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                    “The Most Boisterous Passions”: 

Southern Responses to Thomas Jefferson’s Critique of Slavery 

                             Eugene D. Genovese 

 

“The Devil is to be overcome, not by the power of God, but by His 

righteousness…. Not that power is to be shunned as though it were 

something evil; but the order must be preserved, whereby 

righteousness is before it.  For how great can be the power of 

mortals?  Therefore let mortals cleave to righteousness; power will be 

given to immortals.” 

                                                                                                                 --Augustine1 

 

  In Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson penned a searing indictment of 

slavery's effects on masters.  Reverberating through decades of abolitionist criticism, it 

caused southern slaveholders no end of pain, anger, and soul-searching: 

There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on the manners of 

our people produced by the existence of slavery among us.  The 

whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of 

the most boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism on the 

one part, and degrading submissions on the other.  Our children see 

this, and learn to imitate it....The parent storms, the child looks on, 

catches the lineaments of wrath, puts on the same airs in the circle of 

smaller slaves, gives a loose to the worst of his passions, and thus 
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nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny, cannot but be 

stamped by it with odious peculiarities.  The man must be a prodigy 

who can retain his manners and morals undepraved by such 

circumstances.2 

 Jefferson had predecessors for his indictment, who, like him, had surely been 

influenced by Locke's psychological portrait of children as naturally seeking dominion over 

others.  And Montesquieu, another southern favorite, had warned that as a result of the 

master’s unlimited authority, “He insensibly accustoms himself to the want of all moral 

virtues, and thence becomes fierce, hasty, severe, choleric, voluptuous, and cruel.”  David 

Rice, the father of Presbyterianism in the West, appealed for emancipation in 1792, arguing 

that slavery, among its many evils, undermined the moral as well as political virtue of the 

community, especially of its young men.  George Mason, at least as early as 1765, denounced 

slavery for impairing the morals of white Virginians, much as it had impaired the morals of 

the Romans and led to the decay of ancient civilization.  But when Mason returned to the 

theme at the Federal constitutional convention--"Every master of slaves is born a petty 

tyrant"--Oliver Ellsworth of Connecticut silenced him with the suggestion that, in that case, 

Mason and other Virginians should free their slaves.  Other antislavery Southerners in the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries invoked Jefferson's authority to condemn 

slavery for corrupting the morals and political virtue of southern youth.  St. George Tucker 

seconded Jefferson's indictment, most notably in his influential edition of Blackstone's 

Commentaries.  He denied that Virginians had a disposition toward the sanguinary but, 

quoting Jefferson at length on "boisterous passions," he said that slavery unfitted blacks for 

freedom and unfitted whites for equality.  David Ramsay of South Carolina sounded the 



 3

same alarm, although by the time he wrote his History of the Revolution, he was praising the 

finer feelings of humanity and kindness that marked the master class.  Jefferson's indictment 

nonetheless continued to echo throughout the South.3 

 As might be expected, antislavery Northerners built on Jefferson's indictment to 

condemn slavery as a nursery for tyrants.  "It is in accordance with the general law," 

remarked the Baptist Reverend Francis Wayland, the antislavery president of Brown 

University, "that those who enslave the bodies of others, become in turn the slaves of their 

own passions."  In the 1840s, Ralph Waldo Emerson took issue with the common charge 

that Southerners did not so much want slaves as the immunities and luxuries they made 

possible.  He referred to "the love of power, the voluptuousness of holding a human being 

in his absolute control."  In an address in 1845 on the anniversary of West Indian 

emancipation, Emerson, who had spent a little time in the South, admitted that he lacked 

first-hand knowledge of southern slavery but nonetheless spoke of South Carolina, Georgia, 

and Alabama as "the semi-barbarous” and “debauched.”  Angelina Grimké hit a raw nerve 

when she referred to the hundreds of thousands of southern slaveholders "who do not hold 

their slaves, by any means, as much 'for purposes of gain,' as they do for the lust of power."  

One abolitionist after another observed that the kind of power lodged in a slaveholder 

would make any man a tyrant--that no human being could be trusted with such power over 

another.  "The slavery gentleman, wrote Adam Gurowski, a Pole who fought for the Union, 

"is a scarcely varnished savage, for whom the highest law is his reckless passion and will."  A 

century later C. S. Lewis teasingly recalled Aristotle's assertion that some men are born to be 

slaves: “I do not contradict him, but I reject slavery because I see no men fit to be masters.”4 
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 Foreign and northern travelers and sojourners, as well as northern  critics of 

abolitionism, commented frequently on Jefferson's Notes on Virginia.   The great majority 

agreed with his moral indictment, peppering it with reports of telling incidents that rang all 

too true.  Charles Wesley protested that white children had slaves of their own age "to 

tyrannize over, to beat and abuse out of sport," and George Whitefield, who accommodated 

to slavery, filed a similar complaint.  Benjamin Latrobe described a four year-old Virginian in 

1797 as a spoiled Lord of the House: "The servants had no other master, and his father, 

brothers and sisters no greater plague.  For years he refused all discipline and would not 

learn to read and write.  At the age of fourteen, by some miracle, he grew ashamed, reformed 

himself, and developed into an exemplary chap.”  In later years, Horace Fulkerson, touring 

the lower Mississippi Valley, recoiled from the sight of children reared "in constant exercise 

of arbitrary power over his slave companions; it makes him impatient of contradiction from 

any source."  Frederick Law Olmsted stopped at a dirty house in northeastern Tennessee.  

The "disgusting" bed he was given made him testy, but what appalled him was the shocking 

language used by one of the white boys to a slave girl who showed up a bit late to attend to 

him.  Visiting a successful planter in eastern Texas, Olmsted found two sons: "One was an 

idle young man.  The other was already, at eight years old, a swearing, tobacco-chewing 

young bully and ruffian."  The planter ordered his son to stop cursing, only to be met with a 

Why not?  You do it.5 

 Visiting women especially picked up on Jefferson's remarks about the manner in 

which children were raised.  Frances Trollope railed at "the infant tyranny of white children 

towards their slaves."  She could not begin to describe her indignation at the sight of the 

"puny bullying and well-taught ingenious insult of almost baby children towards stalwart 
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slaves, who raised their heads toward heaven like men, but seemed to have lost the right of 

being so classed."  Frederika Bremer recounted the judgment of a "noble lady of New 

Orleans" that the white child, surrounded by slaves from the cradle, accustoms himself to 

command them, to expect satisfaction of any caprice, and to demand stern punishment for 

any slave who thwarts his will.  Harriet Martineau asked, "What is to be expected of little 

girls who boast of having got a negro flogged for being impertinent to them, and who are 

surprised at the 'ungentlemanly' conduct of a master who maims his slaves."  Catherine 

Cooper Hopley of England did a good job as governess in disciplining the children in her 

care, and their mother warmly thanked her, admitting that she herself had no such success.  

Hopley, who admired the people of Virginia and the South, commented that southern 

parents, having been "reared on the same principles," could not readily impose discipline: 

"They are too indulgent, too much accustomed to control an inferior class, and to allow their 

children to control that class, to reconcile themselves to the idea of compelling obedience in 

their own children when once past infancy, which would perhaps be placing them too much 

on a par with the negroes."6 

 These impressions received telling reinforcement from Southerners.  In 1836 ten 

prominent Presbyterians joined the fray, echoing Jefferson and denouncing slavery as 

encouraging moral depravity among both masters and slaves; notably, they singled out the 

masters as especially under constant temptation to indulge their passions and appetites.  The 

young Amos Kendall tutored the children of Henry Clay, himself well regarded as a kind and 

humane master.  Kendall commented on the effects of slavery on the children, notably the 

twelve-year old Thomas and Theodore: "Yesterday Mrs. Clay being absent, Thomas got into 

a mighty rage with some of the negroes, and threatened and exerted all his little power to kill 
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them."  A few months later: "Hearing a great noise in the kitchen, I went in and found 

Theodore swearing in a great rage with a knife drawn in attitude to stab one of the big 

negroes."  Mary Jane Chester, a student at Columbia Female Institute in Tennessee, wrote 

home:  "Give my love to all the Servants.  Has Aunt Nancy got entirely well?  Sometimes I 

do wish that she was here to do up my clothes and to dress me."  John Evans, overseer, 

wrote to George Noble Jones, his employer, "I informed the people that they had another 

young Master by the name of Noble Wimberley."  James Sanders Guignard of the Carolina 

lowcountry began life like many of his class:  When he turned eight years old, his 

grandmother gave him a present--a black girl.  William David Beard, a nonslaveholding 

renter, lashed out at the sons of slaveholders who did no work and were so lazy they would 

make a slave fetch them a glass of water.7 

 Throughout the South, black children as well as adults had to call the white children 

"little massa" or "little missie," sometimes without even the "little."  Anna Matilda King, 

worried sick over debts, wrote her husband Thomas Butler King, "I wish we could get rid of 

ALL at THEIR VALUE and leave this wretched country.  I am more and more convinced it 

is no place to rear a family of children....To bring up boys on a plantation makes them 

TIRANICAL as well as lazy and girls too."  That was 1844.  In 1858 she wrote her husband, 

"We have not done well by our noble sons.  Each one should have been made to go to work 

for themselves as soon as their education was completed."  Even the deeply conservative 

Richard Taylor, son of President Zachary Taylor, worried about the moral effects of slavery 

on his sons, judging its tendency deplorable.8 

 In 1832, community leaders and students at the University of North Carolina heard a 

version of Jefferson's moral indictment from Justice William Gaston of the state Supreme 
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Court, whose lecture was published and went through five editions by 1858.  In South 

Carolina, Elisha Hammond lectured his son, James Henry, the future governor and senator: 

"More than half the young men raised in the Southern States are sooner or later ruined by 

disapation [sic] but this I trust will not apply to you."  During the War for Southern 

Independence, Lucy Breckenridge of Virginia wrote, "I feel that I am a true abolitionist in 

heart--Here I have been crying like a foolish child for the last half hour because I saw Jimmy 

chasing poor, little Preston all over the yard beating him with a great stick, and Sister not 

making him stop but actually encouraging him."  Tearfully, she cried out, "I shall never 

forget Viola's expression of suppressed rage--how I felt for her.  My blood boiled with 

indignation.  I never saw such a cruel-tempered and wicked child as Jimmy.  I guess my sons 

had better not beat a little servant where I am!  I am so thankful that all of us have been 

properly raised and never allowed, when we were children, to scold or strike a servant."9 

 Slaves told of the warm and wonderful relations they had as children with the white 

boys, some of whom remained friends for life, but, more often, they underscored Jefferson's 

blast.  They told of three year-old white boys whom black children had to call "master" or 

get whipped; of boys who grew up with black playmates to polish their boots, put away their 

toys, clean up after them, carry their schoolbooks, and do their bidding; of boys who would 

think nothing of hitting or kicking an old slave who displeased them; of boys who, without 

malice or nastiness, simply took for granted privileges and prerogatives of every kind.  

Solomon Northup, whose slave narrative breathes authenticity and judiciousness, wrote of a 

slaveholder's ten or twelve year-old son who took special delight in whipping slaves, even 

the venerable Uncle Abram.  Northup conceded the young monster some noble qualities, 
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but wrote: "Mounted on his pony, he often rides into the field with his whip, playing the 

overseer, greatly to his father's delight."10 

 "Come on, nigger," the son of an overseer called to the slave boy his father had 

bought.  "I'm no nigger,"came the defiant reply.  "Yes, you is, my pa paid $200 for you.  He 

bought you to play with me."  James W. C. Pennington, Maryland's "fugitive blacksmith," 

described how the white children imitated their father and the overseer in playing the tyrant 

and demanding obedience from the slave boys whom they "tortured."  Here and there, were 

hints of sibling rivalry between the white and black boys.  Gus Feaster, who taught himself 

to read, got off lucky because his master liked him for his pluck and brains.  The master's 

two sons, decidedly less enamored, beat Feaster badly one day but probably never again, for 

their father "wore them out" for it.  "Little Massa John treat me good sometime," recalled 

Henry Gladney of South Carolina, "and kick me 'round sometime.  I see now dat I was just a 

little dog or monkey, in his heart and mind, dat 'mused him to pet or kick me as it pleased 

him."  Rebecca Jane Grant was among a number of former slaves who got whipped at age 

eight for refusing to call a slaveholder's son half her size "massa."  From the testimony of the 

privileged whites came stories of how they could tease their black playmates unmercifully, 

play all kinds of pranks on them, torment than in every which way without necessarily 

wishing them harm or doing more than what children so readily do to other children over 

whom they hold an advantage--and doing it all in full knowledge that their victims could 

curse or stamp their feet but could not readily tell on them or find a protector.11 

 

 Jefferson's harsh view of slavery's effects on white character and morals ran into a 

powerful counter-attack from the very beginning, as Southerners proudly recalled Edmund 
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Burke’s great speech on conciliation with America, in which he paid high tribute to the 

slaveholders: 

In Virginia and the Carolinas they have a vast multitude of slaves. Where this 

is the case in any part of the world, those who are free are by far the most 

proud and jealous of their freedom.  Freedom is to them not only an 

enjoyment, but a kind of rank and privilege.  Not seeing there, that freedom as 

in countries where it is a common blessing and as broad and general as the air, 

may be united with much abject toil, with great misery, with all the exterior of 

servitude; liberty looks, amongst them, like something that is more noble and 

liberal.   I do not mean, Sir, to commend the superior morality of this 

sentiment, which has at least as much pride as virtue in it; but I cannot alter 

the nature of man.  The fact is so; and these people of the Southern Colonies 

are much more strongly, and with an higher and more stubborn spirit, attached 

to liberty than those to the northward.  Such were all the ancient 

commonwealths; such were our Gothic ancestors; such in our days were the 

Poles; and such will be all masters of slaves, who are not slaves themselves… 

In such a people the haughtiness of domination combines with the spirit of 

freedom, fortifies it, and renders it invincible.12   

 Burke had a large and adoring following in the South.  To John Randolph of 

Roanoke, he was “an intellectual banquet” and “a treasure,” and “a mine of eloquence, 

sagacity, and political wisdom!"  ,” William Wirt advised aspiring lawyers, “You will find a 

rich mine of instruction in the splendid language of Burke.  To the influential Daniel K. 

Whitaker, who, among his other accomplishments, edited Southern Literary Messenger and 
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then Southern Field and Fireside, Burke had “amazing genius.”  To Henry W. Miller, 

speaking to the students at the University of North Carolina, Burke was “that great man.”   

To Nathaniel Beverley Tucker at the College of William and Mary, he was “the most 

profound of political philosophers.”  President Jasper Adams of the College of Charleston 

and Hugh Legaré of South Carolina, and James P. Holcombe and Edmund Ruffin of 

Virginia were among the leading southern intellectuals who sang Burke’s praises.13 

 Decade after decade, leading Southerners would not let their adversaries forget 

Burke’s warning against attempts to trample slaveholders.  Robert Y. Hayne reminded 

Daniel Webster of it during their famous senatorial debate, and he invoked the example of 

George Washington to illustrate slavery's fine influence on personal and national character.  

William Drayton, Hayne’s fellow South Carolinian, followed suit in a vigorous proslavery 

polemic that paid tribute to the great slaveholding Virginians of the Revolutionary era.  

Twenty years later in Boston, Senator Robert Toombs of Georgia hurled Burke’s words in 

the face of the abolitionists.  As the sectional struggle waxed hotter in the 1840s and 1850s, 

college students repeatedly heard Burke’s words recalled.  Among others, the Baptist 

Reverend Basil Manly, president of the University of Alabama, implicitly, and John Perkins, 

Jr. at the University of North Carolina, explicitly, used Burke’s words as a rallying cry to 

defend slavery.  Even after the War, students at the University of Georgia heard Burke’s 

words from Senator Benjamin Hill.  Meanwhile leading journals like DeBow’s Review and 

Southern Literary Messenger returned to Burke again and again.  When David J. McCord of 

South Carolina claimed moral superiority for the South over the North, he called Burke as 

witness.  So did the irrepressible George Fitzhugh of Virginia and no few others.14 
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 John Taylor of Caroline, Jefferson's friend and co-worker, was not in the habit of 

citing Edmund Burke, but on this matter he well might have.  Taylor rarely took issue with 

Jefferson in public, but he replied forcefully to his moral indictment of slavery.  Taylor 

condescendingly noted that the Notes on Virginia had been written "in the heat of a war for 

liberty" and reflected the promise of the French Revolution as well.  He allowed that if 

Jefferson were correct, it would be better to run any risk "than to live abhorred of God, and 

consequently hated of men."  Taylor invoked the great men of Greece and Rome to counter 

Jefferson's indictment and then twisted the knife: Was not Thomas Jefferson himself a living 

refutation?  "Slaves are too far below, and to much in the power of the master, to inspire 

furious passions."  Slaveholders did not rage at slaves any more than they raged at horses; to 

the contrary, the great majority viewed their slaves as objects of benevolence.  White 

children, “from their nature were inclined to soothe, and hardly ever to tyrannize over 

them."  Southerners, Taylor was certain, despised the submission and flattery of the slaves, 

"which rather cause us to hate servility than to imbibe a dictatorial arrogance.15 

 During the Revolution, Jefferson complained that Virginians, lacking a proper work 

ethic, were prone to laziness, carelessness about paying debts, and generally improvident.  

He traced the roots of these infirmities to monarchical government and the prevalence of 

slavery.  Yet, after Jefferson returned from France in 1789 he fell silent on slavery.  And we 

can only wonder how he squared his indictment with the reply he gave to his grandson, who 

asked him to explain the extraordinary politeness of Virginia gentlemen.  Referring to life in 

Williamsburg, he replied that Virginians had been trained in "the finest school of manners 

and morals that ever existed in America."  By 1815, at the latest, Virginians were manifestly 

following John Taylor, not Jefferson, and the press was leading the way in dismissing the 
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critical remarks in the Notes on Virginia as an emotional reaction to the overheated passions 

of the revolutionary era.  Echoing Taylor during the Missouri debates, Representative 

William Smith of South Carolina described Jefferson's Notes on Virginia as a product of a 

youth spent under the influence of speculative philosophy; he denounced the notion of 

"boisterous passions" as a nonsensical misunderstanding of the patriarchal nature of the 

master-slave relation.16 

 George Tucker, Jefferson's political follower and able biographer, strove for a 

balanced estimate of the moral as well as economic effects of slavery.  His remarks compel 

particular attention since he ranked high among the worldly intellectuals of the Old South, 

thought slavery doomed to economic extinction, and bravely rejected racist cant.  Tucker 

applauded Virginians as "open-handed and open hearted; fond of society, indulging in all its 

pleasures, and practising all its courtesies."  But with a well-earned reputation for hospitality 

came "the kindred vices of love of show, haughtiness, sensuality."  Many among the wealthy 

added to "the allowable pleasures of the chase and the turf...the debasing ones of cock-

fighting, gaming, and drinking."  Tucker acknowledged that slavery tended to make masters 

"indolent, proud, luxurious improvident."  The master, he wrote, convinced himself of his 

own natural superiority, whereas the slave all too easily convinced himself of his own 

inferiority, which he attributed to nature instead of to a man-made system imposed upon 

him.  Emancipation alone could dispel racial prejudices, but those very prejudices blocked 

emancipation.  Notwithstanding this indictment, which echoed Jefferson's own, Tucker 

warned against overrating the vices of slavery, for they were accompanied by solid virtues: 

"Domestic slavery, in fact, places the master in a state of moral discipline, and, according to 

the use he makes of it, he is made better or worse."  A basically good man, he argued, was 
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elevated, whereas a bad man became a horror:  Slavery "has thus afforded aliment to his evil 

propensities."  Tucker extolled those who when taught "to curb these sallies of passion or 

freaks of caprice” or embrace “a course of salutary restraint,” attempt to strengthen their 

own “virtues of self-denial, forbearance, and moderation."  He found proof in the examples 

offered by the great men whom Virginia contributed to the American presidency: 

Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe.  In 1854 a contributor to Southern Literary 

Messenger invoked Tucker’s biography of Jefferson on the positive moral effects of slavery 

on whites, and in 1861, John Randolph Tucker echoed his kinsman in a paean to slavery for 

strengthening white character by imposing self-discipline.17 

 Increasingly after 1830, Southerners heard that slavery, far from having the effects 

on youth that Jefferson deplored, produced men of high moral quality.  Defending the 

character of southern youth, Chancellor William Harper of South Carolina wrote that slavery 

would indeed be intolerable in the sight of God if it did not subject slaves to masters who 

scorned dishonesty, cowardice, and meanness.  A contributor to Southern Literary 

Messenger went to some lengths to deride those who fawn before superiors and lord it over 

inferiors.  Virginians, the historian Henry Howe declared in the 1840s, simply did not permit 

their children to tyrannize over slave children, who readily returned all blows.  In retorts 

typical of the 1840s and after, a contributor to Southern Literary Messenger declared that 

slavery has strengthened southern character, not at all undermined it.  The enslavement of 

blacks by whites, Nathaniel Beverley Tucker declared, has led to the moral improvement of 

both races.   More specifically, a Mr. Smith informed the readers of Southern Quarterly 

Review in 1857 that “the desire which the master feels to possess the love and respect of his 

slave” leads him to cultivate patience, magnanimity and other great virtues.  Hence, the 
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master-slave relation “calls forth some of our noblest affections.”  Former Congressman 

Willoughby Newton, commencement speaker at Virginia Military Institute in the 1850s, told 

the cadets that slavery had produced Virginia's high-quality gentlemen.  And “Sigma,” 

writing in Southern Literary Messenger carried theme deep into the war years.  Francis 

Pickens of South Carolina turned the tables by declaring that planters had to work steadily to 

manage their slaves, whereas northern capitalists, free of daily responsibilities for their 

workers, had more time to indulge their fancies.18 

   

 Southerners charged with the responsibility to defend slavery against abolitionist 

assaults pointed to another body of testimony to shore up their contention that slavery, in 

practice, fostered excellent qualities in masters.  Inadvertently, Jefferson himself  bolstered 

gthese proslavery views.  Explaining the difference between Southerners and Northerners to 

the Marquis de Chastellux, he wrote, “Southerners—fiery, voluptuous, indolent, generous, 

candid; Northerners—cool, sober, persevering, self-interested, chicaning.”  In 1803-1804, 

John C. Calhoun, then a student in New Haven, reported to cousins back home in South 

Carolina: Yankees “are certainly more penurious, more contracted in their sentiments, and 

less social than the Carolinians.  But as to morality we must yield.”  A good look at Newport, 

Rhode Island prompted rethinking.  Newport offered Calhoun ample reasons to doubt New 

Englanders’ moral superiority.  Governor John Tyler, Sr. of Virginia, father of the future 

president, spoke of Yankees as “these Northern cattle” who denigrated Virginia.  Singling 

out Jedidiah Morse, the geographer, for his “silly and prejudiced opinion” of Williamsburg, 

Tyler feared that such views threatened the Union.  The North has “nothing like that liberty 

of Sentiment which pervades and animates our Southern world.”19 
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 Defenders of slavery particularly enjoyed the contrasts drawn by both sympathetic 

and hostile Europeans and Northerners between southern gentlemen and vulgar upper class 

Northerners, noting with special pleasure the admissions that slavery had much to do with 

the contrasts.  The Marques of Lothian called planters America’s closest approximation to 

genuine aristocracy, unlike the North’s more powerful and unattractive aristocracy-of-sorts 

of stockjobbers, low-minded capitalists, and political wire pullers.  “Throughout the South, 

whether in city or country,” wrote the Reverend W. H. Milburn, a northern Methodist, 

“there is an attention paid to the proprieties and courtesies of life, which I have failed to 

observe in some other parts of the Union—a reverence for age, deference to childhood, a 

polite regard for equals, a kind tone to the poor, treatment of the negro as if he were one of 

the family, and a truly chivalrous bearing toward women.”  Not so in the North.  There, 

according to the Massachusetts-born Unitarian Parson Theodore Clapp of New Orleans, 

people feared for the respectability of their position and attempted to “guard it, in a chilly 

isolation, by a stiff reserve.”   Welcomed in Kentucky on his way south, Clapp was “treated 

with a more noble hospitality, a more marked and uniform kindness, than I had ever 

experienced in the land of the Puritans.”  He found “slaveholders in general possessed of a 

wider range of knowledge, much more refined, gentle and condescending in manners, far 

superior in the graces and amenities of social intercourse, to those regarded as well-bred and 

respectable people throughout the cites, towns, and villages of New England.”  Nowhere in 

the world, “have I observed less of aristocratic pretensions, of pharisaic, cold-hearted, 

unsympathizing conduct toward the poor, humble, and unfortunate.”20 

 Louisa Quitman, daughter of Governor John A. Quitman of Mississippi, himself a 

transplanted Yankee, visited New York and concluded that only Southerners had “hearts 
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that beat within the highest & noblest feelings of honour & chivalry.”  Yankees “cannot 

conceive of such exalted ideas, they have too much of Dr. Franklin spirit.”  The better she 

came to know them the greater her dislike.     In the 1850s the sophisticated and well-

traveled James Johnston Pettigrew found his relatives in Philadelphia, polite but so lacking in 

warmth that could not readily call them “cousin.”  Ella Gertrude Clanton Thomas’ 

encounter with the “impertinence” of a Yankee “aroused “all the haughty southern woman” 

in her.  Thomas Holly Chivers of Georgia, a fine poet who lived in the Northeast, reacted to 

boorishness with greater wit and grace.  “You are very much mistaken,” he wrote an old 

friend in New York, “if you suppose that all men who were born in the South become 

offended at every fanatical turpitude perpetrated by crack-brained Northerners.”  During the 

War, the intellectually impressive Catherine Edmonston of North Carolina insisted, “The 

Yankee is too calculating to lose his life for mere honour.  He wants ‘a consideration’.”    In 

agreement, Tally Simpson of South Carolina found the cool, calculating Northerners 

“influenced more by self-interest than by principle.”21 

 Such contrasts became standard fare in the 1850s.  To Louisa McCord of South 

Carolina, her beloved father, Langdon Cheves, was not “coldly calm” in grief but “(permit 

the anomalous expression) passionately calm.”  Dr. William H. Holcombe of Natchez, a 

broadly gauged man of letters, described Northerners: “Individually cautious & timid—

collectively bold and courageous.  Individually cool and calm—collectively excitable.  

Individually resorting to law or suasion—collectively to force.  Individually insensible to the 

points of honor—collectively very much so.”  And Southerners: “Individually brave to 

rashness—collectively cautious and wise [word indistinct].  Individually excitable—

collectively possessed and dignified.  Individually resorting to violence—collectively to 
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suasion.  Individually sensitive to the point of honor—collectively less so, singularly calm 

and forbearing and forgiving.”   For Holcombe, “The pride of the North is in her dollars 

and cents, her factories and ships, her wooden-clocks, astute trades, and bold hardy 

prosperity,” that of the South is her sons—“their nobleness of soul, their true gentility, 

honor and manliness, in their love for native land.”  Frederick A. Porcher accused the North 

of preoccupation with moneymaking, asking whether life should be reduced to “an 

increasing struggle after more?”  What of “family, of kindred, and of friendly affections?  Is 

man to become a mere money-making, cotton-spinning, iron-founding machine?”  The 

letters of Confederate soldiers to their families show a widespread belief that Yankees made 

a fetish of money.  From the vantage point of the 1850s, Hugh Garland of Virginia, 

lamenting the passing of the Golden Age in his widely read biography of John Randolph, 

could not say enough about the glory of eighteenth-century Virginia: “Virginia’s cavaliers 

under the title of gentlemen, with their broad domain of virgin soil, and long retinue of 

servants, lived in a style of elegance and profusion, not inferior to the barons of England, 

and dispensed a hospitality which more than a half century of subdivision, exhaustion, and 

decay, has not entirely effaced from the memory of their impoverished descendants.”22 

 What is most striking is that both pro- and anti-slavery Northerners described the 

traits of the slaveholders in ways not much different from the slaveholders’ self-descriptions.   

In 1836 G. S. S., writing in American Monthly of a trip to South Carolina of forty years 

earlier, noted that the Pinckneys, Middletons, and Horrys, among others enjoyed “wealth, 

hereditary distinction, and educated talent, and service in the military fields or councils of the 

nation.”  Although the Reverend Moses Stuart of Andover Seminary in Massachusetts, 

rebuked South Carolina for abuse of slaves he testified with “deep conviction” that South 
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Carolinians were “in general, persons of more generous feeling, more abounding hospitality, 

more gentlemanly comity and courtesy, more high-souled chivalry, and more ardent love and 

pride of country” than could be found anywhere.   James Kirke Paulding of New York, 

another successful literary man, celebrated the South as a land of learning, leisure, and 

gracious living.  Nathaniel Parker Willis, at the peak of his literary fame, spoke of the 

“gracefully cavalier tone” of the Mississippi Valley’s upper classes: “We shall be proud yet of 

our planter school of gentlemen.”  The antislavery Reverend William Ellery Channing of 

Boston respected Southerners, much as a number of proslavery Southerners respected him.  

Like Albert Gallatin and Benjamin Latrobe before him and William Cullen Bryant after him, 

he praised Virginians’ warmth, hospitality, and graciousness.  Channing had tutored for 

eighteen months in Richmond: “Here I find great vices, but greater virtues than I left behind 

me.”  Virginians “love money less than we do.”  But in the end the vices outweighed their 

great virtues: “Could I only take from the Virginians their sensuality and their slaves, I 

should think them the greatest people in the world.”  From the border state of Maryland in 

1861, John Pendleton Kennedy, prominent novelist and unionist, in a plea for peace, 

rejected South Carolina’s political philosophy but not its people: “There is no society in the 

United States more worthy of esteem for its refinement, its just and honorable sentiment, 

and its genial virtues.” Carolinians radiate “the best qualities of attractive manhood.”23 

 Chief Justice John Belton O’Neall of South Carolina recounted eulogies to Senator 

Josiah James Evans delivered by several New England Republican Senators.  Senator George 

Hoar of Massachusetts paid an ungrudging tribute: An “aptness for command…makes the 

southern gentleman, wherever he goes, not a peer only but a prince.”  The majority 

“inherited from the great race from which came the sense of duty and the sense of honor as 
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no other people on the face of the earth.”  Their traits differed from those of men from 

“places where money making is the chief end of life.”  They had their own kind of 

perseverance—a “supreme and superb constancy” that set aside “personal ambition” and 

“temptations of wealth.”  Over generations they did not tire or get diverted from pursuit of 

“a great public object.”  A northern Presbyterian minister, a gradual emancipationist, who 

held Southerners responsible for the crisis of 1860, nonetheless believed that the Northeast 

“would be greatly benefited by the importation of their impulsive generosity, the high sense 

of personal honor, the gentlemanly courtesy, the frank bearing and chivalrous courage of the 

Sunny South.”  A “perfect American manhood” required a blend of “the cold, angular, 

conscientious and economical Northerner” with “the warm-hearted, indulgent, confiding, 

and poetical South Carolinian.”  William W. Bennett, in his Great Revival in the Southern 

Armies (1876), extensively quoted the wartime speech of the Reverend Henry Bellows, who 

organized the Sanitary Commission, to a Unitarian assembly in New York City.  Bellows 

declined to speculate on “how far race and climate, independent of servile institutions, may 

have produced a southern chivalric spirit and manner,” but Southerners did have a “habit of 

command, a contempt of life in defence of honor or class, a talent for political life, and an 

easy control of inferiors…Nor is this merely an external or flashy heroism.  It is real.”24 

 Upon arriving in Washington, freshman Senator Benjamin (“Bluff Ben”) Wade of 

Ohio, a tough free-soiler and vociferous South-hater, paid his southern colleagues a 

backhanded tribute, saying that their arrogance forced Northerners to become either 

abolitionists or doughfaced flunkies.  During the War, Wendell Phillips, a towering figure in 

the abolitionist movement, acknowledged a generosity in the slaveholders that made them 

especially formidable.  They scorned compensation for emancipation of the slaves, he 
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observed, because they valued slavery as an institution.  The highest of such tributes-of-sorts 

came from the abolitionist Reverend Nathan S. S. Beman, who spent more than a decade in 

Georgia and married the mother of William Yancey, the “orator of secession.”  In a militant 

Thanksgiving Day sermon in 1858, Beman warned: “Don’t allow yourselves to be deceived 

with the idea that these men are going to allow this question to be settled by the result of a 

ballot...I have lived among these men, and I know them and I tell you they mean blood.”  

Tryphena Fox, wife of a small slaveholder in Louisiana, wrote in the same vein to her 

mother in Massachusetts, “The Southerners can never be conquered.  They may all be killed, 

but conquered, never.”25 

 The politicians whose rhetoric soared in defense of slavery tried to turn aside 

Jefferson’s indictment but remained haunted by it.  The slave states, M. R. H. Garnett of 

Virginia announced, have provided all of America’s great statesmen and generals.  Year after 

year, Congress heard one or another version of the refrain.  John C. Calhoun proudly 

announced himself a planter and a slaveholder, and Senator Stephen Mallory of Florida 

declared that whenever the American people felt the need to turn to their greatest men to fill 

the presidency--seven times from Washington to Taylor--they had chosen slaveholders.  

Waddy Thompson of South Carolina thundered in Congress during the debate over the Gag 

Rule, "No country where domestic slavery does not exist has the character of man ever been, 

or ever will be, found in its highest development."  Slavery, he added, is essential to the 

maintenance of liberty.  Even Representative Edward Stanly of North Carolina, who 

supported slavery only because he could think of no safe way to get rid of it, defended the 

morality of the slaveholders against abolitionist attacks.  Governor John A. Winston of 
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Alabama was still at it in 1863, when he stressed the contribution made by an inferior race to 

the formation of the southern gentleman and a more "enlightened manhood."26 

 Did these politicians believe their own rhetoric?  Their personal papers leave little 

doubt that they did.  Hear Governor Robert F. W. Allston of South Carolina, in a private 

communication to J. H. Hammond on the publication of Hammmond’s reply to the British 

abolitionist Thomas Clarkson: "I beg leave to congratulate you on the taste for which you 

have given your preference i.e. the life & pursuits of a Planter which if viewed aright, 

regulated by the principles of Religion, that highest philosophy, enlighten'd and aid'd by 

Science, affords both the means & opportunity to do as much good, and contributes to the 

true dignity of man, the elevation and just influence of his character, quite as much as any 

avocation whatever."  Hear the Unionist Whig Representative David Outlaw of North 

Carolina to his wife Emily, "Whatever evils may be attendant upon the institution of slavery, 

and he is uncandid who does not admit there were many, yet its tendency is to beget a higher 

sense of honor, an undying love of liberty, which nothing but death can destroy."27 

 In defending the character and honor of the slaveholders, even usually reserved men 

fell prone to self-adulation.  William H. Trescot of South Carolina, a superior intellect who 

deserves to rank as America’s first great diplomatic historian, pointed to Rutledge, Pinckney, 

Lowndes, Calhoun, and Cheves, among other South Carolinians, maintaining that slavery 

"has made us a grave, earnest, resolute, just people."  For A. B. Meek, a leading light among 

Alabama’s men of letters, much of the South's intellectual and moral character could be 

traced to the beneficent effects of slavery.  For E. A. Pollard of Virginia, slavery inspired 

"independence, refines the soul, and nourishes a graceful pride."  For Dr. E. H. Barton, 

president of the New Orleans Academy of Science, slavery "elevates the tone of the 
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superior, adds to its refinement, allows more time to cultivate the mind, exalts the standard 

in morals, manners, and intellectual endowments."  For Thomas Cobb of Georgia, a first-

rate legal scholar and devout Presbyterian layman, Jefferson's indictment was "not true to the 

extent he alleges."  Cobb conceded that "the young man of the South is accustomed to rule," 

and had "a spirit of independence, which brooks no opposition."  But he concluded, "Within 

a proper limit this is not an evil.  Indulgence makes it a sin."  For Daniel Hundley of 

Alabama, who spent many years as a businessman in Chicago, slavery's influence on the 

young accounted for "the natural dignity of manner peculiar to the Southern Gentlemen."28 

 Foreigners bolstered southern contentions in books and articles read abroad as well 

as in the South.  In the 1850s, D. W. Mitchell, an Englishman who spent many years in 

Virginia, identified with the southern view and doubted that any people in the world were as 

good as Southerners in judging human character.  He described southern gentlemen as more 

European than American in habits, appearance, and character, largely because slavery 

compelled them to study human nature and learn the self-control necessary to govern.  So 

much for the English Mitchell.  John Mitchel, the Irish radical, for once agreed with an 

Englishman.  He insisted that great power bred a great sense of responsibility and self-

restraint.  A gentleman, he told the readers of Knoxville's Southern Citizen, which he edited, 

was expected to control his passions and to speak softly to servants.  Turning to Jefferson's 

assault on boisterous passions, Mitchel wrote, "I have seen the effect of this on boys.  You 

know it is favorite saying of the Northern people, and the English, that the evil of Slavery is 

to make the boys impious and cruel.  The opposite is true.  Christianity has conditioned 

mores, "and if a boy has a young negro or two of his own to govern, he does it under the 

eyes of parents and neighbors."29 



 23

 The assault on the slaveholders' character and morals especially challenged the 

southern clergy.  The northern-born Jasper Adams, a distinguished Episcopalian clergyman 

and president of the College of Charleston, paid special attention to the effects of education 

of young Southerners in his influential textbook on moral philosophy.  Morals, he wrote, are 

formed in childhood, and he expostulated on ideals and virtues as he defended slavery: "An 

early familiarity with the forms of social intercourse, an address uniting dignity, simplicity 

and naturalness without rudeness, and refined cultivation without affectation, are of 

immense advantage in the intercourse with the world which every one must continually hold.  

A well disposed temper, and complete subjection of the appetites, passions, and affections to 

reason and conscience, are essential to usefulness, and to ordinary respectability."  Bishop 

William Meade, in similar accents, praised the high religious character of the education the 

youth of Virginia were receiving.  Meade wished slavery had never taken root in a Virginia 

that had nonetheless proven "the fruitful nursery of patriots and orators and statesmen."  

Despite misgivings, "I rejoice to believe, and I acknowledge that the institution of slavery, by 

affording more leisure and opportunity to some for the attainment of the most thorough 

education, has contributed to this."  With a glance at Jefferson, he insisted, the very 

dependence of the slave upon his master is a continual and effective appeal to his justice and 

humanity."  Meade admitted that evil passions sometimes rule but insisted, "The milder 

virtues are much more frequently called forth."30 

 In the 1850s the Presbyterian Reverend A. A. Porter offered a common 

generalization when he extolled the South as decidedly more moral than the North: "We are 

well content to remain as we are--a slaveholding people, and invite the world to compare us 

with our neighbors."  The Baptist Reverend Iveson Brookes of Georgia cried that slavery 
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produced exceptionally good character in the people of the South, and the Baptist Reverend 

Thornton Stringfellow published enormously influential pamphlets in defense of slavery and 

slaveholders.  Read carefully from 1 Peter, 2:13 to the end, Stringfellow preached, and you 

will find "much to secure civil subordination to the State, and hearty and cheerful obedience 

to the masters, on the part of servants."  Stringfellow pointed out that Peter says nothing 

about masters here but, rather, implicitly identifies the danger to Christianity as arising "on 

the side of insubordination among the servants, and a want of humility with inferiors, rather 

than haughtiness among superiors in the church."  Stringfellow, who himself owned some 

thirty slaves, worked himself into ecstasy over slavery's wonderful effects on southern moral 

as well as material life, gushing that slavery "deserves to expand."31 

 Some ministers laid it on even thicker.  In North Carolina the Reverend Mr. Deems 

raised William Haigh's eyebrows: "His sermon Sunday closed strangely--the last head was--

'Jesus Christ as a Gentleman.'"  The Reverend R. H. Rivers, a professor at Wesleyan 

University in Alabama and a prominent Methodist moral philosopher, stated flatly in his 

popular textbook on moral philosophy, "Slavery exerts no evil effects upon the master."  

The Methodist Reverend H. N. McTyeire, also defended slavery but warned what everyone, 

including Rivers knew: The master "is tempted continually to the exercise of injustice and 

oppression."  When secession and war loomed, the Reverend George Howe, a pillar of the 

southern Presbyterian establishment, looked back on Jefferson’s “often quoted” critique of 

slavery as “in many respects so unjust.”  Shortly after the War, Thomas M. Hanckel, in a 

memoir on the death of Bishop Stephen Elliott of Georgia, "a Southern slaveholder and a 

representative of Southern society," recalled his character as a full and sufficient answer to 

those who believe that slavery had a deleterious effect on masters.32 
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 In various ways slaveholders displayed fear that their children, particularly their boys, 

lived under unusual temptations to go wrong.  Parents had to raise their boys not only to be 

slave masters but to be ready to assume responsibility for the household, white and black, if 

their fathers died suddenly.  Hence they faced a conundrum.  They knew that much in the 

slaveholding environment conspired to make boys irresponsible and willful rather than 

strong and judicious.  Aided by their preachers and religious faith, they struggled to achieve 

the proper balance.  It was never easy.  So far as moral suasion could go, fathers did their 

best to impress upon their boys the awful burden that would likely fall upon them.  Sterling 

Ruffin was looking forward to bringing his daughter home from school and having her 

"under our immediate care and direction."  He explained to Thomas, his sixteen year-old 

son:  "A girl of her age should not be left to the care of a boarding Mistress, as there is 

nothing so easily injur'd as the reputation of a Virgin; they are tender flowers that cannot 

bear the Wintery blasts, or Summer heats.  I therefore now call upon you, should it please 

the Eternal and allwise Creator to deprive them of my aid, to be the protector of my family's 

rights and Earthly happiness."33 

To the charge that slavery was having disastrous effects on the morals of the young, 

inducing pride, anger, cruelty, selfishness, and licentiousness, John Fletcher of New Orleans, 

author of a learned and influential proslavery tract, replied that all power, including that of a 

husband over his wife, invites abuses and puffs up the pride of the weak-willed--deficiencies 

that inhered in the human condition.   All well and good.  But the ability of white boys at 

tender ages to command black girls and--probably more often--black boys could not be 

gainsaid, even though it could hardly be discussed openly.   References to the sexual 

temptations provided by access to black girls were few and far between; the temptations 
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provided by sexual access to black boys was an altogether forbidden subject, although it was 

readily recognized in slaveholding Brazil.  Southern family sources do contain indirect 

expressions that invite extrapolation.  The more well-to-do slaveholders sent their boys away 

to academies and colleges, in part to get them away from the sexual temptations of 

plantation life.34 

 By 1860 the slave states had eleven of the twelve private or state-supported military 

academies in the United States, with Virginia Military Institute and the Citadel in Charleston 

the most prestigious.  Only in part were they were intended to train young men for military 

service.  Most graduates did not go on to military careers, nor did most parents want them 

to.  Military schools were designed primarily to shape character, not make military officers.  

Thus, William Browne sent his son to VMI in 1841 with an introduction that read, "He is 

our only son, who was sorely afflicted by illness in his early youth, & may therefore have 

been more indulged than was proper....I submit him to your guidance with the utmost 

confidence."  Especially in slaveholding families, boys could become imperious and 

undisciplined at an early age, causing their parents to worry that they might not develop an 

appropriate level of maturity and self-control.  In 1825, Captain Alden Partridge argued for 

military schools by saying that they were more likely to lead students away from the common 

college path of dissipation and irresponsibility.  Robert Allston's mother sent him to West 

Point to learn a military discipline that he would need to command slaves.  J. Hardeman 

Stuart, a student at the University of Mississippi, wrote his father in 1857 to express his 

support for the decision to send his younger brother to a military school:  As you know he is 

constitutionally inert, and the rigid discipline of a Military Academy will probably alter this."  

Stonewall Jackson, teaching at VMI, doubtless understood, for he had his hands full with 
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hard-drinking, unruly cadets who raised hell in town and had to be taught to walk orderly.  

Bishop J. H. Otey of Tennessee, who had trouble with his own sons, recommended the VMI 

to a Dr. Cook, who was looking for the right place to send his boys.  In 1893, John Peyre 

Thomas, in his history of the Citadel, frankly admitted that slavery injured the white youth of 

the South: "Reared from infancy to manhood with servants at his command to bring his 

water, brush his shoes, saddle his horse, and, in fine, to minister to his personal wants, the 

average Southern boy grew up in some points of character dependant, and lazy and 

inefficient.  He was found, too, wanting in those habits of order and system that come from 

the necessity, in man, to economize time and labor."  Thomas added that the discipline of 

the Citadel, South Carolina’s prized military academy, helped to correct those deficiencies.  

These testimonies suggest nothing so much as the constant concern of slaveholding parents 

that Jefferson’s warning had to be taken seriously.35 

 Yet, Jefferson’s critics scored important points.  For, however powerful the principal 

tendency of lordship, it engendered counter-tendencies, most notably among those drawn to 

evangelical Christianity.  Intelligent slaveholders worried about the effects upon their 

children, especially the boys, and sought to promote self-discipline.  Robert Carter and his 

wife had "a manner of instructing and dealing with children far superior, I may say it with 

confidence," wrote Philip Fithian, "to any I have ever seen, in any place, or in any family."  

They keep their children "in perfect subjection to themselves, and never pass over an 

occasion of reproof; and I blush for many of my acquaintances when I say that the children 

are more kind and complaisant to their servants who constantly attend them than we are to 

our superiors in age and condition."  In the 1860s, Catherine Cooper Hopely noted that 



 28

scions of the FFV's were still trying to instill in their children the necessity of working hard 

to make their way in the world, but she wondered about the extent of their success.36 

 Many of the planters, to say nothing of the small and middling slaveholders, had 

come up through the yeomanry and had first-hand knowledge of the importance of hard 

work for character formation.  And among those born to wealth, many knew enough of the 

world to get the point.  Down to the War many planters and proslavery intellectuals, 

especially divines like Robert L. Dabney, spent their youth as hard-working farm boys.  

Langdon Cheves of South Carolina, who rose to become president of the Bank of the 

United States, like the sons of other yeomen, had worked in the fields and plowed before the 

age of ten.    Even in the lowcountry, white boys joined black in grinding corn, viewing it as 

something of a sport.  In the Southwest, planters like Zachary Taylor tamed his wild, Yale-

educated son Richard by making him take over a plantation and learn to work as well as 

manage.  When Jefferson Davis quit school in rebellion against the discipline, his father sent 

him to do fieldwork with the slaves--a two-day experience that sent him scurrying back to 

school.  Many others in their teens had to take over a small farm to provide for their families 

in the wake of their father's death.  The campaign to establish manual-labor colleges failed 

for a variety of reasons, but it was pursued precisely to combat the tendencies against which 

Jefferson complained.37 

 In the 1890s, Andrew Polk of North Carolina, the Populist leader, recalled the 

boyhood common across the South:  He was born and raised on a small plantation of thirty 

slaves or so, "by one of those plain old farmers" who, in some respects qualified as "an old 

fogy."  His father believed in honest, hard work and taught his sons that even the son of a 

millionaire must be taught to work.  "He had another old fogy idea.  He believed that it took 
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twenty-one years to make a man out of his son."  His father would have "no fourteen year 

old young gentlemen about his premises."  In Georgia, Governor and Mrs. Brown, small 

slaveholding devout Baptists, tried to teach their children to work for themselves, lest their 

morals be corrupted.  Senator Benjamin Hill and his brothers had had to work in the fields 

with the slaves, keeping the same hours and doing the same work.  In later years. Hill 

returned to Jefferson's indictment and concluded: "No people ever exhibited a more 

hospitable and refined society, nor one in which the standard of morals was higher, than did 

the Southern people under slavery."38 

 Dr. William H. Holcombe of Natchez told a story of his life with a father who took 

the measure of slavery in Virginia, freed his slaves, and departed for the Midwest.  

Holcombe's father taught his ten year-old son "an object lesson in the dignity of labor which 

has never been forgotten."  One day his grandmother sent him down to the store to get a jug 

of molasses.  He refused: "It cut a pretty figure lugging molasses through the Street like a 

little darkie."  His father overheard him and commanded him to do as he was told: “I will 

teach you that all honest labor is respectable and to be respected, whether it be done by a 

bootblack or a President."  He then instructed Willie's grandmother to make sure that he 

served as molasses-boy for the family thereafter."  Young Willie grew up to be ardently 

proslavery, but he took that lesson to heart and made it his own.39 

 Some Southerners who winced at the charge that slavery produced spoiled brats 

suggested that a more vigorous sporting life provided a supplement or functional equivalent 

to ordinary labor.  John Belton O'Neall praised Robert Y. Hayne as a representative South 

Carolinian shaped by "rural labors and rural sports" to become physically and mentally 

strong, energetic, and patient, with a sense of responsibility and an unconquerable purpose.  
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Representative Reuben Davis of Mississippi protested against the great injustice of 

supposing that southern men "were given up to self-indulgence and luxury."  To the 

contrary, the sons of the gentry were especially "brought up in habits of a free and fearless 

activity.  Daniel Hundley went further, arguing that the outdoor life produced healthy men 

who, among other advantages, did not readily fall prey to the mental disorders that infected a 

less vigorous northern society.40 

 Early twentieth-century recollections of Confederate war veterans from all classes in 

Tennessee provide a window on the extent to which slaveholders tried to raise their sons in a 

manner designed to prove Jefferson wrong.  A minority of planters' sons admitted that they 

did little or no work, but most of such admissions came from those who insisted that they 

were in school most of the year.  Usually, the sons of slaveholders, including the biggest 

planters, carefully noted that they did all kinds of farm work "when not at school."  Most 

indicated that their fathers expected them to plow and do other farm work when they came 

home on vacation.  For that matter, some of the sons of middling and small slaveholders, 

especially those whose fathers were professionals, attended school regularly and worked only 

during vacations.  Having to work with slaves brought out the competitive instincts of some.  

The father of John Russell Dance owned between fifty and a hundred slaves but insisted his 

son work hard.  Dance remarked, "I plowed and worked with the hoe.  Some of my hardest 

work as a boy was trying to beat the fastest negro cotton picker."  Edwin Maximilian 

Gardner proudly reported that he and his brother picked as much cotton as the best slaves.41 

 Such testimony might be dismissed as self-serving were it not that small slaveholders 

and non-slaveholders attested to its truth, generally suggesting that only the biggest richest 

and of the planters--and not even most of them--encouraged idleness in their sons.  Then 
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too, small slaveholders and non-slaveholders expressed notable respect for the hard work 

that planters themselves put into the management of plantations.  The overwhelming 

majority of slaveholders had less than twenty slaves and did not qualify as planters; 

circumstances demanded that their sons work in the fields.  They, too, insisted that they 

worked alongside of and as hard as the slaves.  For a typical case: William Sidney Hartfield's 

parents owned twelve slaves, but he worked in the fields "from very early evening until late 

at night."  Did the sons of planters and slaveholding yeomen work at hard as the field slaves?  

Some, like Robert P. Adair appear to have enjoyed doing so.  His father, a Tennessee 

planter, sent him to school, but he preferred to plow and work on the farm.  Doubtless, 

most thought that they did, in fact, work as hard as their slaves, although the slaves may not 

have agreed.   Farmers do, after all, have to work hard.  But for perspective consider the 

testimony of Abram David Reynolds, whose father owned 147 slaves in 1861.  Having 

worked in a tobacco factory as well as on the farm by the time he entered his teens, he 

admitted that he never worked as hard as when he returned from the War to find the blacks 

gone.42 

 Since planters wanted one of their sons to succeed them, they often put one or more 

to work as fledgling overseers, which meant that they were expected to do every kind of 

work they would later have to supervise.  William G. Lillard, went to college and did not 

engage in regular farm work, but his father who owned about 100 slaves, insisted that his 

sons learn farming and do enough physical work to make them men.  A big planter might 

easily have spoken as did the owner of only four slaves in Tennessee when his son, Ireneaus 

F. Fisher complained that he worked him harder than he did his four slaves.  The reply: "I 
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want you to learn to work and if you ever take up business and fail, you will have an 

experience that dont fail."43 

 John Triplett Thomas and other wealthy slaveholders in the Virginia Piedmont 

required their sons learn to learn an assortment of plantation tasks and trades so that, when 

they were ready to become planters, they could train their slaves properly.  Even the 

aristocratic planters of the lowcountry, despite or because of their enormous wealth, took 

measures to engage their sons in real work as necessary to their character and sense of 

responsibility.  Robert F. W. Allston, for one, believed that a planter's sons should work as 

overseers in order to learn the rice business properly.  Charles Manigault put his sons to 

work, declaring, "Any property I may have Created, or Inherited, I would rather, see it sink 

in the ocean than go to an idle, loafer of a son."  The Manigaults, nonetheless, had their 

share of loafers, as Henry considered his spendthrift brother.44 

 Slaveholders congratulated themselves on their own excellence and wallowed in the 

illusion that by making their sons do manual labor, they were somehow scotching the 

tendency to exhibit "boisterous passions."  Much depended upon criteria and, above all, the 

balance of effects.  The Reverend J. A Lyon's Report to the General Assembly of the 

Presbyterian Church--signed by such distinguished men as the Reverends Benjamin Morgan 

Palmer and J. Leighton Wilson and by Judge J. N. Whitner--ominously noted that slavery 

humanizes the character of the master only when it comes up to biblical standards.  Master 

and slave, the Report declared, rise or fall together.  Yes, countless slaveholders made every 

effort to train their boys to be responsible, humane, adults, not petty tyrants, and we may 

marvel at how many succeeded under the worst of circumstances.  For all that, nothing 
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emerges so clearly as the essential truth of Jefferson's indictment, which by itself was enough 

to condemn slavery as a system of human relations.45 

 Stanton Elmore, reflected well after the War on the life of masters who were 

"powerful and yet alone." He thought, "When a hundred slaves did the bidding of one 

master, and every great plantation was a principality, a little despotism, there were Americans 

subject to influences now little known of in America or elsewhere."  Writing in 1916, Harvey 

Oliver Cook, professor of Greek at Furman University and a staunch supporter of the old 

régime, reflected on the lessons of ancient history: "Slaveholding was imperialism in small 

change and it placed in the will of the master a power which few men and fewer 

governments have been found sane and wise enough not to abuse."46 

 Notwithstanding the widely different value judgments that separated Southerners’ 

self-celebrations from the tributes paid them by adversaries, the similarity of the descriptions 

of southern character and personality compels a return to Channing’s observations.  Recall 

that, having found “great vices, but greater virtues” in Virginia, he decided that the vices 

outweighed the virtues: “Could I only take from the Virginians their sensuality and their 

slaves, I should think them the greatest people in the world.”  The question most 

contemporary partisans did not want to hear and that good-spirited people could not resolve 

has plagued every people in every historical age: To what extent can a people’s virtues be 

separated from atendant vices?  Specifically, to what extent did command of slaves produce 

masters in whom their finest virtues were inextricably intertwined with their vices?   And to 

what extent--if at all--could the virtues be reestablished on other and more just social 

foundations?  These questions and the intractability of the answers underscore the 

poignancy of George Santayana’s bon mot: "The necessity of rejecting and destroying some 
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things that are beautiful is the deepest curse of existence.”  In any case, when the 

slaveholders surveyed the ruins in 1865, they had reason to recall the handwriting on the wall 

(Daniel, 5:26-27): “God hath numbered thy kingdom and finished it….Thou art weighed in 

the balances, and art found wanting.”47 
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