strategies of slave communities living under the constant threat of
dissolution; the repeated cycle of social death and rebirth which
snatched people from their own lives only to transport and eject them
into a marketplace where they were reanimated as pieces of living
property; the strategies of individual and collective resistance used by
slaves to shape and escape the fate plotted for them by the political
economy of slavery; and the emotional volatility and frustrated brutality
of slaveholders, whose fantasies could be made material only in the frail
and resistant bodies of their slaves.

The history of the antebellum South is the history of two million
slave sales. But to that history, to the history of the outcomes, must be
added the daily history of the slave pens. The point in emphasizing the
everyday life of the trade is not to diminish the chilling effect of that
broad arrow on the map. It is rather to search out the shape of historical
change in its moment of immediate expression and to explore the
contingency of a history that was being pulled apart at the seams even
as it unfolded over time and space. The quantitative dimensions of this
history—the number of slaves traded over the course of the antebellum
period, the amount of time they spent in the trade relative to time spent
in the fields, their dollar value in comparison to the rest of the southern
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economy—are less important to my argument than the window into
slavery provided by the moment of sale. In the slave pens, the yet-un-
made history of antebellum slavery could be daily viewed in the freeze-
framed detail of a single transaction on its leading edge—a trader, a
buyer, and a slave making a bargain that would change the life of each.
This, then, is a book not only about Louisiana, or the slave market in
New Orleans, or the domestic slave trade as a whole, although it is all
those things. This is the story of the making of the antebellum South.
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CHAPTER ONE

ARSI

THE CHATTEL PRINCIPLE

L oNG AFTER he had escaped from slavery and settled in Canada,
William Johnsons memory stuck on one thing his owner used to say:
“Master,” he recalled, “used to say that if we didn’t suit him he would
put us in his pocket quick—meaning that he would sell us.”" That
threat, with its imagery of outsized power and bodily dematerialization,
suffused the daily life of the enslaved. Like other pieces of property,
slaves spent most of their time outside the market, held to a standard
of value but rarely priced. They lived as parents and children, as cotton
pickers, card players, and preachers, as adversaries, friends, and lovers.
But though they were seldom priced, slaves’ values always hung over
their heads. J. W. C. Pennington, another fugitive, called this the “chat-
tel principle”: any slave’s identity might be disrupted as easily as a price
could be set and a piece of paper passed from one hand to another.” Of
the two thirds of a million interstate sales made by the traders in the
decades before the Civil War, twenty-five percent involved the destruc-
tion of a first marriage and fifty percent destroyed a nuclear family
—many of these separating children under the age of thirteen from
their parents. Nearly all of them involved the dissolution of a previously
existing community.> And those are only the interstate sales.

As revealing as they are, these statistics mask complicated stories.
Signing a bill of sale was easy enough; selling a slave was often more
difficult. Many slaves used every resource they had to avoid being sold
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into the slave trade. Families and friends helped some slaves escape the
slave trade entirely and gave others a chance to negotiate the terms of
their sale into the trade. Whether they were sold for speculation, debt,
or punishment, many slaves refused to go quietly. They disrupted their
sales in both philosophy and practice. In philosophy by refusing to
accept their owners’ account of what was happening, by treating events
that slaveholders described in the language of economic necessity or
disciplinary exigency as human tragedy or personal betrayal. In practice
by running away or otherwise resisting their sale, forcing their owners
to create public knowledge of the violent underpinnings of their power.
However they resisted, hundreds of thousands ended up in the slave
trade. These were the “many thousands gone” memorialized in the
stories and songs out of which antebellum slaves built a systemic cri-
tique of the institution under which they lived. In these rituals of
remembrance, the disparate experiences of two million human trage-
dies were built into the ideology of the “chattel principle.”

LIVING PROPERTY

From an early age slaves’ bodies were shaped to their slavery. Their
growth was tracked against their value; outside the market as well as
inside it, they were taught to see themselves as commodities. When he
was ten, Peter Bruner heard his master refuse an offer of eight hundred
dollars (he remembered the amount years later), saying “that I was just
growing into money, that I would soon be worth a thousand dollars.”
Before he reached adulthood John Brown had learned that the size of
his feet indicated to a slaveholder that he “would be strong and stout
some day,” but that his worn-down appearance—bones sticking “up
almost through my skin” and hair “burnt to a brown red from exposure
to the sun”—nevertheless made it unlikely that he would “fetch a
price.” Likewise, by the time she was fourteen, Elizabeth Keckley had
repeatedly been told that even though she had grown “strong and
healthy,” and “notwithstanding that I knit socks and attended to various
kinds of work . . . that I would never be worth my salt.” Years later the
pungency of the memory of those words seemed to surprise Keckley
herself. “It may seem strange that I should place such emphasis upon
words thoughtlessly, idly spoken,” she wrote in her autobiography.*
Condensed in the memory of a phrase turned about her adolescent
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body, Elizabeth Keckley re-encountered the commodification of her
childhood.

Through care and discipline, slaves’ bodies were physically incorpo-
rated with their owners’ standards of measure. Henry Clay Bruce nos-
talgically remembered his youth as an easy time when “slave children
had nothing to do but eat, play, and grow, and physically speaking attain
a good size and height.” But, Bruce also remembered, the daily routine
he enjoyed was charted along a different axis by an owner interested in
his growth: “a tall, well-proportioned slave man or woman, in case of a
sale, would always command the highest price paid.” As John Brown
remembered it, the daily incorporation of his youthful body with his
enslavement was a matter of coercion as much as care. Brown’ mistress
“used to call us children up to the big house every morning and give us
a dose of garlic and rue to keep us ‘wholesome,’ as she said and make
us ‘grow likely for the market.”” Having staked a right to her slaves that
stretched into the fibers of their form, she would turn them out to run
laps around a tree in the yard, lashing them to make them “nimbler,”
forcibly animating their bodies with the spirit she imagined buyers
would desire.’

Brown’s memory makes another thing clear: the process by which a
child was made into a slave was often quite brutal. As an adolescent,
Henry was adjudged “right awkward” and beaten by his mistress, who
thought his arms too long and hands too aimless for work in her dining
room. Jen-year-old Moses Grandy was flogged “naked with a severe
whip” because he “could not learn his [master’s] way of hilling corn.”
Thirteen-year-old Celestine was beaten until her back was marked and
her clothes stained with blood because she could not find her way
around the kitchen. Twelve-year-old Monday was whipped by his mis-
tress because his lupus made his nose run on the dinner napkins.® Just
as the bodies of slaveholding children were bent to the carefully cho-
reographed performances of the master class—in their table manners,
posture and carriage, gender-appropriate deportment, and so on—mo-
tion by disciplined motion, the bodies of slave children were forcibly
shaped to their slavery.”

From an early age, enslaved children learned to view their own
bodies through two different lenses, one belonging to their masters, the
other belonging to themselves. As Henry Clay Bruce put it about a
youthful trip to the woods that ended in a narrow escape from a
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charging boar: “It was a close call. But we kept that little fun mum, for
if Jack Perkinson had learned of his narrow escape from the loss of two
or three Negro boys worth five or six hundred dollars each, he would
have given us a severe whipping.”® Whether by care or coercion (or by
their peculiar combination in the nuzzling violence that characterized
slaveholding “paternalism”), enslaved children were taught to experi-
ence their bodies twice at once, to move through the world as both child
and slave, person and property.

Just as the chattel principle was worked into the bodies of enslaved
people, it was also present in their families and communities. As
Thomas Johnson remembered it, one after another his childhood
friends were “missed from the company.” Hearing that the man who
took them away was a “Georgia trader,” Johnson and his friends would
run and hide whenever they saw “a white man looking over the fence
as we were playing.” The threat of sale, Johnson later remembered,
infused his friendships with fear.” Thomas Jones remembered that the
trade was present in his most intimate relations from the time he was
very young: “my dear parents . . . talked about our coming misery,
and they lifted up their voices and wept aloud as they spoke of us
being torn from them and sold off to the dreaded slave trader.” The
account Jones made of his later attachments was similarly interpolated
with the dread of sale: “I had a constant dread that Mrs. Moore would
be in want of money and sell my dear wife. We constantly dreaded a
final separation. Our affection for each other was very strong and this
made us always apprehensive of a cruel parting.” Likewise Lewis Hay-
den: “Intelligent colored people of my circle of acquaintance as a
general thing felt no security whatever for their family ties. Some, it is
true, who belonged to rich families felt some security; but those of us
who looked deeper and knew how many were not rich that seemed
so, and saw how fast the money slipped away, were always miserable.
The trader was all around, the slave pens at hand, and we did not
know what time any of us might be in it.”*® Under the chattel prin-
ciple, every advance into enslaved society—every reliance on another,
every child, friend, or lover, every social relation—held within it the
threat of its own dissolution.

Slaveholders used that threat to govern their slaves. As slaveholder
Thomas Maskell proudly put it to a man who had sold him some family
slaves: “I govern them the same way your late brother did, without the

22



THE CHATTEL PRINCIPLE

whip by stating to them that I should sell them if they do not conduct
themselves as I wish.”"" No matter how benign Maskell thought his
own rule, it is hard to imagine that his slaves were not living in terror
of making a mistake. Henry Clay Bruce remembered the nominally
nonviolent power of men like Maskell from the other side: “Slaves
usually got scared when it became clear that Negro-Trader [John]
White was in the community. The owners used White’s name as a
threat to scare the slaves when they had violated some rule.” “If a man
did anything out of the way he was in more danger of being sold than
being whipped,” George Johnson likewise remembered.”* Like a dis-
ease that attacks the body through its own immune system, slaveholders
used the enslaved families and communities that usually insulated slaves
from racism and brutality as an instrument of coercion, to discipline
their slaves.” Among slaveholders, this peculiar mixture of ostensible
moderation and outright threat was called paternalism.

As well as threatening social death—the permanent disappearance of
a person as a playmate, parent, child, friend, or lover—the slave trade
was understood by slaves as threatening literal death. After years of
answering questions at antislavery meetings, Lewis Clarke explained
slaves’ fear of the slave trade to an imagined interlocutor: “Why do
slaves dread so bad to go to the South—to Mississippi or Louisiana?
Because they know slaves are driven very hard there, and worked to
death in a few years.” Or as Jacob Stroyer put it, “Louisiana was
considered by the slaves a place of slaughter, so those who were going
there did not expect to see their friends again.” The fear of being sold
south, wrote the Reverend Josiah Henson, the man whose life was
thought to be the basis for Harriet Beecher Stowe’s fictional Uncle
Tom, filled the slaves of the upper South with “perpetual dread.””*

“Perpetual dread,” “always apprehensive,” “the trader was all
around,” “the pens at hand”—the terms in which ex-slaves remembered
the trade collapse the distinction between the immediate and the dis-
tant. Fear of Louisiana was a constant in Virginia, future sale was always
a present threat. For slaves, especially those in the exporting states of
the upper South, time and space were bent around the ever-present
threat of sale to a slave trader.” Hundreds of thousands of times in the
history of the antebellum South was this sinuous description of the
relation of time, space, and slavery ratified in experience. It is, however,
only in contrast to the carefully delimited accounts of the trade offered
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by their owners that the ideological importance of the slaves’ version of
the chattel principle can be fully understood.

SLAVEHOLDERS’ STORIES

Among slaveholders, the slave market existed in a different place and
time. Far from being ever-present in cities like New Orleans, the slave
market was a quarantined space, legally bounded by high walls to
“prevent them from being seen from the street” and banned from many
neighborhoods throughout the antebellum period. The state of Louisi-
ana outlawed the trade entirely during the period of panic that followed
Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion, and the city of New Orleans (like cities
across the South) taxed it at the same high rate as pawn shops, cock pits,
and race tracks.'® Like the business they conducted, slave traders were
marginalized, through rhetoric more than regulation: “Southern Shy-
lock,” “Southern Yankee,” and “Negro Jockey” they were called, the
sorts of insults that marked them as figurative outcasts from slavehold-
ing society. When Daniel Hundley sat down to write the description of
slave traders that would be included in his proslavery account, Social
Relations in Our Southern States (1860), he described the slave traders as
a caste apart and assumed that they would be readily identifiable to even
the most casual observer. In his description, slave traders looked almost
as different from other southern whites as slaves did. “The miserly
Negro Trader,” Hundley assured his readers, “is outwardly a coarse,
ill-bred person, provincial in speech and manners, with a cross-looking
phiz, a whiskey tinctured nose, cold hard-looking eyes, a dirty tobacco-
stained mouth, and shabby dress.” You knew them when you saw
them."’

Hundley’ description of the traders’ business represents a summary
statement of a half century of white southern efforts to riddle out the
implications that this thriving trade in people had for their “domestic”
institution. He began by noting that the slave trader “is not troubled
evidently with conscience, for although he habitually separates parent
from child, brother from sister, and husband from wife, he is yet one of
the jolliest dogs alive.” But, Hundley continued, the trader’s “greatest
wickedness” was not his “cruelty to the African.” It was the dishonesty
and the avarice with which he threatened to poison social relations
among white people: “nearly nine tenths of the slaves he buys and sells
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are vicious ones sold for crimes or misdemeanors, or otherwise diseased
ones sold because of their worthlessness as property. These he pur-
chases for about one half what healthy and honest slaves would cost
him; but he sells them as both honest and healthy.” Slave traders,
according to slaveholders like Hundley, were family separators in a land
of organic social relations, sharp dealers in a society of “honorable
men,” merchants of disease and disorder in an otherwise healthy social
body. In the figure of the slave trader were condensed the anxieties of
slaveholding society in the age of capitalist transformation: paternalism
overthrown by commodification, honor corrupted by interest, and
dominance infected with disorder."®

By embodying the economy in people in the stigmatized figure of the
trader, Hundley was doing what countless southern laws and slavehold-
ing commonplaces attempted to do: maintain an artificial and ideologi-
cal separation of “slavery” from “the market.” Never mind that it was
“ordinary” slaveholders who decided to sell all of those diseased and
disorderly slaves to the traders in the first place, never mind that the
majority of family-separating sales occurred at the behest of upper-
South slaveholders rather than lower-South slave traders, never mind
that antebellum slaveholders went to the pens to buy and sell these
uprooted people by the thousands: for Hundley, the traders’ contami-
nating presence served as a measure of general cleanliness, an easily
isolated element of an otherwise sound system, acknowledged only to
be explained away.” Isolating the slave market as a place and limiting
their definition of slave trading to a full-time profession allowed “ordi-
nary” slaveholders like Daniel Hundley to insulate themselves from
responsibility for the family separations, sharp dealing, and uncertainty
that characterized their “domestic” institution. Scapegoating the trad-
ers was a good way to defend the rest of slavery.

But just as their money seeped through the southern economy and
their prepackaged fantasies suffused the dreams of slave buyers, the
traders’ practice could not be contained by the bricks and mortar that
bounded the pens. The entire economy of the antebellum South was
constructed upon the idea that the bodies of enslaved people had a
measurable monetary value, whether they were ever actually sold or
not. Slaves were regularly used as collateral in credit transactions;
indeed, rather than giving an IOU when they borrowed money, many
slaveholders simply wrote out a bill of sale for a slave who would
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actually be transferred only if they failed to pay their debt. The value
attached to unsold slaves was much more useful to antebellum business-
men than that attached to land, for slaves were portable and the slave
traders promised ready cash. In antebellum East Feliciana Parish, Lou-
isiana, slaves accounted for eighty percent of the security offered in
recorded mortgages. Similarly, slaves were used as collateral by pur-
chasers of shares in Louisiana’s investment banks. And slaves, even
when they were not sold, were valued when estates were divided;
coheirs could not be sure of their shares until the people owned by the
deceased were translated into prices. Everyday all over the antebellum
South, slaveholders’ relations to one another—their promises, obliga-
tions, and settlements—were backed by the idea of a market in slaves,
the idea that people had a value that could be abstracted from their
bodies and cashed in when the occasion arose.*

More than that, the daily business of slaveholding was measured in
the terms of a slave market that existed only in slaveholders’ heads—a
market that made the value of their slaves seem to dance before their
eyes, jumping and shifting, even as, day after day, the slaves did the same
work they always had, tilling fields, nursing children, waiting tables.
Slave buyers tracked rhythms, cycles, and tendencies in “the market” as
they tried to decide when and where to buy slaves. Likewise, they
consulted agricultural manuals that included rising slave values among
the attributes of a good crop. Louisiana planter William Welhan duti-
fully made a list of his slaves by age and value in 1856 and kept a running
subtotal of their worth; in a document dated 1858 he broke that list
down by age and sex and counted out the cash value he had in each of
the market categories—$850 for males from 15 to 45 years, of whom
he had twenty-nine, for example, totaled out to $24,650 in prime-age
male property. Slaveholders like Welhan could track their fortunes in
Affleck’s Planter’s Annual Record, which provided a convenient table by
which slaves’ annual increase in value could be tracked in the same set
of tables as their daily cotton production, and a page at the back where
the “planter” could fill in the value of his slave force, and calculate the
“Interest on the same at ten percent.” Indeed, slaves’ market
value—“advantage, worth, quality”—was often cited as the best guar-
antee that their owners would treat them well; paternalism itself, it
turns out, was sometimes best measured in cash.*

The daily interchange between “slavery” and “the market” was so
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dense as to make the boundary between them indistinguishable; though
bounded in place, in practice the slave market suffused the antebellum
South. Slave traders held collateral on much of the economy and
ideology of the slaveholding South: commercial instruments, daily busi-
ness practice, common figures of speech, all of these depended on the
slave market to make them make sense. References to the cash value of
slaves signaled more than a simple awareness that any slave could be
sold in the market: they were a central way of underwriting, under-
standing, and justifying antebellum social relations. In the slave pens
the traders bought and sold the people whose notional value under-
wrote much of the business done in the slaveholding economy.

What “ordinary” slaveholders like Hundley believed distinguished
them from slave traders, however, was that they could usually come up
with a noncommercial reason for selling a slave. That is not to say that
they were not capricious or greedy, for they often were. It is rather to
say that “ordinary” slaveholders generally supplied public reckonings of
what they did, reasoned explanations—accidents, opportunities, practi-
calities, necessities—that made clear why at one moment they decided
to sell a slave whom they would otherwise have wanted to keep. The
accounts slaveholders gave of their actions emphasized the specific
events that led to an individual sale over the everpresence of the market
in slaves and the inexorability of the chattel principle—they were cir-
cumstantial rather than structural. And they traced an imaginary line of
self-justification between “slavery,” where slaves were sold only by
happenstance, and the “market,” where every slave was always for sale.

There were probably almost as many reasons given to justify the
selling of slaves in the slaveholding South as there were slaves sold.
Josiah Henson, like many others, was sold because his master died and
the estate needed to be divided equally among the heirs. Two men
known by Isaac Williams were sold because they had run away after
receiving a brutal beating; likewise, one of the men with whom Chris-
topher Nichols had run away was sold out of the jail where he was taken
upon his capture. Hunter was sold because he did not work hard
enough for his owner, and John Brown was sold because his master was
building a new house and found himself in need of some ready cash to
pay for the work. William was sold to pay for the support of his owner’s
three illegitimate children. Moses Grandy was sold because his master
defaulted upon a mortgage that Grandy had not even known existed.
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Lucy Delany was sold because her mistress thought she was getting too
proud and putting on “white airs”; Celestine was sold by her elderly
mistress because the woman’s son liked “to play and fool about her.”
J. W. C. Pennington’s mother was sold because she had been raped by
her master’s son and her mistress found out about it. Henry Crawthorn
was sold because his master was a “sporting character” and could not
pay his bills. Mrs. Harry Brant was gambled away to a slave trader
aboard a steamboat. A man known by Frederick Douglass was sold
because he was tricked by his owner into saying that he was not happy
with his treatment.”” The list could go on and on: slaveholders always
had some reason for selling a slave—an estate to divide, a debt to pay,
a transgression to punish, a threat to abate. What they rarely had when
they sold a slave, it seems from the accounts they gave of themselves,
was any direct responsibility for their own actions.

Take Maryland slaveholder T. D. Jones’ effort to explain why he had
sold Eliza, for example. The occasion for his explanation was a letter
from Eliza in which she asked that the slaveholder sell her daughter
Janine to Louisiana so that mother and daughter could be closer to one
another. While Eliza’s daughter was not allowed to respond to her
mother’ letter, Jones reported that he had told her of it and “she seemed
glad to hear from you & her countenance lighted up with smile at the
names of Aunt Liza and Tillie Ann (as she calls you and her sister.) But
she says she does not want to go away from her master.” Jones justified
his refusal to reunite Eliza’s family with a paternalist homily: the bond
between master and slave was so strong that not even the love of a (slave)
mother for her child could justify its dissolution. And Jones went on to
explain his attachment to Eliza’s daughter by comparing the little girl to
her mother: “I would be reluctant to part with her. She is petted as you
used to be. She is a watchful little spy as you used to be; she has a good
disposition, is neither cross, nor mischievous: she is useful for her serv-
ices in the house, for going on errands, and for nursing & I should miss
her very much.” Still, Jones’s description of the little girl to whom he was
so attached sounds a lot like an advertisement directed at a potential
buyer in the lower South—perhaps to the flagrantly wealthy Butler
family of Louisiana who now owned Eliza and through whom she corre-
sponded with Jones—and he promised to consider Eliza’ request.

Jones’s comparison of mother and daughter quickly led him into an
exculpating account of why he had sold Eliza in the first place. He must
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have realized the twisted logic at the heart of his paternalist apologetic:
if the attachment of master and slave was so sacred as to render it
indivisible, and if it was Janine’s similarity to Eliza that made her
indispensable, what was Eliza doing in Louisiana in the first place? The
master, Jones answered—and he was gaining energy now, baring the
teeth behind the credulous homily with which he had started the
letter—could not control the slave’s disposition: “I think you will ac-
knowledge that I was to you a kind & forbearing master & that you
were an ungrateful servant & I think you feel assured if you had
conducted yourself faithfully, no offer would have tempted me to part
with you.” As Jones put it, a mutuality that defied valuation charac-
terized the relation of master to slave; Eliza had been traded away
because she herself had dissolved those ties. That was paternalism, too,
and he rubbed it in: “Your tender & affectionate services to your
afflicted mistress created in me an attachment for you that nothing but
your ingratitude & faithlessness could have broken.”

But the memory of his own righteousness took Jones back to the time
before he had sold Eliza, and along that path he found another of his
old reasons for selling her. “Situated as I was after the death of my dear
beloved and still lamented wife, the only alternative presented to me
was to quit housekeeping or part with you—a painful one.””? Jones was
grasping: either it was Eliza’s fault or it was the “only alternative”—be-
trayed mutuality or exigent necessity—that had led him to sell Eliza.
But whatever it was, it was not his fault. Jones closed the letter with his
sense of his own righteousness intact. There is no evidence that he ever
acted on Eliza’ request.

At the heart of the slave market, then, there was a contradiction and
a contest. The contradiction was this: the abstract value that under-
wrote the southern economy could only be made material in human
shape—frail, sentient, and resistant. And thus the contradiction was
daily played out in a contest over meaning. Were slave sales, as so many
slaveholders insisted, the unfortunate results of untimely deaths, un-
avoidable debts, unforeseeable circumstances, and understandable pun-
ishments, or were they, as so many slaves felt, the natural, inevitable,
and predictable result of a system that treated people as property? Was
a slave sale an untimely rupture of the generally benign character of the
relation between master and slave or hard evidence of the hidden
structure of that relation, a part of slavery that revealed the malign
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character of the whole? In the contest over defining what it was that
was happening, slaveholders had every advantage their considerable
resources could support—state power, a monopoly on violence, and a
well-developed propaganda network that stretched from church pulpits
to planter-class periodicals like DeBow’s Review—to enforce their ideo-
logically situated account as a transparent truth. And yet slaves were not
without resources of their own: a developed underground that provided
intelligence about coming sales and supported efforts to resist or escape
the trade, knowledge of slaveholders’ incentives and ideology that they
could appropriate to subversive purposes, and, ultimately, an alternative
account of what was going on—a systemic critique of slavery—which
through their practical resistance they forced into the public record of
the antebellum South.

FIRST SALE

That slaves were able to pass on so much information about the reasons
their owners gave for selling them points to an important fact: many
slaveholders were forced to consider their slaves a party to their own
sale. Some very few slaves ran away into the slave trade to escape brutal
masters or tragic lives, and some very few others were able to gain their
freedom by purchasing themselves. But for the vast majority of slaves,
sale had a fearful character, and they did whatever they could to avoid
it. Indeed, many slave sales had to be negotiated twice through—once
with the buyer and once with the merchandise. Although very few
slaves escaped a threatened sale, many resisted and in the process forced
their owners into creating knowledge of the structural accountability
that was often hidden behind well-turned public accountings and ritual
avowals of circumstantial necessity.

Certainly, those whose owners died knew that their futures might be
settled with a sale, and many accounts of passage into the slave trade
begin with the dispersion of a slaveholder’s estate.”* Others, however,
obtained knowledge of their sale from more mysterious sources. “At
length the report was started that I was to be sold for Louisiana,”
remembered Lewis Clarke. “It was rumored that I was sold,” likewise
remembered Williamson Pease. Or, as Harriet Newby wrote to her
husband: “Dear husband you know not the trouble I see; the last two
years has been a trouble dream to me. It is said master is in want of

30



THE CHATTEL PRINCIPLE

money. If so, I know not what time he may sell me.”** “The report was
started,” “it was rumored,” “it is said”: behind the source-protecting
passive voice was hidden a network of informers that stretched into the
parlors and offices of slaveholders who sometimes seem to have thought
themselves impervious to the judgment of others and inaudible to the
people who serviced their tables and stocked their shelves. Isaac Ma-
son’s information that he was going to be sold came from his master’s
son. Charles Peyton Lucas, a blacksmith, found out from his sister that
the stranger who had watched him at work during the day had dined
with his owner in the evening. “I won’t take less than fifteen hundred
dollars,” she had overheard their owner say at the dinner table; “he is a
first-rate blacksmith.”*® As much as slaveholders liked to think that
their affairs were their own business, they could not stop their property
from listening in on their conversations or gossiping with their associ-
ates or neighbors.

When they found out they were going to be sold, some slaves ran
away. Lewis Clarke ran away as soon as he heard the “report” that he
was going to be sold to Louisiana. Like Clarke, many of the escaped
slaves whom William Still met at the northern outlet of the Under-
ground Railroad dated their decision to run away to the time when they
heard they were to be sold for debt or punishment. “The slave auction
block,” Still wrote, “indirectly proved to be in some respects a very
active agent in promoting travel on the U.G.R.R.” So, too, for those
whom Benjamin Drew met in the free communities of Canada in the
1850s. Among them was Charles Peyton Lucas, who took flight after
he found out from his sister he was to be sold. Another ex-slave inter-
viewed by Drew was Benjamin West, who described his decision to run
away in the following terms: “My master died and I heard that I was to
be sold, which would separate me from my family, and knowing no law
which would protect me I came away.”*” Facing both social death and
literal death in the killing fields of the lower South, these men had
nothing left to lose; isolation, hunger, exposure, tracking dogs, and the
threats of violent capture and sadistic punishment that their owners
generally used to keep them from slipping out from under their own
prices could no longer provoke enough fear to keep these men from
running away.

Most of those who ran away, perhaps seventy-five percent, were men.
As historian Deborah Gray White has argued, shared childcare and an

3I



SOUL BY SOUL

early age of first pregnancy made it more difficult for women to take on
such risks than men. White also points out that men were more likely
to face solitary sale than women. Particularly in the years before 1850,
when men were being exported from the upper South in far greater
numbers than women, it was men who were most likely to find them-
selves in a situation where they had nothing to lose by running away.”®

But even those who were unable or unwilling to accept the privation
and uncertainty of running for freedom could use flight to avoid sale.
Moses Grandy remembered Billy Grandy, his childhood owner, as a
hard-drinking man who often sold his people to pay for his entertain-
ment. Though Grandy’s mother could not hope to carry eight children
to freedom, she was for some time able to keep them from getting sold.
“I remember well,” Grandy later wrote, “my mother often hid us in the
woods to prevent master selling us.” During that time the Grandy family
lived on wild berries they found in the woods and potatoes and raw corn
that could only have come from slaves who remained behind or lived
nearby. Word that the slaveholding Grandy had relented came from the
same quarter: “After a time, the master would send word to her to come
in, promising her he would not sell us.”*? By enlisting the support of
other slaves in the neighborhood and withholding her labor and that of
her children, Grandy’s mother repeatedly postponed their sale.

Edward Hicks used flight to renegotiate the terms of his own sale.
Soon after he was sold to a Luneburg County, Virginia, slave trader,
Hicks ran away. Lost and hungry after four days in the woods, he told
his story to “an old colored man” he met on the road, and the man fed
him and pointed the way back to Luneburg. When he returned, Hicks
saw “some of my friends and brothers there,” who told him that he had
been advertised as a runaway, gave him some food, and advised him “to
go to an old house where the cotton was kept and there to stay until the
advertisement was over.” Hicks was still hiding there when the slave
trader gave up and set off for New Orleans without him. By the spring,
when the trader returned to Luneburg for another season of slave
buying, Hicks remembered, “there was a white man in Luneburg who
wanted to buy me,” and the trader, as was common practice, sold the
chance of Hicks’s capture “in the woods.” Hicks concluded the story of
his sale with a sentence that balanced the deal made by the slaveholders
with that made by the slave: “It was settled at eight hundred dollars:
then he sent out some of his boys to tell me, and in a few days I went
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to him.”*° The connection between Hicks and the man who eventually
bought the chance of his capture is obscure: Hicks may have promised
to come in before the bill of sale was finalized or he might have seized
an unexpected chance to stay in Luneburg when it was presented him.
What is clear is that he had plenty of help from neighboring slaves in
escaping, hiding, and deciding when to come out. With the help of the
very community from which he was to be separated by the trade, Hicks
stayed away until he was satisfied with the terms of his own sale.

Behind other bills of sale were similar stories. In January 1853 Lou-
isiana planter Augustus Walker bought 153 slaves from Joseph Hernan-
dez of St. Augustine, Florida. The slaves were to be transported to
Louisiana and put to work on Walker’s Orleans Parish sugar plantation.
After meeting with Hernandez once himself and sending his agent
twice more, Walker thought he had finally worked out the details of the
trade and sent a third man to Florida to take possession of the slaves.
But, as difficult as it might have been to work out the legalities of the
transaction, executing its terms proved even harder. In April Walker
received word that his agent had been unable to take possession of the
people the planter had purchased. “On the Negroes being informed
they were to go to New Orleans and that we had come for them they
demurred very generally,” the agent began, “and when the time fixed
for their moving came they declined going to New Orleans.” That first
night “about forty” of the slaves ran away; and by the time the agent
wrote, more than 120 of the original 153 had disappeared. The sheriff
had been notified, but Walker’s agent closed by asking his employer to
travel to Florida to solve things for himself. He added this to underline
the seriousness of his request: “it is an act of revolt on the part of the
Negroes and I fear we have not seen the worst of it.”*" The agent first
estimated the situation as a negotiation gone bad—upon learning the
terms, the slaves demurred and declined—but his conclusion made it
sound more like an open war.

If the very communities threatened by the trade could resist sale, so
too could slaves invoke their own value in an effort to preserve their
communities. This is most obvious in the case of those who tried to save
themselves from the trade by threatening self destruction. Ex-slaves
from Missouri and Virginia told nineteenth-century interviewers of
men and women who, threatened with sale to a slave trader, cut off their
hands and fingers or took their own lives. Lewis Clarke, in answer to a

33



SOUL BY SOUL

question commonly asked on the antislavery lecture circuit, remem-
bered “a slave mother who took her child into the cellar and killed it.
She did it to prevent being separated from her child.” “Other in-
stances,” he added, “I have frequently heard of.”3* The horror of these
stories has caused many to doubt their veracity; running away, with all
of the bodily danger and emotional isolation it entailed, is a type of
resistance that is easier to assimilate. And, indeed, the value of answers
to questions asked repeatedly by middle-class white antislavery inter-
locutors—whose own obsessions seem so economically condensed into
the image of slavery escaped at the price of infanticide—might be
understood as either literal or symbolic truth.?’ These events may have
happened with the frequency Clarke suggested, or these stories may
have been emblematic of feelings that were too contradictory or choices
that were too difficult to explain without a concrete exemplar. What is
clear, however, is that these stories had the same currency among
slaveholders that they did among abolitionists.

In 1849 Joseph Copes, a physician who was in the process of moving
from rural Mississippi to New Orleans, made a contract to send some
of the people he owned to be hired out in Baton Rouge. Among those
slated to go was a man named Ednoull; among those to be left behind
was Ednoull’s wife, Sally. But before the Mississippi River had subsided
enough from its spring high to allow the slaves’ passage, Copes’s agent,
William Arick, who was shipping the slaves, asked his employer to
rethink his plans: “Your plan of taking Ednoull from Sally is a bad one,”
the agent warned. In a letter he wrote ten days later he explained why
he thought so. “Ednoull tells me,” he wrote, “that you and Mary Ann
said when he and Sally married that they should never be parted and
says that if I send him from her it will not do you or anybody else any
good—meaning I suppose that he will kill himself.” Ednoull was almost
certainly risking a brutal beating by standing firm, but he made sure
that the agent (and thus Copes) knew that they could do nothing worse
to him than what they had already threatened. He would take his own
life—and, he made explicit, destroy the value he embodied—if he were
separated from his wife. When the appointed time came, Ednoull
remained behind as the other slaves departed. “He openly said that he
would kill himself if T sent him,” explained Arick.’*

Ednoull’s victory was temporary, for six months later he was in Baton
Rouge. In December 1849 Copes received a letter from his stepson
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G. B. Davis, which urged him to reunite Ednoull and Sally in precisely
the same terms that Ednoull had outlined to Arick, the agent: Ednoull
had been promised that his marriage would be respected and threat-
ened that he would not be valuable to anyone if it was not. Although
Copes still controlled the slaves in 1849, the younger man was to take
up ownership when he reached his majority. It is not known whether
his stepson’s urging led Copes to make good his promise, or indeed
whether the young man made it good himself when he had the chance.
What is clear, however, is that Ednoull had recognized that his threat
was one his owner could not ignore, and that he was continuing to
protest his treatment and to threaten his own destruction—and that
of the value he embodied.®

Slaves like Ednoull had one other tool at their disposal as they tried
to resist a threatened sale: the terms of their enslavement. Ednoull’s
statement to the agent was a threat to his owner but it was also a
reminder of a broken promise. By reminding Copes that the slave-
holder had promised to respect his marriage, by recounting his history
with Copes in the grammar of promise and obligation, Ednoull had
changed the field of meanings that his removal had for his master. What
had been for his master a detail of business was reframed by Ednoull as
matter of the man’s honor. Moses Grandy desperately invoked similar
terms when he saw a slave trader carrying his wife away: “For God’s
sake have you bought my wife?’ He said he had; when I asked him what
she had done, he said she had done nothing, but that her master wanted
money.”** Grandy, like Ednoull, had been betrayed, and he invoked the
paternalist mutuality of the broken promise: if she had not behaved
badly, the slaveholder should not have sold her. Charles Ball’s mother
pleaded in similar terms after she had been sold to a slave trader. Rather
than following the trader, she ran after the local man who had bought
the young Ball and took the child in her arms. “She then,” Ball remem-
bered, “still holding me in her arms, walked along the road beside the
horse as he moved slowly, and earnestly and imploringly besought my
master to buy her and the rest of the children, and not permit them to
be carried away by the Negro buyers.”?” Balls mother gave her son’s
new master a promise of paternalism: he could distinguish himself from
the slave traders by buying and saving the family. Like Ednoull, like
Grandy, like so many thousands of others throughout the history of the
antebellum South, Ball’s mother wept in vain.
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Occasionally, however, when chided by their slaves or others, slave-
holders did act in concert with the better selves of their paternalist
rhetoric. William Green’s mother convinced her owner (“she having
nursed him when a child”) to sell her son in the neighborhood rather
than to a slave trader. Both Henry Clay Bruce and Moses Grandy
recalled slaveholders’ tearful wives and children interceding on the
behalf of women and children who had been sold to traders. And when
the Louisiana widow Jane Crisswell tried to sell her slaves at public
auction, she was led by the “tears and promises” of a woman who feared
separation from her children to cancel the auction and make the best of
it with her slaves.3® Tears and promises, feelings of betrayal, and pledges
of mutuality—on occasion slaves could work the paternalist rhetoric of
their owners into a successful critique of slaveholding practice. It should
go without saying that slaves’ invocations of their owners’ paternalist
promises were often strategic: they implied no internalization of slave-
holder paternalism.’® Barely escaping separation and sale by relying
upon a slaveholder’s attenuated sense of obligation was no more likely
to inure slaves to their situation than receiving a beating would have.

These strategies emerged from the existing relations between slaves
and slaveholders and were shaped by those relations. All of the forego-
ing successful invocations of paternalist mutuality involved the separa-
tion of a mother from her child. Most of the slaveholding intercessors
were themselves women. The “paternalism” evident in these cases was
the result of appeals made in a language that appears to have been
unique to enslaved women and that was most effectively directed at
slaveholding ones. This is not to say that slaveholding women were less
invested in slavery than their fathers, sons, and husbands. Far from it:
occasionally interceding on the behalf of the people they owned was
one of the ways in which they performed their roles as slaveholding
ladies.** The formalized gender roles that slaveholders prescribed for
both themselves and their slaves, however, provided enslaved mothers
with avenues of resistance that were not available to other slaves. The
very social roles that made it difficult for enslaved women to escape sale
through flight could be invoked against a threatened sale.

As a few of these stories suggest, the best that many slaves could hope
for was the chance to find themselves a buyer who lived nearby. In order
to preserve enslaved families, slave sellers occasionally allowed favored
slaves to sell themselves rather than being put up at public auctions.
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Thomas Clemson, for example, allowed Daphny—alone among the
many slaves on the plantation he was liquidating—to find a buyer for
her family before the public sale. Daphny, he noted by way of explana-
tion for this particular favor, had been a gift from his father-in-law, John
C. Calhoun, and had served the family faithfully. Mrs. Henry Brant
pushed her owner into a similar favor by making “such a fuss” when he
tried to use her to settle a gambling debt to a slave trader that “the
people told him ’twas a shame to let me go to the trader—that I was too
good a girl for that, having taken care of him in sickness—that I ought
to have the chance to find someone to buy me.”#

Others made desperate attempts to sell themselves from the slave
pen. James Phillips wrote to his wife from Richmond, where he was
awaiting shipment to the lower South, “Do pray, try and get Brant
and Mr. Byers and Mr. Weaver to send or come on to buy me, and if
they will only buy me back, I will be a faithful man to them so long
as I live . . . Feel for me now or never.”” By showing the named men
the letter, as James Phillips urged her to do, Mary Phillips was prom-
ising them a lifetime of grateful good behavior and reminding them
that the consequences of inaction were eternal: feel for me now or
never.

It is not known whether James Phillips escaped sale to the lower
South, but the vast majority of stories like his ended with a sale. For
every story of successful struggles against the trade there were many,
many more that ended like this: “Howdy and goodbye, for I never
expect to see you again. Try to do the best you can, and if you have a
good master behave properly to him, and try to think about your master
in Heaven. If I had known you were going to be sold I would have been
better satisfied, but I am very much distressed now at being separated
from you. Remember me and I will think of you. Write to me after you
are settled. Your wife Fatima.”#

FINAL TERMS

Slaveholders, much of the literature on the antebellum South reminds
us, were decorous people: they did not like scenes, at least not those
choreographed by someone else.** Nor was it in their interest to have
to negotiate with the people they sold as well as with those to whom
they were selling. To protect their own impoverished accounts of a
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slave sale from being publicly confuted anc to prevent their com-
mercial bargains from being undermined by t. .ir objects, many sellers
resorted to ingratiation, deceit, and coercior -techniques often pub-
licly identified with the unsavory character f the slave trader. No
matter the language they used to describe their slave selling, no matter
the reasons they gave, slaveholders knew from experience that their
slaves went to sale unwillingly. Especially when faced with sale to a
slave trader, slaves were liable to take flight, break down, or attempt
an embarrassing public accounting of historical and mutual obliga-
tions. Never more so than when they tried to anticipate and outma-
neuver their slaves’ resistance to sale did slaveholders reveal the vast
distance between their cover stories and the brutal underpinnings of
their business. The few slaves who resisted sale shaped the market
practice of many masters, forcing slaveholders to create public knowl-
edge of their complicity with the traders by trying to anticipate their
slaves’ resistance.

Some attempted to palliate their slave selling with paternalist solici-
tude. “The Negroes will probably be somewhat distressed at being
sold,” Lewis Stirling advised his son, who was to oversee the sale of a
group of the family’s slaves, “and you must do what you can to reconcile
them, tell them (which is the fact) that I owed Mr. Lyon and had no
other way of paying.”* A narrative of economic necessity protected
Stirling from having to take responsibility for his own actions. But it
was up to his slaves to be reconciled, to accept that commerce was a
“fact” and their attachments illusory, that paying a debt was a necessity
and preserving their community a luxury. If the slaves did not reconcile
themselves to his account of events, Stirling’s solicitude might be un-
dermined by their distress. He might have to watch them cry, or catch
them running, or beat them until they capitulated to his version of
reality. By that time their sale would have taken on a very different
meaning from the one with which he carefully prepared his son. Stirling
had struck a self-saving bargain with his creditor, but the meaning—if
not the execution—of that bargain remained to be negotiated with his
slaves.

Other slaveholders were not willing to take the chance of making a
second bargain, and they took steps to insure that they did not have to
explain their business to their slaves. When Williamson Peace heard a
rumor that he had been sold, his owner denied it. “There cannot be so
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much smoke without some fire,” Peace insisted, “everybody has got it
that you have sold me.” Still Peace’s owner tried to convince him that
things were another way: “he swore that it was a lie: that they were just
trying to get me to run away.” Peace later recalled that “[I] made up my
mind to leave on the first opportunity” anyway, so he chose to go along
with his master’s ploy. He thought—rightly it turned out—that being
sold in New Orleans offered him a better chance to escape than did
remaining in Arkansas.*

Along with outright lies, some slaveholders used surprise to avoid
negotiating with the slaves they were selling. As Thomas Clemson put
it about the estate liquidation from which he spared only Daphny:
“My object is to get the most I can for the property . . . I care but
little to whom and how the[y] are sold, whether together or separated
. . . the affair should be kept as secret as possible on account of the
Negroes.”” Though Clemson did not care himself, he realized the
slaves would care how they were sold, and so he tried to take them
by surprise. Charity Bowery’s mistress made the same calculation when
she sent Bowery on an errand while a trader came around to buy
Bowery’s twelve-year-old son Richard: “she didn’t want to be troubled
with our cries,” Bowery remembered. Elizabeth Keckley recalled a
similar story. Little Joe, the son of her owner’s cook, was dressed in
his best clothes one day and taken away. “When her son started for
Petersburg in the wagon, the truth began to dawn upon her mind,
and she pleaded piteously that her boy should not be taken from her,
but master quieted her by falsely telling her he was simply going to
town with the wagon, and would be back in the morning.” Eliza, a
woman Solomon Northup met in a Washington, D.C,, slave pen, had
been brought there by her owner (who was also her lover) “under the
pretense that the time had come when her free papers were to be
executed, in fulfillment of her master’s promise.”® None of these lies
lasted long; at the end of each there was recognition and the slave
trade. Neither mothers nor their children posed any great risk of
running off to avoid a sale, but these slaveholders apparently cared
about keeping their business free of the feelings of the people they
sold. Whether it was the scene itself or the influence that open ex-
pressions of loss and betrayal might have on other slaves, their own
family members, or even themselves, some slaveholders sidestepped
the moment of truth with a lie. By so doing they assured themselves
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a smooth transaction but conceded that their economy could be sus-
tained only at the cost of its pretense of humanity.

As a way of keeping slave selling free of the influence of the enslaved,
mendacity shaded easily into coercion. While young Sella Martin was
playing in his owner’s yard, his mother was quietly called down to the
privacy of the stable, where she was handcuffed and told that if she cried
out she would be beaten. When Martin nevertheless saw her being
carried away and tried to speak to the trader, the young boy’s master
drove him out into the yard. There, he saw his sister being led away by
another man, who was “cuffing her to make her keep silent.” Over the
objections of his owner’s wife and young son (who was his playmate),
Martin himself was soon led away by still another trader.

James Smith remembered that slave traders planned to ambush his
friend Zip when he was in the barn putting up a horse. Thomas Johnson
was likewise trapped by traders who invited him to a house under the
pretense of hospitality. William Troy did not see any pretense at all
when he came across a slave sale that was being negotiated near
Loretto, Virginia: “I heard the boy hollowing in the swamp; from
hearing the shrieks I made towards the boy, when I went there, I found
him [the owner] in the act of catching the boy to have him sold.”* Back
of every slave seller’s strategy was the threat of violence: if he could not
talk his slaves into the trade with unctuous apologies or trick them into
it with secrets and lies, he could track them down, shackle their limbs,
and forcibly carry them away. No longer, however, could he claim to be
selling as a disappointed paternalist or helpless debtor: as one Virginia
woman said of the slaveholder who had sold her daughters, “he was a
mean dirty slave trader.”°

For the slave economy to work smoothly, slaveholders had continu-
ally to consider the reactions of their unwilling underwriters. However
they described their reasons for selling slaves, they had to consider the
slaves’ perspective to make sure they would have a body to go with the
bill of sale. Their pre-emptive explanations, lies, and violence betray
their awareness of the feelings of the people they sold. The threat of
resistance thus forced a rupture in the tidy transcript of commercial
necessity and moralizing self-justification by creating public knowledge
of “ordinary” slaveholders’ complicity in the world the slave traders
made—a world in which hundreds of thousands of slave sales, many of
them breaking marriages, most of them dividing families, all of them
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destroying communities, underwrote the history of the antebellum
South.

MANY THOUSANDS GONE

The history of the slave trade is as much the story of those left behind as
it is the story of those carried away. It is the story of separated lovers and
broken families, of widows, widowers, and orphans left in the wake of
the trade, only, perhaps, to be sold themselves at a later date.’” Some of
those whose friends or relatives were carried away by the traders had the
comfort of information that came across the filaments of connection
which spanned the enslaved South. Ann Garrison, who had been a slave
in Maryland, told an interviewer in 1841 that her son, sold to a south-
bound trader, was able to send a farewell from Baltimore via a friend who
lived there. Those who could write sometimes sent word themselves.
Kidnapped and carried to New Orleans by Hope H. Slatter in 1837,
John Wesley Dunn tried to send word to his family through the Meth-
odist Church seven years later. Charles Brown’s grandmother, who was
“jerked up and carried to New Orleans” without any warning, managed
to write “a good while later that she would get free and come back and
free her children.” Others who could not write sent word by their
owners. The letter Eliza sent to her Maryland master trying to convince
him to allow her reunion with her daughter Janine (the one to which he
responded with the litany of baleful excuses) was only half of the Louisi-
ana woman’s effort to reconstitute, if only for a moment, her broken
family. Eliza also dictated a letter to her own mother, who lived in
another part of Louisiana. Eliza’s mother responded with a letter, dic-
tated to her mistress, which reported that the older woman was in good
health and provided directions that Eliza might use to come visit.>*
Though it is not known whether Eliza ever saw either her mother or her
daughter, by writing she was reconstituting in greeting and remem-
brance a matrilineal family that had been sundered by the trade.
Because many of the traders followed the same routes year after year,
the trade itself afforded some slaves the opportunity to get news of
family and friends back home. In his narrative, William Wells Brown,
who was hired to a slave trader, recounted two occasions when he had
met men he had previously known in St. Louis along the trader’s
Mississippi River route—one in Natchez and one chained into a coffle

41



SOUL BY SOUL

aboard a boat bound for New Orleans.>? As he traveled back and forth,
Brown could articulate connections between those who had been sepa-
rated by the trade. Perhaps such a link enabled James Smith to write
this of a woman he had seen sold to a trader: “We heard sometime
afterwards that a kind master had bought her, and that she was doing
well.”** Somehow Smith had managed to get a comforting piece of
news about a woman who had been carried thousands of miles away.

The stories that came back along these links had a didactic import
that outstretched their degree of certainty. Of the grandmother who
had managed to send a promise to get herself free and return to
purchase her family, Charles Brown later said, “She got free herself, as
I have heard, but ’twas when she got too old to do any more work.”
What came back to Brown was a moral as well as a remembrance: a
politically pointed story of the cruelty of slaveholders who would free
their slaves only when the cost of supporting them in their old age
outstripped their utility. In his own narrative, Lewis Clarke recounted
the brutal story of a child taken from his mother along the way South
and used by a slave trader to pay a bar bill. “This was the news that came
back to us and it was never disputed.” And it was Clarke who reported
that as well as knowing people who had injured themselves to avoid the
trade, he had “frequently heard” of them.”> Clarke was careful to
distinguish between what he had himself seen and what he had heard
from others. He carefully marked a line between his own experience
and the experiences of others which, through tellings and retellings that
carried them ever further from their origins, had been transformed into
an indigenous antislavery ideology.

Through talking about those who had been taken away by the trade,
slaves used remembrance to speak larger truths about slavery. Whether
they bespoke the cautious optimism of purchase by a good master, the
studied pessimism of freedom granted too late to be enjoyed, or the
bitter pathos of self-mutilation and infanticide, these stories bound
tellers and listeners into a common account of what slavery was and
what was wrong with it. They served as a part of slavery that illuminated
the character of the whole, a set of common memories that could be
continually animated through retelling and around which practical
opposition to enslavement could coalesce.

Nowhere was this process more apparent than in the songs slaves
sang about the trade. Traveling through Maryland, an antebellum trav-
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eler named John Dixon Long heard slaves singing the following song
as they worked in the fields:

William Rino sold Henry Silvers

Hilo! Hilo!

Sold him to de Georgy trader;

Hilo! Hilo!

His wife she cried, and children bawled,
Hilo! Hilo!

Sold him to de Georgy trader;

Hilo! Hilo!s*

That song passed on an account of slavery—an answer to the question
“What is slavery?”—that put the slaves’ vulnerability to the trade at its
center. In the song, as in the social history of the slave trade in the upper
South up to the 1850s, the emblematic slave was male, and those left
behind to mourn and remember him were women and children.’’
Moreover, the combination of the specificity and fill-in-the-blank ano-
nymity of the names William Rino and Henry Silvers mediated be-
tween the personal loss felt by the bereaved and a common vulnerability
to the trade which stretched beyond the realm of personal experi-
ence—an “imagined community” of enslaved people built out of the
ritualization in song of the shared everyday experience of life under the
chattel principle.’® Through singing these songs, slaves translated the
tragically isolating personal experience of the trade into a shared anti-
slavery ideology.

Likewise the following transcription of “The Coffle Song” included
by Sella Martin in his 1867 Narrative:

Oh! fare ye well, my bonny love,

I’'m gwine away to leave you,

A long farewell for ever love,

Don’t let our parting grieve you.
(Chorus) Oh! fare ye well my bonny, &c.
The way is long before me, love,

And all my love’s behind me;

You’ll seek me down by the old gum-tree,
But none of you will find me.
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I'll think of you in the cotton fields;

I'll pray for you when resting;

I'll look for you in every gang,

Like the bird that’s lost her nesting.

I’ll send you my love by the whoop-o’-will;
The dove shall bring my sorrow;

I leave you a drop of my heart’s own blood,
For I won’t be back tomorrow.

And when we’re moldering in the clay,

All those will weep who love us;

But it won’t be long till my Jesus come,
He sees and reigns above us.””

Alongside the material geography of the slave trade—the old gum tree
left behind in the upper South, the cotton fields toward which the trade
carried so many slaves in the lower South—this song set the imagined
geography of the chattel principle. The slave trade was ever present and
its effects forevermore; in every gang might be the one left behind, in
every bird a message. In the drop of a heart’s blood and the tears of the
bereft were connections that stretched beyond the time-and-space of
the coffle and the pen. And again, this song mediates between the
everyday lived experience of any single slave within the trade, between
the loneliness of personal loss and mourning, and the recognition of the
commonality of every slave’ situation—it transmutes individual experi-
ence into a common antislavery ideology.* The end of one slave’s story
thus became the beginning of another’s: when they met the traders,
slaves had already been prepared for struggle by the memory of the
many who had gone before them.
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CHAPTER TWO

CTERALGURTT

BETWEEN THE PRICES

To MISSISSIPPI RIVER slave trader John White, slavery looked like
this: a list of names, numbers, and outcomes double-entered in the

meticulous Slave Record he kept during his two decades of selling Mis-

souri slaves in and around the New Orleans market.

Cynthia Branham, 23, $515.00
Isabel Evans, 17, $600.00
Eliza McAfee, 16, $725.00
McGwine Wilson, 30, $600.00
William Robards, 25, $750.00

Charlotte Robards, 21, $650.00
Laura Robards, 16, $700.00

Isabel Robards, 14, $575.00
Frances Robards, 12, $650.00
Jane Young, 19, $649.75
Emilyee Carroll, 14, $500.00

Joe Fields, 22, $715.00

Sold to McRae through Coffman,
$687.75

Sold to Mr. Herne, cash $750.00

Sold to Richard McCall, Returned

Sold to Thos. Pugh, Lafourche Parish,
account to 1st Decr. next, $1000.00

Sold to C. H. Harriss, N. Orleans,
$875.00

Sold to Richard Jordan, cash $g915.00

Sold to Dr. L. D. Couden, cash $400
dft. 30 days $315

Sold to Col. Hale, cash $750.00

Sold to Mr. Cv. Krell, dft. cashed $584.00

Sold by R. A. Layton in Mississippi,
$750.00

Sold to Mr. Brand, Donaldsonville,
notes $1000.00

Sold to Etienne Landry, Lafourche,
cash $800.00
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Lydia Howard, 20, $575.00 Died in Texas

Jane Chipley, 20, $500.00 Sold in Texas by R. A. Layton, $700.00

Matilda Selby, 9, $400.00 Sold to Mr. Covington, St. Louis, $42 5.00

Brooks Selby, 19, $750.00 Left at Home—Crazy

Fred McAfee, 22, $800.00 Sold to Pepidal, Donaldsonville, $1200.00

George Adams, 15, $675.00 Sold to E. R. Patterson, Howard Cty.,
$750.00

Howard Barnett, 25, $750.00 ~ Ranaway. Sold out of Jail, $540.00

Harriet Barnett, 17, $550.00 Sold to Davenport and Jones, Lafourche,
$900.00

Jack Barnett, 20, $750.00 Sold to Madame Burke, Lafourche, sugar
$1200.00

Martha Peacher, 25, $500.00 Sold to A. Hodges, N. Orleans, $825.00"

White was an unmistakably powerful man. He had the ability to make
his version of slavery a reality; he could and did turn thousands of
people into prices during his time as a trader. And yet, when White
tallied his achievement, the record he left was incomplete; even White
knew that there was more to the story than that. There was, indeed,
more than he may have ever suspected.

Though slave traders were treated in slaveholding law and literature
as an easily identifiable subset of the slaveholding population, the peo-
ple who sold other people for a living had any number of actual jobs:
interstate traders, local dealers, brokers, and salaried employees. Some
made lifelong careers of the trade, while others traded slaves as a
temporary occupation on the way to a better future. Some became rich
and bought a measure of social respectability, their wealth washed clean
through its very profusion. Others struggled from trading season to
trading season, plying the dusty roads and rural markets of the antebel-
lum South in search of a break that never came. For some, slave trading
was a family business; for others, it was a one-time speculation; for still
others, slave trading was a way to make a little extra money on the side
of another job. As diverse as they were, slave traders shared a common
social life in the pens, and a common approach to slaves: they were
speculators.

The traders did the dirty work of redistribution in the slaveholders’
economy, moving slaves between owners who no longer wanted them
and those who did, making a living in the space between the prices they
paid and those they received. To minimize the amount of information
they had to gather, and to maximize their profits, they packed their
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slaves into categories of comparison and distributed them according to
demand: they treated people like things. In its daily practice, however,
the traders’ business was personal estimation. Their profits depended
on isolating the ill and containing the unruly, on keeping their slaves
from forming dangerous alliances or threatening attachments in the
coffles or pens—on recognizing and regulating the humanity of the
people they bought and sold.

Slaves entered the trade alone and anonymous. Most had been sepa-
rated from their families and communities, from those they had known
and those who knew them. Under the ever-watchful eyes of the traders,
slaves recreated their social identities through telling their stories and
participating in shared cultural forms—they built a community within
the interstices of the slave trade. There was nothing automatic or
necessarily idealistic about this process. Like any community under
severe stress, the community of slaves in the trade was shot through
with exploitation, suspicion, and resentment. But for many slaves, the
connections they made in the coffles and pens allowed them to establish
networks of support that could sustain them through the trade. For
some few others, these connections grew into conspiracy. Hidden by
the neat rows of figures listed down either side of a trader’s account
book is a history of back-and-forth estimations, crass manipulations,
hazy connections, and occasional revolts—the daily history of the slave
trade between the prices.

SELLING PEOPLE AS A PROFESSION

The dealers’ names were everywhere in antebellum New Orleans: Free-
man, Wilson, Kendig; White, Rutherford, Botts, and Beard. The walls
of the city were patched over with their posted bills, the newspapers
punctuated by their graphic advertisements, and the coffee shops and
saloons overhung with loose and speculative talk about their business.
The interstate traders were the best known: Franklin and Armfield of
Virginia, the Woolfolk and Slatter families of Maryland, the Hagans of
South Carolina.” The large traders kept depots at both ends of the trade;
Franklin and Armfield, for example, kept pens in Alexandria, Virginia,
Natchez, Mississippi, and New Orleans and owned boats (one named
the Isaac Franklin) for shipping slaves in between. These firms had
employees—some salaried, some paid on commission—at both ends of
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the trade, and through these employees they spread their buying and
selling widely. Franklin and Armfield bought slaves all over Virginia
before consolidating them in Alexandria for shipment south. John
White sold the slaves he shipped south from Missouri through a net-
work of agents that stretched from Texas to Alabama. Yearly, each of the
large interstate firms transported and sold hundreds of people, and their
annual accounts were reckoned in hundreds of thousands of dollars.?
Smaller interstate firms followed the same basic pattern—one part-
ner selling slaves in the lower South while the other continued to buy
and ship slaves from the upper—while minimizing their capital com-
mitment by boarding and selling their slaves in the depots of larger
traders and local brokers.* Many of the smaller firms created a small-
town version of the interstate trade between urban centers. The Taylor
family of Faquier County, Virginia, for example, had a permanent depot
in Clinton, Louisiana. The largest number of interstate slave traders,
however, were itinerant and independent men who bought slaves on
their own account and traveled through the lower South selling as they
went. Like Samuel Browning, who followed the 1848—49 trading season
from Alabama (Bluff Port) to Louisiana (Milliken’s Bend) to Mississippi
(Blackhawk then Greenwood then Yazoo City) and back to Louisiana,
they tracked hope and information from town to town in search of a
sale. Though, individually, they dealt in smaller numbers of people than
the leading traders—a year’ business might be reckoned in the dozens
rather than the hundreds—these traders accounted for a large propor-
tion of the interstate business.” Taken together, the interstate traders,
large and small, urban and itinerant, accounted for as many as two
thirds of a million forced migrations in the decades before the Civil
War, half of those involving the separation of an enslaved family.°
Most interstate traders spent the summer buying slaves. Wherever
slaves were sold in the upper South—whether at court house estate
sales, private sales on a slaveholder’s land, or even in another trader’s
yard—interstate traders were there to buy them. The people they
purchased were gathered in upper South slave pens and jails, where they
sometimes waited as long as two months before being shipped south.
Still others were purchased along the way as the traders began to
transport their slaves during the autumn. William Cotton, who owned
a slave depot during the early 1830s, spent his summers in Kentucky
buying slaves. Similarly, John Hagan’ yearly routine began in Charles-
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ton with slave buying during June and July; he continued in Virginia
and then was back in Charleston in September, still buying, before
traveling to New Orleans in October. John Whites 1844—45 trading
season ran from the day before Christmas, when he opened his books
in New Orleans, to June 19, when he paid for his return passage to St.
Louis. Over ninety percent of the slaves imported to New Orleans were
sold in the six months between November and April.”

The seasonality of the slave trade was tied to the cycles of the larger
agricultural economy. In the upper South, exportation had to wait until
after harvest, because hands were needed in the summer and fall to tend
the crops; in the lower South, buying was delayed until after harvest
because that was when buyers had money available to pay for slaves.
The rhythm of the trade marks its centrality to the economy of slavery;
the historic role of the slave trade in binding the diverging fortunes of
the upper and lower South into mutual interest was yearly recapitulated
in the seasonal cycle of interregional trade. In New Orleans, at least,
there was an even deeper seasonality to trade of all kinds. Less of
everything was done there in the summertime, when the stifling heat
turned the air pestilent and those who could afford to do so left town
to avoid malaria.?

After the traders had gathered their slaves, they started them south.
The traders’ coffles, lined out along rural roads or packed onto the
decks of ships, were part of the landscape of the antebellum South,
especially in the late summer and early fall. In September 1843, the
English traveler G. W. Featherstonhaugh came across a slave coffle in
the woods near the New River in Virginia, which he described this way:

It was a camp of Negro slave drivers, just packing up to start; they
had about three hundred slaves with them who had bivouacked the
previous night iz chains in the woods . . . they had a caravan of nine
waggons and single-horse carriages, for the purpose of conducting
the white people, and any of the blacks that should fall lame, to
which they were now putting the horses to pursue their march.
The female slaves were, some of them, sitting on logs of wood,
whilst others were standing, and a great many little black children
were warming themselves at the fires of the bivouac. In front of
them all, and prepared for the march, stood, in double files, about
two hundred male slaves, manacled and chained to each other®

49



SOUL BY SOUL

Featherstonhaugh’s shock and dismay (he recorded that he had “never
seen so revolting a sight before”) is mixed with the fascination of a
slow-motion description—tired huddles of people waking to the chill
of an early autumn morning. He wrote as if there, by the roadside, he
was really seeing slavery for the first time. Joseph Ingraham likewise
recalled watching groups of a hundred or so slaves disembarking from
a steamboat near Natchez and starting their way into the city “in a long
straggling line, or sometimes in double files, in well-ordered proces-
sion.” Like those who traveled on foot, slaves shipped through the trade
seemed remarkable to onlookers—real-life manifestations of an aspect
of slavery they had heard about but not seen. When Samuel Page
discovered that a trader with about twenty slaves was aboard the schoo-
ner Orleans, for example, he immediately went to look at them. As he
later explained, he did so out of “curiosity”: “he had never been in the
South and he had never seen a drove of Negroes for sale.”™

The duration of the journey south depended upon the route and
means of transport. The inland journey could take as long as seven or
eight weeks on foot, with the slaves covering about twenty miles a day;
shipboard around the coast from Norfolk to New Orleans the trip
required only about three weeks; and down the Mississippi from St.
Louis, it might only take a few days by the 1850s."" Some interstate
traders traveled south with the slaves they sold; some hired employees
to make the journey; and some simply wrote out a bill of lading and
shipped the slaves as they would any other commodity."* Though their
business was centered in large urban markets like New Orleans, the
large interstate traders made occasional journeys to outlying mar-
kets—Donaldsonville or Cheneyville or Alexandria in Louisi-
ana—where they sold slaves."

In the urban markets, the interstate traders competed for business
with local traders who purchased local slaves as they came on the market
and gathered them for interested buyers to examine and compare. The
daily routine of one of these men was described by a former business
partner in the following terms: “Kendig is in the Negro trade; has seen
him bidding on Negroes; sees him often in Negro traders’ yards; saw
him there again this morning.” Bernard Kendig, the man of whom he
spoke, bought three quarters of his slaves from Louisiana residents, the
bulk of them in the city of New Orleans. His buying was done in the
neighborhood around his own slave yard, in the yards of competing
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traders and at estate sales and public auctions held in the hotels near the
slave market. Kendig bought and sold on his own account, closing out
more than a quarter of his speculations within ten days, almost two
thirds of the rest within a month." Because he traded in a single market,
his overhead costs—housing, feeding, and caring for the slaves he
sold—were low, and so were his prices.

Large traders—whether local like Kendig or interstate like John
Hagan of South Carolina—superintended slave yards in New Orleans.
The City Treasurer’s Census of Merchants listed nineteen such yards in
1854. These yards provided room and board for out-of-town traders
and their slaves for a fixed daily cost (around twenty-five cents per day
per person) and a cut (usually two and a half percent) of the business
done in the pens.” Many of the slaves in these men’ yards were being
sold by the traders on behalf of people who would not have considered
themselves professional slave traders. Interested sellers often con-
tracted to have their slaves sold out of the pens, and interested buyers
often contacted brokers to help them find slaves. When they were
recorded by a notary public, these transactions bore only the name of
the legal titleholders, seller and buyer, not the broker. It is a crucial
omission, and one that has led historians to underestimate the extent of
the business done in the pens. John Farmer to Francis Fisk, Louis
Shelton to Mary Ann Cornish, Daniel Twogood to David Winn, César
Martin to Joaquin Brabo, Antonio Costa to Mrs. Bonhomme Cohn:
none of these sales were recorded as if a slave trader was involved, and
thus they have been passed over by those who have tried to tabulate the
traders’ share of the broader market in slaves by counting out the
numbers of traders’ names on registered Acts of Sale. And yet it became
apparent in the trials that emerged from these sales that every one of
them had been arranged by a man described in court as a slave dealer
or broker—Samuel Hite, Thomas Foster, Robert Wright, Réné Salain,
Louis Caretta.”® What appear on the surface of the commercial record
to have been sales between neighbors or acquaintances often turn out
to have been professionally brokered sales.

In fact, it sometimes must have seemed as if slave traders were
everywhere in antebellum New Orleans. Charles Prince, whose occu-
pation was “buying and selling Negroes and apprehending runaway
slaves,” for example, had no office but was “every morning” and “most
of the day on the Levee.” Similarly, during the selling season Samuel

51



SOUL BY SOUL

Hite boarded in the slave yard owned by New Orleans trader Theophi-
lus Freeman, but he spent his days making connections on the street,
pitching the slaves in Freeman’ yard to prospective buyers and sending
a messenger to the pens to retrieve the slaves when negotiation reached
the point of inspection. Hite, however, was more than a middleman for
Freeman, for he apparently controlled his own information-gathering
network of brokers. It was, for example, D. W. Bowles who initiated
one of the sales Hite eventually sealed on the street. Bowles, who
described himself as a “hotel keeper, bar keeper, and restaurant keeper
who has also acted as a Broker in slaves, and has traded in slaves for his
own account,” had run into an old friend, discovered the man was in
town to sell a slave, and steered him to Hite. For Bowles’ trouble, Hite
paid him five dollars. Later that night, after Hite had made the sale and
pocketed the commission, another broker, Michael Glasgow, con-
fronted Bowles at the bar of the St. Charles Hotel, demanding “why the
hell he had not brought the Negro to him,” and adding that “he would
have given twenty-five dollars Brokerage.” Bowles later maintained that
he had not known that Glasgow was a slave trader until that moment.
He had known the man only as a bar keeper at the Planter’s Hotel,
where Glasgow had been employed by none other than Samuel Hite."’

The tenor of Glasgow’s remarks to Bowles suggests that the erstwhile
bartender might have been making a play to control the slave-selling
network of which he had once been a part. But even if the specific
character of the business relation between Hite and Glasgow is unclear
(indeed, it was at issue in the courtroom in which Bowles told his story),
its geography is revealing. Bowless testimony outlines a pyramidal
network of information gathering and slave selling that stretched from
the slave pens through the city’s hotels and barrooms—a network in
which every bartender was a potential broker and every broker tried to
control every bartender. The lively traffic in information and influence
that joined the slave traders to the hotels and bars where travelers and
traders gathered and discussed their business suggests that the practice
of trading slaves far outreached the cluster of pens publicly identified as
“the slave market.”

The commercial identities of the traders were sometimes equally
difficult to define. Traders, brokers, and employees all had different
stakes in a sale and different liability if a deal went bad. In practice,
however, the differences were sometimes hard to divine. The legal form
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of brokerage could allow traders who had been legally bankrupted to
stay in business. Trader George Ann Botts, for example, did business as
a broker in the name of a free woman of color, Ann Maria Barclay. As
one witness to a transaction involving the couple remembered it, “Mr.
Botts filled up the checks and Miss Barclay signed them.” Legally, Botts
was her agent; in actuality, he was her lover. Before that, he had been
her owner. Similarly, Bernard Kendig did business in the name of a
widow named Matilda Bushy, because, as one witness remembered, he
had been bankrupted and “could not do business in his own name.”
When Bushy became insolvent, Kendig went on doing business in
another woman’s name."

More common, and perhaps more confusing to slave buyers, was the
traders’ practice of selling slaves for one another, acting as brokers for
men who were in theory their competitors. The account books of
traders like John White are full of notations of commissions paid to
traders who aided him in the sale of his slaves. Adding to the confusion
was the fact that much of the daily work in the pens—feeding the slaves,
overseeing their preparation for sale, and sealing the bargains that were
notarized above the traders’ names—was done by employees who had
no financial interest in the people their employers sold. As one of these
men put it about his employer: “if all his Negroes had died, I would
have received the same compensation as if they had lived.” Dissatisfied
buyers who brought suits under the state’s buyer-protecting redhibition
law sometimes had a hard time finding a defendant to sue, as apparent
partnerships dissolved into a chorus of conflicting descriptions of ill-
defined commercial relationships.™

As mystifying as they may have been to uninformed buyers, the
seemingly cozy commercial relations between the traders were some-
times shot through with deception. Trader Theophilus Freeman
claimed that another trader had taken him for almost six hundred
dollars by asking Freeman to front for him in the sale of a man who
was a known runaway. Freeman claimed that he had been tricked into
signing his own name to the bill of sale and left in legal jeopardy when
both the slave and the other trader disappeared—the trader “with the
money in his pocket.” William Cotton found himself out more than
the price of one slave when he discovered that a man whom he had
employed to buy slaves for him in Kentucky had instead passed himself
off as a trader in his own right, all the while spending Cotton’s money
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on fancy clothes, cheap liquor, and bad bets. Some speculators may
never have known they were being taken. Two sets of books document
John Whites 1858 slave-selling season: one book records all of the
business White did in 1858; the other, which records some of the sales
found in the first book (along with many others not found in White’s
own accounts), is apparently the record book of someone who had a
partial stake in White’s 1858 speculation as well as in several other
slave-trading ventures. While the second book matches the first in its
accounting of the prices paid by White for slaves—the money spent by
the firm—it is inconsistent in its accounting of the prices White re-
ceived for slaves in Louisiana. Most of the prices in the two books
match, but when the books do not match, the difference—ranging
from twenty-five to three hundred dollars per sale—is almost always in
the favor of the book kept by John White. White, it seems, was cook-
ing the books he showed to his partner and skimming an extra share of
the sales he made in Louisiana.*

In addition to the interstate traders, the local traders, the landlords,
the brokers, and the employees, there were auctioneers who made a
living selling slaves. State business, such as succession and debt sales,
made up the bulk of the auctioneers’ work and accounted for most of
the slaves they sold. But the auctioneers also sold slaves for the “or-
dinary” slaveholders so carefully distinguished from the traders by
Daniel Hundley, and, in exceptional circumstances, for slave dealers
who could not sell their slaves in the pens. In effect, these men were
licensed brokers for slaves and other sorts of property. In Louisiana
their numbers were limited by state law, and they received a standard
commission on the property they sold, one percent for state business
and the standard two and a half percent for private business. Their
offices—where, in the style of the traders’ pens, slaves were available
for inspection before a sale—were just south of the uptown slave mar-
ket. Their auctions, held every Saturday, drew large crowds of onlook-
ers. Beneath the rotundas of the city’s luxury hotels, slaves were pub-
licly exposed, cried, and sold along with all manner of other
goods—furniture, cotton, livestock, and so on.*’

The large trading firms were often family businesses, passed from
one generation to another, and their principals were men of means: they
lived in large houses, attended fine dinner parties, and held public
offices.”” There was apparently little stigma attached to the trade for
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those who were successful at it (Daniel Hundley’ claims notwithstand-
ing). At one point John Hagan was planning a New Orleans suburb that
would bear his name; John White was known by one of the honorifics
common to the antebellum ruling class, Colonel White; Joseph A.
Beard, New Orleans’ most prominent auctioneer, was known as Major
Beard. Some of these men—Isaac Franklin, for instance—had worked
their way to prominence through the trade. The son of a Tennessee
long hunter, Franklin parlayed the trade into six Louisiana plantations
and six hundred slaves of his own. (On the land of one of his plantations,
called then as now Angola, the state of Louisiana later built a prison.)
J. W. Boazman’s success story was more modest. A one-time slave-pen
employee, Boazman eventually got together enough money to trade on
his own account. The gains others made out of the trade were more
fleeting. Theophilus Freeman, who owned a New Orleans pen in the
1840s, ended his life on the run from the law, having been accused of
stealing slaves and defrauding his creditors.*?

Trying to make their way upwards through the trade, many of the
smaller interstate traders spent long periods away from home, sleeping
out, traveling over muddy roads, or in close quarters on ships. Interstate
trading was associated with young and single men—“until they find
wives” was the way that one woman characterized the duration of the
traders’ careers. Or, as recently married Harriet Jarratt wrote to her
slave trader husband, “I am afraid Dear Husband that you and Carson
will keep up Negro trading as long as you can get a Negro to trade, and
when you can’t buy through the Country you will carry off al you can
pirade at home, but one good thing Mr. Carson has no wife to leave
behind when he is gone.” Jarratt’s response was to rework his wife’s
critique of his immediate failings as a husband into evidence of his
deeper virtue: “The Negroes at home I never will take from you unless
you wish it. So long as you are pleased with them I will try to be and
when you wish them sold I will sell them . . . I have no disposition to
continue Negro trading and hope to engage in something else by which
I can accumulate a little and remain with my family.” In closing, Jarratt
underlined his incongruous paternalism with the phrase “Howdy to the
Negroes.”

Jarratt, by his account, did not like trading slaves; he did it only by
necessity. He was, instead, a good man working for the good of his small
family. Perhaps realizing that his wife had been hoping for more than
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an earnest promise not to sell the family’s slaves to Alabama (unless, of
course, she wanted him to), Jarratt emphasized husbandly patriarchy
over slaveholding paternalism in the next letter he wrote his wife. The
letter began with a description of a trader Jarratt had met on the road.
The other trader had been married only ten days before he left home
with his slaves and, after months on the road, he still had fifty to sell.
Jarratt protested that he had only eighteen left to sell, commended his
wife to have sympathy for the other man’s wife rather than feeling sorry
for herself, and then communicated to her what must have been the
substance of his conversation with the other trader: “we are both toiling
for our wives and their little ones or with the hope of children.”**

During the selling season the traders lived with one another. In New
Orleans both interstate and local traders boarded at the houses of other
traders, sold one another’ slaves, served as witnesses for one another’
sales, and executors for one another’s wills. The company the traders
kept was almost exclusively male, as were many of the spaces in which
they entertained themselves. The traders usually took their meals in the
pens, grouped around a single table, and socialized with one another,
some spending their evenings, as ex-slave John Brown remembered of
Theophilus Freeman and Thomas McCargo, going to saloons and
gambling. The transactions that John White recorded in his day book
began each morning in the pens, where he prepared his slaves for sale,
settled accounts with other traders, and sold slaves. During the day
White ventured out of the pens for “marketing” and to purchase the
supplies that he used to prepare his slaves for sale. And at the end of
most days there is a notation for “whisky” or “brandy and oisters” or
“oister dinner with Mitchell.”*?

Some of the traders established close emotional ties. Before Michael
Glasgow disappeared with Theophilus Freeman’s money, there was,
according to one trader, “great intimacy existing between Glasgow and
Samuel Hite.” The same phrase was used to describe the relations
between William Cotton and Thomas Coot before business between
them soured: they were “on terms of great intimacy,” one witness
remembered. Cotton paid for Coot’s clothes and the house where they
lived together, and when they were apart, Cotton signed his letters to
Coot “your friend until death.” When it became clear that Coot had
spent the trader’s money on liquor and gambling, Cotton apparently
tried to salvage a relationship that was both personal and professional.
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As a witness heard it, he told Coot, “I will give you a thousand dollars,
and do you come and spend your days with me, and when I die you shall
have what I have got.”*® Cotton wanted to put an end to his personal
problems by purchasing his companion—truly a slave trader’ solution.

The traders’ letters to one another are full of phrases like “the traders
tell me” or “the traders say,” and if the recountings that follow are any
indication, in the time they spent together the men in the slave trade
talked mostly about business.”” There was plenty to talk about: bank
loans had to be repaid and the interstate money market considered; the
prices of sugar and cotton had to be tracked; debts had to be collected
and overhead costs reckoned. The records left behind by the traders are
full of predictions, obligations, collections, and daily accounts. They
were experts at imagining the economy: interest rates, crop yields, and
slave sales interacted in their heads, suggesting the revealed principles
of a wider market whose mysterious workings they tried to map and
predict. More than anything, the records of traders, like those of John
White, are filled with prices given and gained for slaves in the market.

SEEING DOUBLE

A trader had to be able to imagine two sales at once when he looked at
a slave: the highest price he was willing to pay for a slave, and the lowest
price he was willing to take in an eventual sale. Between these two
prices lay his livelihood. That sort of double vision was easy enough for
the traders who bought and sold in a single market, where information
was maximal, risks were minimal, and profits could be sliced out of
narrow margins and quick turnover. But other traders had to think a
slave all the way through the market, to see themselves as a buyer in
Richmond in March and a seller in New Orleans in May. There were
various commercial arrangements designed to narrow the speculative
distance between the first sale and the second. The most common was
brokerage—matching a buyer to a seller without assuming a direct risk
by buying the slave. Another way around the problem was to seal the
second sale first by buying according to an order—sometimes a
list—from a specific buyer.’® Interstate traders, however, generally
solved the problem by forming firms, going to slave sales, and writing
letters to their partners about what they saw. To slave trader William
Powell in Mississippi from his partner in Virginia: “In compliance with
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your request I have been making inquiries in regard to the prices of
Negroes in this section and have attended some sales lately.” To trader
William Finney in Virginia from his partner in Alabama: “There are
men selling here for any price almost, tho things is perfectly flat in New
Orleans.” Again to Finney from Alabama, this time one year later: “The
quotations you sent from Richmond are too strong for this market, they
leave but little room for profits.”*’

To limit the amount of information they had to send back and forth,
the traders packed people into price categories according to gender, age,
height, weight, and skin color.’° Presiding over these matrices of physi-
cal comparison and price were the type of categories listed on a circular
distributed by the Richmond firm Dickinson and Hill in 1860 (and
preserved in the papers of slave trader William Finney): “Extra men,
No. 1 Men; Second Rate or Ordinary Men; Extra Girls, No. 1 Girls,
Second rate or Ordinary Girls.” By claiming to represent a totality of
human attributes without referring directly to any of them, the traders’
tables fixed people in a system of comparison which was located solely in
the slave market. The traders used these made-up market categories to
compare physically different people to one another. “I saw fellows sold
at Salisbury for 350 dollars, all others in proportion,” wrote slave trader
Tyre Glen to his partner. The phrase “in proportion” also appears in a
letter received by slave trader William Crowe: “Likely tall field fellows
young & lively is bringing Heare from $1025 to $1050, likely tall field
girls no one has been selling Heare from $8oo & I think from what the
traders tell me women & Children, Boys & Girls & Middle Aged Men
sell fully in proportion.” The price circular sent around by Dickinson
and Hill made a similar comparison of categories: “Our market is still
dull, but very few No. 1 Negroes offering, 2nd & 3rd rate hard to sell . .
. If you have any No. 1 Negroes on hand we would advise sending them
in as they are wanted now.”*" In the traders’ tables, human beings were
fully fungible: any slave, anywhere, could be compared to any other,
anywhere else. That was commodification: the distant and different
translated into money value and resolved into a single scale of relative
prices, prices that could be used to make even the most counter-intuitive
comparisons—between the body of an old man and a little girl, for
example, or between the muscular arm of a field hand and the sharp eye
of a seamstress, or, as many nineteenth-century critics of slavery noted,
between a human being and a mule.**
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Through their commodity categories the traders could envision,
track, communicate, and respond to subtle shifts in demand that oc-
curred hundreds of miles from the places they did their buying. But the
traders’ categories kept hanging them up: what did a No. 1 man look
like? what exactly made a woman “likely”? To introduce a greater
degree of precision to their categories, the traders used examples: “say
such as Shaxwalter”; “that is as likely as Aaron Shafer, Nelson Hatton,
or Nathan Williams”; “Girls like Edmony & Margaret”; “Fully $100
better Girl than Margaret.”3? To get their point across the traders used
names that summoned up individual slaves whom they had both known
and conversed with as well as sold: they referred to a human history
hidden behind the numbers they recorded in their account books. Good
business required the traders to recognize the individuality of the peo-
ple they hoped to turn into prices.

Indeed, the traders’ speculations on the humanness of their slaves
began even before the slaves entered the trade. Jacob Stroyer remem-
bered that the Louisiana trader who bought his sisters made an imme-
diate reckoning of his risks as he decided whether or not to allow the
slaves he bought to see their families for a last time. Only “those who
did not show any unwillingness to go” were allowed this slender privi-
lege, Stroyer remembered. Those who seemed unwilling went to jail
for safekeeping until they were carried south.** The traders knew that
for the slaves this time meant the chance to gather belongings and say
goodbye, and they rationed it as an inducement to insure a smooth
passage into the trade. To the same end, the traders made promises to
the slaves about future benefits if they did not resist the trade. Henry
Bibb remembered the small-time speculators who bought him in Ken-
tucky unctuously promising not to chain him or sell him to a New
Orleans trader if he would go quietly and cooperate when they tried to
sell him. Likewise, the Georgia trader who bought Isaac Williams,
George Strawden, and Henry Banks in Virginia assured them that
Georgia was not as bad as they had heard and promised that he would
try to find them “as good places” as he could if they would “go without
any trouble.”’’ This was slave-trader paternalism, a disciplinary specu-
lation on the feelings of the people they bought. The traders forcibly
took possession of the time, hopes, and attachments of their slaves and
gradually tried to trade them back as obligations.

As they lined their slaves up for the trip to market, the traders gave
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their estimations of their slaves’ character a material shape. When Tyre
Glen started south for the 1834 selling season, behind him were thirty
slaves: “about sixteen fellows, seven boys, the balance women and girls,
except one child . . . twelve fellows in the chain.” Sometime between
the time he bought the slaves and the time he started south, Glen had
decided that the twelve men he chained posed a greater threat than the
four he did not. Faced with groups of people they hardly knew, overland
traders like Glen began by segregating them by sex. Bound two-by-two
along a long length of chain, the men came first; behind them, unbound
by chains, the women would follow. As John Brown described it, the
slave coffle in which he traveled south was “a gang of Negroes, some of
whom were handcuffed two and two and fastened to a long chain
running between the two ranks. There were also a good number of
women and children, but none of these were chained.” Charles Ball
likewise remembered that the men in his coffle were chained while the
women were bound with ropes. Women, the traders believed, were less
likely to run away than men.3*

Sella Martin described a slave coffle as his mother had described it to
him: “A long row of men chained two-and-two together, called the
‘coffle,” and numbering about thirty persons, was the first to march forth
... then came the quiet slaves—that is, those who were tame in spirit and
degraded; then came the unmarried women, or those without children;
after these came the children who were able to walk; and following them
came mothers with their infants and young children in their arms.”3’
The coffle Martin described was a series of identities arranged along the
chain for easy supervision: those who seemed resistant followed by those
who did not; those who had no attachments followed by those who were
judged unlikely to leave family members or dependents behind to run
away. The coffles were a reverse image of the commodity categories by
which the traders selected their slaves—speculations on the very human
attachments it was the traders’ business to destroy.

By estimating and appropriating the emotions of the people they
bought, the traders were cutting costs—saving on jail fees, boarding
expenses, and perhaps even the price of manacles and links in a chain.
They were using their slaves’ humanity to protect their investment in
human property. But as well as protecting their investments, the traders
were protecting their lives. On the way to market, the traders were
vastly outnumbered. Three to five men would oversee coffles that some-
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times ran upwards of a hundred slaves; two traders’ agents would find
themselves aboard a flatboat with “twenty-six grown Negro men”; thir-
teen sailors and three overseers would be on board a ship that carried
134 slaves. To keep their slaves from plotting revolt, trying to escape, or
even from getting to know one another, many traders forbade conversa-
tion among their slaves. Even the most innocuous word among the
slaves in Charles Ball’s coffle drew an angry response from the trader.?®

The traders’ worries increased as darkness fell. Many traders spent
long nights sleeping in remote areas or aboard an ocean-going vessel,
surrounded by their slaves. To protect themselves from their property,
shipboard traders locked the slaves in the hold overnight. Similarly,
those who took their slaves overland often made them sleep in their
chains.?” Other traders kept an even closer watch. One of the duties of
William Cotton’s hired assistant, Thomas Coot, was to “sleep in the
same room with the slaves in order that none of them might run away.”
So, too, for Alexander Hagan, who slept in an open house with a group
of slaves when he was a salaried employee of his slave trader brother,
John Hagan.*

Distance reduced the risks for those who traveled south with the
slaves. The farther slaves went in the trade, the more difficult it became
for them to return to their homes or escape to freedom. A Kentucky
slave trader recalled that the practice along the Ohio River was to keep
the slaves “chained together two by two until we got to the mouth of
the Ohio River, when they were unchained.” Beyond the point where
the Ohio flowed into the Mississippi there was slavery on both sides of
the boat, and the slaves could be safely set to exercising on the deck.
The man who carried Charles Ball south from Maryland kept his slaves
chained all the way to South Carolina, where he told them, as Ball
remembered it, to “give up all hope of returning to the places of our
nativity, as it would be impossible for us to pass through the states of
North Carolina and Virginia without being taken up and sent back.”
Soon after entering South Carolina, the coffle’s chain was removed (at
a cost, Ball remembered, of two dollars) and sold (for seven dollars).
Tyre Glen, who hired an assistant “with the privilege of dismissing him
at any time,” made a similar estimate of the decreasing likelihood that
his slaves would be able to escape. Glen’s plan was to keep the assistant
as far south as Columbus, Georgia, where he would sell some of his
slaves, and then continue westward to Montgomery, Alabama, without

61



SOUL BY SOUL

the man’s help.*" For the traders, the trip south was broken into a series
of speculations about its effect upon the slaves—estimations that bal-
anced the cost in time and money of close supervision and tight disci-
pline against the daily attenuation of the slaves’ hopes as they were
driven ever further from home.

As well as protecting themselves from attack, the traders had to
protect their property from devaluation, which, from the traders’ per-
spective, meant avoiding pregnancies and sexually transmitted disease.
Henry Bibb and John Brown both remembered that men and women
in the pens were separated for the night, and a visitor to a Richmond
slave market described the jail as “a long, two-story brick house, the
lower part fitted up for men and the second story for women.”* What-
ever contact there was between men and women in the pens was
supposed to be limited to the daylight hours, at meals, on breaks
between shifts against the wall, and under the traders’ watchful eyes.
Life aboard the slave ship Creole as described by its mate was similarly
organized: “After putting to sea the Negro women were put in the
afterhold of the vessel, and the men in the forehold, between these were
stored the cargo of boxes of manufactured tobacco. The men were
allowed to come on deck night and day if they wished, but it was the
rule to whip the Negro men if they went in the hold with the women.”
Aboard the Creole, sex was apparently (and, it turned out, wrongly)
deemed a greater threat than slave rebellion. Gonorrhea, according to
slaveholding commonplace, was a disease “generally contracted among
Negroes en route who are brought for sale.” A number of different
traders had their slaves aboard the ship, and segregating them by sex
was a way to keep one slaveholder’s slaves from diminishing the value
of another’s by passing a disease—or starting a pregnancy.®

Such careful attention sometimes placed traders in close proximity to
their property. When slaves pulled up lame or got sick along the road,
they traveled with the traders. Samuel Mitchell, who traveled south at
the head of a coffle of eighty slaves, remembered that “some of the
women were permitted occasionally to ride, but none of the men, unless
sick.” Likewise, aboard ships and steamboats, sick slaves were taken
from the deck to their owner’ state rooms. “His attention to her was as
good as if she had been a white lady,” remembered a traveler aboard a
Mississippi River steamer of a slave trader and his slave.**

But consider again what Samuel Mitchell said about the coffle he led
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south: “some of the women were permitted occasionally to ride.” Or
what Zephaniah Gifford remembered of the Creole: two of the women
“remained in the cabin on the voyage from Richmond to New Or-
leans.” Those careful phrasings may have bridged brutal truths.* Com-
pare those quotations to John Brown’s memory of the experience of a
woman in Starling Finney’s coffle: “she was forced to get up into the
wagon with Finney who brutally ill-used her, and permitted his com-
panions to treat her in the same manner.” Or Brown’s comments on the
practice of Theophilus Freeman’s pen: “the youngest and handsomest
females were set apart as the concubines of the masters.” Or William
Wells Browns memory of his slave-trader master Walker and an en-
slaved woman named Cynthia: “On the first night we were aboard the
steamboat, he directed me to put her into a stateroom he had provided
for her, apart from the other slaves. I had seen too much of the workings
of slavery not to know what this meant. I accordingly watched him into
his stateroom, and listened to hear what passed between them. I heard
him make his base offers and her reject them . . . but I foresaw too well
what the result must be.”*

The traders’ rapes are the most extreme example of the brutal recog-
nition of their slaves’ humanity—the feelings and vulnerability upon
which they registered their own violent power—that made up the
traders’ daily business. Indeed, in the day-to-day practice of the trade,
traders’ speculations on their slaves’ humanity represented less a trou-
bling philosophical contradiction—property treated as person—than a
way of exploiting and disciplining slaves. The slave traders did not
ignore or abolish the humanity of the people they categorized and
compared and bought and sold. They used it. To protect themselves and
their investment, the traders had to imagine the world from their slaves’
perspective: to see geography and time and human connections and
desire as their slaves did and to insinuate their surveillance and insert
their discipline in every detail of the slaves’ existence. It was amidst this
constant invigilation and threat of violation that slaves in the trade came
to know one another.

THE SLAVE COMMUNITY IN THE SLAVE TRADE

As the traders gathered the slaves they intended to sell, they brought
together groups of people who were unknown to one another. Whether
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they were from all over Virginia, as were the slaves in the coffle that
carried John Brown south, or from all over the South, as were the slaves
Solomon Northup met in New Orleans, the slaves in the trade had been
uprooted from the places and people that had defined their past iden-
tities.*’” In the weeks and sometimes months between sale into the trade
and resale by a trader, slaves built the broken pieces of old communities
and identities into new ones. Like the communities they had left be-
hind, these communities were shaped within the framework of the very
structures they opposed—a back-and-forth relation which fused power
and resistance into a single process. The traders’ fears, incentives, and
threats—themselves responses to anticipated resistance—were woven
into the very fabric of connection that bound slaves in the trade to one
another.

For some, the sale into the trade was more than they could bear.
Separated from the world that had given their lives meaning, some
slaves were overwhelmed by the traders’ brutality, the numbing priva-
tion of the slow southward march, and the terrifying contingency of
lives put up for sale. To the social death experienced by those torn from
their histories and identities and the physical death they faced in the
killing fields of the lower South must be added the psychic deaths—the
“soul murder”—that left many of the trade’s victims with little will to
resist.*"

Within the narrow parameters afforded them by the watchful traders,
many others struggled on. The slim favors the traders granted the
“trustworthy” provided some slaves a chance to say good-bye or to try
to carry a piece of the past into the trade. Those who were given the
opportunity took the time to pack things to carry south with them:
clothes, shoes, bed rolls, blankets, and perhaps a memento of their past
lives. The clothes that William Grose’s wife carried eight miles to give
him as his coffle left for the south were a material reminder of the
family and identity he had been forced to leave behind.*” The Reverend
William Troy portrayed the cruel rapidity of the sale of Martha Fields
by invoking the image of her left-behind possessions. Fields, he wrote,
“was taken early one morning, without time to get her clothes, hurried
off to Richmond and sold to the highest bidder.” Moses Grandy’s
memory of being parted from his wife was similarly mixed with the

memory of the change he had in his pocket when he met the trader at
the head of her coffle: “I asked leave to shake hands with her which he
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refused, but said I might stand at a distance and talk with her. My heart
was so full that I could say very little . . . I gave her the little money I
had in my pocket, and bade her farewell. I have never seen or heard of
her from that day to this. I loved her as I loved my life.”>°

Many slaves who entered the trade knew they were being closely
watched for signs of discontent. For some, the traders’ spot estimations
of their character offered opportunities for escape. Isaac Williams re-
minded a trader of his good behavior on entering the trade as he plotted
his exit: “I came without any trouble and will go without any trouble,”
he told the trader. And when the trader, perhaps lulled by the slave’s
seeming pliability, left the gate to the pen open, that was exactly what
Williams did. Sold to a trader, Edward Hicks similarly remembered
imagining the world from the perspective of the man who had just
bought him and then shaping his behavior to manipulate the trader’s
way of evaluating a slave’s probability of flight: “I being so obedient, he
thought I wouldn’t run, but I determined to run if I could, for I thought
that if I got to New Orleans I was at the shutting up place.”" Lucy
Delany’s mother dutifully gained permission from a trader to return
home “to gather her few belongings.” When she entered the house,
however, the older woman clasped her daughter to her breast and told
her “that she was going to run away, and would buy me as soon as
possible.” Indeed, Delany’s mother very quickly put that promise into
effect: before long, Delany heard her mother had “made her escape.”
Like Williams, Hicks, and Delany’s mother, Edmund must have seemed
pliable enough when slave trader James White allowed him to go for
his baggage accompanied only by a slave belonging to the trader. Once
he was out of the trader’s sight, however, Edmund gathered up his
things and disappeared.’” The escapees, however, were few; soon after
sale, most slaves were bound into a coffle or loaded aboard a ship, where
the opportunities to resist the traders were narrow and a misstep could
be deadly.

In the coffles, slaves immediately set about the task of estimating one
another—making social connections that could help sustain them and
avoiding those that might compromise them. Building accurate ac-
counts out of limited information was as much a problem for the slaves
as the traders, and much of the initial information slaves had about one
another was visual. A lot, for instance, depended on the way a slave
came into the trade. The Reverend Alexander Helmsley drew a distinc-
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tion between those who had to be forced, crying, into the traders’
wagons and “some among them [who] have their minds so brutalized
by the actions of slavery that they do not feel so acutely as others.”?
Helmsley, that is, retraced the same shortcut used by many of the
traders when he estimated slaves as pliant or resistant based upon how
they entered the trade.

Solomon Northup followed a similar path in his description of Eliza,
a woman he met in a Washington, D.C,, slave pen: “The woman . . .
was arrayed in silk, with rings upon her fingers, and golden ornaments
suspended from her ears. Her air and manners, the correctness and
propriety of her language—all showed, evidently, that she had some-
time stood above the common level of a slave. She seemed to be amazed
at finding herself in such a place as that. It was plainly a sudden and
unexpected turn of fortune that had brought her there. Filling the air
with her complainings she was hustled, with the children and myself
into the cell.”* What is remarkable about Northup’ later account is the
density of the visual imagery he used in his initial portrayal of Eliza: her
clothes, her carriage, her countenance. All of these were keys to esti-
mating the identity of an unknown woman. It must, of course, be
remembered that when Northup wrote his account of Eliza he was
distant in time and space from the slave pen where he met her. But, no
matter how he refigured his history in the meantime, Northup did his
work in the familiar medium of the past: he described a way of seeing.
And for Northup, ways of seeing were ways of surviving.

The Solomon Northup of Twelve Years a Slave was a deeply preju-
diced person, certain of his own rectitude, suspicious and disdainful of
most of his fellow slaves. He had grown to adulthood as a free person
of color in New York before being kidnapped by slave traders and then
sold to New Orleans, and held as a slave for twelve years until he
managed to send word and arrange for legal action against his owner.
His estimates of the difference between his own origins and those of his
fellow slaves are inscribed on every page of his narrative: he comments
on their table manners and intelligence, on their obsequity and their
illiteracy. But behind all of Northup’s disparaging descriptions of the
character and capability of his fellow slaves is a single question often
figured in visual terms: who could be trusted? Mary (“A tall, lithe girl,
of a most jetty black, was listless and apparently indifferent. Like many
of the class, she scarcely knew there was a word such as freedom”)?
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Lethe (“She was of an entirely different character. She had long straight
hair, and bore much more the appearance of an Indian than a Negro
woman. She had sharp and spiteful eyes and continually gave utterance
to the language of hatred and revenge”)? Or Robert (“I was hand-cuffed
to a large yellow man, quite stout and fleshy, with a countenance
expressive of the utmost melancholy . . . To this man I became much
attached. We could sympathize and understand one another”)?*’
Northup’s descriptions are clearly racialized: Lethe and Robert have
faces and interior lives; Mary, apparently, has neither. The racialized
descriptions that punctuate Twelve Years a Slave may reflect Northup’s
pride in his northern origins and legal freedom, or the prejudices of his
white amanuensis and abolitionist audience; or they may even hold the
key to understanding why it took Northup so long to overcome his
isolation and send word for help.’® But whatever the origin of the
specific descriptions, their general intent is clear: in the outward ap-
pearance of the slaves he met in the trade, Northup was seeking infor-
mation about their inward relation to the system he was trying to
escape. |

Like the traders, slaves entering the coffles had to make mortally
important estimations of people they had never met before. And like
those made by the traders, the estimations slaves made of one another
were made in a hall of mirrors where the standard signs of resistance or
complaisance were well-known and manipulable. What looked like
obvious resignation to the onlooking Northup might actually have been
calculated appearance; behavior like Eliza’s signified a resistant spirit to
Northup, but it might have struck another slave as an insupportable
arrogance. The initial anonymity that accompanied slaves into the
trade, the anonymity reflected in Northup’s largely visual reckonings of
his fellow slaves, was edged with the suspicions of people for whom a
mistaken confidence could be life-threatening. The community of
slaves in the trade had to be carefully built; and in such an uncertain
environment, not even Solomon Northup could afford to navigate by
first impressions alone.

The circumstances under which slaves in the trade came to know one
another were controlled by the traders. In the first days of the trade,
the chain that bound them two-by-two, wrist-to-wrist and sometimes
ankle-to-ankle, articulated many slaves’ only connection to one an-
other. When Charles Ball wrote about his first days in the trade, he
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specifically described only one other person: the man to whom he was
chained. John Parker was equally clear in his memory of those to whom
he was chained on his way to market. Between Norfolk and Richmond,
he remembered, he was chained to an “old man” who “was kind to me,
he made my weight of the chain as light as he could. He treated me
kindly because I was brokenhearted on leaving my mother. He was the
only human being who was interested in me.” On the way south from
Richmond, Parker was chained to a boy named Jeff. “He was smaller
than I was,” Parker remembered, “had never been away from his
mother, blubbered and cried, until I kicked him to make him keep still.”
Parker continued: “As my cuffing only made him cry more I soon took
pity on him. There was another boy larger than either Jeff or myself.
One night this big boy took Jeff’s dinner, just because he was bigger and
stronger . . . I was on him like a hawk, punching and clawing him until
he was glad to release Jeff’s dinner.””” Parker remembered a whole
series of social relations—first filial then bullying then protec-
tive—lived across that slave-coffle chain.

Sex segregation likewise shaped slaves’ experience of the trade. The
slaves that Ball and Parker remembered from the coffles—the faces they
gave to the trade—were male. Similarly, John Brown remembered the
response to a rape in his coffle as strictly gendered: “Our women talked
about this very much, and many of them cried and said it was a great
shame.” In many traders’ coffles and pens, whatever communication
there was between enslaved men and women occurred in secret. Henry
Bibb spoke to his wife under the cover of darkness after she had been
sexually assaulted and beaten by a trader who threatened to sell her
child if she did not submit.5® Like Brown’ story, Bibb’s reveals both the
vulnerability and isolation of slaves in the trade and the fragile network
of support they used to counteract the traders’ power—vulnerable
threads of connection slaves made beyond the limit of the traders’ visual
field.

As well as the bond that was articulated by the chain, slaves in the
coffles shared a common culture. Many observers were struck by the
fact that as slaves departed for the South they were often singing.
Former slave Peter Bruner remembered that the slave traders whipped
the slaves to make them sing as they left, and Sella Martin explained
that the songs were meant to “prevent among the crowd of Negroes
who usually gather on such occasions, any expression of sorrow for
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those who are being torn away from them.” But, Martin continued, “the
Negroes, who have very little hope of seeing those again who are dearer
to them than life, and who are weeping and wailing over the separation,
often turn the song thus demanded into a farewell dirge.” The Rever-
end William Troy reported such an incident to an interviewer in the
1850s. A coffle of slaves, he remembered, “aroused me by singing about
nine at night, passing my father’s residence, singing, bidding farewell to
all their friends.”*® These songs, then, were memorials for the commu-
nities the trade had destroyed.

But they were also the substance of the connections that slaves in the
trade made with one another. As they sang songs they knew in common,
slaves in the trade came to know one another. Songs could remind
Christian slaves of transcendence and resistance and secular slaves of
the deep structure of culture and commonality they shared with the
slaves they met in the coffle.®® Indeed, many of the songs slaves in the
coffle must have sung—“Bound to Go,” “Good-Bye, Brother,” “Lay
This Body Down,” for example—were themselves accounts of imag-
ined journeys which spun together temporal and spiritual imagery of
loss and travel.”” And even as their content helped to prepare slaves for
the journey ahead, their meaning was not exhausted by that content:
in singing these songs, slaves began to transform the coffle into a
community.

Slaveholders, at least, sometimes saw an intention of subversion
behind these songs. Never more clearly so than in Edenton, North
Carolina, in December 1852. The town, William Pettigrew reported to
a slaveholding correspondent, was still full of talk of a rebellion thought
to have been planned by Josiah Collins’ slaves in October. Those who
had been implicated had been sold to a trader and gathered into a coffle
when they broke out in song. “The town has been much shocked,”
Pettigrew wrote: “at the unbecoming manner in which Mr. C’s Negroes
Negroes [sic: perhaps Pettigrew was feeling surrounded] conducted
themselves while there. Some of them were in prison while some were
not: the former spent much of their time in singing and dancing, until
Hempton the landlord threatened to confine them in the dungeon
unless they were more silent; which they obeyed. One of their favorite
songs was ‘James Crack Corn I don’t Care.” Their object was said to set
their master at defiance, and to show their willingness to leave him . . .
The good people of the place were rejoiced when they left, feeling
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apprehension of the insubordinate influence such conduct might have
on their Negroes.
There, reflected in the mirror image of a slaveholder’s fears, is the
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importance of the songs slaves in the coffles sang as they traveled south.
Commonly known songs could be quickened with the specific inten-
tions of a new community. Whether they memorialized lives left be-
hind, threatened those who carried them away, promised eventual sal-
vation, or bemoaned present suffering, the songs slaves sang in the
coffles were reminders of the slaves’ cultural commonality and similar
condition; the songs were the raw material of community. Seen this way,
they represent less a timeless cultural commonality than the real-time
ritual animation of an existing form with the substance of a new com-
munity: it was in the singing as much as the song that slaves in the trade
came to know one another.%

The daily routine of the trade—traveling, eating, sleeping, and so
on—deepened this commonality into personal familiarity. Charles Ball
and Solomon Northup both gave disparaging accounts of the vigor with
which other slaves in the coffle ate. For Ball, the voracious appetites of
two women were evidence of their capitulation to slavery: “They ap-
peared quite contented, and evinced no repugnance to setting out the
next morning for their master’s plantation. They were among the order
of people who never look beyond the present day; and so long as they
had plenty of victuals in this kitchen, they did not reflect upon the
cotton field.” For Northup, a description of the table manners of his
tellow travelers provided the occasion to express his own race-tinged
snobbery: “The use of plates was dispensed with, and their sable fingers
took the place of knives and forks.” For Winnifred Martin, the slave
trade was shocking not for its manners but for its morals. Her son, Sella
Martin, described her experience of the trade as she had described it to
him. “Her own circle was small, and, for slaves, select,” and so she was
“sickened to the heart” by what she saw in the slave trade: the traders’
lies and sexual predation and “the vice which was inseparable from
crowding men and women together.”® On the face of things, these
quotations provide more evidence of the fact that a community of slaves
in the trade was something that had to be built: the slave coffles were
suffused with the same tensions and prejudices of gender, race, and
sexuality that characterize many groups of people. By judging others, at
least in retrospect, Ball, Northup, and Martin defined themselves.

70



BETWEEN THE PRICES

Evident in their criticism, however, is also a trace of a dense commu-
nal life made up of shared time, common meals, and intimate proximity.
In the interstices of the trade—out of the traders’ sight, perhaps, or
after dark, or when the coffles had traveled so far south that the traders
relaxed their guard—slaves shared a common life that began to cut
across the grain of the traders’ silencing and sex-segregating discipline.
Whether the substance of that life was social or sexual, whether, indeed,
it was sympathetic or antagonistic, slaves were not alone in the trade.
Through identification or enmity, they began to define communal
identities out of a common life.

More than anything, the community of slaves in the trade seems to
have been forged out of conversation. When Solomon Northup looked
back on the time he spent in a Richmond slave pen awaiting shipment
to New Orleans, he marked a moment with the memory of conversa-
tion: “while we were learning the history of each other’s wretchedness,
Eliza was seated in the corner by herself.” And the content of these
conversations, if the narratives are any guide at all, was largely autobio-
graphical. As John Brown put it about a group of slaves joined to his
Virginia slave coffle: “I soon learnt that they had been purchased in
different places, and were for the most part strangers to one another
and to the Negroes in the coffle.” Even Solomon Northup, whose
narrative represented other slaves in such powerfully visual terms, did
not waste much time before building on his first impression. Of Robert,
the man to whom he was chained in the trader’s coffle, the man whose
appearance so impressed him, Northup wrote, “it was not long before
we became acquainted with each other’s history.”%

Robert, Northup related, had been born free in Cincinnati, kid-
napped, and sold into slavery. Indeed, like Robert, most characters
introduced along the way in ex-slaves’ accounts of the trade came with
a story, and those stories came from the time that slaves spent together
in the coffles and slave pens, talking and getting to know one another.
John Brown learned, for instance, that Critty had been forced to take a
second husband when her first marriage did not produce any children,
and that her owner had sold her to a trader when it became apparent
that her unwillingness or infertility could not be overcome by his social
engineering. Critty’s identity (and even the cause of her death) in
Brown’s account was a reflection of the story she had told him: “her
anguish was intense, and within four days from the time I saw her first,
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£.7% As separated lovers, grieving parents, or orphaned

she died of grie
children, as resigned victims or angry rebels, slaves in the trade made
themselves known by telling their stories. During the weeks they spent
in the ship holds, in coffles, and in the slave pens, the once anonymous
slaves built a network of mutual recognition through communal re-
membering and retelling of the past.

Slaves in the trade, it should be added, did not self-consciously set
out to overcome their isolation by forming “a slave community.” The
shape of the communities that developed in the slave coffles and pens
were contingent upon the daily connections the slaves made to one
another—connections that in the first instance might have been spiri-
tual, biographical, cultural, moral, or sexual. And yet out of these
everyday interactions, these contingent communities, some slaves
managed to make alliances that helped them resist the trade. When
the escaped slave Isaac Williams was interviewed in Canada, he re-
membered two of the men he had met in a Virginia dealer’s pen:
George Strawden, whose story Williams did not relate, and Henry
Banks, who had been a fugitive for several months before being re-
captured and sold into the coffle where he met Williams. When Wil-
liams ran away, he went with the man whose account of himself sug-
gested a history of resistance, and he left the other man behind. “We
were afraid to let George know,” Williams explained, “for fear he
would betray us.”®” Without a story to answer for his appearance of
complicity with the trader (or perhaps his simple opacity), Strawden
could not be trusted.

Amidst all of the deception and uncertainty that surrounded slaves’
entry into the trade, it was hard to know whom to trust: subversion had
to be carefully plotted and resistance came at the cost of suspicion.
Charles Ball’s caution in plotting to escape is a good example. When his
coffle stopped to rest at a plantation in South Carolina, Ball noticed that
the enslaved foreman overseeing work in the field where they were
staying was wearing a piece of linen beneath his rough shirt. When
asked about it, the foreman replied that the linen stanched wounds that
had been inflicted after he had stolen some food. When Ball wrote his
narrative, he set off the man’s autobiographical story—the story the
man told him as they talked—with quotation marks that span eleven
pages, and then shifted quickly to an evaluation of the man’s character:
“his spirit was so broken and subdued that he was ready to suffer and
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bear all his hardships: not, indeed, without complaining, but without
attempting to resist his oppressors or escape from their power.”

As Ball later related it, “I saw him often whilst I remained at this
place, and ventured to tell him once, that if I had a master who would
abuse me as he had abused him, I would run away.” Ball did not specify
why saying so was “venturing,” though he noted that he did so only
once. Perhaps it was the simplest of conversational transgressions that
led Ball to use such a word, a crossing over into impoliteness to insure
that his own reputation was not flecked with the resignation of the
man’s beaten resentment. But Ball may have been venturing onto even
more dangerous ground, raising the topic of running away as a concrete
possibility rather than as a figure of psychological independence. The
man’s response was concrete enough: “I have heard there is a place
called Philadelphia,” he said, “where black people are all free, but I do
not know which way it lies, nor what road I should take to get there;
and if T knew the way how could I hope to get there?”® We may not
trust that, thirty years after the fact, Ball remembered things exactly as
they were said. But we can perhaps trust that he rendered the logic of
conversation as he remembered it: he saw the man’s scars, listened to
his story, and they talked about running away.

Shortly after, on the night that he was sold—in the same kitchen with
the two young women whose appetite he had so disdained—Ball met a
man from the Northern Neck of Virginia, near the place of his own
birth. “We soon formed an acquaintance,” Ball remembered, “and sat up
nearly all night.” The man told Ball that he had often thought of run-
ning away, but knew the way only as far as Virginia, and was afraid that
he would not be able to get to Philadelphia, “which he regarded as the
only place in which he could be safe from pursuit of his master.” Ball,
who had lived in Maryland, had only an imperfect knowledge of the area
“north of Baltimore,” but “told him that I had heard thatif a black man
could reach any part of Pennsylvania, he would be beyond the reach of
his pursuers.” The man responded by telling Ball that he was planning
to leave as soon as the corn in the fields was ripe enough to be roasted
but before it had been taken in. He planned to travel only atnightand to
spend his days hidden in the woods. Ball spoke again of the North: “I
advised him as well as I could as to the best means of reaching the state
of Pennsylvania, but was not able to give him very definite instruc-
tions.”® By that point, conversation had become conspiracy.
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Balls conversations allow us to eavesdrop on an underground net-
work, set up and quickly dismantled, which circulated fragments of
information about freedom and the North among those who could be
trusted. And the differences between Ball’s renderings of the two con-
versations hint at the signs of admission to such a community. When
Ball mentioned running away to the beaten foreman, the man de-
murred, and the conversation ended with the man’s vague knowledge
of Philadelphia. In relating the conversation he had in the kitchen, on
the other hand, Ball remembered the man from the Northern Neck
broaching the topic of escape. Ball responded by saying what he knew
of the North (more than he remembered telling the foreman), and then
the other man related the specifics of his plan. The conversation ended
with Ball providing “as well as I could” details about the North. Ball’s
memoir should not be mistaken for a literal rendering of what hap-
pened in the kitchen. But the structure of the discussion—the initial
connection based on conversation and then the back-and-forth ex-
change of increasingly dangerous information—is something that can
be read from Ball’s subsequent account. After all, Ball had a good reason
to remember the conversation: “This man certainly communicated to
me the outlines of the plan which I afterwards put into execution and
by which I gained my liberty.””

Solomon Northup’s story of conspiracy was similarly structured. He
remembered sitting at the bow of the slave ship talking to another slave
named Arthur, who “said, and I agreed with him, that death was far less
terrible than the living prospect that was before us.” The broad topic
of antislavery had been raised, and Northup outlined the steps by which
it was built into a plan: “for a long time we talked of our children, our
past lives, and of the probabilities of escape.” That much was a history
of the abuses of slavery and the desire for freedom—the same talk that
Charles Ball had shared with the foreman—and it was conversation, not
conspiracy. And then: “Obtaining possession of the brig was suggested
by one of us.” Once Northup and Arthur had crossed that line, their
lives depended upon their actions and they proceeded with great care.
“At length, with much care, Robert was gradually made acquainted with
our intentions.””"

Carefully, suspiciously (“There was notanother slave we dared trust,”
wrote Northup), some slaves in the trade built everyday connections
into conspiracies of resistance. Though Northup’s plan was never put
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into action because Robert was soon infected with smallpox, other
slaves in the trade were more successful. Beside southern roads (near
Charleston in 1799, on the National Road in 1820, in rural Kentucky
in 1829, in Virginia in 1834) or aboard slave ships (on a Mississippi
flatboat in 1826 or at sea on the Decatur in the same year, and aboard
the Lafayette in 1830), slaves who had met one another in the trade
collectively and violently revolted against the traders.”

Perhaps most notable was the revolt of the slaves aboard the Creole
in 1841. When the ship set out from Norfolk at the end of October, a
shipment of tobacco destined for the Bahamas and 135 slaves (belong-
ing to at least five different traders) destined for the slave market in
New Orleans were packed beneath the deck. In the cabins above trav-
eled thirteen seamen, three slave traders, and the captain’s family.
Around nine in the evening on November 7 the mate heard a suspicious
noise in the hold where the women were kept, and he awakened one of
the traders to check on the slaves. The trader lit a lamp and descended
into the hold, where Madison Washington awaited him. There was a
struggle; Washington slipped free and fought his way onto the deck.
Somewhere, another slave fired a pistol, and at that moment Washing-
ton called out for the other slaves to join him. Eighteen rushed up from
the hold and, as the ship’s crew and slave traders ran onto the deck, set
upon their captors with guns and knives. One white man, a slave trader
named Hewell, was killed; the severely wounded captain, the rest of the
crew, and the traders and white passengers saved themselves only by
climbing onto the ship’s rigging. As the mate fled into the sails, he
thought he saw the slaves cutting the dead slave trader’s throat before
throwing him overboard.

Nineteen slaves, all male, took possession of the Creole that night.
When the whites had been coaxed out of the sails, they were locked in
the hold, where, in the style of the slave trade, they were forbidden to
speak to one another. The other slaves, about 115 of them, were
likewise locked in the hold. The leaders’ initial plan was to sail for
Liberia; but realizing the shortness of their supplies, they settled on
sailing for Nassau. Some among them had heard of the story of the
slaves aboard the Formosa who had been set free by the British when
the ship ran aground in the Bahamas the previous year.”

Apparent in the Creole rebellion are the “infrapolitics” of the slave
community in the trade—the generally invisible processes by which a
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group of strangers formed themselves into a resistant collective. In the
week they had been at sea, nineteen slaves belonging to five different
slave traders, most of them certainly strangers to one another, had
managed to trust one another with their lives. Though it is ultimately
unclear whether the nineteen rebels had tried to keep their plans secret
from the others, tried unsuccessfully to convince them to join, or even,
as the mate suspected, “been appointed by the others as chiefs,” it is clear
that their eventual action emerged, one way or another, out of a negotia-
tion with all of the slaves in the hold. Indeed, it is hard to imagine that
some among the 115 or so other slaves on the boat did not notice and
help hide the fact that nineteen of the slaves were planning a revolt. Nor
were the other slaves on the Creole the only slaves who might have been
complicit with the nineteen slaves who took over the ship. The plan
those nineteen men put into action was shaped around their broader
knowledge of the Atlantic world—of the African colony of Liberia and
the fate of a specific shipment of slaves that had run aground in the
Caribbean the year before—a knowledge that must have been the prod-
uct of the same underground network used by Charles Ball in plotting
his escape. The information the slaves had received was good: in Nassau,
all of those who had not participated in the revolt were allowed to go
free almost immediately, and soon after the nineteen men who had
seized the ship were freed as well. In the following days, when the
traders incongruously encountered their former slaves walking in the
streets of Nassau, they tried to coax them onto another ship bound for
New Orleans. When that did not work, they took refuge in a more
reassuring version of their business, dragging their ledgers of people and

prices into court and suing their insurers for recovery of their losses.”*

The formation of community in the slave trade—the creation of net-
works of support and sometimes resistance among individuals pre-
viously unknown to one another—began as something quite different:
passing the time, engaging in conversation, offering isolated acts of
friendship or succor. Indeed, the creation of “a slave community” in the
slave trade was less a self-conscious project than an undesigned process
by which a web of interconnection was spun out of a series of everyday
interactions. There was nothing automatic about the formation of a
community of slaves in the trade—the slave coffles and pens, indeed,
were shot through with animosity and suspicion; yet out of these con-
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tingent interactions could be fashioned connections that could sustain
slaves emotionally and help them circulate important knowledge about
the trade. The revolts and runaways, of course, are the most obvious
examples of the subversive connections that took root in the interstices
of the slave trade. But even for the vast majority of the slaves who did
not revolt or run away, the community of slaves in the trade provided
information and support that slaves could use to their advantage when
the traders began to make their pitches to the buyers who, flush with
fantasies about purchasing a slave, entered their yards.
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CHAPTER THREE

CTERLRT

MAKING A WORLD
OUT OF SLAVES

SHUT IN by herself on a dreary day in 1850, Miriam Hilliard found

herself daydreaming about slaves. Hilliard’s daydream was not about
real slaves; it was far removed from the slave pens that were clustered
on either side of the French Quarter in New Orleans, from the dusty
coffles and cramped boats that carried the slaves southward to the
market, from the brutal threats, the stripping, and the questioning
hidden behind the walls of a yard into which no white woman of her
position would ever pass. Instead, her daydream was about imaginary
slaves: “It is raining so furiously this morning that even the belle of the
ball’s wish (‘Oh that I had a million slaves or more, To catch the
raindrops as they pour’) would be of no avail.”" This scrap of verse
marks a common turn in the fantasy life of the antebellum South:
Miriam Hilliard found a solution to her own problems—a fulfillment
of her own desires—in the slave market.

For slaveholders like Hilliard, the slave market held dreams of trans-
formative possibilities. Before they entered the slave market or in-
spected a slave, many slaveholders had well-developed ideas about what
they would find there. These ideas had less to do with the real people
they would meet in the market, however, than they did with the slave-
holders themselves, about the type of people they could become by
buying slaves. As they talked about and wrote about buying slaves,
slaveholders mapped a world made of slavery. They dreamed of people
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arrayed in meaningful order by their value as property, of fields full of
productive hands and a slave quarter that reproduced itself, of well-or-
dered households and of mansions where service was swift and polished.
They dreamed of beating and healing and sleeping with slaves; some-
times they even dreamed that their slaves would love them. They
imagined who they could be by thinking about whom they could buy.

MEN MADE OUT OF SLAVES

Traveling up the Red River in 1854, Edward Russell got into a discus-
sion about slaveholders with a southerner. The southerner claimed to
know how well the people of the North lived and assured Russell that
in the South people did not live “half so well.” “Planters,” he continued,
“care for nothing but to buy Negroes to raise cotton & raise cotton to
buy Negroes.” Russell would have been hard pressed to disagree. It was
early February, the height of the slave-buying season; he had seen slaves
sold at auction only a few days before. On either side of the boat he
could see fields now barren of the cotton and sugar that slaves had
harvested, packed, and shipped to market in the preceding months.* On
the geography of those fields was imprinted the landscape of class and
masculinity in the antebellum South—lesser men worked the sandy
spits of infertile land between the river and joining creeks, greater men
cultivated the more fertile land along the banks.> Among the white men
who owned those fields, many were living lives of constant motion,
moving west, gaining a stake, building it into a legacy, dreaming of
growing old in a place far removed in space and class from the place of
their origin.* As they grew up and moved on, these white men marked
their progress by buying slaves, slaves whom Russell might have seen
along the shore as he and his companion passed upward along the
languid river.

Despite the tight circularity—Negroes, cotton, Negroes, cotton—
outlined by the man on the boat, it would be a mistake to assume that
“Negroes” (or even cotton) meant the same thing to every slaveholder.
In the same way that a single automobile today might have vastly
different personal meaning to a teenager, a wealthy suburban lawyer, or
an isolated elderly person, in the nineteenth century, agricultural slaves
(and their produce) had vastly different meanings to the white men of
the South. According to their stage in life and social position, slavehold-
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ers had a number of ways to talk about slave buying. Imagining that
they divined the hidden imperatives of “the market”—anticipating
trends, seizing opportunities, and avoiding pitfalls, buying slaves to
plant cotton and planting cotton to buy slaves—was indeed one way
that white men thought about buying slaves.’ But there were other ways
of buying slaves and other dreams to be bought in the slave market. For
many slave buyers, the dream of a never-ending cycle of purchase and
profits was more than they could allow themselves to think of when
they bought a first slave.

Take John M. Tibeats, for example. In the winter of 1842, in Rapides
Parish along the Red River, Tibeats bought a man who was then called
Platt but who turned out to be none other than Solomon Northup, the
kidnapped free person of color from New York who recorded his
experiences in Twelve Years a Slave. As Northup remembered him,
Tibeats “was a small, crabbed, quick-tempered, spiteful man. He had
no fixed residence that I ever heard of, but passed from one plantation
to another, wherever he could find employment. He was without stand-
ing in the community, not esteemed by white men, nor even respected
by slaves.”® In Tibeats, Northup was describing the mobile and mar-
ginal nonslaveholding white men who lived all over the slaveholding
South—figures of uncertain reputation and imperfect respectability.
For men like Tibeats, buying a first slave was a way of coming into their
own in a society that had previously excluded them.

Northup was probably the first slave Tibeats had ever bought, and so
the sale marked Tibeats’s passage from nonslaveholder to slaveholder.
The market in slaves held the promise that nonslaveholders could buy
their way into the master class, and the possibility that they might one
day own slaves was one of the things that kept nonslaveholders loyal to
the slaveholders’ democracy in which they lived.” But Tibeats remained
the holder of an incomplete share in the society of slavehold-
ers—Northup’s old owner still held a mortgage on the unpaid portion
of Tibeats’s new slave. Thus Tibeats was a man suspended in the midst
of passage: the mortgage he owed extended his transition from non-
slaveholder to slaveholder in a way that allows us to examine in detail
the meaning of his movement into the master class.

Tibeats proved to be a hard master: he drove his new slave merci-
lessly from the break of the day and was still unsatisfied with his
progress at its close. The progress Tibeats imagined—his own passage
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into independence and full citizenship perhaps—may have been more
than any slave could have produced, but what finally brought things to
a head was a dispute over a keg of nails. Tibeats had a contract to build
a corn mill, kitchen, and weaving house for Northup’s old master and
had put Northup to work helping him (in all probability Solomon
Northup was building the building that represented the final portion of
his price). One night after work, Tibeats instructed Northup to get a
keg of nails from the plantation overseer in the morning and start work
on the last building. When Tibeats awoke he found Northup hard at
work, but was not satisfied with the size of nails he was using. Northup
tried to explain that the overseer had provided the nails, but Tibeats
cursed him and went to get a whip. When Tibeats returned, he ordered
Northup to strip for a beating. Northup refused, Tibeats attacked him,
and Northup fought back, wresting the whip from Tibeat’s hand, pin-
ning the white man to the ground, and flogging his owner until his arm
ached. And there they stood when the plantation overseer arrived:
Tibeats, the owner, picking himself up off the ground; Northup, the
slave, warily standing over him with whip in hand. Tibeats rode away
to gather a gang, and when he returned he bound Northup—wrists,
elbows, and ankles—and prepared to murder him. He would reassert
his authority, his property right, over Northup by hanging him.® And
Northup expected to die: he was a slave on the wrong side of his master,
alone, easily disposed of.

Northup, however, did not die that day, for the plantation overseer
intervened, reminding Tibeats that Northup was mortgaged to another
man: to kill the slave would be to rob that man of his property. While
this may have been merely a financial matter for Northups former
owner, for Tibeats it was a matter of the greatest personal urgency.
When Tibeats prepared to murder Northup, he was staking his claim
to full participation in the regime of racial slavery. He was a white man
and a slaveholder: no slave should be allowed to attack him and survive.
But Tibeats’s assertion of the rights of mastery was constrained by his
incomplete transition from nonslaveholder to slaveholder: although he
was a white man, he could be publicly beaten by a slave under his
command and still find himself on the wrong side of the law, because
he was not the slave’s owner. For nonslaveholding white men like
Tibeats, buying a slave was a way of coming into their own in a society
in which they were otherwise excluded from full participation, in which
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even the independent exercise of the privileges of their whiteness was
constrained by the property regime of slavery.’

For Jefferson McKinney, a man who inhabited the same world as
Tibeats, buying a first slave was an act of conscious self-transformation.
In 1856 when he sat down to write to his brother about slave buying,
McKinney had spent most of his life as a Red River overseer. He
confessed that he had agreed to pay “a big prise,” much of it yet to be
paid, for the woman he had bought, but he went on to describe what
he thought he had gained: “I have bin trying for seberel years to lay up
money and find at the end of ebery year that I have sabed but little and
probably being in debet will cause me to do without many things that
I would otherwise buy and can do without.””® For McKinney, the
purchase of a slave was not the result of past frugality but the guarantor
of such in the future. Buying a slave was a question of personal respon-
sibility, and Jefferson McKinney was buying his way into the class of
men who were responsible for themselves rather than to others. Jeffer-
son McKinney had bought a slave in the hope of effecting the capitalist
transformation of himself. McKinney’s was a fantasy of economic inde-
pendence and bourgeois self-control.

As McKinney transformed himself from dependent laborer to inde-
pendent debtor, he was making a direct connection between the bodily
capacity of the woman he bought and his own happiness that was
ordinary by the standards of the antebellum South. “She is sixteen years
old in May and is verry wel grone,” he wrote to his brother, and on that
growth he staked his own future: “If she should breed she wil be cheap
in a few years and if she does not she wil always be a deer Negro besides
it is getting time that I should begin to think of old age as my hed is
past silvering and if eber I can get her paid for and then git a boy I
intend then to quit Red River and return to St. Helena or somewhere
East up the Mississippi Ribber and settle myself for life . . . Ower years
of boyhood was spent together, the bloom of life far distant apart, but
I hope it may be gods will for us to spend our aged years together.”"’

Like most first-time slave buyers, McKinney chose a lower price and
the promise of reproduction when he decided to buy a young woman
instead of a man."” The account he gave of his reasons, however, went
well beyond the economic. The young woman’s body was McKinney’s
future: he had made a match between her life cycle and his own; her
purchase was to underwrite his happy old age; her reproduction—her
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“breeding” he would have said—held the promise that he and his
brother might once again live like a family. For McKinney, the family
he had left behind when he had followed his fortunes to the Red River
could be put back together in the slave market.

As they made their way upward in southern society, slaveholding
white men began to figure their slave buying as an investment, a choice.
And as they put it (writing usually to older male relations), their choices
were considered ones. “For a young man just commencing in life the
best stock in which he can invest capital is, I think, Negro stock.” That
was Sam Steer in 1818 explaining to his uncle that “prudence” dictated
a course apart from the older man’s recommendation to buy stock in
the Mississippi State Bank. He went on to include a proof of the
theorem he proposed: “White Cotton can command from 2 [o] to 30 cts
per lb: Negroes will yield a much larger income than any Bank divi-
dends.””® Steer was making an account of himself before his rich uncle,
accepting the terms of the older man’ advice but revising the conclu-
sion. Yet he was also a calculating young man, estimating his options,
figuring the slaves he would buy into a first crop, cashing the crop in
on an income. Steer’s account of his slave buying to his uncle was also
an account of his own financial coming of age.

So, too, for J. H. Lucus, who described his slave buying in a letter he
wrote to his father in St. Louis from the South Bend of the Arkansas
River. Lucas began with a summation, “I have been quite successful in
the investment I made with the money you gave me.” The letter
continued, detailing how the younger Lucas had “bought five Negroes
and entered a small tract at the land office with the view of improving
that,” how he had parlayed his investment in land and slaves into gain
by selling the land and two of the slaves who had cleared it. With the
money he had bought a plantation. His account of himself continued:
“Since then I bought at auction a boy of 17 years of age for $1100,
which makes me including a girl I got by my wife six likely slaves
between 14 and 22 years of age all either natives of the country or
acclimated by several years stay in this country, all trained to the culture
of cotton.”’* “Which makes me,” Lucas wrote—a figure of speech
perhaps, but a revealing one. These masters of small worlds were men
made out of slaves. Writing to older male relatives about the start they
had made in the slave market, they translated the productive and repro-
ductive labor of their (bought and imagined) slaves into images of their
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own upward progress through slaveholding society. These young men
were writing themselves into the history of the antebellum social or-
der—the lineal and patriarchal story of how their fathers’ world would
be reproduced over time and space.™

As they did so, they were able to distance themselves from the abject
dependence upon their slaves that was so obvious in Jefferson McKin-
ney’s hopes that the woman he bought would “breed.” The rising white
men of the antebellum South wrote about slave buying in a way that
showed they had the ability to wait or the wherewithal to move, de-
pending on the deal they could make. They were not the type of men
who got caught paying a “big prise.” Rather, they bided their time and
kept track of the market. They speculated. When James Copes was
thinking about buying slaves, for example, he wrote to his brother to
find out whether New Orleans would be a good place to buy in the
spring. “There is a prospect of getting some this winter,” he wrote
during another year’s speculation, “but they are not all young . . . and
they will come very high, for the traders have been after them some
time ago.” Similarly, W. H. Yos wrote to his business partner that he
had decided to buy only after careful consideration: “it seems to be a
universal opinion here that they will be considerably higher this fall &
entertaining a similar opinion myself I finally concluded to go it at a
venture.” Opinion was “universal,” Yos concluded “finally,” and then he
moved quickly, “at a venture.” Or Richard Tutt: “Negroes are selling
very high here and I think by next fall will be much higher, specially if
cotton keeps up at the present high prices.”*® As they bought, these men
asked about season, city, and market; they went about their business
with self-conscious rationality—asking others, explaining themselves,
advising their friends, making sure they got it right.

The grammar of economic speculation, however, was not the only
way that market-minded slaveholders talked about buying slaves.
There was also the grammar of imagined necessity. “Will you be good
enough to inform me candidly whether the present force will be
enough to manage the crop and put up the buildings?” J. D. Conrad
Weeks wrote to his brother David Weeks. If the logging was to be
done, Robert Beverly informed his father, it would be “absolutely
necessary” to have six or seven more men to do it. John Knight put it
this way when he was trying to buy a carpenter, a blacksmith, and a
midwife for the plantation he was building: “I must have them, and
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cannot get along without them, unless at considerable loss of time and
money, and at a great inconvenience.” Wealthy Thomas Butler simi-
larly imagined slaves as the necessary solution to an objective problem
when he wrote to his wife about his business in New Orleans: “I find
it necessary to have a few hands more on my plantation to enable them
to get on with the crops and carry on the brick yard at the same
time.”"” According to the account he made of himself in the slave
market, he was a rational man, a planter following the dictates of good
sense. There was nothing else he could do.

In the planter’s world of well-reasoned decisions, innumerable slaves
could be bought to solve endless problems. More acres could be
cleared and more cotton or sugar produced. Ditching and draining,
clearing and fencing, hoeing and planting, cutting and packing—these
tasks could be expanded infinitely. What could not be achieved through
expansion might be done through intensification. Having coopers, car-
penters, and bricklayers on the plantation could provide labor at just
the moment it was needed and could solve problems as quickly as they
arose, eliminating the time it took for outside laborers to be contacted
and contracted. As men like Thomas Butler described their business,
they objectified their desires into necessities—the crops and buildings
themselves demanded that their owners buy more and more slaves.
The exigencies with which they explained their choices were located
not in the rising and falling prices of the slave market but in their fields
and on their farms. Their self-explanations highlighted the productive
rather than the consumptive aspect of their business. They were plant-
ers responding to necessity rather than slave buyers responding to
opportunity.

There was, of course, nothing necessary about these choices except
the language that described them: these men did not have to buy slaves.
But to say that these invocations of necessity were imaginary is not to
say that these planters misrepresented their motivation in their letters.
Rather, it is to read the letters as if they were written by people who
chose words carefully. The meaning Thomas Butler gave to his buying
could not be encapsulated by the calculated speculation on the slave
market that made W. H. Yos “go it at a venture,” or the breathless
optimism with which Sam Steer and J. H. Lucas solicited the approval
of the older men in their families, still less with the chastened pride with
which Jefferson McKinney paid his big price. As they explained the
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choices they made in the slave market, men like Butler were explaining
themselves—giving cultural meaning to the economy in people upon
which their lives (or at least their livelihoods) depended.

Another set of cultural meanings that slaveholders gave to their
slave-market business dove-tailed well with the paternalist homiletics
with which they increasingly defended slavery from its critics: manage-
rial benevolence. A. G. Alsworth, an up-and-coming young man who
was trying to negotiate a complicated bargain in which he would sell an
old man in order to get enough money to buy some cattle and a young
woman, described his business this way: “unless I can get a hundred
head and a good girl that will make a wife for some of my boys in a few
years I will not sell Spencer.” In spite of the hard-headedness of his
plans, Alsworth was making a tentative claim on the language of pater-
nalism: he was doing it for his slaves, buying a wife for some of his boys.
Likewise W. H. Yos, describing his decision to buy only men from a
New Orleans slave trader: “I concluded in as much as he had a good
selection of men to buy no women at all with hopes that we may buy
them wives next year,” Yos reported to his business partner.”® Yos
reached toward an account of his business that emphasized the needs of
his slaves, not his own.

The synthesis of humanity and self-interest toward which these men
groped was forged into a genre in the agricultural journals of the
antebellum South. The “Management of Slaves” section of DeBow’s
Review included specifications for housing and provisioning slaves and
arguments that neatness of dress was important in fostering “the health,
comfort, and pride of a Negro, which should be encouraged by the
owner.” The immediate results of good treatment would be apparent to
the slaves and to any neighbors who looked at them; the economic
results apparent at harvest time; yield might be measured in cash or
(public) credit. The “Duties of an Overseer” section put it more bluntly
in 1856: “In conclusion, bear in mind that a fine crop consists first in
the number and a marked improvement in the condition and value of
the Negroes.”"” And DeBow, as well as magazines like the Southern
Agriculturalist and the Southern Planter; provided slaveholders with de-
tailed instructions about diet, housing, work routine, and proper disci-
pline which would make them successful slave farmers as well as slave-
holders. These articles encouraged slaveholders to imagine themselves
through the eyes of their fellow subscribers, to imitate the exemplary
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conduct described in the magazines in the hope that their actions might
one day be thought worthy of public notice. Indeed, many of these
articles were written in the first-person voice of a subscriber turned
writer—the voice of an experienced planter passing on his practice to
other men, pressing upon them the importance of scientific and hu-
mane management and establishing a shared public understanding of
what it meant to be a leading slaveholder.”® That was the type of
slaveholder Thomas McAllister was, according to his overseer, “a very
good master . . . a humane and indulgent man to his Negroes & careful
of his Negroes,” a planter whose virtues were expressed in his treatment
of the people he bought in the slave market: “[he] don’t want his new
hands worked hard.”*"

And that was the type of slaveholder John Knight desperately wanted
to be. In 1844, as he made plans for a plantation he had just bought,
John Knight appended an exegesis of his intentions to one of the long
lists of ages, sexes, and body parts that he sent to his father-in-law, who
was buying slaves for him in Maryland. “This number (say 60),” he
wrote, “will enable me to make a full crop on my land now in cultivation
by working them very moderately and giving them every necessary
indulgence.” Knight was no stranger to the language of commercial
necessity; his slave-market order seemed to grow up out of the land’s
need to be cultivated. But there was more to Knight’s plans than simple
planting. In subsequent letters Knight lovingly detailed his plans for his
new slaves: their lodging (“I am now having built a number of first-rate
additional Negroe quarters . . . where they can keep themselves clean,
comfortable, and I hope Healthy”), their working conditions (“during
the heat of the day, say from 11 O’ Clock A.M. to 4 O’Clock PM. they
must be in their quarters or in the shade”), health care (“there is a good
physician residing . . . on a removed but very convenient part of my
plantation”), and oversight (“I derive much satisfaction from the knowl-
edge that I have a humane and just manager to take charge of them”).””
With the exception of hiring the overseer, all of these plans were made
and publicized before John Knight had even chosen or, still less, bought
the slaves he was planning to treat so well. Along with an age-tiered and
self-reproducing labor force to till his open land, John Knight was
buying a fantasy of just and scientific management, of humane treat-
ment and reciprocal benefit. There is no reason to doubt his sincerity;
no reason to doubt, either, that by telling his father-in-law about the
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personal satisfaction he derived from his plans he intended to exchange
his dream for a substantial reputation.

The distance between John Knight, with his lofty language of mana-
gerial benevolence, and John Tibeats, with his frustration at not being
able to claim a full share of the brutal prerogatives of whiteness and
mastery, measures the breadth of meanings that buying agricultural
slaves had for white men. None of these men ever lost sight of the
bottom line of their slave-market speculations: they were buying slaves
to clear and till their fields, to plant and harvest their crops, to build
their houses and their holdings. They bought more slaves to plant more
cotton, and planted more cotton to buy more slaves. But their economic
choices had broader cultural meaning. Some were outsiders buying
their way into full participation in the political economy of slavery and
white masculinity. Some were old men planning for the end of their
lives or young men plotting their future. Some bought as brothers and
fathers, sons and husbands. Some bought with the savvy of men on the
make, others with the measured purpose of men long made. Some
bought as businessmen, planters, or managers. As they narrated their
upward progress through the slave market, slaveholders small and large
were constructing themselves out of slaves. Whether slave buyers
figured their independence as coming of age or coming into their own,
as investment, necessity, or benevolence, it was embodied in slaves.

And as slaveholders moved upward through the social hierarchy, they
gained access to ever more rarified fantasies of what it meant to be a
white man and a slaveholder in the antebellum South. First-time slave-
holders—]Jefferson McKinney waiting for the woman he bought to
breed, for example, or even J. H. Lucas accounting for the family
money he had spent in the slave market—could not hide their reliance
upon the people they bought. But as they bought ever more slaves,
slaveholders were able to displace their reasons for buying slaves—the
market, the land, and even the slaves themselves became the animating
features of slaveholders’ choices. That those who were most invested in
the slave economy were best able to give alternative meaning to their
dependence on slavery seems at first a curious paradox. On closer view,
it becomes apparent that one of the luxuries that could be bought in the
slave market was access to the master languages of slave buying, lan-
guages which transmuted the reality of dependence on slaves into the
conventions of slaveholders’ self-willed independence.
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THE HOUSEHOLD AND THE SLAVE MARKET

Slaveholding white men relied upon slaves to do more than produce
and reproduce the masculine economy of the antebellum South. Slave-
holders relied on slaves to produce and reproduce slaveholding house-
holds. The outward face of a slaveholding household—the driver of the
carriage, the greeting given at the door, the supervision of the child, the
service at the table—was often a slave. And no less than their outward
form, the internal lives of these households, the relations between their
white slaveholding members, were shaped by slavery. By purchasing
slaves for their wives and children, male slaveholders—for it was only
men who went to the slave market—gave both a form and a function to
their patriarchal authority. And yet the households over which these
men presided were continually being transformed by the slaves they
bought, and not always in ways that they could predict or control.
Different imagined slaves answered different needs within any house-
hold, and the process of choosing what kind of slave to buy was a
process of tallying and balancing the needs of various white family
members against one another. In both their outward aspect and their
inward character, the social relations that defined slaveholding house-
holds—between a household and the outside world and between the
various white members of that household—were made material in the
shape of a slave.

By law and by custom white women had little business being in the
slave market. In Louisiana, a married woman had no right to buy or sell
immovable property (slaves, under Louisiana law, were real estate)
unless she had done one of three things: obtained her husband’s permis-
sion to trade the property she had brought into the marriage; declared
herself separate in property from her husband, thus gaining the right to
trade in her own name and insulating herself from her husband’s debts,
though not necessarily physically separating herself from him; or,
finally, gained the right to buy and sell freely without pulling shared
property out of the marriage by getting a license to do business as a
corporation. Even those few women who had the legal right to buy
slaves did not go to the slave market to buy them: when women bought
slaves, they found ways to participate in the market without going to
the marketplace. Sarah Ann Allen, for example, did not go to the slave
yard of the New Orleans dealer Walter Campbell when she bought a
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slave in 1849. Instead, her husband, Young D. Allen, from whom her
property apparently was separate, went and bargained with Campbell,
drew up the contract, and took it home (this was explicitly noted in the
contract) for his wife to sign. Similarly, when Azelie Zerigue purchased
an “axe-man” for her family’s St. Bernard Parish plantation in 1850, it
was not she who negotiated with New Orleans slave dealer John Buddy
but her husband, Joseph Lombard, who was acting in a legal capacity
as her agent.”® The slave market was a site of perceived sexual and social
disorder, not any place for a white lady to be. No less than for slave-
holding men, however, the slave market was full of transformative
possibilities for slaveholding women.

One of the many miraculous things a slave could do was to make a
household white. Of course there were many white households in the
antebellum South that subsisted without slaves, relying instead upon
the labor of family members—husband, wife, and children working
together in the fields. But there was something that made many white
southerners, or at least white slaveholding southerners, uncomfortable
about such households. J. D. B. DeBow, for example, could allow that
nonslaveholding white households existed, but he could see them only
as temporary steps in a natural commercial evolution toward slavehold-
ing: “The non-slaveholder knows that as soon as his savings will admit,
he can become a slaveholder, and thus relieve his wife from the neces-
sities of the kitchen and the laundry and his children from the labors of
the field.”** DeBow did not allude to the possibility that his hypotheti-
cal nonslaveholder’s wife might have been working in the field along
with her husband and child, though such labor was as customary among
nonslaveholding whites as it was customarily unmentionable among
white slaveholders like DeBow.** By liberating them from work their
slaveholding neighbors did not do, slave ownership promised nonslave-
holding white women as full a transformation as it did their husbands
and fathers. A slave could wash away the unspeakability of a woman’s
work in the field and bring a white household into being where pre-
viously there had been a conspicuous public silence. When Samuel
Patterson wrote to his son about setting up housekeeping, he advised
him that three things were necessary to make a household: a wife, a
house, and a slave to work in it.?®

Thus households—slaveholding and white—were conjured into be-
ing through slave-market speculations that were as personal as they
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were commercial. Edward and Lucy Stewart, living near Ponchatoula,
Louisiana, in the 1850s, had just struggled through their first harvest
on a new farm (they had been unable to get their potatoes out of the
ground for want of a mule to pull the plow) when they turned their
attention to buying a slave. Edward Stewart began by informing John
Gurley, his friend and New Orleans agent, that he and his wife wanted
“an orphan girl of eight or nine years of age . . . Lucy thinks she would
prefer a girl to a boy.”*” With a slave to tend to gardening, drawing
water, and chopping wood, Lucy Stewart would have been able to spend
more time inside; her skin would no longer be darkened by the sun, her
hands no longer roughened by the tools, her hair no longer blown into
knots by the wind.*® With a slave like the one she imagined, Lucy
Stewart might be able to transform herself into a proper white lady.
But before Edward had time to seal the letter to his agent, the Ste-
warts had thought again: “we have decided that if a boy can be had at as
low a price as a girl it will be better to get the former as he can be of equal
service in the house while young and be of much more value out of doors
as he gets older.”” In contrasting the benefits of buying a boy to a girl,
Edward Stewart made a distinction between the “service” promised by a
domestic slave and the “value” promised by one who would eventually
work in the fields. And the peculiar combination of value and service
desired by him and his wife, the balanced demands of market and home,
was to be found in a male body. The hopes the Stewarts had for their
slave (and themselves) were keyed to the changing meanings they as-
signed his or her gender over the course of time: either a boy or a girl
could help Lucy Stewart in the house, but a boy would grow into a man
who would help Edward Stewart on the farm. Four days later, however,
the Stewarts were at it again. “You will think we do not know our mind
exactly,” Edward projected, “as we have now concluded that it will be
best to have a girl instead of a boy. Lucy quotes Christine [a slave
woman] with her six or seven children as an example and I think that in

after years a girl would prove most valuable.”*°

So now, either a boy or
girl could help Lucy Stewart in the house, but only a girl could eventu-
ally produce more slaves. The Stewarts were posed on the doorstep of
their own future, unable to choose between sets of seemingly endless
possibilities contained within the body of an eight-year-old child.

The slave the Stewarts imagined was to be a helper for Lucy; they

could not yet afford to imagine buying slaves who would relieve Lucy
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entirely of her duties around the house, who would transform her from
a mate into a mistress. And yet there were such slaves to be bought in
the slave market: nurses, cooks, carriage drivers, spinners, seamstresses,
servants, weavers, waiters, washers, and on and on. Amidst the public
celebration of white male equality, it was difficult for slaveholding white
men publicly to declare their superiority to their social inferiors, but the
mark of distinction embodied in their slaves was unmistakable.’” When
a slave broker said of a customer “he is a man of means—he is well off,”
he was speaking from the experience of seeing the man buy slaves,
referring to a type of social knowledge that was acted out every day in
the finer households of the antebellum South. Another broker made the
same point when buying for John Buhler: “Mr. Buhler wanted a good
cook, but an indifferent one would not suit him.” Buhler was saying of
himself what another man said of John Baron: “[he] lives well and would
not keep a bad cook.” That was a reputation in a single sentence, an
estimation of the man built out of the tone of his household and the
service of his slaves—a reputation dependent upon the greeting given
at his door and the slave-driven carriage that carried his family to
church services and parties, a reputation dependent upon the washing
and ironing, the cooking and cleaning, the slaving and serving.?* Baron’s
gentility, like that of all of the slaveholders who bought domestic slaves,
was made visible in the actions and abilities of his slaves. For the
prosperous slaveholders of the antebellum South, domestic slaves were
a necessity; one might compare the benefits of hiring or buying such a
slave, but one could not do without.?? Indeed, in a social sense, one
could not e without.

The most perfectly turned performances of slaveholding class dis-
tinction were, of course, those of slaveholding ladies. The purchase of
ever more slaves provided access to ever more rarified possibilities of
feminine delicacy for the white women who watched over them. With
a household full of domestic slaves, a white woman could skate lightly
across the surface of daily exigency, her own composure unscathed by
the messy process required to produce the pleasing tableau of her own
life. Of course, these women were as much a part of that pleasing
tableau as were the fine dinner parties, well-governed children, and
crisply ironed shirts produced by their slaves—the leisure of these
women was a part of the show as much as were the slaves who had been
bought to create it. As they were replaced by slaves in the fields and
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moved inside to elaborate ever more accomplished performances of
gentility and domesticity, these slave-made ladies perhaps more than
anyone else marked out the class hierarchy of the antebellum South.3*

The leisure and gentility of white women (itself produced by domes-
tic slaves) was, in the public record of the antebellum South, credited
to the reputations of their husbands. Male slaveholders often advertised
to their correspondents and fellows in the slave market that they were
buying slaves for their family members. By so doing they added a patina
of patriarchal generosity—the ability to determine and provide for the
needs of their dependents—to the social distinction they were buying
in the slave market. John Knight, for example, made a public account-
ing of his slave buying in the following terms: “We find that we require
another female bouse servant,” he began his letter, “having to keep Jane
exclusively as a nurse.” The slave he imagined would be “of infinite
advantage to Frances, who has necessarily been entirely too much
confined (having the care of John B. and a pretty large family).”’
Knight used the language of necessity, but the needs he described were
domestic rather than economic. And they were Frances’s: a house ser-
vant was “required” to relieve her confinement (itself necessary). He
would provide.

A slave dealer remembered a buyer invoking his female family mem-
bers in a similarly public accounting of his motive for buying a domestic
slave: “I recollect that when plaintiff came to purchase her he stated to
me that he wanted to buy her for one of his female relations.”3® Bruck-
ner Payne framed a purchase in similar terms: “Mr. Payne said he
wanted a little girl . . . to wait on his wife and do the sewing for a small
family.”3” By publicly framing their purchases in terms of the needs of
their white dependents, these men reframed the leisure of their wives
as evidence of their own virtue—tzhbeir wives would not have to wash or
wait or nurse, they would see to that.

And, as they publicly went about providing for their wives and rela-
tives, many slaveholders were buying for themselves a fantasy of provi-
sion that would amplify itself over time—even, perhaps, after they had
themselves passed on. D. W. Breozeale’s mind was on his own legacy
when he wrote to his friend John Close about the slave market: “For
my own part,” he wrote, “should I ever get imbaressed it will be in
purchasing Negroes as I wish to have a few more settled on my wife
before I am carried off so that no future husband can spend them.”
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Breozeale was thinking about the frailty of his legacy and calming his
fears about the future by thinking about buying slaves. He was going to
the slave market to buy life insurance—a legacy that would insulate his
family from the effects of his own death. For Breozeale, the slaves he
bought in the market were a self-perpetuating part of an intergenera-
tional chain of patriarchal provision: when he was gone, his slaves would
take their place alongside those provided to his wife by her father: “I
have saved all the slaves for her that I found with her (except one that
died at very considerable expense),” he confided to his friend. Like the
older man, he would be present in the bodies of his slaves long after he
was dead and gone.?*

A link between the generations of his family was something that J. F.
Smith, like Breozeale, hoped to buy in the slave market. When he sat
down to write to one of his friends, Smith had just—by his wife’s
“directions,” he said—sold three women and their children. Perhaps
their price was to help him pay for the farm he had recently bought and
the house he had recently built, the sale of one type of future to pay for
another. But as soon as the sale of the slaves was done, Smith was
looking to the slave market for more. “If I can procure one or two good
servants,” he wrote, “we may expect to live in a little more satisfaction.”
He went on to explain what satisfaction he took from buying slaves: “I
intend to purchase a girl of 18 or 20 years of age or a woman and
children so that if I should be called away from my family they will at
least have a comfortable home with servants sufficient without hiring
and that will bring if sold double the original cost.” While he made clear
enough that he was acting on behalf of his family, Smith detoured
around saying exactly what he meant by emphasizing the sunny results

»

of his slave buying—“a little more satisfaction,” “a comfortable
home”—rather than the means by which such feeling would be pro-
duced. But his meaning was probably clear enough to the man who
received the letter. The choice Smith posed was between a woman of
childbearing age and one who already had children. J. . Smith was
buying a self-renewing slave force for his family; his provision would be
perpetually embodied in the reproduction of the slaves he bought.
Through the remarkable alchemy of the slave market, a legacy of white
patriarchy could be passed on in the promise of black reproduction.?®
No less than slaveholding men, slaveholding women experienced and

expressed transitions in their own lives in relation to slavery. The
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dependence of slaveholding women on their slaves was expressed in a
commonplace Isaac Jarratt passed to his cousin Betty: “I do think you
and Sarah stand a chance to marry since Euclinda Wall has done so, but
I fearitis ... abad chance without a show of some Negroes and Beauty,
both of which is lacking with Sarah and unfortunately for you, you lack
the Negroes.”*° Jarratt was a slave trader, a man well-acquainted with
the way in which the traffic in slaves underwrote the traffic in (white)
women, which in turn underwrote the reproduction of slaveholding
patriarchy. Jarratt’s recognition of the interrelation of the white mar-
riage market and the black slave market, however, implied no identity
of interest between slaves and slaveholding women. Far from it. What-
ever their relation to slaveholding patriarchy, he implied, slaveholding
women were like slaveholding men—made out of slaves.

As much as their external identities as ladies of distinction or suitable
wives depended upon slaves, the internal lives of white women could
also be reshaped in the slave market. For Miriam Hilliard, for example,
thinking about what it meant to be a mother involved thinking about
what it would mean to buy a caretaker for her child. “Isaac Henry kept
me awake almost the whole of last night,” she wrote shortly after the
birth of her son. “I cannot conceive how a mother can rest satisfied to
put her tender and helpless babes out to nurse. Who but a mother
would patiently undergo the fatigue and sleepless nights which most
generally have to be encountered?” Who but a slave, she found herself
asking while visiting the family of Bishop Leonidas Polk two weeks
later. “She has a faithful nurse (Negro) to whose care she abandons her
babes entirely,” Hilliard wrote of Mrs. Polk, “only when she has a fancy
to caress them does she see them. Eight children and cannot lay to their
charge the loss of a single night’s rest. She is equally fortunate in having
a housekeeper who . . . is everything she ought to be.”" Mrs. Polk’s
caretaker filled Miriam Hilliard with wonder, if not with admiration.
The well-rested Mrs. Polk, it seems, was leading Hilliard down the path
from the household to the slave market.

Had Miriam Hilliard bought a slave, the transaction would likely
have entered the public record under the same heading as John Knight’s
purchase of a nurse for his own wife and son: “patriarchal provision.”
Her husband would have gone to the slave market, advertised his
beneficence by announcing that his intention was to buy a slave for his
needy wife, and set about inspecting those available for sale. In the
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privacy provided by her diary, however, Miriam Hilliard could imagine
a different set of meanings for her imagined slave. Still at the Polk’:
“Our ‘piece of perfection’ kept us up the entire night. Mr. Hilliard got
terribly out of patience—vowed this breaking of rest would kill him.”*
Can it have failed to occur to Miriam Hilliard, sitting in the house run
by Mrs. Polk’s slaves, stealing a moment for herself away from her
crying child and raging husband, that buying a slave would emancipate
her as a mother and a wife, that the inner life of her household (as well
as its outward reputation) might be remade in the slave market? As
useful as the patriarchal provision script was in describing slave sales in
a way that knit together the authority of white men over both the
political economy and the household economy, it could not fully con-
tain the possibilities that a white woman like Miriam Hilliard might
discern in the slave market—possibilities that might be subversive of
domestic patriarchy, if not of slavery itself.

So it was with Kitty Hamilton. Hamilton had just been married when
she asked her brother to buy her a slave. “I want a competent maid,”
she wrote to Louisiana from her new home in Vicksburg in 1856, “but
do not wish to be in too great a hurry.” A few months later, when
Hamilton wrote to her father, action seemed a bit more to the point;
her brother was sending a seamstress, but Hamilton was in the market
for more than a seamstress. “Before long,” she wrote, “I shall require
two servants. Mrs. Lane is bad off for a washer & I should feel much
better if I had some one who could do my washing.”* Mrs. Lane was
Kitty Hamiltons new mother-in-law, the mistress of the household in
which she was living. It is not clear whether Hamilton was looking for
a washer she could use to distinguish herself within the older woman’s
household or one she could offer as her own contribution to the greater
good. What is clear is that Kitty Hamilton was relying on her father to
help her renegotiate the terms under which she lived in her husband’s
household—she was buying a slave to do more than wash her dirty
laundry.

If Kitty Hamilton bought slaves to help her define her relations with
her in-laws, she was also using the slave market to help her define her
relationship to her new husband. In November 1856 she wrote to her
brother that the draft he had sent her had not arrived in time and she
had been forced to borrow money from her husband. She did not dwell
on the fact of the draft but sent it back with a request: “If Josh is sound
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& well send him up to Vicksburg for me. I am not going to trust him
to a Negro trader, but will sell him myself.”** Hamilton’s hope was that
her father-in-law might be looking for a slave like Josh. Kitty Hamilton
was trading furiously within a tightly bounded set of household econo-
mies. Worried about relations with her husband’s relatives, she bought
through her own family. In debt to her husband, she had her slave sent
from her old home to her new one and tried to sell him to her father-
in-law. Hamilton accepted the terms of the patriarchal-provision script:
she did her slave buying through men, relying on the financial and
practical support of her father, brother, and husband, and she stayed out
of the slave pens and sold to a family member. But she also tried to
dictate the terms of enactment for these pre-scripted roles. As well-
grooved as was the process by which domestic patriarchy was repro-
duced out of chattel slavery, as axiomatic as was the rhetoric of mascu-
line provision to the purchase of household slaves, buying a slave was
still a social process, subject to the contrary inclinations and occasional
subversions of all those involved.

Some white women went a step further than did Miriam Hilliard or
Kitty Hamilton: they used slavery to dismantle patriarchy. The story of
Polyxeme Reynes, a white woman of moderate means who lived in
antebellum New Orleans, provides a view of the slippery capacity of
some slaveholding women to fabricate independent identities in the
slave market. Sometime after November 1843, Reynes used a few
empty leaves at the beginning of her account book to write her com-
mercial autobiography, “How I started to Work.”* What followed was
a chronicle of twenty transactions made between the end of 1833 and
November 1843. The transactions were carefully indexed—First Sales,
Sales made by Line, Jackson bought, Second acquisition on Congress
Street, Jackson Sold, etc.—and described in loving detail.

As she remembered it to herself, Reynes began in 1833 by selling
some of the clothes in her closet for forty dollars. With that money she
bought muslin, lace work, and other articles out of which she made
kerchiefs, dresses, and bonnets. These were sold in the street by her
slave, Elyza. In the meantime, she had her slave Line selling beer and
cakes (the cakes, she noted, she had made herself). By the end of the
year her savings were considerable—she called them her “panier,” her
basket. Through 1835 Reynes expanded her enterprise. In August she
bought, through an agent, a piece of ground on the Rue de Congres. In
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November she paid for a formal accounting of how the $3080 she had
brought to her marriage had been spent: “Reynes bought for me Elyza
$1000, Betsi $300, Hemmok $1200,” and they had, together, bought
furniture for $460. The accounting may have meant that Polyxeme
Reynes was being legally separated from her husband, a sign either of
her commercial independence or of his insolvency. But Joseph Reynes
remained active in her affairs. He had done the family’s slave buying
even when the money being spent was his wife’s, and he continued to
do so as her business grew beyond the bounds of his household. Also in
November, Reynes later remembered, with the remaining $100 of her
dotal money, “my husband bought in my name and with my promise to
pay the Negro Jackson.” Joseph Reynes paid the money down and
brought the slave home, but the name on the note that promised the
balance in eighteen months was Polyxeme Reynes. At the end of the
month her husband gave her a gift—a horse and dray with which
Jackson could “help me pay the $9oo I paid for him.” The money made
by Jackson’s work as a drayman went directly to pay her loan from the
bank, which, she noted, as on every occasion when she borrowed
money, was “paid before term.”

Through the following years Reynes bought, sold, and rented land;
prices and profits were detailed in the diary. And in those years she
bought and sold slaves. Nina was purchased on February 17, 1836;
again, Joseph Reynes did the slave buying and gave Polyxeme Reynes’s
promise to pay. This time no money changed hands; Polyxeme Reynes
gave only her promise, which was partly backed by Nina herself: “The
rent from my two small houses, and the work of Nina were designated
to pay this sum.”® Later in the same year she sold Jackson for one
thousand dollars. “I gained at this affair a little less than three-hundred
and fifty dollars, that is to say the fruit of his work during eight
months,” she later wrote.

At the back of the same volume in which she later wrote her com-
mercial autobiography, Polyxeme Reynes kept her running accounts. It
is in this list of receipts and expenditures that the depth of the meaning
that the slave market had for Reynes is apparent. Much of her money
was made into more money: by the end of 1836 she was no longer
recording any income from work done by her slaves; money came
instead from a rental property, the purchase of which had been under-
written by the sales her slaves made in the streets. But not all the money
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she made was reinvested. In May 1835 she recorded a small sum with
the notation “expenditures for my children”; in November 1836 she
bought presents for her children and clothes for herself; in January
1839 “a gold reliquary for my girl”; in 1841, amidst the growing depres-
sion, she gave her three children money to put in “their strongboxes.”’
As prominent as Joseph Reynes is in his wife’s commercial autobiogra-
phy, he is absent from her account book. Polyxeme Reynes had appar-
ently established a separate economy within her husband’s household.

Indeed, by the 1840s, hers may have been the only economy in the
household. In the beginning, Joseph helped his wife get a start, fronting
for her in slave purchases, giving her the horse and cart, and apparently
lending her some money. In the twelfth entry of her diary (which,
though undated, falls between those for June and August of 1836),
Polyxeme Reynes recorded that she had repaid him the money he had
advanced her for the purchase of Nina. That entry, like those before it
in which Joseph Reynes appears, suggests a posture of patriarchal facili-
tation: he did not interest himself too deeply in her affairs but did what
he could to help her out.

Rather than being the last of the entries detailing her husband’s
stewardship of her business, however, the twelfth entry may have
marked the beginning of her support of him. Three months after she
had repaid the outstanding debt, she was lending him money. When
Reynes wrote her commercial autobiography, she did not include much
about the years after 1836, years of depression. In March of 1843, she
later recorded, “my husband having lost his position I began again to
make sweets for my domestic to sell on the streets.”*® Polyxeme Reynes
was beginning “her work” all over again, only this time it was she who
headed the household. The fact that the money she gave her children
was earmarked for their “strongboxes” provides a disquieting sugges-
tion of the internal life of the Reynes household during the depression.
But it is perhaps more telling that we cannot tell much at all about
Joseph Reynes from the book left behind by his wife: long before she
became the head of household, Polyxeme Reynes was using the slave
market and her slaves’ marketing skills to build herself an independent
life within a household nominally headed by her husband.

The last entry in Reynes’s autobiography marked the end of her
enterprise. “In November 1843,” she