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There warn’t nothing to do now but to look out sharp for
the town, and not pass it without seeing it. He said he'd be
mighty sure to see it, because he'd be a free man the minute
he seen it, but if he missed it he'd be in a slave country again
and no more show for freedom.

—Mark TwaiIn,

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
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Preface

WHY DID SLAVERY expand in the early national United States? This
question is central to some of the most important issues in nine-
teenth-century American history, including the transition from colo-
nial society to independent nation-state; the process of continental
expansion and the character of the frontier; and the origins of the
Civil War. Yet it is not a question that has been answered convinc-
ingly. Many Americans regard slavery as an embarrassment to the rev-
olutionary commitment to liberty, an example of sordid interests
temporarily blocking the fulfillment of the country’s ideals. Some be-
lieve that it is unrealistic to wonder why the revolutionary generation
did not abolish slavery or overcome racism in addition to all its other
achievements. But why did such an imaginative group of people de-
clare independence from one of the greatest empires on earth and es-
tablish a truly novel polity but not get rid of an institution that most
of them thought was immoral and dangerous? The question is not
merely why the revolutionary generation did not abolish slavery, but
why slavery expanded under its watch.

For it cannot be denied that slavery expanded in the United States

for fifty years following the American Revolution. These formative
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years of the republic represent a dynamic but mysterious middle pe-
riod in the history of American slavery, bridging the colonial slave
system and its antebellum descendant. During this middle period, the
slave population grew in number, moved across space, and changed in
composition. It had taken more than 100 years for the slave popula-
tion of colonial North America to reach g5oo,ooo—a threshold
crossed sometime between 1770 and 1790—but by 1820 more than
1.5 million slaves lived in the United States.! While slavery con-
tracted in the northern states in the early national era, it expanded
geographically to the south and west. Six new slave states joined the
Union during the period: Kentucky, Tennessee, Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, Alabama, and Missouri. As slavery expanded in the new United
States, slaves forcibly transported to the new plantation areas were
put to work cultivating cotton and sugar, which had not been impor-
tant crops in North America during the colonial era. Thousands of
slaves arrived from Africa and the Caribbean during these years, al-
though the United States ultimately divorced itself from transatlantic
sources of slave labor by banning the importation of slaves. At the
same time, forced migration reappeared within North America as an
internal slave trade emerged to satisfy the growing demand for slaves
in the country’s expanding plantation areas. All these changes molded
the slave system of the United States into the distinctive form that it
assumed in the decades leading to the Civil War.?

Why did this happen, and how? Discovering the origins of the
Deep South—the region that became the states of Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, and Alabama—helps to answer the question. In the 1780s, the
region was thinly populated by a congeries of peoples subject to the
overlapping jurisdictions of several American Indian nations, Spain,
and the United States. Plantation slavery was limited to a thin strip of
settlement in the lower Mississippi Valley devoted to the cultivation
of indigo and tobacco. Compared with other places in the Americas,
the region scarcely registered in the roll of slave societies.? Every-
thing changed over the next thirty years. As the United States ex-

tended its sovereignty—at times by force of arms—thousands of free
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and enslaved people arrived there and jointly made the region one of
the major producers of slave-grown commodities in the world. By the
beginning of the 1820s, it was the leading edge of a dynamic, expan-
sive slave regime incorporated politically into the United States and
firmly tied to the transatlantic system of commodity exchange. Ex-
plaining these developments goes a long way toward understanding
the early United States as a “slave country.”

Nothing is ingrained more deeply in American ideology than that
ours is a free country. Yet freedom and slavery were densely entan-
gled in the early United States. After the American Revolution won
independence for most of the British colonies of North America, the
United States became a free country in an important sense of the
term. Moreover the new country’s citizens (and many of its other in-
habitants) insisted on their own individual freedom by opposing ex-
cessive taxation, extending the franchise, and throwing off habits of
deference to social superiors. Nevertheless slavery permeated virtu-
ally all human relations in the new country in direct and indirect
ways. Slavery was a social reality for millions of people, an important
economic institution, and a basic metaphor of power in the prevailing
rhetoric of politics that emerged from the Revolution. The entangling
of freedom and slavery in the early national era was starkly revealed in
the popular claim among slavery’s defenders that the legacy of the
American Revolution included the right to own other human beings
as slaves, and that government-sponsored abolition was a despotic in-
fringement of individual liberty. To identify the early national United
States as a “slave country” is thus not merely an epithet. It is also the
starting line for an analysis of the new country’s most vexing predica-
ment.*

Few living in the 1780s could have predicted what lay ahead. Slav-
ery’s expansion in the Deep South emerged from contingent global
forces, concrete policies pursued by governments, and countless
small choices made by thousands of individuals in diverse stations of
life. All these are the subject of this book.
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A map copied in 1785 from one drawn by Old Tassel, headman of the Cherokee Indians, to
clarify the boundaries of the Cherokee nation. It offers an indigenous view of territory and
sovereignty in the region that later became the Deep South. Natchez is in the lower left
corner of the map and Augusta in the lower right corner. Fort Pitt is located in the upper
right corner. OId Tassel was assassinated in 1788. REPRODUCED FROM AMERICAN STATE

PAPERS, INDIAN AFFAIRS (WASHINGTON, D.C.: GALES AND SEATON, 1832), I: 40.



CHAPTER 1

Jetterson’s Horizon

For THOoMAS JEFFERSON, the cataclysms of history dissolved into
the soothing scene of the American landscape. In Notes on the State of
Virginia, written in the early 1780s, Jefferson described the sensation
of gazing at the majestic confluence of the Potomac and Shenandoah
Rivers in western Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains: “The first glance
of this scene hurries our senses into the opinion, that this earth has
been created in time, that the mountains were formed first, that the
rivers began to flow afterwards, that in this place particularly they
have been dammed up by the Blue ridge of mountains, and have
formed an ocean which filled the whole valley; that continuing to rise
they have at length broken over at this spot, and have torn the moun-
tain down from its summit to its base.” The agents of nature were
historical forces, powerful and catastrophic. They left marks of a tu-
multuous past all over the landscape. By contrast, the future lay in
the “distant finishing” beyond the cloven mountains. There Jefferson
found solace in “a small catch of smooth blue horizon, at an infinite
distance in the plain country, inviting you, as it were, from the riot
and tumult roaring around, to pass through the breach and participate

of the calm below. Here the eye ultimately composes itself; and that
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way too the road happens actually to lead.” The full view suggested
that beyond the tumultuous landscape of history lay the harmonious
landscape of the future, a pleasant scene of agricultural and commer-
cial activity. That future beckoned to Jefferson, who viewed it from a
distant promontory.!

One aspect of the American vista especially troubled Jefferson, and
that aspect was slavery. Jefferson recognized that slavery was the most
dangerous and intractable problem that the infant nation confronted.
He wrote that slaveholders were despots and slaves were their ene-
mies. Slavery corrupted the manners of slaveowners and threatened
to bring the just wrath of God down upon them. Of all the social
problems in Virginia that Jefferson identified, only the problem of
slavery compelled him to contemplate the kind of cataclysmic forces
that had created the Potomac Gap. But just as Jefferson’s gaze moved
from the valley to the horizon, Jefferson expected that slavery would
eventually disappear. “The spirit of the master is abating, that of the
slave rising from the dust, his condition mollifying, the way I hope
preparing, under the auspices of heaven, for a total emancipation, and
that this is disposed, in the order of events, to be with the consent of
the masters, rather than by their extirpation.” Jefferson’s optimism
was not entirely unfounded. In the northern United States and in
parts of the upper South where slavery was not a dominant social re-
lation, many white people had come to believe that slavery was an ob-
stacle to progress. The presence of slavery in the United States, they
argued, inhibited economic development, endangered national secu-
rity, and undermined the virtue of the people. Private acts of manu-
mission and public acts of emancipation slowly undermined slavery
from New England to the northwestern districts of Virginia in the
decade following the American Revolution.?

At the same time, Jefferson ignored powerful demographic, eco-
nomic, and political circumstances that strengthened slaveowners’
power and set slavery on the road to expansion. The slave population
of the new United States was large and growing. In a country of al-

most 3.9 million people in 1790, nearly 700,000—or 15 percent—
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were enslaved. Slaves lived in every state except Massachusetts and
Vermont, but they were concentrated in the states south of Pennsyl-
vania. Almost 95 percent of all enslaved people in the United States in
1790 lived in Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South
Carolina, Georgia, and the territory that would become Kentucky.
Jefferson’s Virginia, the most populous state in the Union, also con-
tained the most slaves—mnearly 300,000. One-third of the people liv-
ing in the southern states were slaves, and about one-third of all
households there included slaves. Especially in the southern states,
then, slavery was a vital part of society.*

Natural reproduction and importation swelled the number of
slaves in the southern states. The slave population in the Chesapeake
region began to reproduce itself naturally by the 1720s, and that of
the Carolina lowcountry by midcentury. Relatively equal numbers of
enslaved men and women, and an increasingly native-born slave pop-
ulation, were both features of slavery in British North America that
distinguished it from slavery in the Caribbean.> Yet the ongoing im-
portation of slaves partly masked the natural growth of the slave pop-
ulation. More than 300,000 enslaved Africans arrived in the British
North American colonies between 1700 and 1790. Slave imports
peaked in midcentury, then declined until the end of the American
Revolution, when they picked up once again.® Contemporary observ-
ers did not have precise statistical knowledge of the relative impor-
tance of natural reproduction and importation, but they generally
knew that the slave population was increasing, and that knowledge
stoked white Southerners’ fears of being overwhelmed by a growing
black population in the event of a general emancipation.

Most of all, slavery’s contribution to the economy of the new
United States militated against emancipation. The crucial export sec-
tors of the southern states—tobacco in the upper South, rice and in-
digo in the lower South—depended on the labor of enslaved people
and had done so for almost a century. Exports from the southern
states accounted for almost half of the value of all exports from the

United States in 1789—90, with tobacco, rice, and indigo accounting
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for almost one-third of the value of the country’s exports. Planters
put slaves to work cultivating the new crops that emerged as profit-
able commodities in the 1790s—wheat in the upper South, short-
staple cotton in the lower South.” The phenomenal expansion of
short-staple cotton production in the 1790s especially strengthened
the connection between slavery and national economic development.
South Carolina’s governor, John Drayton, declared in 18oco that his
state’s cotton production had become a “matter of National Joy.”® To
their owners, enslaved people were valuable property, worth on aver-
age $200 each. One early nineteenth-century statistician estimated
that slaves accounted for 12.5 percent of the country’s total wealth in
1800.7 They were bought and sold, rented out, mortgaged, and in-
herited. (“Slaves pass by descent and dower as lands do,” Jefferson
blandly explained in his Notes.)!® Many dreams and a great deal of suf-
fering flowed from these transactions. The routine of economic life
frequently disrupted slaves’ families and communities, as slaves were
sold to pay off debts or distributed among the heirs of an estate.!!
While their numbers and economic might guaranteed that slave-
owners would constitute a formidable political bloc in the new re-
public, the structure of politics amplified their power. Despite the
popular mobilization of the revolutionary era, national office holding
remained the province of elites, who were more likely to be slave-
owners than were the mass of free people.!? Added to this elitist bias
was a regional accommodation. The new Union could not survive
without the participation of the southern states, and the price of the
southern states’ participation was a guarantee that the national gov-
ernment would refrain from trampling on the rights of slaveowners.
Thus, the federal Constitution protected slavery without ever using
the word. The three-fifths clause (Article 1, Section 2) gave an advan-
tage in the House of Representatives to states with large slave popula-
tions. The slave-trade clause (Article 1, Section 9) prevented the na-
tional government from prohibiting the importation of slaves for
twenty years. And the fugitive clause (Article 4, Section 2) prevented

runaway slaves from finding any legal refuge in “free” states.!3
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Slaveowners dominated the national government from the start.
President George Washington was one of the country’s largest plant-
ers. His secretary of state (Jefferson) and attorney general (Edmund
Randolph) were also large slaveowning planters from Virginia. In
the first federal Congress, twenty-nine of sixty-five representatives
(45 percent) and ten of twenty-six senators (38 percent) were from
Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. Of
these, fourteen representatives and eight senators were planters.!*
They threw their weight around Congress early in 1790 when three
antislavery groups petitioned Congress to determine the powers of
the national government with respect to slavery. No senator came
forward to defend the petitions, and the Senate refused to consider
them. The petitions got a friendlier reception in the more democratic
House, which—over the vehement objections of representatives from
Georgia and South Carolina—formed a committee to investigate the
issue on the strength of support from the North and the upper South.
Composed by six northerners and a Virginian, the committee’s re-
port upheld some basic restrictions on the power of the national
government to emancipate slaves, outlined some modest powers to
regulate the African slave trade, and promised that Congress would
pursue the “humane objects” of the abolition societies “so far as can be
promoted on the principles of justice, humanity, and good policy.”
Representatives from the upper South now joined their fellows from
the lower South in eviscerating the report’s antislavery tone and con-
tent. While allowing that Congress had the power to restrain Ameri-
can citizens “from carrying on the African trade, for the purpose of
supplying foreigners with slaves,” the final report declared that Con-
gress had “no authority to interfere in the emancipation of slaves, or
in the treatment of them within any of the States; it remaining with
the several States alone to provide any regulations therein, which hu-
manity and true policy may require.”"* Slavery would be a matter for
the states, not the national government, to regulate.

The debates over the Constitution and the antislavery petitions

reveal regional and ideological fissures in the early national politics
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of slavery. Many white northerners disliked slavery on philosophical
grounds but opposed immediate emancipation even in their own re-
gion. Respect for slaveowners’ property rights and disdain for black
people’s capacity for citizenship resulted in laws for gradual rather
than immediate emancipation in most of the northern states. Most
northerners were reluctant to extend this pattern of gradual emanci-
pation to the southern states. Some were relatively indifferent toward
slavery in the southern states, and others were downright hostile to
emancipation, believing that it would send hordes of free black peo-
ple to the North. Slaveowners found a useful ally in the northern
states’ powerful merchants, who profited from carrying slave-pro-
duced agricultural commodities from the southern states to foreign
markets. Moreover, northern politicians in Congress needed southern
support for their own favorite measures, including the assumption of
state debts. Northern antislavery societies could not surmount the
low priority accorded to emancipation by their representatives on the
national stage.!®

Elites in the upper South condemned the Atlantic slave trade but
staunchly defended the rights of white people to own slaves. Their
position flowed directly from the combination of population growth
and economic transition that bequeathed a surplus of slave labor to
the region.!” James Madison articulated the anti—slave trade, pro-
slavery position during the Virginia debates over the ratification of the
proposed Constitution. He argued that the Constitution improved the
odds for an eventual prohibition on the importation of slaves while af-
fording greater protection for slaveowners’ special property interests
through the fugitive slave clause.!® Representatives from the upper
South reiterated their position in the first Congress during the de-
bates over the antislavery petitions. They joined opponents of slavery
in giving the petitions a hearing and in affirming the power of the na-
tional government to regulate American citizens’ participation in the
foreign slave trade, but joined slavery’s defenders in strictly prohibit-
ing the national government from interfering with slavery in the

states.!” These developments on the national level coincided with a
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renewed defense of slavery on the state and local level, exemplified in
a series of petitions addressed to the Virginia state legislature in 1784
and 1785 attacking the liberalization of the state’s manumission laws
and repudiating a Methodist antislavery campaign. Petitioners from
Lunenberg County declared that they had “seald with our Blood, a Ti-
tle to the full, free, and absolute Enjoyment of every species of our
Property, whensoever, or however legally acquired.” They argued that
emancipation would invite poverty, crime, and “final ruin to this once
happy, free, and flourishing Country.” Others charged that the Meth-
odists’ attack on slavery was “unsupported by Scripture,” citing chap-
ter and verse to show that the Bible sanctioned slavery.?

The most vigorous defense of slavery in all its aspects came from
the lowcountry elites of South Carolina and Georgia. It was the dele-
gates from the lower South who had blocked the federal Constitution
from immediately prohibiting the importation of slaves, and during
the debates over the antislavery petitions in 1790, they were the ones
who threatened to leave the Union or resist by force of arms if Con-
gress contemplated emancipation.?! They did not shirk from defend-
ing slavery in forthright language. In a long speech to the House of
Representatives in March 1790, South Carolina’s William Loughton
Smith assaulted the antislavery petitions with the full arsenal of pro-
slavery doctrine. He argued that Congress had no power to emanci-
pate slaves, that the citizens of the southern states would not allow it,
and that if it occurred, the freedpeople would “cither starve or plun-
der.” He taunted the emancipationists for their racist views, asking if
any of the Quakers had “ever married a negro, or would any of them
suffer their children to mix their blood with that of a black?” He de-
nied that slavery weakened his part of the country or degraded its cit-
izens. Rather, he insisted, the civilization of the lowcountry depended
on slave labor and would not survive without it: “Remove the cultiva-
tors of the soil, and the whole of the low country, all the fertile rice
and indigo swamps will be deserted, and become a wilderness.”?
While slaveowners in the upper South unanimously opposed slave im-

portation, those in the lower South split on the issue. Following a
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four-year revival of slave imports after the American Revolution,
South Carolina prohibited slave importation in 1787 and—against
pressure from the upcountry—maintained the prohibition until
1803. Georgia, which had come late to slavery and was rapidly in-
creasing in population, continued to admit foreign slaves until 1798.23

Given its social importance, slavery was bound to have ideological
consequences. Fear of enslavement suffused the Americans’ revolu-
tionary rhetoric. It was the most potent metaphor of injustice in their
vocabulary. No less a figure than George Washington described the
war against Great Britain as “a struggle which was begun and has been
continued for the purpose of rescuing America from impending Slav-
ery”?* But a hatred of slavery could easily shade into contempt for
slaves. If slavery was degrading, demoralizing, and dishonoring, then
did it not follow that enslaved people were degraded, demoralized,
and dishonored?”> And did it not also follow that if emancipated,
freedpeople would be unfit for citizenship, and might even try to
avenge the horrible wrongs done to them? The structure of the revo-
lutionary antislavery argument thus created a terrible dilemma. Slav-
ery was unjust—so the argument went—but the consequences of its
injustice made immediate emancipation untenable. In Query 14 of
his Notes, Jefferson proposed a way out: a program of gradual eman-
cipation and deportation (euphemistically termed “colonization” by
later advocates) of the emancipated. Deportation, he argued, was
made necessary by “deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites;
ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of the injuries they have
sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions which nature has
made; and many other circumstances.” Jefferson’s long and infamous
rumination on the biological differences between black and white
people in his Notes was itself a literary eruption of the deep-rooted
prejudices against people of African descent that had been produced
by slavery and now vexed its abolition. “This unfortunate difference
of colour, and perhaps of faculty, is a powerful obstacle to the emanci-
pation of these people,” Jefferson concluded.?”

Thus the newly independent United States entered into history as a
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slave country. Its population included many slaves. Vital economic
sectors depended on slave labor. Elite slaveowners and their allies
composed a dominant political coalition. Racism flourished under
these conditions. Despite the decline of slavery in the northern states,
slavery was deeply woven into a national fabric that had begun to

stretch across America.

“beginning the world”

Jefferson’s vision for the new country was geographically expansive.
It ran all the way to the Mississippi River, which he predicted would
become “one of the principal channels of future commerce for the
country westward of the Allegheny”?® Jefferson’s prophecy for the
Mississippi holds a clue to the kind of country he imagined. The
North American interior would be inhabited by commercial farmers
whose livelihood depended on their ability to sell their surplus to dis-
tant markets. As Jefferson penned his Notes on the State of Virginia,
white and black Americans were already crossing the mountains into
the trans-Appalachian frontier, but contrary to Jefferson’s vision of
peaceful expansion, mass migration into the North American interior
brought the United States into conflict with the indigenous groups al-
ready there. It also generated pressure on the United States to secure
sovereignty over the interior rivers that carried backcountry com-
modities to the Gulf of Mexico, their outlet to the world market.
These continental struggles coincided with sustained international
turmoil caused by the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars
that followed. One result was a vast geographic expansion of the sov-
ereignty of the United States in North America, and the absorption of
the region that eventually became the Deep South—the present states
of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama—into the Union.?
Sovereignty over the North American interior was ambiguous and
heterogeneous. The peace settlement between Great Britain and the
United States in 1783 had left the southern and western boundaries
of the United States in dispute. Spain, Georgia, North Carolina, and
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the United States all claimed jurisdiction over territory north of the
thirty-first parallel and east of the Mississippi River, while most of the
lands in dispute were actually occupied by the southern Indian na-
tions—the Creek, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Cherokee Indians—who
also claimed them. An indication of the contested character of the
boundaries can be seen in contrasting maps from the period. The na-
tionalist perspective is illustrated in a map of the southeastern region
of North America published in Morse’s Geography in 1792. Morse’s
map recognized the western land claims of Virginia, North Carolina,
and Georgia. It stretched the names of these states all the way to the
Mississippi in boldface and large type, overshadowing the names and
boundaries of the Indian nations. In contrast, a 1794 map published
by Laurie & Whittle in London diminished the jurisdictional claims of
the United States while emphasizing the American Indian nations and
Spanish dominions. It was more thorough in marking Indian towns
and trading paths but did not mark any boundaries between the ter-
ritorially indeterminate Indian nations. A third map drawn by the
Cherokee headman Old Tassel in the 1780s presented an indigenous
perspective. Drawn to clarify Cherokee territorial claims, Old Tas-
sel’s map emphasized rivers and clearly marked the boundary be-
tween Tassel’s country and the United States. “I have shown you the
bounds of my country on my map,” he explained to a delegation of
commissioners from the United States.3°

Men and women from the original states poured into these con-
tested regions. Census takers counted almost 75,000 white and black
people in Kentucky in 1790. Ten years later, census takers counted
more than 220,000 white and black people in Kentucky and another
105,000 in Tennessee.’! They came largely from Pennsylvania, Vir-
ginia, and North Carolina. Some were pushed out by rural over-
crowding, others by soil exhaustion or indebtedness. Others were
pulled by the western country’s reputation for good, cheap land and
the opportunity to get rich or gain status.3? Levi Todd, one of the first
lot holders in the town of Lexington, Kentucky, witnessed the open-

ing of the post—Revolutionary War migration. “Emigrations into this
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Country from Virginia and Pennsyl[vani]a have been very great since
last Summer,” he wrote to a relative in February 1784. “Our Number
since then has nearly doubled—and the People who have been con-
fined to Forts are now entering the Woods, beginning the World.”
Todd’s rhetoric offers a key to the mental map of westering migrants.
They were not rugged individualists but participants in an act of social
creation. “I believe we shall in a few years be a free a rich and happy
People,” he wrote.33 Additional pressure against the southern frontier
came from Georgia, which grew rapidly after the war. Its free and
slave population almost doubled in the 1790s, the largest percentage
increase in population of any of the original states. The sense of reju-
venation was echoed here as well. One Savannah merchant observed
in 1783 that the inhabitants of Georgia were “settling again and begin-
ning the World anew.” He associated population growth with the ex-
pansion of commerce and slavery. “Trade will expand here beyond
conception,” he wrote. “Negros will be in great demand.”*

White settlers in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Georgia saw two big
threats to the progress of the southern frontier. The first was the
prospect of war with the Cherokee and Creek Indians, who regarded
the migrants as intruders. The violence of the postrevolutionary
southern frontier was real, and its consequences were devastating.
One observer estimated that 300 Kentuckians were killed between
1783 and 1787.3° Georgia authorities reported that the Creeks had
killed 72 white and 10 black people, and taken 30 white and 110
black prisoners, between 1787 and 1789.3¢ More than 100 black and
white inhabitants of the Southwest Territory were killed, wounded,
or taken prisoner from January 1791 to November 1792.37 Statistics
on Indian casualties were not reported to the authorities, but Creek
and Cherokee diplomats made it clear that their people suffered
greatly from trespassing, theft, and murder at the hands of the white
intruders. As one Cherokee agent protested, “Their flourishing fields
of corn and pulse were destroyed and laid waste; some of their wives
and children were burnt alive in their town houses, with the most un-

relenting barbarity; and to fill up the measure of deception and cru-
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elty, some of their chiefs, who were ever disposed to peace with the
white people, were decoyed, unarmed, into their camp, by the hoist-
ing of a white flag, and by repeated declarations of friendship and
kindness, and there massacred in cold blood.” Among the victims was
Old Tassel, the mapmaker, deceitfully assassinated under a white flag
of truce.3$

Reviewing the situation on the southern frontier in 1789, Secre-
tary of War Henry Knox found a Hobbesian world where “the sword
of the republic only, is adequate to guard a due administration of jus-
tice, and the preservation of the peace.” But the sword of the repub-
lic had all it could handle north of the Ohio, where a coalition of
Shawnee Indians and their allies defeated U.S. armies in 1790 and
1791, diverting the attention of the United States away from the
southern frontier. Hoping to mollify the Crecks, Knox invited their
mestizo leader Alexander McGillivray to a parley in New York in the
summer of 1790, where the two men negotiated a treaty that failed to
bring peace.* Instead, violence intensified. The Shawnee victories
north of the Ohio emboldened militant factions among the Chero-
kees and Creeks, whose bravado reverberated in the words of White
Licutenant, an Upper Creek war leader. “Your mad men may think
they can tear us up branch and root,” he wrote to an American official
in 1793, “but tell them the woods are large, and the days are not
all gone ™! Some months later when the same official ran into a com-
pany of Georgia militiamen, the company commander declared “that
he would destroy all Indians he came across, whether friend or foe;
and that he was opposed to peace.”? Indian assaults on frontier settle-
ments provoked severe and unauthorized reprisals by local white mi-
litias. The culmination of these reprisals came in September 1794,
when more than oo mounted troops from the Southwest Territory
burned Nickajak and Running Water, two strongholds of militant
Cherokees. A fragile peace prevailed thereafter for almost twenty
years, during which time the United States launched a program to
“civilize” the southern Indians and gradually acquire the rest of their

land.*#3
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Slaveowners on the southern frontier found their human property
to be especially vulnerable in this anarchic milieu. Not only did en-
slaved people run to the Indians, but they also could be victims of vio-
lence, along with their owners, at the hands of the Indians. John May
discovered the difficulty and complexity of keeping slaves in the wil-
derness as he surveyed lands at the falls of the Ohio in 1780. Unable
to hire labor, May brought one of his slaves with him into the woods.
May wrote that the man “fell in with some worthless Negroes who
persuaded him to run away & attempt to get with the Indians; how-
ever, after ten days absence he thought it prudent to return.” The sur-
veyor concluded that the western districts “will be a bad place to
bring Slaves to, being so near Indians that they will frequently find
their way to them.™* Slaves were frequently taken captive by Indian
raiding parties, adding to the list of white settlers’ grievances. Some
black people were killed along with their white owners and neigh-
bors, though the official records rarely name them. For example, Mi-
chael Cupps testified in 1793 that he saw thirty Indians near the
Oconee River “firing upon and massacreing Richard Thresher, two
children, and a negro wench.” So long as the border wars endan-
gered black people, neither plantation slavery nor African American
community life could flourish on the southern frontier.

For white settlers, Spanish control over the rivers—especially the
Mississippi—constituted another threat to the progress of their soci-
ety. Farmers in the Ohio and Tennessee river valleys recognized that
the Mississippi offered the cheapest way to get their commodities to
lucrative markets. Boatmen floated whiskey, tobacco, hemp, pork,
and many other goods down the Mississippi to New Orleans, where
the goods were transferred to seafaring vessels and shipped to the
castern states, Spanish America, the West Indies, and Europe. Back-
country farmers who could not easily carry their goods to the Missis-
sippi looked to the other rivers that flowed into the Gulf of Mexico—
the Apalachicola, Tombigbee, Mobile, and Pearl—which Spain also
controlled. American settlers in the trans-Appalachian interior con-

sidered the free navigation of these rivers to be a right derived from
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nature and nature’s God. In 1788, a correspondent from Davidson
County in western North Carolina (which would later become part
of Tennessee) explained that his neighbors believed God had given
them the Mississippi River for the use of all mankind, and no Euro-
pean power should have the power to restrict their access to it:
“These inhabitants say that Spain has no more right to impede our
navigation than to hinder the Sun’s shining on our Fields.™® A few
years later, the Democratic-Republican Society of Lexington, Ken-
tucky, insisted that Kentuckians had a “natural right” to the free navi-
gation of the Mississippi. The society expressed a providential view of
American geography. “It cannot be believed,” declared its members,
“that the beneficent God of Nature would have blessed this Country
with unparalleled fertility, and furnished it with a number of navi-
gable streams, and that, that fertility should be consumed at home,
and those streams should not convey its superabundance to other
climes™” The delegates to Tennessee’s first constitutional convention
in 1796 were so committed to this principle that they inscribed the
right to free navigation of the Mississippi into their state constitution,
declaring, “An equal participation of the free navigation of the Missis-
sippi is one of the inherent rights of the citizens of this State; it can-
not, therefore, be conceded to any prince, potentate, person or per-
sons whatever.”8

Not everyone shared the view that the westerners had a natural
right to free navigation of the rivers, nor did everyone think that ex-
pansion was good policy. Northeasterners worried about the dimin-
ishment of their power, the insecurity of the frontier, and the charac-
ter of the western emigrants. “Shall we not fill the wilderness with
white savages?—and will they not become more formidable to us
than the tawny ones which now inhabit it?” asked John Jay.* It was Jay,
a New Yorker, who most provoked the western settlements when he
proposed in 1786 to give up navigation rights on the Mississippi for
twenty-five to thirty years in exchange for a favorable commercial
treaty with Spain.® Detecting a northeastern plot to abandon the

west, southern delegates to the Continental Congress vehemently de-
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fended free navigation of the Mississippi. “I look upon this as a contest
for empire,” argued Virginia’s William Grayson in 1788. “The South-
ern States are deeply affected on this subject.” Grayson worried that
the closing of the Mississippi would stop emigration, prevent the for-
mation of new states to the west, and preserve northeastern power in
Congress.*! The conflict over the Mississippi revealed a widely held
assumption that the patterns of internal migration favored the south-
ern states, and that most of the emigrants would end up in the south-
west rather than the northwest.*?

That prospect rather worried Spanish officials in Louisiana. Baron de
Carondelet, the Spanish governor of Louisiana, wrote a report in
1794 warning his superiors of powerful expansionary tendencies within
the United States. Carondelet saw that the United States had begun to
push the trans-Appalachian Indian nations out of their lands and was
“attempting to get possession of all the vast continent which those na-
tions are occupying between the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers and the
Gulf of Mexico and the Appalachian Mountains.” He feared that the
United States also had designs on Spanish holdings in North America:
the rivers that emptied into the Gulf of Mexico, the fur trade of the
Missouri, and, ultimately, the rich mines of New Spain. For
Carondolet, one of the most remarkable aspects of this expansionary
tendency was the United States’ “prodigious and restless population.”
He feared that the Spanish were going to be overrun: “Their method
of spreading themselves and their policy are so much to be feared by
Spain as are their arms.”? Carondelet and other Spanish officials pur-
sued a variety of strategies to protect Louisiana from the United
States. They dangled the prospect of navigation rights on the Missis-
sippi in front of western settlers in the hope of divorcing them from
the United States. They tried to attract European immigrants to counter-
balance the Anglo-Americans. And finally, mired in the European wars,
they gave up New Orleans, the Mississippi River, and Louisiana.>*

While the United States’ “restless population” pressed toward
Spanish Louisiana, a volatile international context contributed to the

country’s territorial expansion. In 1793, revolutionary France de-
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clared war on Great Britain and Spain. The alliance of those two tra-
ditionally hostile powers ended in the summer of 1795, when Spain
independently made peace with France. Anticipating a clash with
Great Britain, Spain sought to head off an alliance between the British
and the Americans by making an overture to the United States in
the form of concessions concerning territorial claims and navigation
rights on the Mississippi. These concessions were codified in the 1795
Treaty of San Lorenzo, also known as Pinckney’s Treaty in honor of
the cosmopolitan South Carolinian Thomas Pinckney, who negotiated
it for the United States. The treaty settled the boundary between the
United States and West Florida at the thirty-first parallel, conceding
the valuable Natchez district to the United States. It also granted citi-
zens of the United States the right of navigation on the Mississippi
River and provided to them a three-year privilege of landing and
transferring cargoes at New Orleans without paying custom duties.
Pinckney’s Treaty won broad support and was quickly ratified by the
Senate. Robert Goodloe Harper summed up the attitude of most con-
gressmen. “The Spanish Treaty is very favourable,” he wrote to his
constituents in South Carolina.5*

The Mississippi question remained quiet until 1800, when Spain
secretly ceded Louisiana to France in the Treaty of San Ildefonso,
inaugurating a famous chain of events that led to the Louisiana Pur-
chase.>¢ Republicans and Federalists alike considered French posses-
sion of New Orleans to be a direct threat to the security and prosper-
ity of the Union. They feared that France would strangle the western
settlers’ free navigation of the Mississippi, entice the western states
and territories away from the Union, and block what they had come
to regard as the continental destiny of the United States. Southern
politicians also worried that French officials—in league with the for-
mer slaves of St. Domingue—would intrigue with American slaves in
dangerous ways. In 1798, Mississippi’s territorial governor Winthrop
Sargent warned Secretary of State Thomas Pickering that if Louisiana
fell into the hands of the French, “a few French Troops with a Cordial
Co-operation of the Spanish Creoles, and arms put into the hands of

the Negroes, would be to us formidable indeed.”” In 1801, James
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Madison predicted that French possession of Louisiana would foster
“inquietude . . . among the Southern States, whose numerous slaves
[had] been taught to regard the French as patrons of their cause.”
And speaking in Congress in 1803, Representative Samuel Purviance
of North Carolina warned that if the French retained control of Loui-
siana, “the tomahawk of the savage and the knife of the negro would
confederate in the league, and there would be no interval of peace.”
In fact, the slaveholders of the United States had the rebellious for-
mer slaves of St. Domingue and their ally, yellow fever, to thank for
helping to deliver Louisiana into their hands by foiling Napoleon’s
plans for a greater French empire in the Americas. Starved for cash,
eager to prevent an Anglo-American alliance, and stripped of his most
important colony by the former slaves of St. Domingue, Napoleon
sold Louisiana to the United States in 1803.9

The Louisiana Purchase was the great triumph of Jefferson’s presi-
dency, generating an outpouring of nationalist self-congratulation.
Jeffersonian Republicans defended it as a nation-building measure
that would strengthen the Union. By guaranteeing Americans the free
navigation of the Mississippi, the acquisition secured the prosperity of
the western states, which in turn opened up a market for eastern
goods. By ridding North America of the French, the Louisiana Pur-
chase eliminated the possibility that westerners might be tempted
away from the Union by a powerful European nation. By placing at
the government’s disposal vast lands in the western regions of North
America, it raised the possibility that the United States might resolve
its pressing difficulties with the American Indians by removing them
to the western side of the Mississippi. Jefferson summed up his view
in his annual message to Congress in October 1803: “While the prop-
erty and sovereignty of the Mississippi and its waters secure an inde-
pendent outlet for the produce of the western States, and an uncon-
trolled navigation through their whole course, free from collision
with other powers and the dangers to our peace from that source, the
fertility of the country, its climate and extent, promise in due season
important aids to our treasury, an ample provision for our posterity,

and a wide-spread field for the blessings of freedom and equal laws.”®!
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With Pinckney’s Treaty and the Louisiana Purchase, the United
States acquired the region that eventually became the states of Louisi-
ana, Mississippi, and Alabama. It was not empty. About 50,000 white
and black people already lived there, as well as 40,000 American Indi-
ans of the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek nations. The rapidly in-
creasing white and black population was concentrated along the banks
of the Mississippi River from Natchez to New Orleans, while the In-
dians inhabited the country between the settled Mississippi River dis-
tricts and the western limits of Georgia. The region’s communities
were ethnically and linguistically diverse, having been molded during
the eighteenth century by indigenous migrations, successive waves of
French, Spanish, and British colonists, and the introduction of people
of African descent.®? The economy of the Deep South was varied and
changing. Planters and slaves in the plantation districts along the
banks of the Mississippi were shifting their energies from indigo and
tobacco production to more lucrative cotton and sugar. The raising
of livestock—especially cattle and horses—was another important
element of economic life, and one gaining acceptance among the
Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Crecks.®> New Orleans was increasingly
becoming an entrepot for agricultural commodities—flour, cotton,
tobacco, whiskey, cordage, and peltry, to name a few—originating in
the upper country and exported to the Caribbean and Spanish Amer-
ica, the eastern seaboard, and Europe.®* The Deep South had already
begun an enormous demographic, economic, and social transforma-
tion under Spanish rule. That transformation would accelerate after
the region became a part of the United States, but not until the na-
tional government decided on the legal status of slavery in its new

possessions.

“extenuate the general evil”

Territorial expansion in the early republic raised the question of slav-
ery in a new context. The Northwest Ordinance passed by the Conti-

nental Congress in 1787 famously prohibited slavery in federal terri-
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tory north of the Ohio River but not in the territories south of the
Ohio. Kentucky and Tennessee had been admitted as slave states in
the 1790s, and the prospect of even more slave states emerging from
the territories acquired in Pinckney’s Treaty and the Louisiana Pur-
chase alarmed northern opponents of slavery. Furthermore, expan-
sion intersected with two related developments having to do with
slavery. One was white Americans’ invigorated fear of slave rebellion
and the other was a hardening of national opposition to the importa-
tion of slaves. All of these issues fused in the brief but important con-
gressional debates over the legal status of slavery in the Mississippi
Territory in 1798 and the Orleans Territory in 1804, which laid a po-
litical foundation for the domestication and extension of slavery in the
United States.

The concept of “domestication” connects several related elements
in the transformation of slavery in the United States during the early
national era.® It describes the country’s fitful withdrawal from the
Atlantic slave trade, which made the United States essentially autarkic
with respect to slave labor during the nineteenth century. Paradoxi-
cally, the process of withdrawal occurred during the same era that the
importation of slaves into North America reached its highest levels.
One assiduous historian has recently estimated that approximately
170,000 slaves were introduced into North America between 1783
and 1810, with more than 100,000 of these arriving in the first dec-
ade of the nineteenth century.®® But rising slave imports coincided
with a hardening political consensus against the Atlantic trade. State
after state banned foreign slave importation for reasons of humanitar-
ianism and prudence. By 1807, when Congress finally passed a law
banning further slave importation after 1 January 1808, the trade was
legal only in South Carolina—and even there it was controversial.®”

At the same time that they prohibited the importation of foreign
slaves, many states tried to regulate the interstate movement of en-
slaved people. In 1792 the Virginia legislature required immigrants
from other states to swear that they did not intend to violate the

state’s laws preventing the further importation of slaves, and that they
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had not brought any slaves with them into Virginia “with an intention
of selling them.” In the same year, South Carolina’s legislature banned
the importation of African slaves and slaves from other states but per-
mitted settlers to bring their slaves with them. In 1796 Maryland pro-
vided for the emancipation of any slave unlawfully admitted into the
state but permitted citizens of the United States taking up “bona fide
residence” in the state to bring their slave property with them. In
1798 Georgia prohibited the importation of slaves for sale from other
states but adopted a constitutional provision enabling migrants from
other states to bring their slaves with them.® After a protracted de-
bate over slavery, Kentucky adopted a constitution that allowed the
state legislature to prohibit the importation of slaves as merchandise
for sale but not to prohibit migrants from other states from bringing
their slaves with them into Kentucky.®

Laws banning the importation and interstate transfer of slaves con-
tributed to the evolution of proslavery doctrine by drawing a line be-
tween slave trading and slaveholding. That line originated as a useful
fiction written by planters in the upper South during the revolution-
ary era. They contrasted the vicious commercial world of the Atlantic
slave trade, which was dominated by British merchants, with the
more virtuous agrarian world of the American plantation.” Implicit
in the contrast were the rudiments of a patriarchal defense of slavery.
Slaveowners increasingly argued that their slaves were an integral part
of their houscholds—even families—and were bound to them by lig-
aments of mutual obligation and affection. The patriarchal perspec-
tive held that enslaved people were obliged to labor for and submit to
their owners in return for their owners’ protection and care. A slave-
holder was entitled (even required) to punish his slaves for disobedi-
ence or poor performance, but he could not treat them sadistically or
neglectfully without endangering the peace of the community or risk-
ing his honor. The patriarchal outlook endowed slavery with a moral
justification, but it also opened slaveowners to charges of hypocrisy
when, in time, law and honor failed to prevent the emergence of a

sizable interstate slave trade.”!
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A final element in the concept of domestication involves the pro-
cess by which slaveowners and their allies in the United States tried to
protect their country from the most democratic, egalitarian, and ter-
rifying prospect of the Age of Revolution: a generalized slave rebel-
lion. If they were not aware of it before, the American Revolution had
made slaveowners acutely aware that enslaved people were a danger-
ous form of property. Thousands of enslaved men and women fled to
the British during the war. Some even took up arms against their for-
mer masters. The Revolution did not overthrow the slave system in
the American South, but it did engender a new language of liberty
and equality among enslaved people.” Nobody thereafter could deny
that slaves were human beings with the will, passion, and natural de-
sire for freedom common to all people. Many white Americans con-
cluded that slaves were therefore the inveterate enemies of their mas-
ters, and if given a chance, would avenge themselves. They could not
and would not take part in the national solidarity essential to the new
United States, as Jefferson declared in one of the most famous pas-
sages in Notes on the State of Virginia. Slaves could have no patriotism,
he warned, for “if a slave can have a country in this world, it must be
any other in preference to that in which he is born to live and labour
for another.””

White Americans’ fears became more acute in the 1790s, when
the slaves of St. Domingue rose up in a rebellion that ended with the
formation of the first independent black nation-state in the Americas,
the Republic of Haiti, in 1804. Letters, newspaper reports, and refu-
gees from the island disseminated information about the ongoing
slave rebellion throughout the Atlantic world, where for better or
worse, it became a ubiquitous sign of both the universal passion for
liberty and slavery’s latent dangers. The impact of the events in St.
Domingue on the debate over slavery and abolition in the United
States cannot be overestimated. The slave revolt penetrated the con-
sciousness of North Americans in every rank and station, which is not
to say that they all drew the same lessons from it. It inspired some

people and appalled others. It was invoked by slavery’s opponents to



22 SLAVE COUNTRY

justify emancipationist measures and by slavery’s defenders to head
them off. It stiffened southern slaveowners’ efforts to curtail the im-
portation of foreign slaves in the 1790s. It also echoed in the behavior
of rebellious slaves and in the repression that greeted them. Like ashes
from a volcanic eruption, the legacy of the St. Domingue slave revolt
was carried throughout the Atlantic world by what the poet William
Wordsworth called “the common wind.”7*

The common wind blew through Virginia and North Carolina be-
tween 1799 and 1802 in a series of real and alleged slave conspiracies
inspired in part by the Atlantic radicalism of the prior decade. The
most spectacular occurred in Richmond in the summer of 1800,
where an enslaved blacksmith named Gabriel allegedly masterminded
a plot to take over the city. One slave informer testified that the re-
bels planned to march under the banner “Death or Liberty.””> White
Virginians were not willing to applaud this echo of their own revolu-
tion. John Randolph of Roanoake observed that the conspirators “ex-
hibited a spirit, which, if it becomes general, must deluge the south-
ern country with blood.””¢ But whose blood would it be? Bad weather
and frayed nerves undid the plot, and as with so many failed slave
conspiracies, it was the authorities rather than the conspirators who
performed most of the bloodletting. After seventeen slaves were exe-
cuted, a mortified Thomas Jefferson warned the governor, “There is a
strong sentiment that there has been hanging enough.””?

As Governor James Monroe and the Virginia General Assembly
wrestled with the flurry of violence, they looked to the West for al-
ternative solutions to the crisis. Under an 1801 law passed for the oc-
casion, they sentenced some of the slaves convicted of conspiracy to
be transported outside the United States. Nine of the convicts were
purchased by the traders John Brown and William Morris for trans-
portation to Spanish territory. The slaves were taken down the Ohio
River, where two of them escaped into the Northwest Territory. The
traders recaptured the runaways and continued down the Mississippi
to Louisiana, where they discovered to their chagrin that “the Crimes

Trials & convictions of the s[ai]d Slaves were well known to the inhab-
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itants.” Unsuccessfully petitioning the Virginia assembly for relief,
Brown and Morris complained that they were unable to sell the con-
victs “except upon a Considerable credit, and at an Under Value.””® It
is difficult to say what is the most remarkable aspect of this chain of
events: the will to freedom of the conspirators, the audacity of the
traders, or the willingness of purchasers in New Orleans to buy slaves
convicted of capital crimes. More important, though, is the implica-
tion that the continental slave trade originated in a marriage of conve-
nience between slaveowners in the upper South who wanted order
and slaveowners in the Deep South who needed labor.

Louisiana also figured in another of the Virginia assembly’s re-
sponses to Gabriel’s conspiracy: an inquiry into the possibility of pur-
chasing land in the west or elsewhere to serve as a colony to which
“persons obnoxious to the laws or dangerous to the peace of society
may be removed.” Monroe intimated to Jefferson that the plan for re-
moval might expand beyond the immediate object of getting rid of
the Richmond slave conspirators to “vast and interesting objects™—a
veiled allusion to Jefferson’s pet project of gradual emancipation and
the expulsion of people of African descent from Virginia. A proposal
of that very nature had recently been published by George Tucker,
who recommended locating such a colony in Spanish Louisiana. Jef-
ferson’s response to Monroe and his fellow Virginians paired con-
tinental expansion with ethnic cleansing (to use a modern phrase).
Jefferson doubted whether the citizens of the United States would
tolerate a colony of free people of color in or near them, nor did
he believe that Great Britain, Spain, or the various Indian nations
would be willing to establish one. Again he looked to the horizon of
the future. “It is impossible not to look forward to distant times,” he
predicted, “when our rapid multiplication will expand itself beyond
those limits, and cover the whole northern, if not the southern conti-
nent with a people speaking the same language, governed in similar
forms and by similar laws. Nor can we contemplate with satisfaction
either blot or mixture on that surface.” Here was Jefferson’s fantasy of

a geographically extensive and sociopolitically homogeneous Amer-
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ica. Neither slavery nor black people plagued Jefferson’s fantastic
empire.”

All of these concerns with the moral, social, and political aspects of
slavery surfaced in the contests over the organization of the Missis-
sippi and Orleans Territories. In each case, a minority of northern
Federalists led the opposition to the extension of slavery. They were
motivated by moral revulsion against slavery and a political interest in
blocking the growth of southern power. Opposing them were pro-
slavery stalwarts, largely from the lower South, who defended the ex-
pansion of slavery as a matter of rights and policy. The stalwarts were
convinced that restrictions on the expansion of slavery in the south-
west violated the property and constitutional rights of the inhabitants
in the territories as well as in the original states. They also believed
that restrictions on slavery would prevent the economic and social de-
velopment of the Deep South. Another source of opposition came
from the upper South, where Jeffersonian Republicans advocated a
two-pronged policy of prohibiting the importation of foreign slaves
into the new southwestern territories while allowing slaveowners
from the original states to carry their slaves there. The Jeffersonians
hoped that this policy—called “diffusionism” by historians—would
diminish the growing strength of the North American slave popula-
tion and set the stage for gradual abolition. The diffusionist position
would ultimately resolve the status of slavery in the Deep South, but
contrary to Jefferson’s hopes, it did not lead to emancipation or to
the disappearance of black people.3°

In March 1798, Congress began to consider a bill to resolve Geor-
gia’s western limits and organize the territory ceded to the United
States by Spain in the Treaty of San Lorenzo. Representative George
Thacher, a Massachusetts Federalist, “rose and said he should make a
motion touching on the rights of man.” The motion was to prohibit
slavery in the Mississippi Territory. Thacher intended to jab at the Re-
publicans, who had recently been harping on the rights of man, but he
was also a committed opponent of slavery. “The existence of slavery

in the United States,” he declared, was “an evil in direct hostility to
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the principles of our Government.”! Thacher had a few allies, includ-
ing the Republican Albert Gallatin of Pennsylvania, who argued that
the principles of the Northwest Territory should apply to Mississippi.
Another Republican, Joseph Varnum of Massachusetts, agreed that
the prohibition on slavery was responsible for the prosperity of the
Northwest Territory, and added that he “looked upon the practice of
holding blacks in slavery in this country [the United States] to be
equally criminal with that of the Algerines carrying our citizens into
slavery.”s? The restrictionists emphasized the moral evil and political
hypocrisy of allowing slavery in the new southwestern territories.
Both Federalists and Republicans objected, largely on prudential
grounds. The South Carolina Federalist Robert Goodloe Harper ar-
gued that the motion “would be a decree of banishment to all the per-
sons settled [in the Territory], and of exclusion to all those intending
to go there.” Another Carolina Federalist, John Rutledge, warned that
debate over restrictions on slavery “lead to more mischief than gen-
tlemen are aware of.” Harrison Gray Otis, a Boston Federalist, joined
the two South Carolinians. He feared that Thacher’s motion would
provoke a slave insurrection and the inhabitants of the Natchez dis-
trict would be “massacred on the spot.” Otis also accepted Harper’s
argument that the Mississippi Territory would be settled by southern-
ers “who cannot cultivate the ground without slaves.” Two Virginia
Republicans, William Giles and John Nicholas, articulated the diffu-
sionist argument for gradual emancipation. “If the slaves of the South-
ern States were permitted to go into the Western country,” Giles ex-
plained, “by lessening the number in those States, and spreading them
over a large surface of country, there would be a great probability in
ameliorating their condition, which could never be done whilst they
were crowded together as they now are in the Southern States.” Nich-
olas asked his colleagues “if it would not be doing a service not only
to them [the slaves] but to the whole Union, to open this Western
Country, and by that means spread the blacks over a large space, so
that in time it might be safe to carry into effect the plan which certain

philanthropists have so much at heart, and to which he had no objec-
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tion, if it could be effected, viz., the emancipation of this class of
men?”$ Confronted with the threat of insurrection and the promise
of diffusion, Thacher’s motion won only twelve votes in the House
and was easily defeated.

Shortly after the debate on Thacher’s motion, Robert Goodloe
Harper introduced a motion to prohibit the importation of foreign
slaves in the Mississippi Territory. Thacher moved to amend Harper’s
motion to prohibit the introduction of slaves from the rest of the
United States, but his amendment was not seconded. Harper’s mo-
tion, by contrast, was approved by the House without any recorded
debate.3* The act organizing the Mississippi Territory thus codified
the basic program of the diffusionists: a prohibition on the importa-
tion of foreign slaves combined with an allowance for the introduc-
tion of slaves from elsewhere within the United States.® It is strange
that Harper and the other representatives from the lower South did
not have any constitutional scruples against prohibiting the importa-
tion of foreign slaves into the Mississippi Territory, which seems on
its face to have violated the slave-trade clause of the Constitution.
One possible reason is that they understood the geographical loca-
tion and political situation of the Mississippi Territory made it almost
impossible to stop illegal smuggling of foreign slaves from Spanish
Louisiana and West Florida. They also may have interpreted the slave-
trade clause as not applying to federal territory but only to the origi-
nal states.

Five years later, the nation again confronted the question of slavery
as Congress organized the territories gained in the Louisiana Pur-
chase. New circumstances charged the debate with a vital energy. The
slave conspiracy scares between 1799 and 1802 rendered the problem
of slave resistance more palpable and acute. Moreover, the election of
1800 had catapulted Thomas Jefferson into the presidency on the
strength of slaveowners’ constitutionally sanctioned advantage in the
electoral college. The specter of new slave territory further augment-
ing slaveowners’ national power was more than the beaten Federalists
could bear.% The Jeffersonians themselves raised the stakes of the de-

bate by investing the Louisiana Purchase with a profoundly liberal
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symbolism (“a wide-spread field for the blessings of freedom and
equal laws”). The greater the promise of liberty embodied by Louisi-
ana, the more important would be the question of slavery there. The
magnitude of the issue resonated in a petition drawn by the American
Convention for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery, which called on
Congress to recognize its God-given opportunity to prohibit the im-
portation of slaves into Louisiana. “While the Governments of Eu-
rope are shaken by civil discord, or surrounded by the incalculable
cruelties and horrors of national warfare,” the petitioners argued, “a
beneficent and overruling Providence has been pleased to preserve
for our country the blessings of peace, to grant us new proofs of his
goodness, and to place us in a condition of prosperity, unrivalled in
the records of history. Does it not become the duty of a nation, so
crowned with the blessings of peace, and plenty, and happiness, to
manifest its gratitude, to the whole world, by acts of justice and
virtue?”$?

The question of slavery in the vast Louisiana Purchase related to
broader issues of continental governance, economic development,
and public safety. All these themes were in evidence during the Sen-
ate debate on the issue in late January 18o04. The proceedings were
not preserved in the official records of Congress, but Senator Wil-
liam Plumer, a New Hampshire Federalist, roughly captured his col-
leagues’ arguments in his valuable Memorandum.3¥ Plumer’s record
reveals a complex series of alignments without obvious partisan or
sectional axes. The senators from the slave states were roughly di-
vided between those willing to accept some federal restrictions on
the interstate movement of slaves and those unwilling to accept any
restrictions at all. Northern senators were also fragmented. A handful
used the slavery debates to register a dissent against the whole enter-
prise of Louisiana. Others searched for a way to impose a politically
tenable restriction on the expansion of slavery. One or two even
aligned themselves with slavery’s most ardent southern defenders. In
this morass of ideals and interests, diffusionism provided enough solid
ground to support a majority coalition.

The most vocal supporters of slavery in Louisiana were James Jack-
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son of Georgia and Jonathan Dayton of New Jersey. They argued that
the terms of the Louisiana Purchase obliged the United States to re-
spect the rights of the territory’s inhabitants, including their right to
own slaves. Moreover, Louisiana’s climate made slave labor necessary
if coffee, cotton, and sugar were to be cultivated. Dayton drew par-
ticular attention to the prospect of growing sugar in Louisiana—
“That we can do if we have slaves,” he contended. Without slavery,
Louisiana would relapse into wilderness. As Jackson put it, “Slavery
must be established in that country or it must be abandoned.”? Jack-
son and Dayton found oblique support from Vermont’s two Republi-
can senators, Israel Smith and Stephen Bradley. The two Vermonters
thought that restricting the importation of foreign slaves into Louisi-
ana would be ineffective and counterproductive, as it would simply
encourage the eastern states to import more slaves and send their
worst to Louisiana. The two senators from Massachusetts, John
Quincy Adams and Timothy Pickering, opposed any legislation re-
specting slavery in Louisiana. “I think we are proceeding with too
much haste on such an important question,” Adams complained.”
Opponents of the importation of foreign slaves into Louisiana in-
sisted that the slave trade was a moral evil, that an increasing slave
population posed grave dangers to the safety of the country, and that
white laborers could tolerate Louisiana’s climate. One of the most
pointed arguments came from Samuel White, a Federalist from Dela-
ware. Decrying the “disgraceful traffick in human flesh” White argued
that the treaty of cession did not guarantee to the Louisianians “the
power, I will not say right, of holding slaves.” He insisted that Congress
had a duty to oppose slavery “& thereby avoid the fate of St. Do-
mingo.” He reminded his colleagues that only a thunderstorm had
prevented the fulfillment of Gabriel’s conspiracy in Richmond, and
pointed to the many provisions enacted by slave states to guard
against slave rebellion. He also countered the idea that white people
were unfit for labor in Louisiana’s climate by arguing that it was
slaveholding rather than the climate that made white people in the

South disdain hard work. “Let white men be accustomed to the cul-
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ture of that country,” he suggested, “& they will, I believe, find they
are able to bear the fatigue of it.” Prefiguring an argument that would
eventually become vital to the political antislavery movement, White
concluded that slavery was responsible for the noticeable difference
between the eastern states, where the people were “strong, powerful
& wealthy,” and the southern states, where the people were “poor,
weak & feeble.” Most southern Senators would have disputed White’s
critique of slavery, but they joined him in opposing the importation of
foreign slaves into Louisiana. Plumer saw self-interest at work in this
alignment. The southerners’ motives, he wrote in his Memorandum,
were “to raise the price of their own slaves in the markett—& to
encrease the means of disposing of those who are most turbulent &
dangerous to them.™! On 26 January the Senate voted twenty-one to
six to prohibit the importation of slaves into Louisiana from outside
the United States, and to entitle any slave illegally imported into the
territory to receive his or her freedom. Four of the six negatives came
from New England, and the other two came from Georgia’s pro—slave
trade stalwarts.®2

The debate then turned to the question of regulating the move-
ment of slaves from the United States to Louisiana. Here the diffu-
sionists made their decisive contribution by offering an antislavery
rationale for the expansion of slavery. Their leader was John Brecken-
ridge, a Kentucky Republican and a confidant of Thomas Jefferson.
Breckenridge had migrated from Virginia to Kentucky in the early
1790s with his family and slaves. He quickly became a leading planter,
lawyer, and advocate of southwestern interests. He defended slavery
during Kentucky’s constitutional debates of 1798 and 1799, publish-
ing a broadside that asked, “Where is the difference whether I am
robbed of my horse by a highwayman, or of my slave by a set of peo-
ple called a Convention?”? As a member of Kentucky’s House of
Representatives in 1798, Breckenridge presented the Kentucky Reso-
lutions, secretly written by Jefferson in opposition to the Alien and
Sedition Acts. He was subsequently elected to the United States Sen-

ate, where he became one of Jefferson’s most trusted licutenants. It
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was Breckenridge who shepherded the Louisiana bill through the Sen-
ate, and it was Breckenridge who staked out the diffusionist position.
He declared that it was “good policy” to send slaves from the eastern
states to Louisiana. “This will disperse and weaken that race—&
free the southern states from a part of its black population, & of its
danger.*

Diffusionism bridged the gap between the extensionists and re-
strictionists. It appeared to provide a way to supply Louisiana with
slave labor without necessarily increasing the total population of
slaves in the country as a whole. It also appeared to provide a way to
diminish the danger posed by slaves, by cutting them off from the
sources of transatlantic resistance and dispersing them across a larger
territory. Among those who recognized the logic of diffusionism was
Lewis Kerr, the well-traveled sheriff of New Orleans. In a remarkable
letter written in March 1804, Kerr analyzed the impact of slave mi-
gration. If Congress allowed foreign slaves to be admitted to Louisi-
ana, he believed, nothing but trouble could be expected. “It is surely
to be dreaded that a considerable share of that importation will be de-
rived from the french islands, and consist principally of such negroes
as cannot be retained there with safety to their owners or the public
peace,” he explained. If foreign slaves were proscribed, however, “the
Louisianians could from time to time draw off the slaves now in the
western states, and thereby at least extenuate the general evil.” Be-
cause slaves were more necessary in Louisiana than in Kentucky or
Tennessee, Kerr argued, “it would therefore render those states an es-
sential service to open an advantageous foreign market for what is
probably their most useless stock: and this province would be at
the same time furnished with a race of servants already acquainted
with our habits and attached to our country.™> In short, diffusionism
promised to insulate the United States from black Jacobinism while
allowing market forces within the country to transplant the native-
born slave population into the southwest, where slavery was daily be-
coming more profitable.

On 30 January, the Senate debated several motions regarding the
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introduction of slaves into Louisiana from the United States. James
Hillhouse, a Federalist from Connecticut, presented a motion that
would have emancipated adult slaves taken to Louisiana, but it was
defeated by a vote of eleven to seventeen. Hillhouse then introduced a
new motion to prevent recently imported slaves from being trans-
ported to Louisiana, and to limit the introduction of slaves into Loui-
siana to “person or persons removing into said territory for actual
settlement, and being at the time of such removal bona fide owner of
such slave or slaves.” The motion was intended to prevent the emer-
gence of an internal slave trade while allowing slaveowners to migrate
to Louisiana with their human property. On the first of February
the Senate approved Hillhouse’s restriction by a vote of eighteen to
eleven. Eight senators who had opposed Hillhouse’s first motion (in-
cluding five from slave states) supported his second motion. Led by
Breckenridge, this group of moderate restrictionists swung the Senate
to its diffusionist conclusion. They did so over the objections of the
senators from Virginia and Georgia, who considered Hillhouse’s sec-
ond motion to be overly restrictive.%

That the restrictions on the internal movement of slaves were sup-
ported largely by senators from the northern and western states and
opposed largely by senators from the southeastern states suggests that
the law had genuine but limited antislavery intentions. In the end, the
1804 act prohibited the importation of foreign slaves into the newly
organized Orleans Territory and restricted the introduction of slaves
from the United States to those accompanying bona fide owners who
intended to settle there. In effect, it nationalized the strategy of do-
mesticating slavery already under way in most of the states.”’

The law drew criticism from opposite ends of the political spec-
trum. Many of Louisiana’s sugar planters thought the ban on African
slave importation was “a serious blow at the Commercial and agricul-
tural interest of the Province.™® For instance, Joseph Dubreuil com-
plained to Jefferson that a prohibition on the importation of African
slaves would turn Louisiana into a “vast swamp unfit for any creatures

outside of fishes, reptiles, and insects.” The planters sent a memorial
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to Congress enumerating their grievances. They charged that the
United States had violated the treaty rights of inhabitants of Louisi-
ana, accorded preference to using English in public proceedings, and
—most important—threatened the economy of Louisiana by closing
off the African slave trade. The planters argued that the region’s civi-
lization would collapse without African slaves. Not only were Afri-
cans naturally and habitually better suited to labor in the climate of
the country, they argued, but also their labor was necessary to re-
deem the land from the forces of nature. “The banks raised to restrain
the waters of the Mississippi can only be kept in repair by those
whose natural constitutions and habits of labor enable them to resist
the combined efforts of a deleterious moisture, and a degree of heat
intolerable to whites,” the memorial claimed. “This labor is great, it
requires many hands, and it is all important to the very existence of
our country. If, therefore, this traffic is justificable anywhere, it is
surely in this province, where, unless it is permitted, cultivation must
cease, the improvements of a century be destroyed, and the great
river resume its empire over our ruined fields and demolished habita-
tions.”!% Like sugar planters throughout the Americas, those in the
Orleans Territory unequivocally associated the African slave trade
with progress. They discovered to their chagrin that many of their
new countrymen in the United States did not share that view. One
anonymous poet ridiculed their argument: “Receive us to your arms
as Brothers / And grant us to make slaves of others”%!

Another critic was Tom Paine, the cosmopolitan democrat recently
returned to America, who published an open letter lambasting the
Louisiana planters for secking to continue the African slave trade.
“Dare you put up a petition to Heaven for such a power, without fear-
ing to be struck from the earth by its justice? Why, then, do you ask it
of man against man?” he charged.!%? In a private letter to Jefferson a
few months later, Paine outlined a plan to encourage American and
European migration to Louisiana, focusing especially on the transpor-
tation of German redemptioners who would work as bonded laborers

until they had paid off the price of their transatlantic passage. Under
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Paine’s proposal, not only would Congress provide a bounty to ship
owners carrying redemptioners to Louisiana, but it would also grant
twenty acres of land to each redemptioner once his term of service
had expired. By this means Louisiana “would become strong by the
increase of citizens,” rather than weakened by the increase of slaves.
But Paine did not want to exclude black people from Louisiana alto-
gether. Reminding Jefferson of a plan they had discussed years earlier,
Paine suggested that Congress also pay for the passage of free people
of color to New Orleans, where they could hire themselves out to lo-
cal planters for one or two years in order to “learn plantation busi-
ness.” The government would then place them on land of their own,
just as if they were redemptioners. Though Paine’s proposal was po-
litically infeasible, it serves as a useful reminder of a path imagined
but not pursued—what might have been if things had not been as
they were. There were alternatives to the expansion of slavery.!%3
Still another protest came from outraged Massachusetts Federalists
who thought they saw a Virginia-led conspiracy to oppress their sec-
tion of the Union. They feared that the Louisiana Purchase would re-
vive the slave trade, augment southern power, and eventually lead to
the debasement of New England. “Ranked by Virginia as a fit people
for hewers of wood and drawers of water,” one overheated essayist
predicted, “we shall soon find the driver at our back, and our native
land become a plantation, with her hardy sons for slaves.”%* The Fed-
eralists concentrated their anger against the three-fifths clause of the
Constitution, which took the slave population into account in appor-
tioning the House of Representatives. They charged that the clause
gave the southern states a political interest in reopening the slave
trade and expanding slavery. In the spring of 1804 a congressman
named William Ely drafted a constitutional amendment to abolish the
three-fifths clause of the Constitution and instead apportion represen-
tation according to the free population of each state. Defending the
amendment, Josiah Quincy described Louisiana as a “new hot bed of
slavery.”1% The Massachusetts legislature endorsed the amendment,

but its supporters could hardly have expected to win on the national
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stage. Instead they hoped to draw attention to the ways slavery
skewed the distribution of power among free people in the United
States. So deep was the New England Federalists’ dissatisfaction that
some of them even began to toy with the idea of secession. Their pro-
tests foreshadowed more consequential struggles over the expansion
of slavery in the decades ahead.!%

Those who predicted that Congress’s restrictions on the introduc-
tion of slaves into the Orleans Territory would be ineffectual were
prophetic. Congress quickly elevated the Orleans Territory to the
second stage of territorial government, which ended the restrictions
on the interstate movement of slaves.'”” Hundreds of African slaves
imported into South Carolina between 1803 and 1808 were shipped
to the Orleans Territory. Others were smuggled in. Thousands of
slaves belonging to refugees from the Caribbean were also allowed to
enter the Orleans Territory under humanitarian pretexts. But after
1808, when Congress applied the prohibition on slave importation
to the whole country, the influx of foreign slaves diminished. The
diffusionist pattern that emerged from the debates over the status of
slavery in the Mississippi and Orleans territories prevailed over the
long run. Unlike Cuba and Brazil, where the nineteenth-century
expansion of slavery relied largely on the continued importation of
Africans, the expansion of slavery in the United States relied on natu-
ral population growth and the forced migration of enslaved people
from one part of the country to another. As the slave country began
its half-century tilt toward the Deep South, Thomas Jefferson admit-
ted that he had “long since given up the expectation of any early
provision for the extinguishment of slavery among us.”% Jefferson’s
horizon—a free and white America—appeared more distant than
ever.

Territorial expansion tragically dovetailed with new opportunities
for slaveowners to profit from slavery in the region that became the
Deep South, where two distinct but overlapping economies based on
slave labor arose between 1790 and 1812. The first was the cotton

frontier, which spread unevenly in the extensive fertile districts from
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western Georgia through the Indian backcountry to Natchez. The
second, more narrowly limited to New Orleans and its neighboring
sugar-producing parishes along the Mississippi River, comprised a
zone of especially dense commercial activity. The rise of cotton and
sugar transformed the region and generated extraordinary tensions

among the people who lived there.
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Plan of the Creek Agency on the Flint River, drawn around 1810. The Creek Agency
was the headquarters of the Jeffersonian program for civilizing the southern Indians. Note
the twelve “Negro houses” among the double row of buildings. A road on the west bank of
the Flint River leads to New Orleans. COURTESY OF MORAVIAN ARCHIVES, WINSTON-SA-

LEM, NORTH CAROLINA.



Civilizing

the Cotton Frontier

SURVEYING THE BOUNDARY between the Mississippi Territory
and Spanish dominion in 1798, Thomas Freeman reported that he and
his company were “immersed in an impenetrable Forrest condenced
by Cane & cemented by grape vines, so that a dozen trees must be cut
before one can fall, & this on the most irregular hilly broken & unfin-
ished part of the globes surface.” Freeman’s evocative description of a
wild landscape signaled the great challenge that lay ahead for advo-
cates of U.S. expansion. Beginning in the late 1790s, a host of public
officials, economic entrepreneurs, and evangelical Protestants strug-
gled to “civilize” a region they considered wild and benighted. Their
civilizing mission entailed fundamental political, economic, social,
and cultural changes intended to create a republican society. Infused
with a providential sense of American destiny and supported by the
twin pillars of the national government and the transatlantic cotton
economy, the civilizers molded the southern frontier in ways that ad-
vanced plantation slavery.

New habits of life were not merely imposed on the region by out-
siders. Some of the region’s inhabitants welcomed change, including

tobacco and indigo planters who had already established themselves

37
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along the Mississippi River, and who led the transition to a cotton
economy. Factions among the southern Indians joined with the civiliz-
ers to reform their customs and practices, while others increasingly
resented the erosion of native sovereignty that these changes brought
about. Many slaves also participated in the civilizing of the Deep
South. Their labor supported the cotton economy, and their religious
zeal supported the spread of evangelical Protestantism, but at the
same time conflict and violence tinged relations between slaves and
other people on the cotton frontier. Countless episodes of collabora-
tion, adaptation, and antagonism shaped the slave country in the years
leading to the War of 1812.

The Jeffersonian civilizing mission began with an idea about the
proper relation between land, people, and self-government. “Cultiva-
tors of the earth are the most virtuous and independent citizens,” Jef-
ferson wrote in Notes on the State of Virginia.? That belief colored his
vision of westward expansion. The continual addition of new land
would allow the United States to remain a nation of industrious, com-
mercially oriented farmers. So long as it did, republicanism would
endure. The Jeffersonian vision was conservative in that it intended to
keep the country’s social structure at an agrarian state of develop-
ment, delaying its inevitable march toward a more decadent, indus-
trial society.’ But the Jeffersonian vision was also progressive in that it
demanded the transformation of the western “wilderness” into a com-
mercially oriented agricultural society, which involved a broad policy
to convert the western lands into saleable property and encourage
widespread landownership. Jeffersonians hoped that the creation of a
vast market in land would provide the basis for a prosperous economy
and a loyal citizenry by attracting migrants from the eastern United
States.

From a Jeffersonian perspective, stimulating migration was also the
best way to guarantee security without sacrificing liberty. The Ameri-
can grip on the Deep South seemed precarious. The region was dis-
tant from the centers of government and inhabited by foreigners and

indigenous people who possessed no special loyalty to the country.
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The peacetime military establishment was small and ineffective, and,
moreover, republican sensibilities viewed standing armies as a threat
to liberty. The solution to this predicament was to populate the Deep
South as quickly as possible with what one public official in the Mis-
sissippi Territory called “real Americans” and to organize them into
citizen-militias.* Jeffersonians argued that a strong militia would keep
the peace while at the same time inculcating habits of discipline and
patriotism within the citizenry. As Governor William C. C. Claiborne
reminded the people of the Mississippi Territory in 1802, “The Yeo-
manry of a Country, should constitute its chief defence, against inter-
nal commotion, external violence, and that where this Sentiment is
not fostered, Liberty must soon cease to dwell.”

The Land Ordinance of 1784 provided the template for the settle-
ment of the Deep South. Passed by the Continental Congress under
the Articles of Confederation, the Ordinance initiated a system of
rectangular survey for the United States’ national domain. It imposed
an abstract, Cartesian order on the western landscape, which con-
trasted with the irregular patterns of land ownership that prevailed in
districts settled under French, British, and Spanish authority in the
eighteenth century. It contrasted even more sharply with the commu-
nal patterns of land use and possession that prevailed among indige-
nous peoples. The rectangular survey was intended to make it easier
for purchasers to secure title to land without fraud or conflict, and
therefore to facilitate orderly settlement through the mechanism of
the market. Once the land was sold to private citizens, the govern-
ment would retreat into the background, providing invisible support
for the natural laws of supply and demand that American officials
hoped would create an “empire of liberty.”

In the Deep South, however, the national government had to ac-
commodate myriad interests with competing claims to the land. One
important group comprised landowners who traced their titles back
to the years of French, British, and Spanish dominion. Solicitous
treatment of these landed interests would cement their allegiance to

the United States and ensure continuity in the region’s booming agri-



40 SLAVE COUNTRY

cultural economy. The national government established several com-
missions to confirm the validity of extant titles and to protect against
the fraudulent engrossment of land. The commissions also granted
land and preemption rights to claimants who could prove they had
“inhabited and cultivated” their land before the United States took
possession of the region. These policies eventually exempted from
the public domain several million acres of land located in areas colo-
nized by Europeans during the eighteenth century. Colonial patterns
of landownership would thus persist in the established plantation dis-
tricts—for instance, along the Mississippi River from Natchez to
New Orleans—that would become the core of the slave country.”

Another complication originated in Georgia, which claimed sover-
eignty over lands extending to the Mississippi. Early in 1795 the state
legislature sold 35 million acres of “Yazoo” land (named after one of
the region’s rivers) to four private companies for the paltry sum
of $500,000. Outrage spread quickly through Georgia and the rest
of the country. Anti-Yazooists argued that “immense monopolies of
land” threatened democracy, robbed the coffers of the state, and
stifled the progress of the frontier. The offending politicians were
swept out of office and the sale was repealed by a new legislature the
following year, but by that time much of the land had already been
gobbled up (on paper) by northern speculators who contended that
the repeal violated their constitutional rights of contract. In 1802
Georgia ceded its western lands to the United States, which placed
responsibility for resolving the Yazoo claims in the hands of the na-
tional government. Another decade of lobbying and litigation (includ-
ing the landmark 1810 Supreme Court case of Fletcher v. Peck) earned
holders of Yazoo stock more than four million dollars in compensa-
tion, and ultimately cleared the way for the sale of Georgia’s ceded
lands by the national government.$

The Creek, Choctaw, and Chickasaw Indians also laid claim to mil-
lions of acres between Georgia and the Mississippi River. At the be-
ginning of the nineteenth century, the American Indians of the Deep

South outnumbered the white and black population and possessed
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much of the territory that eventually became the states of Mississippi
and Alabama. Three or four thousand Chickasaws inhabited what is
today northern Mississippi, northwestern Alabama, and western Ten-
nessee.” The Choctaws included fifteen thousand people divided into
three major geographic districts stretching from the Pearl River in the
west to the Tombigbee-Alabama-Mobile river system in the east.
Their territory covered much of what is today the heart of Mississippi
and western Alabama.!® The Creek Indians, also numbering fifteen
thousand people, occupied the lands from the ambiguous western
boundary of Georgia near the Ocmulgee River to the Coosa River
in present-day Alabama. The Creck confederacy comprised loosely
affiliated towns divided into two major districts. The Upper Creeks,
as they were known to American officials, lived along the Coosa-
Alabama-Tallapoosa river system, while the Lower Creeks inhabited
the lands watered by the Chattahoochee and Flint rivers.!! Another
group, the Seminoles, had emerged in Florida as an offshoot of the
Creck Indians but did not include more than three thousand people.
Their numbers grew in part from the absorption of runaway and cap-
tured slaves from Georgia and East Florida.!? Small Indian settle-
ments could also be found in lower Louisiana, mostly the scattered
remnants of various nations that once predominated in the lower
Mississippi Valley, including the Biloxi, Natchez, Tunica, Houma,
Chitimacha, Opelousas, Atakapas, and Qapaw Indians. One exception
was the Caddo nation, on the Red River beyond Natchitoches, which
remained sizable and intact if battered by conflict with the Choctaws
to the east and the Osages to the west.!?

The United States recognized the southern Indians’ right to the soil
based on prior occupancy, but it was also committed to extinguishing
Indian title. Most American policy makers believed that the Indians
had too much land and failed to use it productively—that indigenous
dependence on hunting amounted to a monopoly that stunted the
progress of civilization. In the 1790s the United States began to en-
courage native peoples to abandon the hunt in favor of settled agricul-

ture and animal husbandry. Government officials hoped that the shift
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would lead the Indians to discover that they possessed surplus land,
which the laws of supply and demand would induce them to sell to
the United States. As Jefferson put it in 1803, the civilizing process
would create a “coincidence of interests” between the Indians, who
had “lands to spare” but needed “other necessaries,” and the citizens of
the United States, who had other necessaries to spare but needed
land. Market exchange rather than conquest would be the instrument
of American expansion.'* Yet from 1795 to 1810 the United States
acquired only a small proportion of Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek
land in the Deep South. One major cession came via the Treaty of
Mount Dexter in 1805, in which the Choctaws sold about five million
acres of land in the southwestern portion of the Mississippi Territory,
but that treaty was an exception to the general pattern of refusal
among indigenous peoples to part with their land. Most of what is to-
day Mississippi and Alabama remained in indigenous hands on the eve
of the War of 1812.15

While the national government sorted through these many and
varied claims, its surveyors set the Jeffersonian land machine in
motion. They were a vanguard of the republican civilizing mission.
Usually expert in astronomy and mathematics, surveyors took the
measure of the land and mapped a national domain that could be par-
celed out and sold to the highest bidder. Isaac Briggs, appointed sur-
veyor general of lands south of Tennessee in 1803, supervised the ini-
tial stages of this process in the Deep South. Briggs was the son of
Quakers from Haverford, Pennsylvania. He enrolled in Pennsylvania
College in 1780, where he earned two degrees and a name for him-
self in mathematics. After college, Briggs helped Andrew Ellicott lay
out the District of Columbia, taught at a Friends’ School in Maryland,
contributed calculations for almanacs, and finally, in 1799, published
his own Friends’ Almanac. Along the way, he became acquainted with
Thomas Jefferson, who praised him as “a Quaker, a sound republican,
and of a pure and unspotted character” and one of the best scientists
in the country. Pious, precise, and patriotic, Briggs appeared to be the
kind of man Jefferson was looking for in a surveyor.1¢

Briggs’s brief career in the Deep South reveals some of the physi-
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cal, psychological, and political difficulties that plagued agents of the
Jeffersonian civilizing mission. In the spring of 1803, he left his wife,
Hannah, in Maryland and embarked for Natchez to take up his duties as
surveyor. Accompanied by his brothers Joseph and Samuel, Briggs ar-
rived in Natchez in late August after an eventful trip down the Ohio
and Mississippi rivers from Pittsburgh during which he was attacked by
dysentery and had a close encounter with a notorious river bandit.
Homesick, he described himself as “a poor strayed sheep in the wil-
derness!”!” In the ensuing months, Briggs would often lament the ir-
regularity of the mail, which did not bring letters from his beloved wife
often enough. Perhaps this is one reason why Briggs agreed to survey
the route for a new post road connecting New Orleans to the eastern
states, a difficult task that took him through the Indian country early
in 1804.'" Among his other activities, Briggs became the first presi-
dent of the Mississippi Society for the Acquirement and Dissemina-
tion of Useful Knowledge. Its goals included “Cultivation of social
harmony,—Improvement of natural science, primarily Agriculture—
and the establishment of a Library.” The society’s founders hoped it would
spread enlightened values through the territory’s rude settlements.!”

Briggs’s main task was to survey the public lands and prepare them
for sale, but it was not an easy task. The two men Briggs hired as dep-
uties, Charles De France and George Davis, ultimately found the
work too difficult and the remuneration too small. Defeated by na-
ture and the high cost of labor, the two men quit in January 1804 after
falling into debt. De France complained of “the many insurmountable
Difficulties a surveyor had to encounter in this country, (such as lakes,
swamps, extremely steep hills, and numerous cane brakes, that in
many places are almost impenetrable, and also the extravagant prices
of Labor and provisions).”?® The slow progress of the surveyors led to
problems with squatters, as migrants arriving in the Deep South
planted themselves on lands that were not yet ready for sale. Many of-
ficials feared that the squatter communities would degenerate into
lawlessness and impede the sale of the land. “It is a matter of regret
that the surveying should have been so long delayed,” lamented Albert

Gallatin, the secretary of the treasury.?!
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Briggs finally chose his family over his country. As Congress ex-
panded his duties to include both the Mississippi and Orleans Terri-
tories, Jefferson and Gallatin stepped up the pressure to complete the
surveys, especially of the land district west of the Mississippi. Con-
scious of security problems on the southern frontier, Jefferson urged
Briggs “to use all possible expedition in surveying lands for sale on the
western side of the Mississippi . . . that we may be enabled to hasten
the settlement in those parts most convenient for the defence of New
Orleans.”? While all this was going on, Briggs asked Hannah to join
him in the Mississippi Territory, but she politely, firmly, refused.?
Briggs’s desperation mounted. “I ardently long, for a release from the
labyrinth of difficulty and unhappiness into which I have fallen in this
Country,” he wrote to Jefferson in the fall of 1806, “and to have it in
my power to return to the peaceful bosom of my dear family.”*
Briggs soon abandoned his office, left the Mississippi Territory, and
returned to Hannah in Maryland. His passage through the “labyrinth
of difficulty” suggests that the civilizing of the Deep South depended
on public officials who faced considerable challenges in the fulfillment
of their duties. If, like Briggs, more of them had given up and gone
home—or more of them had paid attention to their wives’ wishes—
the whole enterprise might have failed.

But others stepped in. Briggs’s successors eventually brought the
first public lands in the Deep South to market. From 1807 through
1812, the government sold almost half a million acres of public land
in the Mississippi Territory for a total of more than one million dol-
lars—about 10 percent of the land-office business up to that point.?s
The opening of the public lands in the Deep South enticed eagle-eyed
planters who could spot opportunity at a distance. “You will have dis-
covered that the U.S. Land Office is opened and lands offered on
good terms,” Leonard Covington wrote to his brother in the Missis-
sippi Territory. (His cousin Levin Wailes served as a deputy surveyor
in the territory.) “Will it be possible for all of us to get together upon
some of this rich and cheap land?”?¢ Alexander Donelson, a nephew

of the Tennessee planter Andrew Jackson, could hardly restrain his
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praise after scouting lands on the Tombigbee River in 1811. “I am
much pleased with a great proportion of that country,” he reported to
his uncle. Its easily navigable river, healthy climate, and extraordi-
narily fertile soil made it “the most desireable country I have ever
seen, if settled by civilized people.””” Donelson’s idea of a civilized
people did not include the southern Indians who already inhabited the
region. Instead it included free, white, propertied citizens of the
United States—many of whom owned slaves.

The Jeffersonian land system did not create a yeoman’s paradise in
the Deep South. Public land was cheap but not free, and at two dol-
lars per acre, the market favored the wealthy. A memorial to Con-
gress from citizens of the Mississippi Territory in 1803 argued that
land should not be sold to the highest bidder but rather granted to ac-
tual settlers. If sold, the memorial warned, the land would fall into
the hands of “the rich,” who are “generally attached a certain species
of population, which would endanger the country in proportion to its
increase.”® Yet Congress consistently rejected proposals to donate
land to settlers (including a proposal offered by Jefferson himself in
1806) because the public lands were too valuable a resource to give
away for free. Important national goals, including the reduction of the
country’s debt, depended on revenue earned from the sale of public
lands. As the petitioners had warned, the sale of public lands allowed
rich and well-connected planters like Leonard Covington to get a
jump on their poorer competitors in the race for the best land.?
The public land system—perhaps the most important instrument of
the Jeffersonian civilizing mission—thus facilitated the spread of the
plantation system in the Deep South just as a burgeoning cotton econ-
omy increased the value of the land and the profits to be earned from

slave labor.

“we are all mostly in cotton”

In the late cighteenth century, industrial capital began to stride the

world in seven-league boots, but it did not leave the same footprint
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everywhere. In the 1780s, cotton textile manufacturers in England
discovered an almost insatiable worldwide demand for cheap calicoes
and muslins. Manchester capitalists erected textile mills and em-
ployed wage workers in a relentless and ever-expanding quest for
profits. After experimenting with various raw cottons from around
the world, they found that “upland” cotton, a black-seeded variety of
the genus Gossypium, which happened to grow astoundingly well in the
southern regions of North America, best suited their purposes. Re-
sponding to this new opportunity for profit, North American plant-
ers, farmers, and slaves began to grow cotton for export to distant
markets. By their efforts, North America claimed a rapidly increasing
share of the British market—almost 45 percent by 1803—outranking
producers in the Caribbean, Brazil, and the East Indies. 3

The cotton revolution transformed and solidified the Deep South’s
connections to the world market and induced more of its people to
enter into the “civilizing” economy of commercial agriculture. Jeffer-
sonian political economy held that mere subsistence economies were
primitive and barbaric, while commercial agriculture stimulated in-
dustriousness and wealth, qualities considered essential for a virtuous
citizenry.’! The salutary effect of commercial agriculture was obvious
to Ephraim Kirby, an official sent by the United States to resolve land
claims in the eastern district of the Mississippi Territory in 1804.
Kirby thought that the region was poor and backward, but that once
the land titles were settled and the rivers opened to navigation, com-
merce would civilize the frontier. “Industry and laudable enterprize
will find their reward; law and justice, which have been long disre-
garded, will be properly respected; and honest, virtuous people take
the place of the vicious and profligate,” he predicted.??

Various circumstances had combined to persuade planters and
farmers in the lower Mississippi Valley to grow upland cotton for ex-
port. In 1790, Spain had opened up its markets to tobacco from the
United States and withdrawn its subsidy for Louisiana tobacco, crip-
pling growers there. Around the same time, indigo manufacturers

found themselves up against natural pests, declining prices, and for-
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eign competition. In contrast to the gloomy picture in tobacco and in-
digo, cotton prices in the 1790s were extremely high, consistently
above twenty-five cents per pound and reaching a peak of forty-four
cents per pound in 1798. Furthermore, versions of Eli Whitney’s
cotton gin reached the lower Mississippi Valley by 1795, eliminating
the most serious technical obstacle to the commercial production of
short-staple cotton. Taking advantage of new technology and high
prices, planters and farmers from Natchez to Baton Rouge rapidly
abandoned tobacco and indigo and adopted cotton.33 Riding through
the Mississippi Territory in 18co0, the Presbyterian minister James
Hall observed that cotton “is now the staple commodity in the terri-
tory.”* The following year, the New Orleans merchant Shepherd
Brown encountered fierce competition when he tried to procure cot-
ton from Natchez planters. “There are not less than twenty persons
now here who are engaged by the Orl[ean]s Merch[an]ts to buy for
them and are daily riding throu’ the Country to contract with the
Planters,” he complained.?* The cotton boom was under way.

Soon thereafter, upland cotton from the Deep South appeared on
the international stage. James Maury, the United States’ consul in Liv-
erpool, registered its entrance in 1802, when he noted that two ves-
sels had arrived from New Orleans with cotton.3¢ Around the same
time, Liverpool cotton merchants Ewart and Rutson began to worry
that the increasing quantities of New Orleans and Mississippi cotton
sold in the British market would depress the price of their own West
India cotton.?” They had reason for concern. Green & Wainwright,
another Liverpool firm, favorably reported to a Mississippi planter
late in 1803, “The Manufacturers have substituted the better kinds of
Natchez Cotton for Demerara & We have had the satisfaction of see-
ing those who have once tried it become constant Customers.”s
Planters in the Deep South had the satisfaction of seeing the value of
their foreign exports—mostly cotton—more than double between
1804 and 1807, from about $1.7 million to more than $4.3 million.3°

Established planters along the Mississippi River led the charge to-

ward cotton in the 1790s, with William Dunbar out in front. A native
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of Scotland, Dunbar had been educated in Glasgow and London be-
fore he traveled to North America in 1771 at the age of twenty-two.
Dunbar’s mercantile pursuits took him to Spanish Louisiana, where
he established a plantation and set his slaves to the business of making
staves for the West Indian market. In 1783, he moved to a plantation
near Natchez and went into indigo, but he transferred his operations
to cotton in the mid-1790s. Dunbar and his slaves experimented with
new strains of cotton, improved on the design of the cotton gin, in-
vented a screw press for packing cotton, and pioneered techniques
for extracting cottonseed oil. With the help of his London factors
Green & Wainwright, he also gained an international reputation for
his cotton, an important advantage in a competitive world market.
Other large planters followed Dunbar’s lead. “We will think ourselves
very happy if we can tread in your footsteps,” wrote Julian Poydras, an
indigo planter. And follow in Dunbar’s footsteps he did, declaring
some months later, “We are all mostly in cotton .

As established planters like Poydras and Dunbar turned their in-
digo and tobacco plantations over to cotton, migrants from the east-
ern seaboard and elsewhere joined them. Thomas Rodney noted a
“continuous influx of people” into the Mississippi Territory in 1805.4!
Similarly, the French naturalist Michaux wrote in his 1805 memoir,
“The great profits derived from cotton entice an immense number of
foreigners into that part.™? One of these “foreigners” was David Brad-
ford, a leader of the Whiskey Rebellion in Pennsylvania, who fled to
Spanish Louisiana and became a cotton planter in the Bayou Sarah dis-
trict. In 1802 a traveler found Bradford “well Settled” and prosperous
in “the Richest Uplands I ever Saw.”** When John Steele emigrated to
the Mississippi Territory in 1799 to take up a commission as secretary
of the new territorial government, he stayed at the house of “a very
hospitable Irishman” near Natchez. The man was wealthy, Steele re-
ported, and “will send to market very shortly near thirty thousand wt
of clean Cotton, like the driving snow as it comes from the Gin.”#

The territorial government helped planters as a class by regulat-

ing the cotton market and cracking down on independent selling by
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slaves. Officials in the Mississippi Territory established inspections for
cotton gins and presses, and graded cotton according to its quality.
The regulations were intended “to promote the interests of this terri-
tory, by establishing at foreign markets the good reputation of the sta-
ple of this country.™> Another notable reform prohibited slaves from
growing and marketing their own cotton, a practice “permitted by
some few Planters to the probable injury of most of them,” as the gov-
ernor of the territory put it. The avowed purpose of the law was to
prevent slaves from stealing cotton, but it had the additional effect of
limiting slaves’ independent production and enabling their owners to
gain more complete control over their time and labor.*

Slave labor was central to the whole enterprise. Cotton planters
assumed they needed slave labor just as they needed soil and rain. The
Natchez elite made this clear in a 1797 petition urging Congress not
to abolish slavery in their territory. Without slaves, claimed the peti-
tioners, “the farms in this District would be but of little more value to
the present occupiers than equal quantity of waste land.™7 Migrants
identified cotton growing with slave labor as if the relationship were
natural. Edward Turner decided “to purchase a plantation not exceed-
ing 1000 Dollars, which in a few years say two or three I am in hopes
to be enabled to put 5 or 6 Negroes upon and shortly after my self .3
Nathaniel Cox urged a friend to sell his lands in Kentucky and come
out to the Mississippi Territory: “If you could reconsile it to yourself
to bring your negroes to the Miss. Terr, they would certainly make
you a hansom fortune in ten years by the cultivation of Cotton.”*
Among those who recognized the profits to be gained from using
slaves to grow cotton were agents of the U.S. government. When
Hore Browse Trist arrived in Natchez in 1803 to serve as collector of
customs, he observed that his new home was a good country “for
making money by cultivation” because of the productivity of slave
labor, including children and women. “Hands from 1o years old & up-
wards of both sexes clear upon an average 12 to 1500 weight of clean
cotton besides corn & meats for their own consumption,” he in-

formed his wife.>® Garrisoned near New Orleans in the spring of
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1811, the young soldier William Hamilton estimated that forty slaves
cultivating 200 acres of land could earn a planter $10,000 every year.
“If the negroes will follow me I will place myself at their head and
march them here with ease & facility,” he proposed to his father in
North Carolina.*!

National power and the plantation economy merged in the person
of Winthrop Sargent, the first governor of the Mississippi Territory.
Sargent was a native of Massachusetts, a Harvard graduate, an accom-
plished surveyor, and a partisan Federalist. He presided over the es-
tablishment of territorial courts, a militia, and a criminal code in the
Mississippi Territory between 1798 and 1801.°2 Described by one ac-
quaintance as “a pen and ink man,” Sargent carefully observed his new
environment.** He logged his journey to Natchez in the summer of
1798, recorded meteorological data and the height of the Mississippi
River, and published an analysis of the New Madrid earthquakes of
1811 in the journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.**
Soon after he arrived in Natchez, he married Mary McIntosh Wil-
liams, “a very amiable young widow with a considerable fortune,”
whose property included two large plantations, Grove and Belle-
mont, and dozens of slaves.>> The marriage made Sargent one of the
territory’s biggest cotton planters, and as governor, he looked after
the interests of his class. After learning about Gabriel’s conspiracy in
Virginia, for instance, Sargent instructed militia officers in the terri-
tory to regard the enforcement of the slave code as “a point of
honor.”>¢ Sargent placed the power and authority of the national gov-
ernment at the disposal of the territory’s slaveowners.

The rising cotton economy generated a brisk demand for slaves
among the farmers and planters of the Deep South. John Steele di-
rected his brother in December 1799 to sell his property in Rich-
mond and buy slaves with the proceeds. “I would take two Negros
for it,” he calculated, “they would here sell for 1,000 or 1200 Dol-
lars.”7 Early in 1801, William MclIntosh arrived on Maryland’s East-
ern Shore only to find the price of slaves “very high, owing to the

number of Purchasers.” Several other Natchez planters, quicker out
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of the gate than MclIntosh, were heading home with “Eighty or Ninety
neagros young & old.”*$ Wishing to emigrate to the Mississippi Terri-
tory, the Tennessee planter Robert Butler wrote that he would “invest
my funds in Negroes, and as I am informed that land can be pur-
chased very low on the west side of the [Mississippi] river, and Ne-
groes bearing a high price then I can make sale of some for that pur-
pose.”” Around the same time, Leonard Covington sent fifty slaves
from his tobacco plantation in Maryland to his new cotton plantation
in the Mississippi Territory, which he called “that land of promise.”®
William Rochel floated “twenty likely Virginia born slaves” down the
Mississippi in a flat-bottomed boat to Natchez, where he advertised
his intention to sell some of the slaves and barter others in exchange
for a small farm.®' John Hutchins, the son of a wealthy Natchez
planter, traveled all the way to New York to purchase slaves. The New
Yorkers tried to run away in Pittsburgh, but Hutchins foiled their plot
and transported them to the Deep South, where he put them to work
on his father’s plantation.®? Schemes such as these contributed to the
fourfold increase of the slave population of the Mississippi Territory
in the first decade of the nineteenth century, from 3,499 slaves in
1801 to 16,703 in 1810.%

Masters and slaves collaborated in the creation of a cotton econ-
omy but not as equals. They lived and worked together in a hierarchi-
cal, coercive relationship. Slaves had little choice but to participate.
The plantation economy provided enslaved people with their means
of subsistence, and they were subjected to physical punishment and
the threat of sale if they resisted their enslavement. On Winthrop
Sargent’s Grove and Bellemont plantations, the slaves planted a wide
variety of food crops, including peas, beans, celery, potatoes, sweet
potatoes, carrots, lettuce, parsley, turnips, radishes, artichokes, and
corn. They also planted apple, locust, and willow trees; gelded lambs;
constructed dams; and cleared new fields. Cotton planting began in
late March, and when that was done, the slaves turned their attentions
once more to food crops and rye, pausing in mid-June to thin the

growing cotton, which was left to grow on its own (“laid by”) in early
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July. Picking began in late August and continued through the fall,
interspersed with the harvesting of corn, pumpkins, potatoes, and
other produce. Then the picked cotton had to be dried, ginned,
baled, and shipped to market. All of this was accomplished by the
slaves, who then prepared for another year of the same tedious work.
The labor regime was accompanied by a harsh cycle of birth and
death, which Sargent tersely recorded in his journal: “August 13th
last night Sophie delivered of mulatto female child alive, but prema-
ture birth and it soon died—for the three or four days past Negroes
employed in gathering corn blades for fodder.”o

Collaboration was also the rule on John Palfrey’s cotton plantation.
A Bostonian who moved to New Orleans around the time of the Lou-
isiana Purchase, Palfrey bought goo acres of land in Attakapas near
the Gulf coast of the Orleans Territory in 1810. He judged the region
to be “well calculated for new beginning without much capital.” After
buying twenty-one slaves, Palfrey moved to his new plantation, aptly
named Forlorn Hope.® (The significance of Palfrey’s naming his plan-
tation Forlorn Hope may be gleaned from Crevecoeur’s famous de-
scription of American backwoodsmen: “They are a kind of forlorn
hope, preceding by ten or twelve years the most respectable army of
veterans which come after them.”)® Beginning in March 1811, Pal-
frey’s slaves cleared land, built fences and dwellings, and planted cot-
ton, corn, and vegetables. They endured bad weather and sickness.
Harry, one of the slaves, occasionally ran away but never got very far.
(“Caught Harry in the neighborhood of the cabins in pursuit of provi-
sions nearly famished,” Palfrey noted in his journal entry for 7 April
1812. “By his account he has eaten but once since he ran away.”) Be-
ginning in September, Palfrey meticulously tallied each day’s cotton
harvest, noting the weight of cotton picked by every slave. Women
and children picked about 8o percent of the cotton. Three women—
Phillis, Mimy, and Aimy—picked more than 40 percent of it, and
seven children—Tom, Bob, Ephraim, Joe, Ben, Elsey, and Fanny—
picked another 40 percent. The adult men—Harry, Sam, Amos, and

Daniel—picked less than 15 percent of the cotton. They were more
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likely to be found engaged in odd jobs elsewhere on the plantation,
from splitting and hauling fence rails to chopping firewood. Alto-
gether the slaves picked about 37,000 pounds of cotton in the planta-
tion’s first year.®” Early in 1813 Palfrey’s son, Edward, proudly re-
flected on the household’s achievement. “During the two summers
that we have been here, notwithstanding we came on a piece of land
without fence, house, or any thing of the kind and never had a plough
been put to it, we made nearly fifty bales of Cotton, besides an im-
mense stack of Plantation food, such as Corn, Pumpkins, Potatoes
etc. etc.” Fences, houses, plows, a saleable crop, and an abundance
of food—for Edward Palfrey and others of his ilk, these were signs of
progress in the civilizing of the southern frontier.

Life on the cotton frontier did not appeal to everyone. A boatman
descending the Mississippi River was overhead to declare, “D—n my
precious eyes if I would not rather be at allowance of a mouldy biscuit
a day, in any part of Old England, or even New York, Pennsylvania,
or Maryland, than I would be obliged to live in such a country as
this two years, to own the finest cotton plantation, and the greatest
gang of negroes in the territory.”® Slaves also found ways to register
their dissatisfaction. A correspondent in Richmond observed in 1807:
“There is a very great aversion amongst our Negroes to be carried to
distant parts, & particularly to our new countries.”” Forced migra-
tion severed many of them from their families and communities.
Writing from Natchez, John Steele observed that his slave George
was “extremely uneasy to hear from Millie and his Children” in Vir-
ginia.”! Some enslaved people tried to return home, or at least that is
what their owners thought they were attempting to do. In 1807, for
instance, Ferdinand L. Claiborne of the Mississippi Territory adver-
tised for the return of two runaway slaves, Sandy and Lewis. Sandy
was from the mouth of the Cumberland, and Lewis had been brought
from near Nashville the previous spring. “It is supposed that their ob-
ject will be to return to the state of Tennessee,” Claiborne surmised.”
Samuel Elkins guessed that his runaway slave Nathaniel would “at-

tempt to cross the lake and return to Kentucky, from whence he was
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brought last spring by Mr. Joseph Miller, of Bourbon county.””? But
these fugitives were exceptional. Under duress, most enslaved people
collaborated in the civilizing of the cotton frontier and contributed to
its progress.

The Deep South’s first cotton boom ended when the national gov-
ernment enacted a countrywide embargo on exports in December
1807. The embargo was intended to force the belligerent nations
of Europe, especially Great Britain, to respect the neutral rights of
American shipping, and ultimately to open foreign markets for U.S.
agriculturalists.” The measure received wide support in the Orleans
and Mississippi territories even though it battered the region’s cotton
growers. Unable to export their crop, purchasers of public lands
found themselves mired in debt with no means of escape. As a peti-
tion from the Mississippi Territory’s House of Representatives re-
minded Congress, “Our produce lies unsold and unsaleable in our
Barns.””> The value of exports from New Orleans and Mobile fell to a
mere $540,000 in 1809 and would not return to pre-embargo levels
until 1815.7¢ Late in 1811 a New Orleans merchant reported to John
Palfrey that the cotton market was still depressed. “Business was
never perhaps in so great a State of Stagnation,” he observed, “nor
can we flatter ourselves with any revival unless some understanding
should fortunately be effected with the British Government, or some
great change take place in Europe.””” As the merchant suggested, the
prospects of the Deep South now rested on distant economic and po-
litical forces that the people of the region could not control. They had
not yet achieved the kind of independence promised by Jeffersonian
republicanism, nor would they so long as their livelihood rested on

the unreliable foundation of international trade.

“so many wolves or bares”

The Jeffersonian civilizing mission presented a special challenge to
the indigenous inhabitants of the Deep South. Increasing numbers of

white and black people, an expanding cotton economy, and an activist
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U.S. government all pressured the southern Indians to partake in
what one public official called “the sweets of civilization.””® Jeffer-
sonians hoped that America’s native people would abandon hunting,
adopt animal husbandry and commercial agriculture, and sell their
surplus land to the United States. These changes would prepare the
Indians either to be assimilated into civilized, American society or to
be removed west of the Mississippi River—an alternative that gained
favor among many Jeffersonians after the Louisiana Purchase doubled
the country’s size. In the Deep South, the Creek, Choctaw, and
Chickasaw peoples responded to the Jeffersonian challenge in com-
plex and contradictory ways, ranging from the eager adoption of
chattel slavery to the violent repudiation of U.S. expansion.

The southern Indians’ geopolitical position steadily declined after
the American Revolution. Accustomed to navigating balanced impe-
rial rivalries for much of the eighteenth century, the southern Indians
now confronted a hegemonic power in the United States. The expul-
sion of the British had left Spain as the only major European counter-
weight to U.S. expansion into the Deep South, and the southern In-
dians quickly discovered that Spain was an unreliable ally. One
Chickasaw leader accused Spanish officials of leaving his people “to
the jaws of the Tiger and the bear”” Nor did the southern Indians
present a united front. Historical animosities between different indig-
enous groups, disputes over boundaries, and the highly decentralized,
consensual character of their internal politics inhibited pan-Indian
solidarity. Equally important was American officials’ ability to use the
considerable financial and diplomatic resources at their disposal (in-
cluding bribery) to disrupt Indian unity. In 1805 and 1806, for in-
stance, the United States took advantage of disagreements among the
southern Indians to acquire lands in what is today central Tennessee
and northern Alabama. The twists and turns of the negotiation almost
brought the Cherokee and Chickasaw Indians to blows. The southern
Indians did not stand together, so they risked falling apart.s°

The rapidly growing white and black population of the Deep South

pressed against the southern Indians’ land and sovereignty. Indigenous
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people considered the immigrants to be intruders. The Creek Indians
called them Ecunnaunuxulgee, which one official roughly translated
as “people greedily grasping after all their lands.”! It was an apt term,
as many of the intruders did indeed want the Indians out of the way.
In 1810, for instance, more than four hundred American squatters
living on lands claimed by the Chickasaws petitioned the president
and Congress to expel them. The squatters promised to support the
government, cultivate the land, and build a civil society. They could
not understand why fertile land should be denied to those who would
“improve” it, for the sake of “a heathan nation” who seemed content to
“saunter about like so many wolves or bares.”s? The squatters’ petition
echoed a long tradition of Anglo-American political philosophy, ex-
pressed most famously in John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government,
which held that land possessed by a savage people could rightfully be
claimed by those who would convert the land into property and culti-
vate it as God intended.$3

While white migrants clamored for the Indians’ land, U.S. officials
were busy encouraging the Indians to adopt farming, animal hus-
bandry, and domestic manufactures. The most important and influen-
tial of these officials was Benjamin Hawkins, the U.S. agent to the
Creek Indians. Born in North Carolina and educated at the College of
New Jersey, Hawkins was a man of the American Revolution. He was
elected to the North Carolina legislature in 1778, to the Continental
Congress in 1784, and to the United States Senate in 1790. He began
his thirty-year career among the southern Indians as one of the fed-
eral treaty commissioners at Hopewell in 1786, where he developed a
keen interest in the Indians’ languages. President George Washington
sent him to the southern backcountry in 1796, where for twenty
years he supervised American efforts to promote agricultural and
political reform among the Creek Indians. “This is his hobby horse,”
Isaac Briggs reported to Jefferson.$* Like other Indian agents, Haw-
kins provided material and political support for the civilizing project.
He supplied agricultural implements and machinery to those who

wanted them. He gave advice and rewarded those who took it. One
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of his greatest achievements was the Creck Agency, his headquarters
on the Flint River and an outpost of republican civilization. By 1809
the agency included a large plantation cultivated by slaves, a post of-
fice, saw and grist mills, a tanyard, various artisans’ shops, two looms,
and a school for Indians. In the unlettered southern backcountry,
Hawkins kept a library of nearly two hundred books covering law,
history, and philosophy, including Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Vir-
ginia.

Hawkins and the other U.S. agents discovered many allies in the
Indian backcountry, especially among those men and women who
wanted to participate in the cotton economy. The Choctaw agent
Samuel Mitchell indicated in 1800 that some of the Choctaws “appear
willing to attempt the raising of cotton.” He offered them seed and
lessons in planting, and looked forward to the arrival of a cotton
gin—*“a great spur to industry.”® In 1802 a trader named Abram
Mordecai set up a cotton gin below the junction of the Coosa and
Tallapoosa rivers in south-central Alabama and bought cotton from
the Creeks.%” That same year, William Claiborne authorized the es-
tablishment of a cotton gin in the Choctaw nation and directed the
factor in the Chickasaw nation to buy cotton from the chiefs for cash
or barter.®® White travelers lauded these developments. The Presby-
terian missionary James Hall reported in 1800 that federal agents
were teaching Indian men to farm and the women to spin and weave.
Cotton gins had been raised and, he predicted, it is probable that in a
few years the cotton trade will be considerable among them.”® Cot-
ton provided the southern Indians with an alternative to the declining
deerskin economy. It could be exchanged for the European commodi-
ties they had become accustomed to acquiring through trade, or
turned into clothing and used at home.*

Mestizos made up the vanguard of the cotton economy in the In-
dian backcountry. Throughout the eighteenth century, the indigenous
peoples of the Deep South absorbed small numbers of European trad-
ers who married Indian women and raised their children among the

Indians. These mestizos helped to mediate between the Indians and
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the outside world, especially through trade and diplomacy, where
multilingual literacy was particularly useful. They often assumed po-
sitions of influence within their Indian communities even as they
remained socially and culturally distinctive. The Colbert family pro-
vides an outstanding example of mestizaje among the Chickasaw In-
dians. The Scottish trader John Logan Colbert established himself
among the Chickasaws in 1729, marrying three Chickasaw women in
succession. Colbert’s sons—William, George, Levi, Samuel, Joseph,
and Pittman—became leaders among the Chickasaw people by the
late eighteenth century. Levi Colbert became familiar to travelers
passing through the Chickasaw country between Tennessee and New
Orleans because he managed an inn along the road. “He has at this
place a large well cultivated farm, about 30 or 4o likely slaves and a
white overseer to superintend them—a good stock of cattle and
hogs,” observed one traveler. “He keeps a Public house in a large
frame building & affords very tolerable accommodations; & as many
travellers on their road to and from N. Orleans, Natchez, &c, call on
him, he through that medium obtains an ample market for his super-
fluous produce.” Levi Colbert was a friend to travelers, an ally to the
U.S. government, and a beneficiary of the Jeffersonian civilizing mis-
sion. He was also a slaveowner.*!

As the description of Levi Colbert’s compound indicates, black
slavery suffused the mestizo milieu. The African presence among the
southern Indians had begun to grow in the latter half of the eigh-
teenth century, when English merchants plying the deerskin trade
took slaves into the backcountry to serve as teamsters, drovers,
handymen and agricultural laborers at the trading houses. Slaves also
fled into the backcountry from the frontier settlements of the Caroli-
nas, Georgia, and Florida, leading British officials to reward Indians
for capturing runaways and handing them over to the colonial author-
ities. During the American Revolution, Indians raiding Anglo-Ameri-
can settlements transported more people of African descent into the
backcountry, and when the war ended, refugee Loyalist merchants

and traders carried still more slaves to the Indian country, where they
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settled.” Long experience in the backcountry gave some multilin-
gual black people an opportunity to serve as intermediaries between
whites and Indians. One of the most notable was Cesar, a slave hired
by Governor Winthrop Sargent in 1798 to communicate with the
Choctaws who frequented Natchez. Sargent regarded Cesar’s work to
be “highly important to National Dignity and Interests,” but a racist
grand jury in Adams County denounced his employment as shameful
to “a free and independent people.” Cesar eventually accompanied
Philip Nolan’s ill-fated expedition to Texas in 1801, and was later dis-
covered living with a Spanish military officer in Chihuahua. It was
Cesar, more than Nolan, who might aptly have been called a man
without a country.”

Slaves were already a coveted commodity among the Indians by the
1790s, and the cotton boom made them even more valuable. During
negotiations over the return of runaways and captives, a Creck dele-
gation pointed out that the slaves “cause great disputes among us . . .
as some are sold, and bartered, from one to another, and the property
paid for them consumed.” Benjamin Hawkins frequently noted the
presence of black slaves in the Indian backcountry. Peter McQueen,
a leading man among the Upper Creeks, “has a valuable property
in negroes and stock and begins to know their value.” Some of the
Lower Creeks “have negroes, taken during the revolutionary war,” he
reported, “and where they live, there is more industry and better
farms.” Hawkins associated slaveowning with the progress of civiliza-
tion among the Indians, but he did not think it was enough merely to
have slaves. They must be disciplined and put to work in economically
productive activities, including the growing and spinning of cotton.
One Creek woman possessed eighty slaves, Hawkins reported, but
“from bad management they are a heavy burthen to her and to them-
selves, they are all idle.” Early in 1802, the interpreter Alex Cornells
brought the old Creek leader Efau Haujo to Hawkins and told him
that “the old man had no corn and his negroes were under no govern-
ment.” After supplying Efau Haujo with agricultural tools, Hawkins

advised him to shape up: “Put your negros and family to work, make
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them pen and milk your cattle, let me see your fields enlarged and
well fenced.” A civilized farmer, he implied, should manage his slaves
properly.®

Although U.S. officials occasionally worried about a black-Indian
alliance endangering the peace of the frontier, the Indian backcountry
was no haven for slaves. Runaways fleeing into the Indian country
sometimes suffered greatly from cold and hunger. One frostbitten fu-
gitive was captured in the Choctaw nation in 1793.% Indians on the
west side of the Mississippi River discovered two runaway slaves
belonging to Winthrop Sargent “in the woods almost perished” in
1802.%7 As these episodes indicate, the native inhabitants of the Deep
South often recovered runaway slaves and delivered them to U.S. of-
ficials, who encouraged the practice.” There are even records of
slaves escaping from Indian owners. For instance, a black woman ap-
peared at Fort Pickering in 1800 with five children. She declared that
she had been the property of a white man named Pettigrew who was
killed six years earlier on the Tennessee River, and she had been car-
ried into the Cherokee nation by an Indian warrior named White
Man Killer, who was now dead. White Man Killer’s sons were abusing
her and selling her children. She feared, wrote Major Zebulon Pike,
that “the Moment the Indians got them in their power a distance in
the Wilderness They would kill Her Oldest Son and Daughter.”” And
in 1809, the Chickasaw leader George Colbert requested assistance in
the recovery of a slave who had fled into the United States and was al-
legedly in jail in North Carolina.'® Whatever their nationality, slave-
owners shared a common interest in keeping slaves from running
away, and recovering those who fled.

Lethal violence scarred relations between black people and the
southern Indians. Some killings occurred in the context of the Indi-
ans’ retaliatory customs of justice. In 1797, for example, a Creek
headman executed two slaves for stealing horses, and warned other
slaveholders “that they must take care of their slaves, as he would un-
doubtedly put the law in force against them.”%! Five years later, the

Cusseta Creeks killed an American slave in retaliation for the murder
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of a Creck man.!? Acting at the behest of Benjamin Hawkins, who
wanted the Creek Indians to formalize their system of justice, the
Creek National Council tried a slave for the murder of an Indian
woman in 1806. The slave was found guilty and executed in the
Creek style, as Hawkins reported to Jefferson. “The warriors took
him to a river bank, the brother of the deceased knocked him down
with a stake, stabbed him and threw his body into the river.” Notwith-
standing its gruesome conclusion, Hawkins considered this to be the
first fair trial ever conducted by the Creek nation and, hence, another
sign of the civilizing of the Indians.! Black slaves were also attacked
merely for being adjunct to their owners. A particularly dramatic case
was reported in 1816 by the U.S. agent to the Chickasaw Indians.
“Several negroes in this nation have been murdered in a most cruel,
barbarous, and unprovoked manner,” he asserted. “One belonging to
Mr. Thomas Love was shot by an Indian while in his master’s yard riv-
ing boards. The only excuse for this murder is, that the Indian says he
did not like Mr. Love, and that he would spoil his property.”!% The
murder of Love’s slave suggests that it is romantic to imagine an alli-
ance between African Americans and the Chickasaw, Choctaw, or
Creek Indians in opposition to the expansion of slavery. Formidable
obstacles impeded such an alliance. Black people faced economic ex-
ploitation, social isolation, and violence at the hands of indigenous
people as the slave country expanded into the Indian backcountry.
Only among the Seminoles did fugitive slaves find refuge (at least un-
til the 1810s), and that was because neither chattel slavery nor U.S.
power had yet spread through Florida.!%>

Contrary to the Jeffersonian hope, the republican program for civi-
lizing the southern Indians did not lead to the peaceful transfer of sur-
plus lands to the United States. The expansion of the plantation com-
plex within indigenous communities increased the market value of
the Indians’ lands, and stiffened their resolve not to sell out cheaply. If
they had to cede land to the United States, they would at least try to
bargain for a fair price. Meanwhile, migrants from the United States

flocked to the cotton frontier in anticipation of new lands coming to
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market. Many Indians resented the daily increasing numbers of white
intruders who passed through their country, fished in their streams,
hunted in their forests, drove livestock on their pastures, cut down
their trees, and squatted on their lands. The U.S. government’s inabil-
ity to restrain its citizens undermined the Indians’ trust in the inten-
tions and authority of the American agents. Younger warriors wished
to prove their manhood by resisting the intruders and attacking their
property. Wrote Benjamin Hawkins in the summer of 1811, the
Creek leadership was “apprehensive they cannot restrain their young
people from committing depredations on property passing thro” their
Country, which will involve their Country in ruin.”1% Over time,
the civilizing of the southern frontier intensified conflicts within in-
digenous communities as well as between the Indians and the United
States.

“live long in heathen land”

The civilizing of the cotton frontier had a spiritual dimension. “As to
every thing Religious,” lamented the Quaker surveyor Isaac Briggs, “I
am here in a howling wilderness.”"” Where Briggs despaired, others
saw a glorious chance to spread the Gospel. Beginning in the late
1790s, missionaries from various evangelical Protestant denomina-
tions responded to the scandal of frontier impiety by trolling the
Deep South for souls. They handed out Bibles, established congrega-
tions, and built churches in the new territories. They carried a mes-
sage of Christian love that attracted white and black people but not
the southern Indians, who eschewed the evangelicals™ appeal in the
years before the War of 1812. Protestant Christianity on the cotton
frontier was thus a biracial collaboration, but at the same time, the
demands of chattel slavery inescapably limited the egalitarian poten-
tial of religious fellowship across the color line.10%

Practicing Christians considered the Gospel to be indispensable to
the civilizing process. New York Presbyterians asserted the connec-

tion in the late 1790s, when they organized a society dedicated to
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converting the Indians to Christianity. As John Mason announced in
his 1797 sermon “Hope for the Heathen”: “Instead of waiting till Civi-
lization fit our Indian neighbors for the gospel, let us try whether the
gospel will not be the most successful means of civilizing them .”1%
The New York Missionary Society appointed Joseph Bullen to begin
its work, sending him and his son to the Chickasaw nation in 1799.
“You are going to a region which the joyful sound of the gospel has
never yet reached,” announced the president of the Missionary Soci-
ety, “where the arts of civilized life are almost unknown—to a people
covered with the gloom of ignorance, superstition, and barbarism.”!10
Bullen taught English and preached the Gospel among the Chickasaw
Indians for four years. He eventually left the Chickasaws and settled
down on a small farm in Jefferson County in the Mississippi Terri-
tory. There he established the territory’s first Presbyterian church
in 1804.'M"

Bullen achieved a special rapport with the black slaves living
among the Chickasaw Indians. In June of 1799, George Colbert’s
slaves solicited Bullen to preach to them. He met with twenty of the
slaves, read to them from the New Testament, and explained to them
that Christ “loves poor blacks as well as others.” One weck later,
Bullen noted in his journal that an elderly black woman owned by
William Colbert had traveled thirty miles to hear his sermon. “Me
live long in heathen land, am very glad to hear the blessed gospel,” she
said. During his first summer, Bullen baptized an enslaved man (“a
true disciple of Jesus”) and his four children. The slaves were owned
by James Gunn, who prayed with them and taught them reading and
catechism. “It is a blessed thing to have such a master,” the slaves told
Bullen. The missionary was impressed by the black Christians’ zeal.
They had been “visited with the outpouring of the spirit of God, in-
ducing them to worship him, to keep the Sabbath day, and to be ex-
emplary, in their lives, while their masters remain in a carnal state.”
Bullen’s experience was not unique. Other missionaries and preach-
ers who came to the cotton frontier were also embraced by black

slaves who professed to be Christians. While most southern Indians
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kept their distance, many black people reached for the Gospel as if it
were a rope pulling them from quicksand.!!?

In addition to the Presbyterians, the Baptists and Methodists
rooted themselves among the white and black people of the Deep
South at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Organized in 1806,
the Mississippi Baptist Association included five churches with 196
members in 1807, and eighteen churches with 914 members in
1813.'3 Among the Baptist congregations was an African church,
which assembled once a month at Josiah Flower’s sawmill on Bayou
Pierre, and an African congregation organized in Mobile around
1806.'"* Joseph Willis, a North Carolina—born free man of color,
founded a small church on Bayou Chicot in the Orleans Territory. He
petitioned the Mississippi Baptist Association in 1810 to ordain him
and recognize his church, which it finally did six years later.!'* Meth-
odist church membership increased from 6o people in 1800 to 360 in
1810, when more than one-fourth of the territory’s Methodists were
black.!"® Their numbers were small, but the congregations carved a
niche for evangelical Protestantism on the cotton frontier. Biracial fel-
lowship shaped the contours of Christian civilization in the slave
country.

Some clergymen harbored antislavery principles, a legacy of the
social radicalism that infused the nascent evangelical movement in the
eighteenth century. One example was Tobias Gibson, the first Meth-
odist minister in the Mississippi Territory, who emancipated his slaves
before leaving South Carolina to emigrate to the southwest.!'” But
strong pressures muted evangelical antislavery. When the Methodists
debated slavery at their annual conference held in Tennessee in 1808,
recalled the itinerant preacher Jacob Young, “We were sitting here in
a slave state, and we had to move with a great deal of caution.”!!$
Denominational competition compelled clergymen to hold their
tongues, lest they lose souls to their rivals. Even more important was
a general indifference toward religion among the region’s farmers and
planters. As the missionaries John Schermerhorn and Samuel Mills

reported in 1814, “Most of the emigrants to this country came here
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for the purpose of amassing wealth, and that object seems to have ab-
sorbed their souls.”!'” Clergymen had particular trouble getting the
inhabitants to keep the Sabbath, or at least to allow the slaves to do so.
James Moore, an overseer in the territory, complained that “a man in
my Occupation is oblig’d to pay no Regard to Sundays if he pleases his
imployer.”120

The problem of slaves working on the Sabbath symbolized a ten-
sion between the economic and religious dimensions of the civilizing
process in the Deep South. That tension was resolved in favor of the
economic because white evangelicals were restrained by their own
dependence on the prevailing social order. For instance, an account
book for the Fayette Circuit of the Mississippi Conference reveals that
in 1809 Methodist preachers were paid in receipts redeemable for
ginned cotton.!?! Thus pious white people in the Deep South turned
their attention to improving slaves’ conditions instead of attacking
slavery. The very first question taken up by the Mississippi Baptist
Association was: “What steps would be most advisable to take with
members of our society, whose treatment to their slaves is unscrip-
tural?” Their generous answer was to treat such members “with
brotherly love according to the rules of doctrine,” which apparently
meant establishing an investigating committee, demanding repentance
from offenders, and inflicting disciplinary sanctions on the unrepen-
tant.!22 This would probably have been a meager consolation to the
mistreated slaves, but it may have been better than nothing at all.
Evangelicalism did not offer equality or freedom in the corporeal
world, but it did provide an alternative to the arrant materialism and
social isolation that slaves endured on the cotton frontier.

Innumerable episodes of collaboration and conflict involving white
and black people forged the Protestant dimension of the slave coun-
try. Most of these episodes are undocumented and have been lost to
the past, which makes the few available sources all the more impor-
tant. One valuable source is the journal of Johann Burckard and
Karsten Petersen, two German artisans who lived at Benjamin Haw-

kins’s Creek Agency from 1807 to 1812. The two men had been sent
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to Hawkins to build looms and spinning wheels, machines coveted by
the advocates of civilization. They happened to be Moravians, a cen-
tral European evangelical sect with missionary outposts around the
globe from Ceylon to Dutch Guiana. Moravians had a history of
converting people of African descent to Christianity throughout the
eighteenth century, and their settlements in Pennsylvania and North
Carolina welcomed black people. Once on the cotton frontier,
Burckard and Petersen struggled to convey their understanding of
Christianity to the slaves who lived and worked at the agency, men
and women with their own ideas about the meaning of the Gospel.!?3

The Moravian artisans and the slaves slowly got to know each
other. Hawkins’s slaves helped transport the two Moravians from
Fort Hawkins in Georgia to the Creek Agency, helped erect the
Moravians’ house there, and from time to time helped to repair it.!2+
In April of 1810, Burckard and Petersen bought a slave of their own,
but he ran away two weeks later, only to be captured by the authori-
ties in Georgia and hanged for murdering a white man. Hawkins rec-
ommended caustically that the two men “confine themselves in future
to their gardens and workshops.”?> The two men spent their first
Christmas at the Creek Agency in silent prayer, while the slaves “cele-
brated Christmas, alas, by drinking to excess.” During the summer,
one of the slaves asked the Moravians to read him the story of cre-
ation. He came back several weeks later and listened to Burckard read
the story of Maunday Thursday. The following Christmas, some of the
slaves dropped in on the two men with holiday greetings and a re-
quest for liquor. Burckard and Petersen sadly observed that the slaves
“think they know more about Christmas than we can tell them.” In the
winter of 1811, local black people began to attend Burckard and
Petersen’s weekly Bible lessons, which were conducted in English.
The Moravians altered the schedule of their meetings to accommo-
date the slaves” work schedule. On 6 April, fourteen people assem-
bled to hear the story of Christ on the way to the Cross. Two days
later the congregation reached a high of thirty-one, but then it de-

clined and stabilized at between ten and fifteen congregants, most of
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whom were African American. The morning of Easter Sunday, twelve
black men and women listened to the story of the Resurrection. After
the meeting, Burckard and Petersen overheard the slaves saying to
each other, “That is the right doctrine. It is the true Word of God.”'2¢

A slave named Phil became the most devout and most difficult of
the Moravians’ followers. Phil had shown religious inclinations years
earlier, when he had been banned from preaching incendiary sermons
to other slaves. Toward the end of March in 1811, Phil passed by the
Moravians” hut on his way to draw water from the well. He stopped
by the open door to listen to the liturgy and was captivated by what
he heard. He began to attend services regularly, becoming a staunch
defender of the local church. Inquisitive, intelligent, and indepen-
dent, Phil plumbed the Moravian doctrines of sin and salvation. One
day he asked Burckard “whether the local Negroes who knowingly do
wrong in many matters, the evil of which is very evident, could re-
ceive forgiveness.” Burckard replied that “forgiveness for them was
certainly to be had if in their sinful state they turned to the Savior,
confessed their sins from the bottom of their hearts and in faith asked
His forgiveness.” Stimulated perhaps by this conversation, Burckard
and Petersen prepared a special sermon for the next liturgy, admon-
ishing the congregation “to turn from the sinful ways and look to the
Savior.”127

In mid-April, the Moravians decided to allow Phil to attend their
Sunday liturgy. He claimed to have been baptized twice already, once
by the Methodists and once by the Baptists, so Burckard admonished
Phil to renew the pledge he gave when he was baptized. Phil re-
sponded “that he fully intended diligently to pray to the Savior.” With
his prophetic yearnings awakened, Phil revealed to the Moravians that
he went out to the woods to pray every evening. He began to hear
voices. Concerned about these ominous signs, Burckard and Petersen
rebuked Phil for “his misleading false sermons and prayers, which are
only too well known and which lacked real humility.” Phil responded
with characteristic bravado, asserting that “he understood the Word

of God perfectly and he knew that no one would again be made crazy
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by his sermons.” Phil soon challenged the Moravians’ religious au-
thority. In July, Burckard and Petersen agreed to provide sanctuary
for a craftsman working at the Creek Agency named Lewis, who
was wanted by the authorities in Georgia for murdering a man at a
game of cards. Phil instructed the other black Christians at the agency
that they should no longer attend the Moravians’ services. Murder-
ers were beyond salvation, he insisted, and the Moravians had erred
grievously in protecting Lewis. Phil presented himself as the righ-
teous alternative, declaring, “I will preach to you, I know the Bible as
well as they.” His gambit split the black community. Some stayed with
Phil as he “loudly announced Lewis’ death sentence late into the
night,” but others, like a slave named Bob, defied his judgment and al-
lied themselves with the Moravians. 128

Phil went too far when he tried to turn faith into power. His
actions threatened the Creck Agency’s social order and had to be
punished. With Hawkins temporarily absent, Hawkins’s companion
Lavinia Downs had Phil and his collaborator, Sam, tied to a tree and
whipped. One of the Moravians intervened weakly on the slaves’ be-
half, but Lavinia insisted on discipline. The slaves had crossed the line
and their antics would not be tolerated. To bolster her argument she
accused Phil of harboring illicit erotic desires. “You do not know this
hypocrite,” she charged, “He is haughty and wants to be a preacher
and preach in his house where he is able to take the women to his lap,
which he is not able to do at your house.”? Downs thus reiterated
the classic conservative indictment that antinomianism led to sex-
ual disorder. Lurking within the Creek Agency, the very model of
civilized society, was the specter of a backwoods bacchanal. The
whipping of Phil and Sam amounted to the intervention of political
authority—indeed, the U.S. government—to suppress a radically
subversive flowering of Protestant Christianity in the Indian back-
country.

Yet Phil’s rebellious spirit was not quenched by the whipping, nor
did the punishment settle all religious questions at the Creek Agency.

Some weeks later a slave loyal to the Moravians informed them that
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Phil was “washing the feet of some of the Negroes and Negresses as
was written in the Scriptures.” A symbolic reenactment of John 13,
foot washing had been a hallmark of racial egalitarianism in the Mora-
vian communities of North Carolina until 1809, when the Moravian
Conference declared that black brothers and sisters might attend the
ceremony but could not participate. In the spiritually charged atmo-
sphere of the Creek Agency, the slaves’ secret foot washing was an
unmistakable gesture of defiance.!3

Religious conflict again split the Creek Agency during a rash of
thefts committed by slaves in March 1812. A slave named Claster
(whom the Moravians had described earlier as “badly confused by
dreams and visions”) came to the Moravians and asked that the slaves
be absolved of their crimes. Otherwise their meetings “would be of
no value.” Secking forgiveness, some of the slaves broke off into a sep-
arate meeting led by Claster. Six or seven remained loyal to the
Moravians. Burckard and Petersen complained that many of the slaves
were “possessed of the devil and overcome by blindness.” A few
months later the Creek planter Alex Cornells refused to let Burckard
preach to his slaves. He complained that they “had already been made
sullen and crazy by those who had preached to them.”3! Clearly,
black men and women living among the southern Indians continued
to draw subversive lessons from the Gospel, but for Protestant Chris-
tianity to grow and flower along with the slave country, its adherents
would ultimately have to reconcile themselves to the restraints of
chattel slavery. As they did, they laid the foundations of Afro-Protes-
tantism in the Deep South.

The civilizing of the cotton frontier thus advanced on a variety of
fronts between 1795 and 1812, and with it marched slavery. Public
officials mapped the land and prepared it for sale, hoping to attract
migrants and stimulate population growth. They used the resources at
their disposal to encourage the southern Indians to adopt a republican
way of life and, ultimately, to cede their land to the United States. At
the same time, a booming transatlantic cotton economy financed the

conversion of a relatively undeveloped region into what Jeffersonians
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regarded as a more civilized landscape of farms and plantations—Iike
John Palfrey’s Forlorn Hope. In a different kind of conversion, Protes-
tant evangelicals toiled among the rough and unchurched people of
the southern frontier, where—to their surprise—black slaves wel-
comed them with special fervor. All these forces and pressures shaped
the slave country as it emerged in the Deep South.

At the same time, the civilizing dynamic gave rise to tensions, con-
tradictions, and unfulfilled promises. The Jeffersonian ideal of a soci-
ety dominated by yeoman farmers was not realized. Difficult terrain,
the high cost of labor, legal disputes, and opposition from indigenous
groups all delayed the transformation of “wilderness” into saleable
property. When the land finally did finally come to market, wealthy
planters rather than yeoman farmers got the best of it—increasing
the black population along with the white. But even planters were
disappointed when Jefferson’s embargo cut off access to overseas
markets and ended the cotton boom. Many found themselves in-
debted to the very government that had promised them indepen-
dence. One petition to Congress summed up circumstances on the
cotton frontier in 1811 by describing prospects for the future as
“clouded, uncertain, and extremely gloomy.”!3?

The transformations taking place on the cotton frontier provoked
immense resentments among those indigenous men and women who
saw land cessions, intruders, and reformers as a threat to their sover-
eignty and customs. As the southern Indians experienced “rapid and
solicitous advances in civilization,” they rippled with conflict over how
best to respond to the challenge of American expansion.!** Tradition-
alists clashed with the civilizers, and young militants challenged older
leaders. Resistance to the United States was emboldened by a mysti-
cal movement that originated among the Shawnee Indians north of
the Ohio River and swept through the southern Indian backcountry in
1811 and 1812. The Jeffersonians never imagined that their seem-
ingly benign program to civilize the southern frontier would boil into

war, but that is precisely what happened.
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Christophe Colomb, White Hall Plantation, ca. 1800. This painting depicts the planta-
tion of Marius Pons Bringier on the Mississippi River. The vitality of the scene illustrates
the dynamism of life in lower Louisiana in an era of change and growth. Note the flatboat
manned by black oarsmen, carrying cotton down the river. Colomb married Bringier’s

daughter, Francoise. Reproduced with permission.



CHAPTER 3

Commerce and Slavery

in Lower Louisiana

Lower Lourstana—more precisely defined as New Orleans and
its environs—emerged as a distinctive milieu within the Deep South
alongside the sprawling cotton frontier. The region had been a colo-
nial backwater through much of the eighteenth century, despite its
favorable location at the junction of a vast continental network of
rivers and a nearly limitless circum-Atlantic world. Strong currents of
change began to flow in the 1790s, initiating an era of commercial re-
orientation and expansion. Planters along the Mississippi River began
to cultivate sugar, while New Orleans turned into the “the great mart
of all the wealth of the western world,” as one traveler put it.! The
commercial boom intensified demand for slave labor in the region,
which resulted in the arrival of thousands of enslaved people from
many different places and the further diversification of an already het-
erogeneous slave population. As lower Louisiana became part of the
United States, it also experienced fundamental transformations in its
connections to the broader Atlantic world.

As on the cotton frontier, the extension of U.S. sovereignty over
lower Louisiana intersected with the expansion of slavery. The Louisi-

ana Purchase forced the United States government to confront the
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problems of social order provoked by the sugar boom. One set of
problems involved slave importation. Government officials struggled
to enforce the national government’s laws banning foreign slave im-
portation, while local planters subverted them. Another set of prob-
lems involved slave resistance. Government officials struggled to pre-
vent slaves from taking advantage of lower Louisiana’s multiplying
avenues for escape. They also had to come to grips with New Or-
leans’s increasing population of free people of color, whom many lo-
cal whites regarded as potentially dangerous. Ultimately all the ten-
sions of commercial and political development in lower Louisiana
overflowed in January 1811, when enslaved people in the sugar plan-
tation districts above New Orleans rose in the largest slave rebellion
in the history of the United States.

Lower Louisiana’s rise to significance began under Spanish rule.
The European and African population of Louisiana almost tripled in
the first twenty years of Spanish dominion, reaching about 30,000 in
1785, approximately half of whom lived in or near New Orleans.?
The colony’s principal exports—indigo, tobacco, lumber, and fur—
reached almost $ 1.5 million per annum in the late 1780s, a significant
increase from twenty years earlier.?> Several policies adopted by the
Spanish Crown contributed to the increase. One was the Crown’s
decision in the late 1770s to purchase Louisiana tobacco for the Mex-
ican market, which subsidized a boom that lasted until the early
1790s, when Spain withdrew its support and threw Louisiana’s to-
bacco planters into a crisis.* Another was its liberalization of trade be-
tween New Orleans and the French West Indies, which returned
Louisiana to the commercial orbit of the French Caribbean world just
as that world was about to fall apart.® To stimulate economic develop-
ment, the Spanish Crown also relaxed its restrictions on the importa-
tion of slaves into Louisiana, which boosted the supply of Africans.®
Among them was Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima, a Muslim prince of the
Fulbe nation from West Africa. Captured in battle and sold to an
English slave trader on the Gambia River, Ibrahima was transported

across the Atlantic Ocean to Dominica, where he was purchased by
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Thomas Irwin and shipped to New Orleans, then to Natchez, where
he was sold 18 August 1788 to Thomas Foster, who cut off his hair to
shame him, then put him to work in a tobacco field.”

Events in the French Caribbean colony of St. Domingue initiated a
qualitative transformation in Louisiana’s development. In 1789 that
island had been the leading producer of sugar in the world, exporting
almost fifty million pounds of white sugar and more than ninety
million pounds of raw sugar, about 30 percent of the world’s sugar
exports. Then came the French Revolution, the agitation by St.
Domingue’s free people of color for equal rights, and finally the re-
volt of the slaves against their owners, which plunged the island into a
ten-year war.® By 18oo—1801, St. Domingue’s exports had fallen to
less than twenty thousand pounds of white sugar and less than twenty
million pounds of raw sugar.® Planters elsewhere in the Americas
filled the void. In areas where sugarcane was already grown, planters
expanded their production; others dedicated new regions to the crop.
Jamaica, Cuba, and Brazil won the lion’s share of the reshuffled mar-
ket, but high sugar prices in the latter half of the 1790s and the early
1800s opened up the possibility of profitable sugar production else-
where.!? In lower Louisiana, sugar promised to reverse the declining
fortunes of indigo growers around New Orleans. “Our planters are
founding all their hopes on sugar cane,” one of them wrote in 17951

The slave rebellion in St. Domingue also reorganized world pro-
duction of sugar by strewing large numbers of what today might
be called technical experts around the Greater Caribbean.!” These
people brought useful knowledge and important skills to the places
where they ended up, and one of their principal destinations was Lou-
isiana. The Louisiana-born planter Etienne de Bor¢, who conducted
the first successful experiments in the commercial production of
sugar in Louisiana in the mid-1790s, worked with Antoine Morin, a
sugar maker said to have been a refugee from St. Domingue.'3 Other
knowledgeable people from St. Domingue, including skilled slaves,
found their way to Louisiana, where a sugar maker lucky enough to

be a free person could earn as much as $1,500 a year.'* Himself one
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of the many refugees from St. Domingue who passed through New
Orleans, Pierre-Louis Berquin-Duvallon understood what had hap-
pened. Louisiana, he explained in his memoir, “owes its principal ad-
vantage to the calamities of St. Domingo, which raised the demand
for sugar from Louisiana, and sent many planters and workmen of
that unhappy island to seek a settlement on the Mississippi.”!s

Louisiana planters adapted the Caribbean sugar complex to their
own local ecology. In tropical climates, sugarcane required at least
fourteen months to mature, but Louisiana’s winter frosts shortened
the growing season to eight or nine months and threatened planters
with failure if the cane was planted too early or cut too late. To meet
the challenge of their climate, Louisiana planters imported a new and
hardier strain of cane called Otaheite, which had been introduced to
the Caribbean in the early 1790s by the intrepid William Bligh.!¢
They used advanced irrigation systems to cont