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CHARPTER 10

Mistress and Slaove

In the early nineteenth century, slavery became a larper, more severe insti
tion, _Alﬂmugh the nation ended legal slave impurtatimgl in 1808, .f:;ﬁ ;22[:31
plus illegal arrivals swelled the slave population to more than three million b
1860. Whgn southerners of the 1820s moved west to new cotton lands in A]}:
abama, Mississippi, and Texas, slavery expanded over a larger area. The re-
sponse to Nat Turner’s rebellion in 1831 tightened resn'ictim; on sla;'es in all
regions. and emancipation became more difficult if not impossible. Rising
slave prices, meanwhile, made slaves a repository for more and more capital.
Uvemlll, slavery became more permanent, entrenched, and intransigent.

This development affected the lives of southern women—notab] y the hun-
dreds of thousands of women who were slaves, and the far smaller group of
women who Wwere members of slaveowning families (about one guarter of all
southern families by 1860). The plantation mistress held an ironic position. Com-
pared to her peers in the North, Wwho might be involved in some sort of volun-
t:;j: ::fnocﬂ:r;llun, chumhmhauon hization, or l‘:form. rsuczier;f, the southern woman

; from public affairs and especially isolated from politics, the do-
?r::: t:if ?:mm?h heir day-to-day limtwonwn of slaveowning families con-
avoid, Most of sl RUERERER L SLoa Ofithe day, one they could hardly
e mmmbﬂincs—ﬂw distribution of staples, the
tending of garden and barnyard, and the supervision of household production—
nvolved management of slaves, Although southern women traditionally lacked

authority in all reg Aincluding domestic affai i

Ll e irs, they were often in a
position to wield au 1 sla i i
holh) ids | 51 .. ; ﬂl,ﬁlpecially slaves in the p]amahun house-

The et slavery and slaveowning?

WOIEn in slaveowning families often suggest that slave
managen;cm was or Mm.mnpmaive burden. Some postwar memoirists
mmﬂ;m their former roles 10 those of slaves. “The mistress of the plantation
was the most II," declared Susan Dabney Smedes in her rec-
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ollections. Myra Avery avowed that she was glad slavery ended because *1
ceased to belong body and soul to my negroes.” Many mistresses pointed to the
detrimental impact of slavery on the morals of white men, “These fathers whose
beastly passions hurry to the bed of the slave do they feel no compunction when
they see their blood sold, basely bartered like horses?" asked Alabama diarist
Sarah Haynesworth Gayle, “This sin is the leprosy of the carth.” Miscegena-
tion perpetrated by white men provided a recurrent theme in women's com-
ments. “Southern women are all, I believe, abolitionists at heant,” wrote Gertrude
Ella Thomas of Georgia on the eve of the Civil War. “Poor women, poor slaves,”
observed Mary Boykin Chesnut in her famous Civil War diary.

Such comments give the misleading impression that mistress and master
were locked into conflict. Yet, as recent studies of antebellum southern women
contend, mistresses rarely suffered from divided loyalties or from excessive
sympathy for women in slavery. Divisions of race and class far exceeded the
commonality of gender. Slaves were the basis of southern wealth. White
women—Ilike white men—inherited and bequeathed slave property, reaped the
benefits of slave labor, and enjoyed the status that slaveowning provided. Ex-
perienced mistresses, writes historian Catherine Clinton, were more likely to
groan over “the evils of slaves rather than the curse of slavery.™ “Class and
race deeply divided Southern women.” confirms historian Elizabeth Fox-
Genovese, “notwithstanding their shared experience of life in rural households
under the domination of men.”

Although massive data exist on slavery, provided by such sources as in-
terviews of former slaves, slave women rarely commented on the role of gen-
der in their lives. According to historian Deborah Gray White, “The sources
are silent about female status in the slave community and the bondwoman’s
self-perception.”§ The sources do, however, reveal some distinctions between
the experiences of male and female slaves. Women were less likely to escape
or join collective acts of resistance, because they were tied more closely to their
families. They tended to work in all-women groups. They were lower in price
and value, and they were more likely than men to be field-hands because they
were less likely to be artisans. They were open to sexual assault by white men

" and, conversely, were able on occasion to manipulate a sexual relationship into

some sort of privilege.

The most important and controversial distinction was the vital role of
women in the slave family and the slave community. Since all relationships
were subject to interference by owners, slave families never enjoyed the do-
mestic security available to white families. Women remained the mainstay of

*Catherine Clinton, The Plamtarion Mistress: Woman's World in the Old Sourh (New York: Pantheon,
1982}, p. 185.

TElizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plamtarion Housefold: Black and White Women in the Ofd South
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), p. 43,

§Deborah Gray White, Ar'n’t I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South (New York: Nonon,
1985), p. 23.
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slave family life; the family unit was mother and children. This alone provided
an enormous distinction between white and black experiences. Under such cir-
cumstances, was there more “equality” among male and female slaves than
among white men and women? “If the male supremacy of the Big House did
not infiltrate the quarters it was in part because the jobs and services per-
formed by slave women for the community were not peripheral but central to
slave survival,” writes Deborah Gray White.* Women's vital services to the
slave community were no doubt part of the answer. Another part, perhaps, was
the negative mode of sexual equality that slave status provided. No slaves
owned property, all slaves did physical if not menial work. and all slaves were
degraded by their condition.

Elizabeth Fox-Genovese offers an important reminder to consider when
examining the roles of southern women: All were excluded from the middle-
class revolution that was transforming antebellum northern society. “The his-
tory of slavery does not constitute another regional variation on the main
story,” Fox-Genovese contends, but rather “it constitutes another story.”"} The
following documents concern the “other” story—and some of the questions that
historians have asked about women in the antebellum South. How did slave
women view their condition as slaves? What can the reminiscences of former
slaves reveal about gender roles? What authority did mistresses exert over
slaves? How did they reconcile religion and slaveowning? In what ways did
they defend or defy the slave system? Overall, how did the experiences of south-
ern women, black and white, differ from those of their northern counterparts?

An Alabama Diary

Sarah Haynesworth Gayle, 1828, 1833
Dviary of Sarah Haynesworth Gayle, 1827-1835, Special Collections, University of Alabama.

The westward expansion of slavery affected the experience of Sarah
Haynesworth Gayle (1804-1835), whose parents had migrated from
Sumter County in South Carolina to Alabama in the early 1800s. Sarah
Haynesworth grew up on the Alabama frontier. At sixteen, she mar-
ried John Gayle, the son of South Carolinians, who practiced law and
worked as a judge. After Sarah Gayle’s death, he served as a state leg-
islator, governor, and congressman. The Gayles were townspeople, not
planters. In the period covered in Sarah Gayle's diary, 1827-1835, they
lived first in Greensboro, Alabama, and then in Tuscaloosa, the state
capital. Still, they owned slaves. Sarah Gayle had inherited some

twenty to thirty slaves from her parents. By the early 1830s, about half
had been sold.

*White, p. 22,
tFox-Genovese, p. 42,
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Sarah Gayle's diary was not about slavery, Rather, it was a record
of her experience—her response to her social and physical environ-
ment—and a repository for her thoughts and dreams. The romantic
rhetoric of the diary, historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese suggests, re-
flected Sarah Gayle's reading of fiction. Intertwined in the diary en-
tries are an array of themes, such as her devotion to John Gayle, her
concern for her children, her precccupation with death, and her sen-
timental attachment to everything having to do with her youth, such
as her parents, her old friends, her girlhood memories, and indeed her
slaves. The slaves were important to Sarah Gayle, Fox-Genovese points
out, as a legacy from and a connection to her family of origin, and
therefore part of her identity.*

In the following excerpts from the diary, Sarah Gayle mentions
slavery and her role as mistress. The passages on slavery oecur as the
diarist’s train of thought shifts rapidly from subject to subject—social
news, financial worries, expected visits, feuding neighbors, local
events. In an 1828 entry, Sarah Gayle complains about the deteriorat-
ing behavior of her slaves, some of whom were then sold. Among
those sold was a favorite slave, Mike, whom she had known since her
childhood and for whom she had a special concern. In a subsequent
entry, five years later, she relates a fantasy about acquiring a farm
where the former slaves, especially Mike and his family, could be re-
united. And in the final excerpt, Sarah Gayle's troubles as a mistress
resurface.

21 July [1828]

A little after sunrise. Mrs. Weyms stepp’d in. She has been travelling over the
states to restore her health and it is improved very much. I am very fond of her
she is 50 unaffected and free in her manner—she is a fine neighbor too, & that
is an important item in a woman’s character, [ like her brothers too, the Mr.
Pecks—they are more sincere and straightforward in their dealing as mer-
chants—no fear of being tempted by puffing, to buy an article infinitely above
its value. When they recommend I take with confidence, which is more than I
can say of their brother merchants. Mrs. Weyms saw Mancy, who is rather in-
clined not to stay with me any, this summer. | feared when the time drew nigh,
she would be unable to. . . . She said Mr. Gayle was uneasy to return home, &
that it affected his spirits. I know he wishes to be here but I am afraid other
things help to depress him. It must not continue—he must be released from his
embarrassments, tho not a cent be left. If blest with health and secure of his
affection. nothing can happen (the loss of children excepted), for which I am
not prepared. His profession will support us and it will not in the least mortify
me, to live in the humblest situation and retrench and economize, so as to as-

*For a lucid interpretation of the diary. see Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Planiation Houselold:
Black and White Women of the Old South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), pp.
1-28.
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sist him in retracing the path of extravagance along which my thoughtlessness
hurried him. It will not pain me now to part with the negroes. as it would a few
years back—excessive indulgence has ruined them—they are idle, yet full of
complaints—easy to take offence at the slightest admonition, which they fre-
quently merit, and their attachment has weakened in proportion as their disci-
pline has been slackened, so that I doubt if any of them would not believe a
change of owner could benefit them. Let them try it—they will find too late
their mistake. Even Mike, whom I have prized so highly. has become insolent
and inattentive, anxious to leave work at every excuse, goes over the village at
night, & begs every publick meeting as a holyday. The only horse left for my
use he has taken to ride to his work, and when told that [ wanted him, to send
in the country for butter he answered, that “fie wanted him too.” The day has
been, that he would as willingly put his hand in the fire, as use such an ex-
pression, where it might chance to come to my ears. My parents were uniform
and strict in their management of the servants. [ was not allowed to exercise
tyranny or injustice of any sort toward them and on the other side, the most im-
plicit submission was exacted toward me. When I used improper language to
them they went to my mother for redress—and if 1 commanded what was
proper & reasonable, they dared not hesitate. Now, when ten and fifteen years

have been added to my age. I no longer feel confident that my orders will be

obeyed, and often when they are the obedience is accompanied by murmuring,

sour looks, and often surly language, that almost put me beside myself. As it
has happened, the course pursued by my mother and father, has proved a real

misfortune—I am unable to accommodate myself to the disagreeable change.

15 December 1833

[ had thought to have been with Maria by this—but this hope with not a few
others, has been relinguished. Indeed when the time approaches for me to
leave my children, my resolution fades away. I think I never shall be able to
leave them, for mere purpose of pleasure. Ten nearly ten long years have been
added to my life, since I saw this friend of my early years, and if | know my-
self, to be with her for a short time, in the scenes of our intimacy, would bring
more joy to my heart than almost any thing could. . . .

Mr. Gayle has been so entirely engaged this winter, that the new year has
almost come again, without my being able to ask him what arrangement he in-
tends making—the subject appears to harrass him. I greatly desire to have him
make a settlement somewhere to which we could retreat any time we chose.
Some point upon the Alabama is greatly preferred by me, because I am anx-
ious to live there, and because if Maobile should ever become our residence such
a location must be the most convenient and advantageous. That would be our
summer house where health and good spirits would be found—if we made more
than the family consumed, the ready market awaits us, open at all seasons, and
if we live altogether in the country, it is from Mobile we expect to receive our
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luxuries. But more than all, it is the Alabama, andonitl In:rng to live. How happy
it would make me if Mr. Gayle could go below, and on his return, tell me he
had bought a rich piece of river land to which a fine . . . full of hills il!‘ld springs
was contiguous, and that on his way back, he called at Mr. Hnbsun 5, and for
a reasonable price bought Mike and his family, who were with the t:'-tharl f::_w,
to be sent to our house, there to live in comfort, ”'",d at lhul: same time in in-
dustry, engaged in making their own support, and Iu:smsl{n g him Lo pay 1c_-r 1:11em.r
A gréal folly to allow my mind to dwell upon .““,S subject as | dp, ft??r it 15 my
employment day by day. to think of it. And vf111 it never b[a realized? l n?annnt
bring myself to hope no more—I should be miserable if 1 did, and yet, if it can-
not be, it would be far wisest. . . .

Monday 6th July 1835

__Mus, Perkins kindly offered me a seat in her carﬁage to the church where
Mr. Davenport delivered the address and a Mr. Terrill, I think read the Decla-
ration, prefaced by some very good remarks. Mr. Davenport blunderlcd grea;lfé
so that I longed to tell him to read it, like a book, and felt like running as h

as I could down the aisle and out. . .. After the conclusion, Mr. Wilson recalled
the audience to announce Genl. Enoch Parsons candidate fc:r Governor. He rose,
and addressed them in a funny and at the same time sensible speech, well re-
ceived. T have no manner of choice between the two.

Mr. and Mrs. Matheson have parted, she at Mrs. Games’, he cormfurtabl_e
at home. having sent money, servants, horses, & r::an'iage to her. Such as this
to originate in a threat to kill a parrot—separation between tha_father and
mother of a large family! He wrote o retain Mr, Gayle as his lawyer in all cases,

t naming this, but meaning it doubtless. :
. B!akegmmin ues to have squabbles——very drunk Saturday. Ibnj:l ieve my
servants are going to craze me.——is really unendurable, too lazy to live. Hﬂtt:::
appears as if she will never get well. For three of four months, she has been 0
no service to me.

The Cruel Mistress

Angelina Grimké Weld, 1839
“Testimony of Angeling Grimké Weld,” American Slavery As It Is: Testimony uf a
Thousand Witnesses (New York: American Arti-Slavery Society, 1839), pp. 52-55.

In 1839, abolitionist Theadore Weld compiled a massive collection nf
documents to refute a major proslavery argument: that slaveowners

economic interest in the welfare of their slave property guarantecd de-
cent treatment of slaves. American Slavery As It Is was intended to in-
dict slavery through southerners’ words. It comprised only southern
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sources (politicians’ speeches, judicial decisions, items from the south-
ern press, advertisements for runaways) and eyewitness accounts by
southerners, including slaveowners. A compendium of brutality, the
book reached a large audience in the United States and England.

Assisting Weld in his research project were the Grimkeé sisters of
South Carolina: Sarah, who had left the South in 1821, and Angelina,
who had followed her in 1829 and who had just married Theodore
Weld in 1838, The sisters had become famous as Garrisonian aboli-
tionists in the 1830s (see Chapter 11). Both did extensive newspaper
research for Weld and, as native-born southerners and members of a
slaveowning family, both contributed their first-hand “testimony”
about slavery.

Writing about slavery in Charleston, South Carolina, Angelina
Grimké Weld (1805-1879) discussed the impact of arbitrary power on
mistress and slave. Here she deals with questions asked only by op-
ponents of slavery. How did exertion of power affect the women of
slaveowning families? How did such women reconcile slaveowning
with religious convictions? To what extent did they accept the hu-
manity of slaves? Below, Angelina Grimké Weld recounts a “worst-
case” scenaric—the story of a cruel mistress who believes herself a
paragon of religious piety.

But it is not alone for the sake of my poor brothers and sisters in bonds, or for
the cause of truth, and righteousness, and humanity, that I testify; the deep
yearnings of affection for the mother that bore me. who is still a slaveholder,
both in fact and in heart; for my brothers and sisters (a large family circle), and
for my numerous other slaveholding kindred in South Carolina, constrain me
to speak: for even were slavery no curse to its victims, the exercise of arbitrary
power works such fearful ruin upon the hearts of slaveholders, that [ should
feel impelled to labor and pray for its overthrow with my last energies and lat-
est breath,

I think it important to premise, that I have seen almost nothing of slavery
on plantarions. My testimony will have respect exclusively to the treatment of
“house-servants,” and chiefly those belonging to the first families in the city
of Charleston, both in the religious and in the fashionable world. And here let
me say, that the treatment of plantation slaves cannot be fully known, except
by the poor sufferers themselves, and their drivers and overseers. In a multi-
tude of instances, even the master can know very little of the actual condition
of his own field-slaves, and his wife and daughters far less. A few facts con-
cerning my own family will show this. Our permanent residence was in
Charleston; our country-seat (Bellemont,) was 200 miles distant, in the north-
western part of the state; where, for some years, our family spent a few months
annually. Our plantation was three miles from this family mansion. There, all
the field-slaves lived and worked. Occasionally, once a month, perhaps, some
of the family would ride over to the plantation, but I never visited the fields

where the slaves were at work, and knew almost nothing of their condition;
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but this I do know, that the overseers who had charge of them, were generally
unprincipled and intemperate men. But I rejoice 10 know, that the general treat-
ment of slaves in that region of country, was far milder than on the plantations
in the lower country. . . .
g I will first introduce the reader to a woman of the highest respectability—
one who was foremost in every benevolent enterprise, and stood for many years,
I may say, at the head of the fashionable elite of the city of Charleston, and af-
rerwards at the head of the moral and religious female society there. It was after
she had made a profession of religion, and retired from the fashionable "fh"ﬂl'ld.
that I knew her; therefore I will present her in her religious charwcfer. This laﬁy
used to keep cowhides, or small paddles, (called 'pyncake stlckf ) in four dif-
ferent apartments in her house: so that when she wished to punish, or to have
punished, any of her slaves, she might not have the trouble of sending for an
instrument of torture. For many years, one or other, and aften more of her slaves,
were flogged every day; particularly the young sfaves ahaut_the;hnuse. whut:e
faces were slapped, or their hands beat with the pancukl? stick, forevetyf thp
fling offence—and often for no fault at all. But the ﬂuggmgﬁ.i were not a:l e
scoldings and abuse daily heaped upon them all, were worse: fools sfnd iars,
‘sluts’ and ‘husseys,” ‘hypocrites’ and ‘good-for-nothing creatures, were the
common epithets with which her mouth was filled, when ar.!dressmg her .sIavas.
adults as well as children. Very often she would Lnkela p?:uﬁun at her window,
in an upper story. and scold at her slaves while ':\rﬂrkmg in the gardsn, at some
distance from the house (a large yard inlcrvemng]._and occasionally order a
flogging. I have known her thus on the watch, scolding for more than an .hcur
at a time. in so loud a voice that the whole neighborhood :fould hear hFrf and
this without the least apparent feeling of shame. Indeed, it was no disgrace
among slaveholders and did not in the least injure her standing, either i a_Iady:
or a Christian, in the aristocratic circle in which she rqnved. After ﬂm. revival
in Charleston, in 1825, she opened her house o social prayer-meetings. The
room in which they were held in the evening, and where tlrm voice qf prayer
was heard around the family altar, and where she herself retired for private de-
votion thrice each day, was the very place in which, :Whﬂl‘l her slaves were 1o
be whipped with the cowhide, they were taken to receive the infliction; and the
wail of the sufferer would be heard, where, perhaps only a few }10ur5 previous,
rose the voices of prayer and praise. This mistress would n-ccam::mal!y send her
slaves. male and female, to the Charleston work-house to be pqmls_hmd. Clnf.? poor
girl, whom she sent there to be flogged, and who was acccmimgl}rl stripped
naked and whipped, showed me the deep gashes on her back—I might have
laid my whole finger in them—large pieces of flesh had acma{!}' bejm cut out
by the torturing lash. She sent another female slave there, to be imprisoned and
worked on the tread-mill. This girl was confined several days. and forced to
work the mill while in a state of suffering from another cause. F?r ten days or
two weeks after her return, she was lame, from the violent exertion necessary
to enable her to keep the step on the machine. She spoke to me with intense
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feeling of this outrage upon her, as a woman. Her men servants were some-
times flogged there; and so exceedingly offensive has been the putrid flesh of
their lacerated backs, for days after the infliction, that they would be kept out
of the house—the smell arising from their wounds being too horrible to be en-
dured. They were always stiff and sore for some days, and not in a condition
to be seen by visitors.

This professedly Christian woman was a most awful illustration of the ru-
inous influence of arbitrary power upon the temper—her bursts of passion upon
the heads of her victims were dreaded even by her own children, and very often,
all the pleasure of social intercourse around the domestic board, was destroyed
by her ordering the cook into her presence, and storming at him, when the din-
ner or breakfast was not prepared to her taste, and in the presence of all her
children, commanding the waiter to slap his face. Fault-finding was with her
the constant accompaniment of every meal, and banished that peace which
should hover around the social board, and smile on every face. It was common
for her to order brothers to whip their own sisters, and sisters their own broth-
ers, and yet no woman visited among the poor more than she did, or gave more
liberally to relieve their wants. This may seem perfectly unaccountable to a
northerner, but these seeming contradictions vanish when we consider that over
them she possessed no arbitrary power, they were always presented to her mind
as unfortunate sufferers, towards whom her sympathies most freely flowed; she
was ever ready to wipe the tears from their eyes, and open wide her purse for
their relief, but the others were her vassals, thrust down by public opinion be-
neath her feet, to be at her beck and call, ever ready to serve in all humility,
her, whom God in his providence had set over them—it was their dury to abide
in abject submission, and hers to compel them to do so—ir was thus that she
reasoned. Except at family prayers, none were permitted to sit in her presence,
but the seamstresses and waiting maids, and they, however delicate might be
their circumstances, were forced to sit upon low stools, without backs, that they
might be constantly reminded of their inferiority. A slave who waited in the
house, was guilty on a particular occasion of going to visit his wife, and kept
dinner waiting a little (his wife was the slave of a lady who lived at a little dis-
tance). When the family sat down to the table, the mistress began to scold the
waiter for the offence—he attempted to excuse himself—she ordered him to
hold his tongue—he ventured another apology; her son then rose from the table
in a rage, and beat the face and ears of the waiter so dreadfully that the blood
gushed from his mouth, and nose, and ears. This mistress was a professor of
religion; her daughter who related the circumstance, was a fellow meniber of
the Presbyterian church with the poor outraged slave—instead of feeling in-
dignation at this outrageous abuse of her brother in the church, she justified
the deed. and said “he got just what he deserved.” I solemnly believe this to be
a true picture of slaveholding religion. . . .

Southern mistresses sometimes flog their slaves themselves, though gen-
erally one slave is compelled to flog another. Whilst staying at a friend’s house
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some years ago, 1 one day saw the misiress
heard her scolding in an under tone, her
five years old. Whether she actually infl
hastened out of sight and hearing. It was i
thus engaged. T know she was a cruel mistess,
disputing, whether their mother did right or W
(whom she sent out to sweep chimneys) (0 I
they did not bring in their wages regularly. Th
jonable circle in Charleston. . . .

But I forbear—the sufferings of the slaves
they are indescribable. | may paint the agony of
arms, to meet no more in time; I may depiet the
lash, but I cannot describe the daily, hourly, ceuse
heart that is constantly trampled under the foot uf
of the horrors of slavery which, I believe, no one
eate; | wonder not at it, it mocks all power of lang
anguish of that mind which feels itself Iimpnltd
power—its living, writhing, helpless victim! ;, SENE

In the course of my testimony I have entered
of slavery, because this is a part of the subject ofte
be appreciated by any but those who Pave been witne:
pathy with the slaves as human beings. Slavehol
bhecause they regard their slaves as property, the m
venience and pleasure. One who is a slaveholder a
human being in a slave. . . .

A Reply to Harriet Bec

Louisa S. Cheeves McCo
L. 5. M., “Uncle Tom's Cabin,” The Suurherq Qi
pp. 93-97, 176-119.

Louisa Susannah Cheeves McCord of Sout

rare antebellum southern woman whao establist
tion, had a singular career.ol}lu;:{r father, :ﬂ m “aroli

eaker of the U.S. House of Represen s, head, ;

?.Iljnited States in Philadelphia from 1819 to 1829; Louisa ﬁ'll?.‘l'E.fﬂrf! spent
much of her youth in the North, where slmwe_r_tttu'enhnul.lnurmg her
twenties, when the family returned to South Carolina, Louisa Cheeves
managed her own cotton plantation, with 200 slaves, near Cpiu_m’am.
When she was almost thirty, an advanced age for courtship in the







