
The Old South

Analyze the way in which white Americans in the South viewed the institution of slavery during the period from 1800-1860. 

Henry Clay on Slavery

Author:   Henry Clay   
Date:1831

Annotation:
Henry Clay favored colonization as the only workable solution to slavery--a position that would later be embraced 
by one of Clay's ardent admirers, Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865). In this letter, Clay spells out the kind of cautious 
antislavery position that Garrison began denouncing in 1831.

 
Document:
I received your letter of the 6th inst. requesting my opinion on certain questions stated by you in respect to the 
African portion of our population. I have not time to discuss these at large and must therefore confine myself to a 
brief reply, upon the condition, suggested by yourself that my letter shall not be a subject of publication....

The question of emancipation, immediate or prospective, as a public measure, appertains, in my opinion, exclusively 
to the several States, each judging and asking for itself, in which slavery exists. More than thirty years ago I was in 
favor of the adoption in K[entucky] of a system similar to that which, at the insistence of [Benjamin] Franklin had 
been previously sanctioned by Penn[sylvani]a. I have never ceased to regret that the decision of this State was 
adverse to the plan.

Slavery is undoubtedly a manifest violation of the rights of man. It can only be justified in America, if at all, by 
necessity. That it entails innumerable mischiefs upon our Country I think is quite clear. It may become dangerous in 
particular parts of the Union. But the slaves can never, I think, acquire permanent ascendancy in any part.

Congress has no power, as I think, to establish any system of emancipation, gradual or immediate, in behalf of the 
present or any future generation. The several states alone, according to our existing institutions, are competent to 
make provision on that subject, as already intimated.

Source: Gilder Lehrman Institute

Additional information: Henry Clay to John Switzer

Newspaper Report of Nat Turner's Insurrection: Richmond Enquirer
 
Date:1831

Document:
A fanatic preacher by the name of Nat Turner (Gen. Nat Turner) who had been taught to read and write, and 
permitted to go about preaching in the country, was the bottom of this infernal brigandage. He was artful, impudent, 
and vindictive, without any cause or provocation, that could be assigned. He was the slave of Mr. Travis. He and 
another slave of Mr. Travis a young fellow, by the name of Moore, were two of the leaders.... And by importunity or 
threats they prevailed upon about 20 others to cooperate in the scheme of massacre.... They were mounted to the 
number of 40 or 50; and with knives and axes--knocking on the head, or cutting the throats of their victims.... But as 
they went from house to house, they drank ardent spirits--and it is supposed, that in consequence of their being 
intoxicated, or from mere fatigue, they paused in their murderous career about 12 o'clock on Monday.

A fact or two, before we continue our narrative. These wretches are now estimated to have committed sixty-one 
murders! Not a white person escaped at all the houses they visited except two....

Early on Tuesday morning, they attempted to renew their bloody work. --They made an attack upon Mr. Blunt, a 
gentleman who was very unwell with the gout, and who instead of flying determined to brave them out. He had 
several pieces of firearms, perhaps seven or eight, and he put them into the hands of his own slaves, who nobly and 



gallantly stood by him. They repelled the brigands--killed one, wounded and took prisoner (Gen. Moore), and we 
believe took a third who was not wounded at all....

The militia of Southampton had been most active in ferreting out the fugitives form their hiding places....But it 
deserves to be said to the credit of many of the slaves whom gratitude had bound to their masters, that they had 
manifested the greatest alacrity in detecting and apprehending many of the brigands.... It is said that from 40 to 50 
blacks were in jail--some of whom were known to be concerned with the murders, and others suspected. The 
courts will discriminate the innocent from the guilty.

It is believed that all the brigands were slaves--and most, if not all these, the property of kind and indulgent masters. 
It is not known that any of them had been the runaways of the swamps and only one of them was a free man of 
color....

Nat, the ringleader, who calls himself General, pretends to be a Baptist preacher--a great enthusiast--declares to his 
comrades that he is commissioned by Jesus Christ, and proceeds under his inspired directions--that the late 
singular appearance of the sun was the sight for him, etc., etc., is among the number yet taken. The story of his 
having been killed at the bridge, and of two engagements there, is ungrounded. It is believed he cannot escape.

Additional information: Richmond Enquirer, August 30, 1831

Pro-Slavery Arguments: The Biblical Argument  

Author:   Thornton Stringfellow   
Date:1860

Annotation:
One of the fundamental paradoxes of the South's slave system is that while slavery was a highly commercial, 
efficient, productive, and profitable institution, slaveholders tended to subscribe to an "anti-industrial" ideology, 
generally hostile to the forms of "modernization" taking place in the North. Even though slave plantations made 
extensive use of an extensive division of labor and factory-like discipline, the South, was slow to embrace public 
schools and manufacturing, and many potential sources of investment, particularly in urban trade, went untapped. 
Like other slave societies, the South failed to develop many cities, whose interactions with the surrounding 
countryside were the engine of economic growth in the antebellum North. In this selection, a southern theologian 
defends slavery as a divinely-sanctioned, paternalistic institution.

This excerpt appears in Thornton Stringfellow's "The Bible Argument: Or, Slavery in the Light of Divine Revelation," 
in E.N. Elliott, ed., Cotton is King.

 
Document:
[Slavery] is branded by one portion of the people, who take their rule of moral rectitude from the Scriptures, as a 
great sin; nay the greatest of sins that exist in the nation. And they hold the obligation to exterminate it, to be 
paramount to all others.

If slavery be thus sinful, it behooves all Christians who are involved in the sin, to repent in dust and ashes, and wash 
their hands of it, without consulting with flesh and blood....

I propose, therefore, to examine the sacred volume briefly, and if I am not greatly mistaken, I shall be able to make it 
appear that the institution of slavery has received, in the first place,

1st. The sanction of the Almighty in the Patriarchal age.

2d. That it was incorporated into the only National Constitution which ever emanated from God.

3d. That its legality was recognized, and its relative duties regulated, by Jesus Christ in his kingdom; and

4th. That is full of mercy....

[The abolitionists'] hostility must be transferred from us to God, who established slavery by law in that kingdom 
over which he condescended to preside; and to Jesus, who recognized it as a relationship established in Israel by his 
Father, and in the Roman government by men, which he bound his followers to obey and honor.

Source: Gilder Lehrman Institute

Additional information: Thornton Stringfellow in E.N. Elliott, ed., Cotton Is King



Frederick Law Olmsted Describes Texas
 
Date:1860

Annotation: Nineteenth-century America’s most famous landscape architect, best known for designing New 
York’s Central Park, Frederick Law Olmsted was also a journalist. In 1852, The New York Times commissioned him 
to tour the southern states, including Texas.

 
Document: The Home of an East Texas Cattleman

…It was a log cabin, of one room, fourteen feet by fourteen, with another small room in a “lean-to” of boards on 
the windward side. There was no window, but there were three doors, and openings between the logs in all 
quarters…. A strong fire was roaring in the great chimney at the end of the room, and we all clustered closely 
around it, “the woman” alone passing through our semicircle, as she prepared the “pone” and “fry,” and coffee for 
supper…. Any man, who had been brought up in Texas, he said, could live as well as he wanted to, without working 
more than one month a year. For about a month in the year he had to work hard, driving his cattle into the pen, 
and roping and marking the calves…. During the rest of the year he hadn’t anything to do…. When he felt like it he 
got on to a horse and rode around, and looked after his cattle; but that wasn’t work, he said—‘twas only play…. 
The room was, as I said, fourteen feet square, with battens of split boards tacked on between the broader openings 
of the logs. Above, it was open to the rafters, and in many places the sky could be seen between the shingles of the 
roof…. A canopy-bed filled one quarter of the room; a cradle, four chairs seated with untanned deer-hide, a table, a 
skillet or bake-kettle, a frying pan, and a rifle laid across two wooden pegs on the chimney, with a string of patches, 
powder-horn, pouch, and hunting-knife, completed the furniture of the house. …

The Home of an East Texas Planter

…[He] had, he told us, an income, from the labor of his slaves, of some $4,000. His residence was one of the largest 
houses we had seen in Texas. It had a second story, two wings, and a long gallery. Its windows had been once glazed, 
but now, out of eighty panes that originally filled the lower windows, thirty only remained unbroken. Not a door in 
the house had been ever furnished with a latch or even a string.… On our supepr-table was nothing else than the 
eternal fry, pone and coffee. Butter, of dreadful odor, was here added by exception. What flour they never used. It 
was “too much trouble”…. This gentleman had thirty or forty negroes, and two legitimate sons. One was an idle 
young man. The other was already, at eight years old, a swearing, tobacco-chewing young bully and ruffian. We heard 
him whipping the puppy behind the house, and swearing between the blows, his father and mother being at hand. 
His tone was an evident imitation of his father’s mode of dealing with his slaves. “I’ve got an account to settle with 
you; I’ve let you go about long enough; I’ll teach you who’s your master; there, go now, God damn you, but I havn’t 
got through with you yet.”

The Germans of New Braunfels

The cabins were very simple and cheap habitations, but there were many little conveniences about them, and a care 
to secure comfort in small ways evident, that was very agreeable to notice. So, also, the greater variety of the crops 
which had been grown upon their allotments, and the more clean, and complete tillage they had received 
contrasted favorably with the patches of corn-stubble, overgrown with crabgrass, which are usually the only 
gardens to be seen adjoining the cabins of the poor whites and slaves….. …it caused us a sensation to see a 
number of parallelograms of COTTON—FREE-LABOR COTTON. These were not often of more than an acre in 
extent. Most of them looked as if they had been judiciously cultivated, and had yielded a fine crop, differing, however, 
from that we had noticed on the plantations the day before…the picking had been entirely completed, and that 
with care and exactness, so that none of the cotton, which the labor of cultivation had produced, had been left to 
waste…. He [a butcher Olmsted had encountered] knew but one German who had brought a slave; they did not 
think well of slavery; they thought it better that all men should be free…. Instead of loose boarded or hewn log 
walls, with crevices stuffed with rags or daubed with mortar, which we have been accustomed to seeing during the 
last month…there was…a long room, extending across the whole front of the cottage, the walls pink, with 
stenciled panels, and scroll ornaments in crimson, and with neatly-framed and glazed pretty lithographic prints 
hanging on all sides; a long, thick, dark oak table with rounded ends, oak benches at its sides; chiseled oak chairs; a 
sofa, covered with cheap pink calico, with a small vine pattern, a stove in the corner; a little mahogany cupboard in 
another corner, with pitcher and glasses upon it….

Source: A Journey Through Texas, 1860



American Slavery As It Is
Date:1839

Document:
I. Food

We begin with the food of the slaves, because if they are ill treated in this respect we may be sure that they will be 
ill treated in other respects, and generally in a greater degree. For a man habitually to stint his dependents in their 
food, is the extreme of meanness and cruelty, and the greatest evidence he can give of utter indifference to their 
comfort....

Hon. Robert Turnbull, a slaveholder of Charleston, South Carolina: "The subsistence of the slaves consists, from 
March until August, of corn ground into grits, or meal, made into what is called hominy, or baked into corn bread. 
The other six months they are fed upon the sweet potato. Meat, when given, is only by way of indulgence or 
favor...."

The Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser, May 30, 1788: "A single peck of corn a week, or the like measure of 
rice, is the ordinary quantity of provision for a hard-working slave; to which a small quantity of meat is occasionally, 
though rarely, added...."

"The common allowance of food in the penitentiaries, is equivalent to one pound of meat, one pound of bread, and 
one pound of vegetables per day. It varies a little from this in some of them, but it is generally equivalent to it." First 
Report of the American Prison Discipline Society....

II. Labor.

Philemon Bliss, Esq., a lawyer of Elyria, Ohio, who lived in Florida in 1834 and 1835. "During the cotton-picking 
season they usually labor in the field during the whole of the daylight, and then spend a good part of the night in 
ginning and baling. The labor required is very frequently excessive, and speedily impairs the constitution."

Mr. Cornelius Johnson, of Farmington, Ohio, who lived in Mississippi a part of 1837 and 1838. "It is the common rule 
for the slaves to be kept at work fifteen hours of the day, and in the time of picking cotton a certain number of 
pounds is required of each. If this amount is not brought in at night, the slave is whipped, and the number of pounds 
lacking is added to the next day's job.....

III. Clothing.

Wm. Ladd, Esq. of Minot, Maine, recently a slaveholder in Florida. "They were allowed two suits of clothes a year, viz. 
one pair of trowsers with a shirt...for summer, and for winters, one pair of trowsers, and a jacket of Negro cloth, 
with a beige shirt and a pair of shoes. Some allowed hats, and some did not; and they were generally, I believe, 
allowed one blanket in two years. Garments of similar materials were allowed the women."

Mr. Lemuel Sapington, of Lancaster, Pa., a native of Maryland, and formerly a slaveholder. "Their clothing is often 
made by themselves after night, though sometimes assisted by the old women, who are no longer able to do out-
door work; consequently it is harsh and uncomfortable. And I have very frequently seen those who had not attained 
the age of twelve years go naked."

IV. Dwellings.

Mr. George W. Westgate, member of the Congregational Church in Quincy, Illinois, who has spent a number of years 
in slave states. "On old plantations, the Negro quarters are of frame and clapboards, seldom affording a comfortable 
shelter from wind or rain; their size varies from 8 to 10, to 10 by 12, feet, and six or eight feet high; sometimes 
there is a hole cut for a window, but I never saw a sash, or glass in any. In the new country, and in the woods, the 
quarters are generally built of logs, of similar dimensions."

Mr. Cornelius Johnson, a member of the Christian Church in Farmington, Ohio. Mr. J. lived in Mississippi in 1837-8. 
"Their houses were commonly built of logs, sometimes they were framed, often they had no floor, some of them 
have two apartments, commonly but one; each of these apartments contains a family. Sometimes these families 
consisted of a man and his wife and children, while in other instances persons of both sexes, were thrown together 
without any regard to family relationship."

Source: Gilder Lehrman Institute

Additional information: Theodore Dwight Weld, ed., American Slavery As It Is, 35-36, 40-41, 43



The Southern View of Slavery



Overseer’s Report from Chicora Wood Plantation, South Carolina- 1858

July 18-24, 1858

Sunday the 18 July gave Allowance of grits & Peas & Pork 100 lbs & Punished Jacob B[illegible] 39 strips

Mounday the 19 July All Hands Working rice No 4 & 5 & 2 Chicora Sam Shelling Corn Guy & Anthony in Shop 3 
Carpenters went to Waverly to Work Clarasa Went to Work this Day

Teusday the 20 “ Part of hands in no 6 the rest in no 7 Flat Went to Waverly For Col Allston things the mill grinding 
2 Weeks Allowance Punished Jackson With 25 Strips

Wenesday the 21 the People Hoeing rice Rabit island & Myars Field 4 Boys Hoeing Bank Flat Came from Waverly 
Mosses & 2 Boys came with Wood & unloding of it Gentlemen Walked Around the rice Guy Comensed to Pull 
Down the Brick Woork

thursday the 22 All Hands Hoeing rice Chicora Myars Field And no 12 & no 13 mosses & 2 Boys Cleaning up 
Engine yard Elsy Miscaried Guy & Anthony in Engineroom 
Sam mooving tailling

Friday 23 6 Hands in 5 Acre at Landing the other Hands in by Parts of no 11 & no 14 & no 9 & no 8 Mosses & 2 
Boys Cording Wood Sam mooving tailing

Saturday 24 gave Holerday

Sick Peter [illegible] 3, Susan 1, Suck y 5, Janr 4, 
F Maria 2, Lidia 1, Amy W 2, Mary 2.

An Advertisement for a Runaway Slave, 1845




