
Excerpts from Northerner Frederick Law Olm-
sted’s Book about a Trip to Georgia and South
Carolina (1856)

Mr. X. has two plantations on the river, besides a large tract of poor pine
forest land, extending some miles back upon the upland, and reaching above
the malarious region. . . . There is a “negro settlement” on each; . . .

It is a custom with Mr. X., when on the estate, to look each day at all the
work going on, inspect the buildings, boats, embankments and sluice-ways, and
examine the sick. Yesterday I accompanied him in one of these daily rounds.
. . .

After a ride of several miles through the woods, in the rear of the plantations,
we came to his largest negro-settlement. There was a street, or common, two
hundred feet wide, on which the cabins of the negroes fronted. . . . Each tene-
ment is occupied, on an average, by five persons. There were in them closets,
with locks and keys, and a varying quantity of rude furniture. . . . The people
were nearly all absent at work, and had locked their outer doors, taking the
keys with them. Each cabin has a front and back door, and each room a win-
dow, closed by a wooden shutter, swinging outward, on hinges. Between each
tenement and the next house, is a small piece of ground, inclosed with palings,
in which are coops of fowl with chickens, hovels for nests, and for sows with pig.
There were a great many fowls in the street. The negroes’ swine are allowed to
run in the woods, each owner having his own distinguished by a peculiar mark.
In the rear of the yards were gardens–a half-acre to each family. Internally the
cabins appeared dirty and disordered, which was rather a pleasant indication
that their home-life was not much interfered with, though I found certain police
regulations were enforced. . . .

When we were leaving the house, to go to church, on Sunday, after all the
white family had entered their carriages, or mounted their horses, the head
house-servant also mounted a horse–as he did so, slipping a coin into the hands
of the boy who had been holding him. Afterwards, we passed a family of negroes,
in a light wagon–the oldest among them driving the horse. On my inquiring if
the slaves were allowed to take horses to drive to church, I was informed that, in
each of these three cases, the horses belonged to the negroes who were driving
or riding them. The old man was infirm, and Mr. X. had given him a horse, to
enable him to move about. He was probably employed to look after the cattle
at pasture, or at something in which it was necessary, for his usefulness, that
he should have a horse: I say this, because I afterwards found, in similar cases
on other plantations, that it was so.

As the negroes finish the labor, required of them by Mr. X., at three or four
o’clock in the afternoon, they can employ the remainder of the day in laboring for
themselves, if they choose. Each family has a half-acre of land allotted to it, for a
garden; besides which, there is a large vegetable garden, cultivated by a gardener
for the plantation, from which they are supplied, to a greater or less extent.
They are at liberty to sell whatever they choose from the products of their own
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garden, and to make what they can by keeping swine and fowls. Mr. X.’s family
have no other supply of poultry and eggs than what is obtained by purchase
from his own negroes; they frequently, also, purchase game from them. The
only restriction upon their traffic is a “liquor law.” They are not allowed to buy
or sell ardent spirits. This prohibition, like liquor laws elsewhere, unfortunately,
cannot be enforced; and, of late years, grog shops, at which stolen goods are
bought from the slaves, and poisonous liquors–chiefly the worst whisky, much
watered and made stupefying by an infusion of tobacco–are clandestinely sold to
them, have become an established evil, and the planters find themselves almost
powerless to cope with it. They have, here, lately organized an association
for this purpose, and have brought several offenders to trial; but, as it is a
penitentiary offense, the culprit spares no pains or expense to avoid conviction–
and it is almost impossible, in a community of which so large a proportion is
poor and degraded, to have a jury sufficiently honest and intelligent to permit
the law to be executed.

Figure 1: Illustration from Olmsted’s book
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