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( ABSTRACT)

As one of antebellum Tidewater's nost prom nent planters, H Il Carter
and the world he and his slaves nmade at Shirley occupy an inportant
place in Virginia history. Few scholars, however, have anal yzed their
rol es adequately. Previous studies' overwhelm ng concentration on the
architectural and material culture history of the plantation has |eft
Carter's role as one of Virginia's preenmnent agricultural reforners
virtually unexplored. Assum ng ownership of Shirley in 1816, Carter
qui ckly established hinself as a | eading proponent of agricultura

i mprovenent, both enbracing and building on the ideas of other reforners
i ke John Taylor and Edmund Ruffin. He diversified his crops and
changed their rotations, used new equi pnent and i nproved nethods of

cul tivation, reclainmed poor or unproductive |lands, and enpl oyed a
variety of fertilizers and manures to resuscitate his soils.
Significantly, Carter efforts to inprove Shirley transforned not only
t he physical |andscape of the plantation. The changes produced in the
work and lives of his slaves al so were considerable. This study, then
i nvestigates the rel ationship between agricultural reformand slavery.
I nstead of looking at reformin terns of how slavery affected (or
inhibited) it, this work argues that reformnust al so be understood in
relation to howit affected slavery, for changes nmanifested in attenpts
to inmprove | ands had inportant ramifications on slave work routines,
which, in turn, affected slave life in inportant ways.
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Note on the Sources

Hill Carter's plantation journals, cash and bank account books,
and scattered witings and letters in the Shirley Plantation Papers
Collection at Colonial WIIliansburg's Rockefeller Library served as rich
sources for much of this research. Carter's nunerous articles in the
Farmers®™ Register, as well as those of Ednmund Ruffin and several other
Ti dewater planters, also provided material on Shirley.

Quot ed passges in this work appear exactly as they did in the
original source. No alterations or corrections, such as in grammr or
punct uation, have been made unless noted. As well, throughout this work
| have used the various abbreviations below to represent the different
sources cited.

SPJ Shirley Plantation Journa
SPP Shirley Plantation Papers
FR Farmers®™ Register

AAB Annual Account Books

CAB Cash Account Books



Introduction

On March 20, 1816, Hill Carter arrived from New York at his
ancestral estate, Shirley plantation, in Charles Cty County,
Virginia. Carter had recently resigned fromthe Navy, where he
had served during the War of 1812. Now, not quite twenty years
old, he returned to cl ai mownership of the Janes River plantation
that had been in his famly' s possession since the early
ei ghteenth century. His arrival that spring began a new period
in Shirley’s history, for Carter would spend the next sixty years
there, during which tinme he becane one of Virginia s nost
prom nent planters.

Carter initially found the plantation to be “nuch
i npoverished,” suffering fromthe poor managenent of overseers
who had run it for “many years previous.” He confessed that when
he “first came hone to live [he] knew nothing of agriculture,”?!
but within three years, Carter began to nake fundanmental reforns
in Shirley’s farm ng system He abandoned the wasteful practices
of former overseers and past generations, and turned instead to
“book farm ng” and experinentation to resuscitate his property.
He diversified his crops and changed their rotations, reclainmed
poor or unproductive |ands, and enployed a variety of fertilizers
in the struggle to inprove his soils. Carter believed sound
agricultural know edge, proper managenent, planter initiative,
and efficient use of |labor to be the cornerstones of reform for
with “econony, enterprise, and industry,” he remarked, “we may
af fect anything, even restore our deserted and exhausted | ands.

Carter eventually canme to consider hinself a farmer first
and forenost, and he directed nost of his energies toward this
end. Aside frominproving Shirley, Carter pronoted reformthrough
public channels. He served as president of the Agricultural
Society of Lower Virginia in 1827, and he becane a frequent
contributor to Edmund Ruffin’s Farmers” Register, the nost
important agricultural journal in the South during its ten year
exi stence. Carter’s witings here illumnate the intense efforts
he undertook to revive his plantation, and they offer inval uable
insight into his general views and net hods behind agricultural
i nprovenent. Mreover, they attest to his success as a farnmer
and his role as a leader in a group of Tidewater planters
commtted to serious agricultural reform Carter earned the

» 2

41l Carter, “The Four Shift System The best rotation for Janes R ver |ands, or any
good wheat and corn soils,” FR 1, 3 (August, 1833), 132.

2 HIlI Carter, “Address to the Agricultural Society of LowerVirginia, July 1827,” p.3,
SPP, 80: 1.
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reputation of an "emnent agriculturalist,” and many | ooked to
hi m for guidance and direction. A fellow planter in 1840
remarked that Carter "very properly is actuated by a sense of
duty to a community which justly | ooks to himas a bright
exanpl ar in our profession."3

H Il Carter’s success, however, did not cone strictly from
his designs for reform The nore than one hundred sl aves who
al so called Shirley home played a significant role in the
revitalization of the plantation’ s econony. These nen, wonen,
and children bore the heaviest burden of Carter’s plans, for they
were the ones who undertook the rigorous |abors in the cultivated
swanp | ands, spent countless hours hauling and spreadi ng manures
and fertilizers, and harvested the array of crops that fuel ed
Shirley's prosperity. As Carter stepped up efforts at
i nprovenent, they witnessed a nmarked increase in the diversity,
conplexity, and intensity of the jobs they were expected to
perform And al though their |abor provided the basis through
whi ch Carter inplenmented reformand nmaintained his position in
Virginia society, Shirley's slaves resisted his exacting demands
over their |abor and person, and sought to carve out niches in
whi ch they could control sonme neasure of their lives.

Al though H Il Carter and slavery at Shirley plantation
appear to occupy an inportant place in Virginia history, few
hi st ori ans have anal yzed their rol es adequately. Previous
studi es have centered around the architectural and materi al
culture history of the plantation, as the mansi on and surroundi ng
Queen Anne forecourt remain one of the great exanples of
ei ghteenth century Georgian architecture in Virginia. Catherine
Lynn's insightful "Shirley Plantation: A H story," exam ned the
plantation fromits origins to the late nineteenth century and
focused on establishing accurate dates for the construction and
renovation of the mansion and out buildings. Theodore Reinhart's
The Archaeology of Shirley Plantation relied on physical
i nvestigations of plantation fields, buildings, and grounds to
explore the material culture and architecture of Shirl ey.
CGeneviere Leavitt's study, “Slaves and Tenant farmers at Shirley:
Soci al Rel ationships and Material Culture,” part of which
Rei nhart incorporated into his work, used ant hropol ogi cal
perspectives and archaeol ogi cal research to exam ne the materi al
culture of slaves and tenant farners in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.4

3 See Rivanna, "Renarks On Different Schenes O Rotations," FR 8,2 (February, 1840),
122. On his reputation as an emnent agriculturalist, see R "Remarks On M. Carter's
Proposed Change O Rotation. Insects And Weds," FR 8,2 (February, 1840), p.111.

4 See Catherine Lynn, "Shirley Plantation: A History," MA Thesis (University of
Del aware, 1967); Theodore Reinhart, The Archaeology of Shirley Plantation
(Charlottesville, 1984); and Geneviere Leavitt, "Slaves and Tenant Farners at Shirley:
Soci al Rel ationships and Material Culture," MA Thesis (College of WIliam and Mary,
1981).
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One final and nore recent study, Jennifer Ley's "The Sl aves
Story: Interpreting Nineteenth Century Slave History at Shirley
Plantation," elevated slaves to a nore central place in Shirley's
hi story. Ley focused on the material culture of slavery,
directing nuch of her inquiries into what kinds of food,
clothing, shelter, and nedical treatnent Shirley's sl aves
received. She also explored the general characteristics of slave
famlies at Shirley; here her work is illumnating. Her study,
however, |acks detailed research, and it presents slave life as
static or nonolithic, failing to exam ne how sl avery changed
during the sixty years Carter presided over Shirley.5

While all of these works have nade i nportant contributions
to understanding Shirley s past, their |ack of historiographical
context, coupled with their concentration on material culture,
has | eft essential questions concerning Carter and sl avery
virtually unexplored. Most significantly, two fundanental areas
have been neglected: Carter’s role as a refornmer and the
overwhel m ng i nportance that work had for slaves on the
pl antation. This paper conbi nes these ideas and argues that any
real understanding of Shirley under Hi Il Carter must exam ne the
rel ati onship between agricultural reformand slavery. Reformwas
so central a conponent of Carter’s philosophy and farm ng system
that it undoubtedly influenced nost facets of slave life,
particularly labor. Carter’s efforts to inprove his plantation
transforned nore than just the physical |andscape of Shirley.
Changes in farm ng operations which acconpani ed reform had
considerable inplications for the work routines of Carter’s
slaves. Wrk, in turn, exercised a pervasive influence on slave
life, and thus, the two becone central issues to the topic of
reform

In recent studies, Philip Morgan and Ira Berlin have
denonstrated the inportance work had for slave life.6 Al though
t hey understand work as an al nost omni present force, they argue
its relationship to slave life enmerged nost clearly when changes
in cultivation practices occurred. “At no tine was the
connection between slave work and slave life nore evident,” they
contend, “than when the productive processes were altered.”7
Ref orm obviously entailed critical changes in the productive

5 See Jennifer Ley, "The Slaves' Story: Interpreting N neteenth Century Slave Hi story at
Shirley Plantation," MA Thesis (University of Delaware, 1995). As evident from her
title, Ley also devotes a large portion of her study to illustrate how slave life can be
better incorporated into the interpretation offered at Shirley today.

6 Ira Berlin and Philip Mrgan, eds., Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the Shaping of
Slave Life in the Americas (Charlottesville, 1991), 1-45. They point out that the focus
on other aspects of slave life, such as they fanily, comunity, medicine, and religion,
for exanple, has "obscured the activities that dom nated slave life. After all, slavery
was first and forenopst an institution of coerced | abor. Wrk necessarily engaged nost
sl aves, nost of the time." See p. 1.

7 1bid, p.21.



processes of a plantation. The particul ar requirenents of
Carter’s inproved agricultural systemdisrupted existing |abor
practices, reshaping the nature of work and the conditions of
life for slaves.

Yet historians probing the connections between reform and
slavery in other studies have largely omtted these concerns,
focusing instead on the problens that slavery as a whol e posed
for successful agricultural inprovenent. Eugene Genovese first
addressed reformin The Political Economy of Slavery: Studies in
the Economy and Society of the Slave South. He argued that real
i nprovenent was not attainable within slave society. He
mai ntai ned that the inefficiency and carel essness of slave |abor,
the lack of effective diversification and crop rotation,

shortages in |livestock, problens of supervision, technol ogical
limtations, and |l ack of sufficient capital and markets al
retarded reform At the root of the problem Genovese held, was
the institution of slavery itself. It was altogether a static
system “w thout versatility” or the ability to foster the
condi tions necessary for inproved agriculture.8

Wl liam Mat hew s study, Edmund Ruffin and the Crisis of
Slavery i1n the Old South, paralleled nany of Genovese’'s
conclusions. He, too, argued that the failure of reform as
enbodied in the ideas of Ruffin, hinged on slavery’ s non-
adaptability and its own internal [imtations. Mathew, however,
pl aced nuch of this failure behind poor planter entrepreneurship
and ineffective transportation. Wile he did discuss the |abor
practices and skills involved in inprovenents |ike marling, he
was concerned only with how they influenced the reform process.9

Thus, al though both of these works explore agricultural
reformand the South’s peculiar institution, they examne it
mai nly fromthe perspective of how sl avery affected (or |imted)
reform This study, however, reverses the equation and argues
that reform nust al so be understood in ternms of how it affected
sl avery. Essentially, many of the characteristics of inproved
agriculture--diversification and rotation of crops, inproved
techni ques of cultivation, new farm ng equi pnents, reclamation of
poor | ands, and increased use of manures, fertilizers, and
i vestock--had i nportant influences on slavery, and recogni zing
this is vital to understanding the institution wherever reform
was undertaken on a | arge scal e.

H Il Carter was by no neans a typical planter. In fact, he
was quite exceptional. Successful reformdid not spread to the
mass of Virginia farnmers. At Shirley, however, reformwas a

8 Eugene D. Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery: Studies in the Economy and
Society of the Slave South (New York, 1967), passim, and especially chapters 1 and 6.
9 WIlliam M Mathew, Edmund Ruffin and the Crisis of Slavery in the 0Old South: The
Failure of Agricultural Reform (Athens, 1988), especially Parts Four and Five.
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defining elenent of the plantation. It perneated the very core of
slave work and life. Moreover, it functioned as a bridge between
Carter and his black | aborers; to a | arge degree, both ordered
their lives in relation to it. Thus, investigation into the
world Carter and his slaves made al ong the Janes allows for
several inportant perspectives on antebellum Virginia slavery to
energe. Primarily, it affords the opportunity to explore the
connections between agricultural reformand slavery froma new
angle. Instead of viewing reformsolely in terns of how sl avery
inhibited it, this study argues that reform nust be examned in
relation to howit affected slavery. Such a perspective not only
presents a nore conprehensive picture of "reform" but it also
sheds light on the subject of slave work, another neglected topic
in the vast literature on the South's peculiar institution.



The Case for Reform

When Hill Carter arrived at Shirley that spring of 1816, he
encountered a plantation already sone two hundred years ol d.
Situated on the north side of the Janes River alnost directly
bet ween Ri chnond and W I Iianmsburg, Shirley had been hone to
native Indian groups for thousands of years. Englishnen,
however, had first settled the property in 1613, when its | ands
were part of a larger grant to Thomas West, al so known as Lord
Del aware. Both West and his wife, Lady Cessal ye Sherley, |ent
their nanes to the settlenment, as it becane known as “West and
Sherl ey Hundred.”1 The principle occupation at Shirley in these
early years was tobacco cultivation. In 1616, John Rolfe
described the operations there in an account on the general state
of Virginia which he had prepared for a trip to England. Rolfe
not ed t hat

At West and Sherley Hundred (seated on the North side

of the ryver |lower than the Bernuda 3. or 4 nyles) are 25,
commaunded by Captain Maddeson who are ynpl oyed only in

pl anting and curing Tobacco, with the profit thereof to cloth
t hensel ves, and all those who | abor about the general

busi ness. 2

In 1660 the property passed into the H Il famly. |In that

year, Colonel Edward H Il patented nearly twenty-five hundred
acres in Charles Cty County, four hundred and si xteen of which
were on the Shirley lands.3 H Il established a nodest hone on the

pl antation, and the estate remained in the famly until

1723, bei ng passed down to three nore generations.4 The death of
the fourth Edward H Il at an early age placed the property in the
hands of his el dest sister, Elizabeth.

Eli zabeth HIl's marriage to John Carter, el dest son of
Robert King Carter of Corotoman, in Cctober 1723, marked a new
beginning in Shirley's history. By virtue of their union, Carter
acquired Elizabeth’s | ands at Shirley, and he noved quickly to

11U rich Trobetzkoy, “Welcome to Shirley,” Virginia Cavalcade 9, 2 (Autum 1959), 9
2Quot e taken from Troubet zkoy, “Welconme to Shirley,” p.10. Troubetzkoy says it appeared
in Rolfe's A True Relation of the State of Virginia left by Sir Thomas Dale Knight in
May last 1616.

2Quot e taken from Troubet zkoy, “Welconme to Shirley,” p.10. Troubetzkoy says it appeared
in Rolfe's A True Relation of the State of Virginia left by Sir Thomas Dale Knight in
May last 1616.

3Troubet zkoy, p.12 and Lynn, “Shirley Plantation: A History,” p.14.

4For information on the Hill history at Shirley, see Troubetzkoy's article and Lynn's
“Shirley Plantation: A History,” pp.14-34. Theodore Reinhart’'s The Archaeology of
Shirley Plantation al so contains a section on the Hll house
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establish a residence there befitting that of a wealthy, Virginia
planter. Carter spent nmuch of the next fifteen years buil ding
the inpressive Georgi an mansi on and surroundi ng Queen Anne
forecourt that continue to define Shirley today. He engaged in
the famliar pursuits of colonial life, trading in slaves, w ne,
and tobacco, and he served in the lucrative position of secretary
to the Virginia colony.5 And |like nmuch of Virginia by this tine,
i ndentured servitude had declined dramatically at Shirley, as
planters |ike John Carter enbraced African slavery as a solution

to their |abor problens.6

Fol |l owi ng John’s death, Elizabeth Carter remarried and
remai ned at Shirley for another thirty years. Both she and her
husband, Bow er Cocke, died in 1771, and the property passed to
Charles Carter, Elizabeth’s son by John.7 Charles noved to
Shirley shortly after his nother’s death, nmeking the plantation
his primary residence. Like his father and grandfather before
him he rose to promnence in Virginia, becom ng one of the
| argest planters in the Tidewater. He served in the House of
Bur gesses, where he supported the novenent for independence from
English rule. By the 1780s, he had over seven hundred and eighty

sl aves spread throughout his lands in seven different counties8.
Wi |l e these achi evenents were considerable, Charles is often
remenbered in connection with one of his daughters, Anne Hil
Carter, the nother of Robert Edward Lee.

As expected, Charles Carter had originally intended for his
| ands at Shirley to be inherited by his one of his sons, Robert
Carter. Robert, however, died in 1805, |ess than a year before
his father. Charles, though, did little to alter his owm wll,
drawing up a codicil instead that protected the conditions of his
son"s will.9 Fewrealized it at the tinme, but this proved to be a
deci sion of nonunental inportance for Shirley, as Robert had

dictated that his eldest son, H Il Carter, take over the
estate. 10
Al though Hi Il Carter woul d eventually becone one of

antebel  um Ti dewater’s great agriculturalists, he and his father
shared little in their philosophies regarding plantation life.
Robert Carter had eschewed the famliar pursuits of his ancestors
and turned instead to nedicine and the world of science. He

5For information on John Carter’s life in Virginia, as well as his construction of the
Shirl ey mansion and courtyard, see Lynn, pp.34-65.

6The literature on the Chesapeake’s conversion fromindentured to slave |abor is vast.
For an exanple of two conpeting interpretations, see Edmund Morgan, American Slavery,
American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia, (New York: Norton, 1975), and

W nt hrop Jordan, White Over Black: American Attitudes towards the Negro, 1550-1812 (New
York: Norton, 1977).

7See Lynn, pp.65-69 for information on Bow er Cocke and his tine at Shirley.

8See Lynn, pp.69-75.

9See Lynn, pp. 85-86.

10WIIl of Robert Carter, 1805, SPP, 1:15.



expl ai ned how he chose such a course in a letter to his four
children in Cctober, 1803. He recalled that his father, “being
anxious that | should betake nyself to the node of |ife comonly
resorted to be nmen of independent fortunes in this country,” gave
hima large plantation on the York River, “wth a conpetent
nunber of slaves and stocks of various kinds, intending after his
death to make ny estate at least equal to that of his other sons,
and perhaps superior...”11 Carter, however, argued that he had
“never solicited” this, having I ong maintained a dislike for
certain aspects of the peculiar institution. He observed that

Fromthe earliest point of tinme when | began to think
of right and wrong, | conceived a strong disgust to the slave
trade and all its barbarous consequences. This aversion was
not likely to be diminished by becom ng a sl ave-hol der and
W tnessing many cruelties, even at this enlightened day, when
the rights of man are so well ascertained. 12

These bel i efs obviously were not conpatible with plantation
life, yet Carter attenpted to manage the properties given him by

his father. He proved to be unsuccessful: “Suffice it to

say...that my short trial of the agricultural line disgusted ne
entirely wwth the node practiced in southern States.” He added,
in wrds that seemto contrast the life Hll Carter would | ater

nold at Shirley, that the experience “alnost obliterated the
recol l ections of those pleasing sensations which nost peopl e nust
have experienced upon contenpl ati ng the happy husbandman,
enbosened in his harvest field, collecting the well earned fruits
of his industry...”13

Carter’s turn to nedicine, then, reflected his desire to
pursue a “node of life, [not] at once at variance with ny
conscience and secluded fromevery ray of scientific or rational

social enjoynents...” Interestingly, this decision was determ ned
to a small degree by an accident his son had early in his life.
When H Il was around three years old, he slipped on a wet fl oor,

injuring his leg severely. As the wound failed to heal properly,
Robert Carter decided to take his son to Phil adel phia for nore
prof essional attention. This afforded Robert the opportunity to
engage his interest in nedicine. He attended the University of
Pennsyl vani a, where he studi ed under Benjam n Rush, a noted
surgeon as well as abolitionist, earning his degree in 1803. The
few years Robert spent in Philadel phia had strong influences on
him Wien he wote his letter to his children, it was not from
his plantation, but rather froma ship heading to Europe where he

11Robert Carter, Letter to his children, Cctober 14, 1803, SPP, 1:13.
121 bi d.
13l bi d.
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pl anned to continue his medical studies.

Carter, however, could not escape the institution which
defined so much of his state. He had beconme a sl avehol der nerely
by his position in the Carter famly, and although he did not
becone a resident planter per se, he still owned | ands and sl aves
that provided his inconme. Moreover, his views on enmanci pation
offered little escape from being a slavehol der, however far he
di stanced hinself fromactual plantation operations. He
mai nt ai ned t hat

Partial emancipation as it has been conducted in this
state has certainly been attended with i nconveni ences to
society, in a variety of respects, but the circumstance which
has tended most to suspend ny determ nation on this subject,
is, that a freed man in this state, is often placed in a
situation | ess desirable by emanci pation, than by holding him
in slavery, under humane treatnent.

And this | amfree to acknowl edge was the chief argunent
with nme....for deferring emancipation, so far as | was
personal |y concerned, either until | was in a situation to
give the subjects of it, sonething to begin with w thout
injuring ny children, or until ny country had taken sone

steps towards this desirable end... 14

Thus, al though Robert Carter had scorned the |ife of a planter to
beconme a doctor, a paternalistic attitude towards enmanci pation
coupled with a desire to provide for his famly, necessitated his
children’ s attachnment to slavery. He lanmented this, saying
“Tho it has ever been a wish near ny heart to have avoi ded
entailing the mseries of slavery upon ny children yet from
ci rcunstances which | could not entirely control it seens |ikely
that you are to inherit this misfortune.”15

By the begi nnings of the nineteenth century, then, the
f oundati ons upon which H Il Carter would cone to govern Shirley
had been firmy established. Wth his father’s death in 1805,
followed |l ess than a year |later by his grandfather Charles’, Hil
stood poised to take his place in Virginia society. Only around
ten years old (born April 14, 1796), however, Carter woul d not
assunme ownership of Shirley until nearly a decade later. During
this time, he spent nuch of his boyhood at the plantation under
the direction of his two uncles, WIlIlians and Bernard, who
functioned as his guardians. He also stayed with his

141 bid. Virginia had all owed manuni ssion of slaves from 1782 to 1806. |In 1806, new
| aws were passed which ostensibly forced freed blacks to | eave the state within one
year .

15Robert Carter, Letter to his children. For information on Robert Carter’s approach to
managi ng sl aves and his aversion to severe punishment, see Carter Berkeley's letter to
Carter in Paris. Novenber 9, 1804, SPP, 1:14.
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grandparents, the Nel sons (Thomas) of Yorktown, at various tines.
Under these influences, and surrounded by Carter kin, Hl

Carter matured, froma “fine boy, docile and amable...”16 to a
confident young man ready to carve out an exi stence along the
shores of the Janes.

An inportant part of this maturation process was Carter’s

i nvol venent in the War of 1812. Probably a conbi nati on of
patriotismand a desire for adventure led himto join the Navy.
Regardl ess of his notivations, however, the experience proved to
be quite profound. Serving aboard the U S.S. Peacock under the
command of Captain Lewis Warrington, mdshipman Carter and his
fell ow seanen were responsible for patrolling shipping |lanes in
the West Indies. |In late April of 1814, the Peacock encountered
the British sloop Epervier. The ensuing battle |lasted only
forty-five mnutes, as Anerican shells ripped apart the Epervier.

Carter, described as “the little red headed m dshi pman with his
cutl ass between his teeth,” was part of the boarding party to
accept the Epervier’s surrender. The event nmade Warrington a
nati onal hero, and Congress honored Carter with a sword

commenorating the victory.17 The battl e nade an inportant
i npression upon Carter in at |east one respect: he naned his
first born son after his commander on the Peacock

Wth his duty conpleted and the war over, Carter returned to
Shirley in March of 1816. He quickly ascertained that his nine
hundred acre plantation was in extrenely poor condition.
Overseers had managed the property until Carter took control, and
t hey had continued the wasteful and exhaustive practices
characteristic of the eighteenth century. By their system
Carter recalled sone seventeen years later, “the farmwas so nuch
i npoverished, that it barely supported itself two years out of
the three,” and it “was covered with galls.”18 The crops
produced, as well as their yield per acre, fell well below their
potentials. Self-sufficiency was not a reality, as corn and pork
often were inported to the plantation.19 For Carter, the reasons
behi nd these deficiencies were sinple: poor managenent |led to
poor cultivation, which, in turn, could only lead to | ow
productivity.

Carter understood that real changes had to be nade if he was

16See Patrick Hendren, Letter to Robert Carter in London, June 19, 1804, SPP, 1:13.
17For accounts of the battle, see Edward F. Heite, "Honors to the Brave," Virginia
Cavalcade 16, 4 (Spring 1967): 4-9, and John Lee McElroy, “Notes fromthe Curator,”
Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 55, 2 (April 1947):168-170. The sword awar ded
Carter once was at Shirley, but nowis housed in the Virginia H storical Society. The
quote describing Carter is taken fromLynn, p.104.

18Hi Il Carter, “The Four Shift System The best rotation for Janes R ver |ands, or any
good wheat and corn soils,” FR 1, 3 (August 1833), 132.

19Corn had to be inported during the third year of the three shift system Carter also
states that pork had to be purchased for the plantation slaves during the three shift
system See “The Four Shift System” pp.132-133.

10



to turn Shirley into a prosperous enterprise. He began with his
overseer. Although Carter admtted he hinself was |argely

i gnorant of agriculture, he “soon saw that the overseer knew
little or nothing of his trade, and what little he did know, did
not practise; so | dismssed himas soon as his termexpired.”20
In 1817, Carter hired Maze Lewellyn, who was known for his
excellence in raising corn. Lewellyn did manage to produce a
good crop of corn, but Carter observed that he “knew not hi ng of
wheat, clover, and plaster, or any of the present nodes of

i nprovenent.”21 So Carter “began to read a little on the
subject,” and he frequently travelled up the Janes to Curles’
Neck, where he sought the advice of friend and planter, John
Mosby. Fromhim Carter |earned the inportance of using clover
and plaster, and the necessity of fallowing his lands.22 By the
fall of 1818, he had adopted a new systemof cultivation. The
foll ow ng year, his wheat crop produced over thirty seven hundred
bushel s, a figure nore than double any output since he had taken
over the plantation.23 Farm ng at Shirley had taken a new
direction, as H Il Carter turned his attention to reform and

i nprovenent .

Carter was not alone in his pursuits of reform It is
significant that when he took over Shirley, many | arge planters
in the Tidewater area, and parts of Virginia as a whole, had
becone keenly interested in agricultural inprovenent. Mst had
al ready abandoned tobacco culture (due to its exhaustive
effects), and turned instead to wheat and grains. Few, however,
clearly understood the overall seriousness of the problem A
general agricultural decline was affecting Virginia 24, and it
threatened to underm ne nore than just crops and soils. As the
potentials offered by Tidewater |ands dw ndl ed, many sinply
mgrated to virgin lands in the | ower South, taking their slaves
and capital with them and in the process, |lowering property
val ues in the regions they abandoned.

Not until the second decade of the nineteenth century did a
strong voi ce energe which clearly addressed the fundanment al

201 bid, p.132.

21l bid, p.132. The Shirley Plantation Journal reveal s that Lewel |l yn becane overseer in
1817 and remmi ned as such until 1822, when Charles Alvis assuned the job. Presley
Ellett was overseer at Shirley in 1816. See SPJ, 1816-1822, SPP, 85:1.

22l bid, p.132. Carter called Msby “one of the best farners in the state.” He also
comrent ed that Mosby was a nan “to whomlower Virginia, or at |east |ower Janes river,
is more indebted than to any other man in the state, for the introduction of clover and
pl aster, and the fallow system.."

23l bid, p.132. Carter reported his total crop as 3715 bushels. Shirley actually
produced only 3223 bushel s of wheat that year; Hardens, one of Carter’s properties

|l ocated near Shirley, produced 492 bushels. See SPJ, August 1819, SPP, 85:1.

24The literature here is considerable. For two of the nore inportant works, see Avery
O Craven, Soil Exhaustion as a Factor in the Agricultural History of Virginia and
Maryland, 1660-1860, Urbanna: University of Illinois Press, 1926; Lewis C. Gay, History
of Agriculture in the Southern United States to 1860. 2 vols. Washington, D.C.: Carnegie
Institution of Washi ngton, 1933.
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issues facing Virginia farnmers. John Taylor’s Arator, published
in 1813, represented the first inportant agricultural work by a
sout herner, and it was the first voice to call for reformin a
public nedium Mst inportantly, as Kathleen Bruce points out,
Arator forced Virginians to recognize that the prosperity they
enjoyed with wheat farmng was “artificial, that it had been
created wholly by the European wars, and that...their agriculture
was tragically declining.”25 Tayl or suggested that the key to
revitalizing exhausted |lands was to utilize vegetable (and
animal) manures as fertilizing agents, to rotate crops properly,
and to practice non-grazing techni ques which increased vegetabl e
grom h. He al so encouraged experinentation and investigation in
the struggle to restore soil fertility. Mreover, Tayl or

chanpi oned agriculture as an enlightened undertaking, elevating
it to a nore dignified position in society:

The capacity of agriculture for affording luxuries to

t he body, is not |ess conspicuous than its capacity for
affording luxuries to the mnd; it being a science singularly
possessi ng the double qualities of feeding with unbounded
liberty, both the noral appetites of the one, and the

physi cal wants of the other. 26

Tayl or’ s insight awakened Virginians to the realities of
their agricultural depression, and his ideas resonated wth nmany,
including H Il Carter. Wiile Carter did not necessarily agree
wi th everything Tayl or advocated, he did incorporate many of his
nore fundanental ideas into farm ng operations at Shirley,
particularly the use of manures, deep ploughing, and
experinentation. There was no doubt, however, that Carter, |ike
virtually all Virginia planters, recognized the significance of
Taylor’s work. Carter commented in 1834 that Tayl or

certainly ought to be considered the nost useful nman to the
Virginia agriculturalist we have ever had, and is well
entitled to our gratitude; for he was the first man in
Virginia, who ever turned our attention to the subject of

i nprovenent, by his success in agriculture, as well as his

writings on the subject. 27

Al t hough John Taylor is considered the first major figure to

25Kat hl een Bruce, “Virginia Agricultural Decline to 1860: A Fallacy,” Agricultural
History 6, 1 (January, 1932), pp. 4-5.

26John Tayl or, Arator, Being a Series of Agricultural Essays, Practical and Political:
In Sixty-Four Numbers, 6th edition, Edited and with an introduction by ME. Bradford
(I'ndianapolis: Liberty dassics, 1977), 315. Arator was originally serialized in a

Geor get own newspaper in 1808, but it was published in one volune in 1813.

27H Il Carter, “On the Pamunky Mdde of Cultivating Corn,” FR 1, 9 (February, 1834), 561.
This article does reveal, however, that Carter differed with Tayl or on sone points.
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pronote agricultural reformin Virginia, Edmund Ruffin energed as
t he undi sputed | eader of the novenent. Ruffin’ s nost significant
contribution was his discovery that soil acidity was the major
factor limting the fertility of Virginia’s lands. Just as
i nportant, however, was Ruffin’s realization that many Ti dewater
areas had plentiful deposits of a natural renmedy to this problem
marl, a cal careous carbonate substance. Ruffin enployed marl as
a neutralizing agent, understanding that acidity had to be
anel i orated before manures and grasses coul d successfully
fertilize his lands. |In this sense, as Bruce illustrates, Ruffin
sur passed, yet also conpl enented, John Taylor’s ideas, for
“neutralization enabled the soil to profit by manures and set
Taylor’s principles free.”28 In 1821, Ruffin first published
reports of his experinments and successes with marl in John
Ski nner’s American Farmer; it was not until 1832, however, that
he put his research together in book form29 H s Essay on
Calcareous Manures represented a col ossal achi evenent in Anerican
agriculture; it illumnated clearly Ruffin’'s ideas on reform and
made hi mthe great chanpion of marl

Ruffin realized, however, that while his book had nmade sone
i nportant contributions, nost Virginians were still largely
ignorant of his ideas. Consequently, in June 1833, he began to
publish his Farmers” Register, a nonthly periodical devoted to
uplifting both the soils and farnmers of his native state and the
South as a whole. He intended his journal to be a vehicle for
agricultural inprovement, diffusing vital information on topics
ranging fromcrops to farmng technologies. During its ten year
history, it stood at the forefront of agricultural reform

H Il Carter becanme a regular contributor to the Farmers”
Register. His articles detail his efforts to inprove his | ands
at Shirley, providing critical insight into his overall designs
for reform One of his first papers submtted to Ruffin
descri bed the systemof crop rotations he used at Shirley.
Carter began by laying out his rationale behind this system
pointing out first the intrinsic relationship between increased
productivity and reform The passage essentially stands as a
succi nct summation of his overall philosophy:

| imagine no one will deny that the best rotation of

28Bruce, “Virginia Agricultural Decline: A Fallacy,” p.7. See also WIIiam Mt hew,
Edmund Ruffin and the Crisis of Slavery in the Old South, pp.21-22. Both point out that
Taylor’s ideas were really “stage two,” whereas Ruffin's represented, necessarily, the
first step to reform Mathew s study also offers the nost conplete informati on of marl
and the process by which it aneliorated soils.

29See American Farmer 3 (Decenber 1821):313-320, for Ruffin's initial reports on
marling. Though he had prepared his book by 1826, his friend, Thomas Cocke, deterred
hi mfrom publishing it, arguing that the public was not ready for, nor would it | ook
favorably upon, such an anbitious and conpl ex study froma unknown planter. See Betty
M tchell, Edmund Ruffin, A Biography, (Bl oom ngton: |ndiana University Press, 1981),
pp- 30-31 and Mathew, p.23 for coments on this.
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Crops is that which yields the greatest profit to the
farmer, and at the sane tine enables himto inprove his
| and the nost rapidly. The great object is to conbine

bot h profit and improvement. 30

He then el aborated on how his turn away froma three shift system
towards a four shift had successfully restored his | ands.

Al'l together, Carter would send Ruffin sixteen articles for
publication in his Register. The range of topics reveal a man
deeply imrersed in the managenent of his plantation. He
addressed a variety of issues, from sheep shearing and marling,
to farmng i nplenments and the dangers of insects. H s |arger
writings concern both his nore anmbitious projects and his nore
fundanmental practices: Carter wote extensively on his project to
reclai mswanp | and and his ideas on crop rotation. Also inportant
is his article witten in 1834 which detailed his beliefs on the
managenent of sl aves. 31

The notivation behind these witings was not sinply
agricultural inprovenent. As WIIliam Mathew has illustrated,
ref orm had nmuch broader and nuch nore significant inplications.
Planters |like Ruffin, Carter, John Sel den, Benjam n Harrison, and
Janmes Henry Hammond32 were well aware of the higher stakes
involved. Reformentailed not just a general revitalization of
lands; it also functioned to protect slavery and a society built
around the institution. Agricultural decline translated quickly
into the larger context of a general deterioration of slave
society. Problens in agriculture were synptomatic of the
unproductivity of slavery. |If the institution was to remain a
viable part of Virginia |life, and thus perpetuate planter
hegenony and soci al dom nance whil e al so mai ntaining bl acks’
status in society, planters first had to reformtheir
agricultural practices. Wen H Il Carter observed in 1834 that
he considered “Virginia negroes as form ng a nost val uabl e
class,” and that “it only requires systemand sone little
managenent to make them val uable as a class of |aborers...,”33 he
articulated simlar concerns. Blacks, for HIIl Carter, had a
particul ar place in society, and just as he saw proper nanagenent
of land and crops as integral conponents of reform so, too, was

30See “The Four shift System” p.132.

31See the bibliography for a list of Carter’s witings in the Farmers” Register.
32John Sel den and Benjami n Harri son were nei ghbors of Carter, and both contributed
articles to Ruffin’'s Register. Selden’s farmjournals are |located at both the Virginia
H storical Society and in the Sel den papers at Swem Library, College of WIliam and
Mary, Rare Books and Manuscripts. Janes Henry Hammond was a South Carolina planter.
Drew G | pin Faust’s study, James Henry Hammond and the Old South: A Design for Mastery,
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982), provides a good comparison with
H 1l Carter. See especially chapters 5-6.

33Hi || Carter, “On the Managenment of Negroes: Addressed to the Farnmers and Overseers of
Virginia,” FR 1, 9 (February, 1834), 564.
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proper managenent of slaves. The two essentially were synbiotic,
for the man who coul d not nanage his slaves was sure to fail at
managi ng hi s | ands.

The decline itself was a product of slavery, but few were
wlling to admt it. Like Ruffin and others, H Il Carter
attributed the depressed condition of Virginia agriculture not to
sl avery but to poor managenent and ineffective farm ng practices.

Nonet hel ess, he did understand the situation was serious, as it
threatened to decrease the power and significance |ong enjoyed by
the Ti dewater area:

We are fast | osing our inportance, and what is the cause

of it; Wiy the colonisationists will tell you, it is owng to
the exi stence of slavery; but that, | amvery unwilling to
believe. In nmy hunble opinion, it is to be attributed to the
bad system of cultivation heretofore pursued, which has
exhausted our |ands + reduced our incones, wthout changing

our expensive habits. 34

Carter refused to connect the problens plaguing agriculture to
the institution which so domnated his life and world. Such an
adm ttance would amobunt to an indictnent of slavery; this was not
sonething Carter or any other Virginia planters were ready to do.
Carter essentially saw slavery and reform as conpati bl e.
They both had to adjust to the changing conditions affecting
Virginia farmers, and the survival of one depended on the other.
Mor eover, Carter argued that the inprovenents in agriculture
produced sonme positive benefits for slaves. |In 1834, he observed
that the “[a]nelioration of the condition of the slaves in
Virginia is very perceptible even within ny tinme, that is, in the
| ast sixteen or seventeen years, and will go on progressively
with the inprovenent in agriculture.”35 This defense of slave
treatnent revealed how Carter’s commtnent to reformcoul d nerge
with his paternalistic vision of the institution. It was
i nportant to make such a justification, particularly in the face
of rising abolitionist or emancipationist sentinent. Hence,
Carter observed that severity towards slaves had vani shed in his
area of Virginia, and it would remain so “if the fanatics wll
only let us alone; and there are fanatics south as well as

north.” 36
The nmessage of reform therefore, had to be carried to the

34Hi || Carter, “Address to the Agricultural Society of Lower Virginia,”pp.1-2.

35Hi || Carter, “On the Managenent of Negroes,” p.565.

36l bid, p.565. It is inportant to note that Carter wote this article just three years
after Nat Turner’s revolt and the subsequent debates over emancipation in the Virginia
Assenbly. As scholars have pointed out, Virginians at this tinme began increasingly to
view sl avery as a “positive good.” For Carter, then, the association of agricultural

i mprovenent and anelioration of slave life seened natural. For nore discussion of the
social inmplications of Carter’ attitude towards slavery, see bel ow.
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| arger body of Virginia planters and farners. Leading reforners
had to utilize any public channels available to spread the gospel
of agricultural inprovenent. Ruffin’s Farmers” Register
represented but one source; agricultural societies served as
another. Six years before H Il Carter began witing in Ruffin’s
journal, Tidewater planters had el ected himpresident of the
Agricultural Society of Lower Virginia.37 Wile the society
apparently developed into little, Carter did prepare an address
to the group after his selection as president. \Wereas his
witings in the Farmers” Register nainly describe the actual
i nprovenents and changes inplenmented at Shirley, his words here
illustrate his overall philosophy behind agriculture and reform
He began with a statenent of the central issue facing Virginia
farmers: “That we have arrived at the period when there nust be
conpl ete change in our systemof agriculture; or give a death
bl ow to the remai ni ng productive powers; + value of our lands, is
very certain.”38 The nessage was clear; the time for reform had
cone.

A general synptom of agricultural decline was planter
emgration. Planters who saw little hope in eastern Virginia s
exhausted soils | ooked to the expanding | ower South. Fresh | ands
and a burgeoni ng cotton econony there offered them opportunities
unrivaled in Virginia. A man wth a little capital and sone
sl aves coul d easily establish hinself in this new region. Carter,
echoing many refornmers fears, argued that “we shall all be
conpelled to follow their exanple, unless we inprove, + that very
shortly.” He encouraged those who were contenplating such a nove
to “make one small effort to inprove, before they go, + see if
they can’t do better where they are.” He believed that
“enterprise, industry, + system” to be all that was required to
undertake such inprovenents. He also pointed out that some | ands
in the Tidewater had sufficient natural resources that pronoted
reform and applying one’s energies to these areas, instead of
em gration, was an act which benefitted nore than just |ands and
crops:

Sone parts of the | ower country abound in swanps, + narshes,
others in marl, + many parts in oyster shells. The sane
enterprise, + industry, which would carry you to the
W[est] applied in reclaimng your swanps, + marshes, or
haul i ng out your marl, would give you as good | ands here;
as you wll find abroad, save you the troubling of
em grating, and benefit your native country by remaining at

37WIlliamF. Pierce inforned Carter that he had been el ected president of the
Agricultural Society of Lower Virginia in a letter sent June 15, 1827. Carter was to
serve for twelve nonths. See WIlliam Pierce, Letter to Hill Carter, SPP 3:10.

38Hi || Carter, “Address to Agricultural Society of Lower Virginia,” p.1, SPP, 80:1.
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home; + retaining her popul ation. 39

A note inserted into his address conplinented these ideas, as
Carter wote that “Any one who desires the neans of inproving
poor |and, deserves well of his country, because it would operate
powerfully, as a cause to prevent em gration, + thereby increase
the value of land in general, by keeping up an effectual demand
for it.”40 Carter correctly perceived that the effects of

em gration touched the whole of a region, depressing popul ations
as well as land val ues.

Asi de from di scussing the social consequences of the failure
to inprove, Carter voiced other fundanental ideas on the course
Virgini ans should take to becone successful agriculturalists. He
argued that all should enbrace the idea of keeping accurate
records of their farmng operations. “There is a vital error in
the vVa. farnmer,” Carter remarked, “which is the wont of attention
to book keeping. Few V[irgini]ans keep proper Acc[ount]s + of
course use no econony, either in their household, or on their
pl antations, + are surprised at the end of the year to find
thensel ves in debt...” or their provisions depleted. Carter felt
that by “proper Acc[ount]s we should al ways know our situation, +
be induced to econom ze in tine.”41 He understood econony to nean
t hat

whi ch woul d i nduce a man to wear a coarse coat, instead

of a fine one, to be satisfied wwth his home made furniture,
instead of foreign, to drink his own spring water, instead of
expensi ve |iquors, when he can’'t afford it; To refrain from
going to town, court houses...when he ought to be attending
to his business at hone, and in fact to live within his

i ncone.

He war ned agai nst practicing “fal se economnmy, which would prevent
a man fromfurnishing his plantation with proper utensils to
cultivate it, or his negroes with plenty of food + clothing to
enable themto work well...”42 A man who wasted noney on | uxuries
and did not have the proper farm ng equi pnments or supplies for
his slaves was destined to fail as a farnmer, Carter deduced.
Keepi ng accounts or journals also provided planters with

i nportant | essons for future tines:

Every farner should keep a journal or plantation
Acc[ount] book, in which should be noted, not only the crops

391 bid, p.2

401 bid, Note A, p.10.

411 bid, pp. 2-3.

421 bid, p.3. Carter added that “for independent of humanity a well fed, + clothed
| abourer is worth 2 badly fed + clothed...”
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made, + sold, the corn, oats, provision...consuned on the
pl antation, but the daily occurrences [and] operations...by
whi ch he may gain experience + profit by it. By a journal
noting every change, disaster, + ce. in the crops, one may
frequently renmedy it in the next, or be induced to change
them for the better or nore congenial ones to the soil, +

climate. 43

Carter also believed that Virginia farners commtted anot her
“vital error” in that many cultivated | arger sections of |and
than their | abor force could work efficiently. He felt that
those who did so “were obliged to do it in a slovenly manner.” He
recomended that they cultivate less land and do it nore

“effectually.”44 For real inprovenents to be successful, farners
had to enploy slaves in well organi zed and well supervised tasks
on nore nmanageable tracts of cultivated | and.

Carter called on Virginians to incorporate the fundanental
practices of inproved farmng into their operations. Proper use
of manures was a bedrock of successful agriculture. He argued
that “after all; the great secret in farmng, is the art of
maki ng the nost manure; + there is nothing, in which the
V[irgini]a farmer generally, is so deficient.” Simlarly, he
encouraged farners to nmaintain an anple supply of livestock, both
to provide neat for slaves and to convert vegetable offal, such
as straw, stal ks, and weeds, into manure after the |ivestock had

consuned it. 45

Crop diversification Carter al so chanpi oned as a cornerstone
of agricultural reform He hinself raised a variety of crops,
fromcorn and wheat to cotton and oats. He argued that the
dangers of raising only one staple crop were great, particularly
because of the Virginia climate: “As our seasons are very
vari able, + when relying on a single crop, we are liable to
failure, I would recomend m xed crops, so that when one fail ed,
anot her m ght succeed....” Lack of diversification not only
further eroded self-sufficiency, as planters turned to
inportations to neet the material needs of their plantations, but
it also helped stifle the growth of urban markets. Carter voiced
grave concern over this, pointing out, for exanple, that |ower
Virginia had the resources needed to becone nore self-sufficient,
but few utilized them “Qur swanp |ands,” he argued, “are the
finest potato lands in the world, + yet we rely on the Yankys,

for a supply for our towns.”46

431 bid, p.4
44| bid, pp. 3-4.
45| bid, pp.5-6. Carter added that “It is hardly worth while to speak of the best node
of using manure, for all nodes are good, the main point, is to nake it in abundance, +
you will soon find out the best way of using it;...”
461 bi d, pp.7-8.
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Decreased sel f-sufficiency had serious ramfications for the
general process of inprovenent. Primarily, it renoved capital
away fromthe plantation, often diverting it to those who had
little direct ties to the South and its peculiar institution.
Carter recognized this when he stated

How di sgraceful, that we should be obliged to inport Hogs
fromthe Western Country. | wish it was in ny power to state
t he amount drawn annually fromthis state for the necessary
supply of pork, + beef, all of which by good managenent m ght

be saved, + added to the active capital of the farnmer...47

This obviously only limted the spread of reform as capital was
just as necessary to undertake inprovenents as was pl anter
entrepreneurshi p; noreover, as Carter pointed out, it was a part
of good managenent. He understood that many used the | ack of
sufficient capital as a justification for not reformng their
operations. He felt, however, that this could be overcone, for
al t hough “want of capital is a very general excuse for not

inproving, ...if we would curtail the out goings in one
direction...” and devote capital to such things as “a little
cl over seed + plaster, manures + good utensils;...[then] we

shoul d not be under the necessity of naking that apol ogy.”48
Carter concluded this section of his address with a statenent
that seened to characterize his opinions succinctly: “It is a
comon but just remark, ‘that every farmin good heart should be
kept so, + every one not so, should be nmade so;’ this should be a
fundamental principle wwth every farnmer.”49

Thus, to H Il Carter, agricultural reform hinged around
efficient cultivation of appropriate acreage, econony and the
di version of capital towards inprovenents, utilization of the
natural resources of Virginia, proper crop diversification, anple
use of manures and |ivestock, and earnest efforts to inplenent
changes instead of emgration. Geography al so played a crucial
role, particularly for Carter. As Shirley was |ocated directly
on the Janes River, transportation problens that plagued so many
planters failed to burden Carter. \Whether it was crops shi pped
out or marl brought in, Carter enjoyed the benefits of efficient
transportation. Simlarly, markets determ ned much about the
extent of inprovenents. Carter had easy access to the markets at
Cty Point, Petersburg, and R chnond. |In 1819, he even ventured

as far as New York to sell his wheat.50 All of these factors,

471 bid, p.8.

481 bid, p.8.

491 bid, p.8.

50See SPJ, August, 1819, SPP, 85:1 and “The Four Shift System” p.132. City Point is
located at the conflux of the Appomattox and Janes Rivers, and it served as a mjor port
and narket for Carter.
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however, revol ved around the one quality Carter nost represented
and tried to instill in his fellow Virginia farners: planter
entrepreneurshi p5l. Planters provided the direction to their
farm ng operations, and it was they who had to devote thensel ves
to reform The resources for inprovenent were avail able to many,
but only if they chose to take advantage of them
Al though it was the planter who had to initiate and
undertake inprovenents, clearly there were other actors in the
drama to reformVirginia agriculture. Slaves served as the
princi ple means by which refornms were actually inplenmented. For
Hll Carter, his birth into a leading Virginia famly guaranteed
his position as a |arge slaveholder, and it provided the |abor
necessary to pursue agricultural reform Wen he first took over
Shirl ey, he received one hundred and six slaves fromthe division
of the estate.52 The 1820 census recorded Carter as owni ng one
hundred sl aves; fifty-three were males, and forty-seven were
femal es. 53 This total nmade Carter the second | argest sl avehol der
in Charles Cty County that year. Only John Mnge Sr., with one
hundred and fifteen, owned nore.54 For the county as a whole in
1820, there were 2,967 slaves out of a total popul ation of 5, 255.
538 free blacks were included in this nunber. Natural increase
in his slave popul ation provided Carter with a sufficient nunber
of prinme field hands throughout the fifty years he managed
Shirley; from 1820 to 1860, his slaves ranged in nunber from a
low of 98 in 1830 to a high of 139 in 1860. 55
Just as agriculture had experienced unprecedented changes

during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, so, too,
had sl avery. As Allan Kulikoff has denonstrated, the eighteenth
century marked a crucial time for the devel opnent of bl ack
society. He points out that an increased nunber of native born
bl acks, a sinmultaneous decline in African inportations, an

i nproved bal ance of sex ratios, and the spread of |arger

pl ant ati ons hel ped forge a nore stable slave society than that
which existed in the earlier part of the century. One inportant
result of this was an increase in the formati on of nore cohesive

slave famlies and communities.56 By the time Carter inherited
Shirley, these conditions had contributed to nmake well
established slave famlies a recogni zed feature of the

pl ant ati on.

51W I i am Mat hew pl aces planter entrepreneurship at the center of his study on Ednund
Ruf fin.

52See SPJ, April 1817, SPP, 85:1.

53See 4th Census of the United States, 1820, Charles Gty County.

541 bi d.

55See United States Census Records, Charles Cty County, 1820-1860.

56See Allan Kulikoff, “The Oigins of Afro-Anmerican Society in Tidewater Maryland and
Virginia, 1700 to 1790,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd Series 35, 2 (1978): 226-259,
and his “A ‘Prolifick’ People: Black Population Gowh in the Chesapeake Col oni es, 1700-
1790,” Southern Studies 16 (1977):391-428.
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Anot her essential devel opment during the |ate ei ghteenth and
ni neteenth centuries was what Wllie Lee Rose calls the
“donestication” of slavery. She argues that the ideas of the
Revol ution, conmbined with the closing of the African trade and
the desire of planters to nake sl avery nore humane, produced a
general inprovenent in the conditions of life for nost sl aves.
Par adoxi cal | y, however, as slaves enjoyed better treatnent and
safer daily lives, laws protecting the institution tightened, and
the slave’'s position as chattel property becane nore entrenched
into society.57 Hill Carter’s father, Robert, in his enotional
letter to his children, reveal ed these sentinents exactly. He
expressed the inpact the enlightened ideas of the Revol ution had
on slavery, but, at the sane tinme, he argued emanci pati on was not
areality.

For Carter, a major responsibility of the planter was to
manage his slaves effectively. VWhile there were soci al
di mensi ons behind this, there also existed the practical concerns
of making sure inprovenents were executed with a degree of skil
and efficiency conducive to success. Carter wanted planters to
nmold a | abor force that offered m nimal resistance while working
to ensure the prosperity of the slaveowner. At the sane tine,
however, he recogni zed that there had to be a delicate bal ance
struck between the interests of the planter and those of his
sl aves.

In his 1834 article to the Farmers” Register, Carter
presented what he believed constituted the proper managenent of
slaves. He stated that it was “a subject of sone little
difficulty, but which difficulty may be overcone by a judicious
system..” He maintained that Virginia s slaves “have sone of the
best traits of character of any people on the globe...and are
al nost universally good hearted.” His paternalismfostered the
illusion that slaves were essentially content with their
position: “they are generally grateful for favors, have the
strongest |ocal attachment, endure fatigue and hardships with
great patience, are very contented, and cheerful--and in fact,
are the happi est people in the world, unless tanpered with by
fanatics.”58 This illusion was a necessary conponent of the
sl avehol ders’ phil osophy; they had to convince both thensel ves
and others that the institution was a benevol ent one that
produced such “contented” and “happy” figures.

On the daily level of managing slaves, Carter discussed
several inportant issues. First, he argued that there “should
al ways be perfect uniformty of conduct towards them that is,
you should not be too rigid in your discipline at one tinme and
too lax, at another.” Slaves, Carter maintained, “should

57See Wllie Lee Rose, Slavery and Freedom, Edited by WIIliam Freehling, (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1982).
58Hi || Carter, “On the Managenent of Negroes," p.564.
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understand that real faults wll not go unpunished,” but he
argued it was “the certainty of punishment, and not its severity,
whi ch deters m sconduct...” In fact, he believed that the best
testament to proper managenent was the mai ntenance of good order

with no resort to the whip.59 Carter also felt that slaves
shoul d be rewarded at tinmes, and he recommended to overseers “to

use a little flattery sometinmes instead of stripes.”60 Carter
was careful to draw distinctions between slaves. He thought slave
wonen “are all harder to manage than the nmen.” He al so stated
that he preferred to manage the “high spirited and... high
tenpered negro, full of pride...,” as he felt the “slow, sulky”
sl ave was “the devil to manage.” 61 Finally, he cautioned that
mast ers and overseers should always “pull at the same end of the
rope,” as “Negroes soon discover any little jarring between the
mast er and overseer, and are sure to take advantage of it.”62

Carter, however, did understand that slaves had certain
“privileges” regardless of their status as bondsnen. He all owed
themto cultivate gardens and raise livestock (mainly chickens),
much of which he hinmself purchased. He argued that sl aves
“shoul d have sonme of the luxuries of life too, such as fows,
eggs, &. with which to buy coffee, sugar, a garden and fruit
trees...”. These sentinents were not unqualified, however, for
Carter believed that such “luxuries” could “save the master’s
fows, fruit, &, and aid in the facility of managi ng sl aves, and
will serve to attach themto their hones.”63 This reveal s the
par adoxi cal nature of the slaves econony, for in reducing the
har shness and dehumani zi ng aspects of the institution, it could
al so stifle resistance, forging stronger ties between master and
sl ave and sl ave and plantation, and thereby give planters nore
control over their slaves. The independent, internal slave
econony was paradoxical in another manner. Carter felt that the
“greatest bar to good discipline in Virginia is the nunber of
grog shops in every farner’s nei ghborhood...”64 Yet he also felt
t hat sl aves shoul d have gardens and chickens, with which they
coul d purchase | uxury goods. (bviously, slaves who travelled to
mar kets or had rel ationships with other slaves, free blacks, or
whites fromwhomthey could find al cohol could use their earnings
from garden products or chickens to purchase spirits instead of
cof fee or sugar.

Anot her basic elenent to effective managenent concerned the
mat eri al provisions supplied to slaves. Carter commented several
times that plentiful allotnents of food, clothing, and shelter

591 bi d, p.564.
601 bi d, p.565.
61l bid, p.565.
621 bid, p.565.
631 bid, p.565.
641 bid, p.565.
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were fundanental to maintaining a productive | abor force, and
they better protected the health of slaves while saving extra
medi cal expenses. Essentially, for slaves to carry out

i nprovenents in agriculture successfully, Carter recognized that
planters first had to nmake inprovenents in the material life of
their laborers. In his address to the Agricultural Society of
Lower Virginia, Carter observed that

We should attend nore to the confort of our negroes,

their quarters should be better built, + larger, + the
overseers should be made to attend to their cleanliness, the
gquarters should be white washed now, + then, Pay such
attention we should save many a Drs. Bill. It is very false
econony not to feed + clothe well for well clothed + fed

| abourers are doubly efficient, particularly in the sickly

season, frombeing | ess subject to ague + fever. 65

Carter also encouraged planters to feed their slaves in the
norni ng, prior to beginning work, at tinmes when they were nost
susceptible to illness. He had seen this practiced by the man
who hel ped hi mreclaimhis swanp, and he believed it to be good
econony.

Were we to get into the habit of nmaking our negroes in the
sickly season breakfast at day break, before they were out
to work, they would be nmuch nore heal thy---Walsh the

I ri shman who reclai ns swanps, keeps his nen healthy

t hroughout the sickly season, + it is to be attributed to

that in a great nmeasure. 66

While his overall designs for agricultural reformrepresent

a man keenly focused, well inforned, and deeply commtted to
restoring the lands of the Tidewater, elenments of Carter’s
beliefs were paradoxical. A notable exanple, (aside fromthat

concerni ng i ndependent production by Carter’s slaves) and one
that reveals nmuch about the larger slave society of which he was
a part, concerns Carter’s ideas on econony. As discussed
earlier, Carter advocated a type of frugality in nmaterial objects
and luxuries that pronoted spending where it mattered nost: on
pl antation utensils and essential supplies, and on inprovenents.
Carter’s annual account books, however, reveal a nman who, |ike
nost large planters, frequently surrounded hinself wth el enments

65H || Carter, “Address to the Agricultural Society of Lower Virginia,” p.9. It is
interesting to point out that seven years later, Carter’'s justifications for feeding and
clothing his slaves had changed. 1In his article on managenent, he stated that slaves
should be well clothed and fed “(to say nothing of the policy and humanity of the
thing,)” but also because “...they will steal if they are not well fed, and the very
best remedy for hog stealing is to give the rogues plenty of pork to eat.”

661 bid, p.9.
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of conspi cuous consunption. Although his outlays each year began
with the standard farm ng equi pnment, fertilizers, and provisions
for slaves, he also spent |arge anounts on clothing, furniture,
travels to the upper country (Fauquier county, Virginia),
carriages and horses, and cards and races. 67

In 1833, a visitor, Henry Barnard, provided an intimate
portrait of the opulence at Shirley. Barnard had travelled
extensively through the Southeastern states that year. In March
he stopped at Shirley, where he enjoyed the Carter’s hospitality
and gained “insight into the manners and custons of the higher
cl asses of” Virginia.68 He described his short visit in great
detail, being thoroughly inpressed with the eighteenth century
mansi on and its occupants:

When you wake in the norning, you are surprised to find

that a servant has been in, and w thout disturbing you, built
up a large fire--taken out your clothes and brushed them and
done the sanme with your boots--brought in hot water to shave,
and i ndeed stands ready to do your bidding--as soon as you
are dressed, you walk down into the dining room-At eight

o’ cl ock you take your seat at the breakfast table of rich
mahogany- - each pl ate standing separate on its own little
cloth--M. Carter will sit at one end of the table and Ms.
Carter at the other--Ms. C. WIIl send you by two little

bl ack boys, as fine a cup of coffee as you ever tasted, or a
cup of tea--it is fashionable here to drink a cup of tea
after coffee--M. Carter has a fine cold ham before him of
the real Virginia flavor--this is all the neat you wll get
in the norning, but the servant will bring you hot nuffins
and corn cakes every 2 mnutes--you will find on the table

al so, | oaf wheat bread, hot and col d--corn bread--

After breakfast visitors consult their pleasure--if they
wsh to ride, horses are ready at their conmmand--read, there
are books enough in the Library,--wite, fire, and witing
materials are ready in this room-The Master and M stress of
t he House are not expected to entertain visitors till an hour
or two before dinner, which is usually at 3. [|f conpany has
been invited to the dinner they will begin to cone about 1--
Ladies in carriage and gentl enmen horseback--After making
Their toilet, the conpany amuse thenselves in the parlor—
about a half hour before dinner, the gentlenman are invited
out to take grog. Wen dinner is ready (and by the way Ms.

67l ncidently, it appears Carter was not a very good cards player. Throughout his account
books there are scattered references to his loses at cards. |In 1826 and 1832, for
exanpl e, he lost $290 and $182 respectively. See H Il Carter, AAB, 1826 and 1832, 85:1.
Only one tine did he refer to winning any noney: On February 22, 1834, Carter noted in
his Cash Account Book that he won $59. See Hill Carter, CAB, 1832-1837, 86:4.

68Henry Barnard, “The South Atlantic States In 1833, As Seen By A New Engl ander,” Edited
by Bernard C. Stei ner, Maryland Historical Magazine 13, 4 (Decenber, 1918), 318.
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Carter has nothing to do with setting the table, an old
famly servant, who for 50 years has superintended that
matter, does all that) M. Carter politely takes a Lady by
the hand and | eads the way into the dining room and is

foll owed by the rest, each Lady |ead by a gentleman. Ms. C
is at one end of the table with a large dish of rich soup,
and M. C at the other, wwth a saddle fine nutton, scattered
round the table, you may choose for yourself, ham-beef—
turkey--ducks--eggs with green--etc--etc-for vegetabl es,
pot at oes, beets--homny-- This last you will find al ways at
dinner, it is nmade of their white corn and beans and is a
very fine dish--after you have dined, there circulates a
bottl e of sparkling chanpagne. After that off passes the

t hi ngs, and the upper table cloth, and upon that is placed
the desert, consisting of fine plum pudding, tarts,

etc, etc,--after this conmes ice cream Wst India preserves--
peaches preserved in brandy, etc,--Wen you have eaten this,
of f goes the second table cloth, and then upon the bare
mahogany table is set, the figs, raisins, and al nonds, and
before M. Carter is set 2 or 3 bottles of w ne--Mudeira,
Port, and a sweet wine for the Ladies--he fills his glass,
and pushes themon, after the glasses are all filled, the
gentl emen pl edge their services to the Ladies, and down goes
the wine, after the first and second glass the |adies retire,
and the gentlenen begin to circulate the bottle pretty
briskly. You are at liberty however to follow the Ladies as
soon as you please, who after nusic and a little chit chat

prepare for their ride hone. 69

Certainly, this type of lifestyle reflected Iittle of the
econony that Carter chanpioned. But there were reasons for this
extravagance. As one of Tidewater’s |largest planters, Hl
Carter had a social function to perform This excessive display
hel ped cenent Carter’s position in society, securing and
per petuating his hegenony over both snaller planters or farners
and non-sl avehol ding whites. It alluded to the success with which
Carter had enbraced agricultural reform There could be little
room for “econony” in the domain of the |arge planter. The
confi dence exuded fromthe dining roons at Shirley manifested
itself across the Tidewater, proclaimng faith in the totality of
southern institutions, in particular slavery.

Anot her paradox in Carter’s ideol ogy concerns his views on
t he proper managenent of slaves. Carter argued that overseers
shoul d consult the “tenper and disposition of each negro...”
This, he believed, would facilitate the better managenent of
sl aves, as sone required “spurring up, sone coaxing, sone

691 bid, p.319-320. Barnard also nentioned that Carter’s “service is all silver, and you
drink your porter out of silver goblets. See pp. 317-318.
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flattering, and others nothing but good words.”70 I n the sane
article, however, he maintained that “Too much famliarity with
negr oes ought never to be indulged in by the naster or overseer,

as it causes themto | ose the proper respect for them”71
Under st andi ng sonmeone’s “di sposition” obviously requires a
certain level of famliarity wwth that person; yet, for Carter,
such close relationships were at one tinme seen as beneficial and
at another only created an avenue for slaves to resist the

condi tions of bondage. Moreover, understanding the particul ar
characteristics of individual slaves inplied (necessarily) a
recognition of each one’s humanity, which potentially underm ned
the foundation of chattel slavery. Essentially, Carter failed to
realize just how attached he was to the institution, and how t he
lives of his slaves perneated his own at Shirley.

Hll Carter clearly did not represent the typical Virginia
farmer. He was, w thout a doubt, an exceptional figure. A
letter to the Farmers” Register underscored this when “A Poor
Farmer” rem nded the editor “to recollect...that all your
subscri bers do not possess such estates as Wanoke, Shirley, &c.
But are small farmers, have but a weak force, and poor |ands to
cultivate...72 Carter’s inportance revol ved around sever al
factors. One, of course, was his position as one of Tidewater’s
| argest sl aveholders. But in the context of this study, his
success with agricultural reformrepresents his nost significant
quality. As Eugene Genovese and WIIliam Mat hew both illustrate,
agricultural reformdid not spread throughout Virginia or the
South as a whole. In fact, the novenent essentially failed.
Only a small nunber of planters becane |eading reforners, and
their ideas circul ated mainly anongst thenselves. As Genovese
observes,

Here and there noneyed planters with a businesslike
attitude and exceptional managerial skill achieved brilliant
successes. The retardative effects of slavery were not
absol ute; no individual planter was condemed by fate to
defeat. Slavery did establish conditions such that naximm
efforts by exceptional nen were required for significant

agricultural inprovenents in general...”73
H |l Carter was one of these exceptions. Even Ruffin’ s Register,
arguably the nost inportant agricultural publication in the
antebel l um South and one in which HlIl Carter voiced his ideas

70H || Carter, “On the Managenment of Negroes,” p.565
711 bid, p.565
72FR 1, 5 (CQctober, 1833), 275

73Eugene Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery, p.117-118
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frequently, did not inspire nost Virginia farners to enbrace
reform mainly because it failed to reach them Mathew coments
that it was

essentially a paper in which Ruffin could address the |arger
tidewater planters of the border States on the virtues of
marl i ng and diversifying, and through which a few of these

pl anters coul d exchange results and ideas of their own
(gaining a bit of publicity and prestige as they did so). It
was a thoroughly patrician exercise. The circulation figures
make it clear that the great mass of O d South farnmers were

effectively unaware of its existence.74

Agricultural societies also did little to facilitate reform

Al though H Il Carter remarked “that agricultural societies have
done good, there is no doubt, + that this society [Lower
Virginial] may do the sane, | amvery confident...,”75 it never

anmounted to nuch. Ednmund Ruffin thought that nopst societies
sinply tal ked about inprovenents and did little actual work to
inplemrent them He felt that they woul d neet once a year, have
several discussions they deened inportant, and then nenbers would
retreat to their farns where little experinentation occurred.
“All these societies, though in different degrees, have been
deplorably unfit to stinulate inquiry and effort, elicit
information, or in general, to pronote the inprovenent of
agricultural know edge, in science or practice.” Ruffin
recomended that nmenbers of societies becone “working” nenbers
who undertook experinents and presented their results, “however
concise, or no matter how trivial the subject."76

Through an analysis of his witings in both the Farmers”
Register and his address to a local agricultural society, Hil
Carter’s phil osophy enbracing reformand i nprovenent, as well as
t he managenent necessary to inplenent these prograns, energe.
This anal ysis al so places Carter in the |arger context of
Virginia and the novenent to inprove agriculture. This
perspective, however, is limted by only exploring Carter’s
notivations behind reform To understand anot her significant
facet of reform-how his designs inpacted the work and |ives of

74W 1 i am Mat hew, Edmund Ruffin and the Crisis of Slavery in the Old South, p. 32.
75H || Carter, “Address to the Agricultural Society of Lower Virginia,” p.9.

76 See FR 6, 12 (December, 1838): 705 -708
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his sl aves--we nmust exam ne the actual operations undertaken to
carry out inprovenents. This is where we turn our attention in
the next two chapters.
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To Save the Ship: Reform and Improvement, 1816-1832

While Hi Il Carter advocated reformpublicly, he
understood that inproving Shirley was his principal task.
One coul d chanpion the nerits of reformonly if he had first
denonstrated themon his own pl antation. Carter docunented
his and his slaves' efforts to reformShirley in daily
journals of plantation activities, annual account books,
cash books, inventories of farmng utensils and provisions,
and ot her various plantation notes.1 Carter began his farm
journals, the nost inportant records of operations at
Shirley, with a sinple entry the first day he took over the
plantation: "I arrived from New York and took possession on
March 20, 1816.72 Fromthis auspicious beginning, these
journals grew to enconpass the sixty years of Carter's
mastership at Shirley. They addressed a variety of issues,

i ncluding the varied tasks sl aves perforned each day on the
pl antation, the weather, the sicknesses and deat hs of

sl aves, relations with overseers, the results of experinents
he made on his | ands, and other such significant

information. These volum nous witings, coupled with
Carter's articles in the Farmers®™ Register, offer an
intimate portrait of a plantation's journey towards
agricultural reform

Carter noved quickly to institute inprovenents once he
t ook over the plantation. Overseers who had run Shirley
prior to Carter had cultivated the land on a three shift
system Each of Shirley's three "shifts," or fields—+wo
conprising two hundred acres and one consisting of two
hundred and fifty—had a rotation of corn, wheat, and pasture
on themevery three years. Carter believed it to be "the
nost rui nous systemthat could be invented, taking into
consi deration the shallow pl oughing, and waste of manure, or
al nost total disuse of it."3 The crops this rotation
yi el ded were dismal considering the acreage cultivat ed.
Carter remarked that

Fromtwel ve hundred to fifteen hundred bushel s of
wheat, (sonmetinmes not nerchantable,) and four
hundred to six hundred barrels of corn on either of

t he best shifts of two hundred acres each, was

1See the bibliography for a list of many of H Il Carter’s records. Overseers

al so kept journals, but they are difficult to read and exist only for several
years. The plantation notes deal with a range of topics, and they are dispersed
t hroughout Carter’s farmjournals. Carter began to chronicle operations on a
daily basis in the spring of 1822.

2See SPJ, March 20, 1816, SPP, 85:1.

3Hi Il Carter, “The Four Shift System The best rotation for Janes R ver |ands, or
any good wheat and corn soils,” FR 1, 3 (August 1833), 132.
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consi dered great cropping by the overseers; and
seven hundred to one thousand bushel s of wheat, and
three hundred to four hundred barrels of corn on the
third shift of two hundred and fifty acres, was
considered still better, as that was the poorest_so
that it may be supposed the | and nust have been very
much exhausted, and the managenent very bad. 4

For three years Carter continued this system but
know edge gained fromboth agricultural works and nore
skilled farmers convinced himit was "totally wong."5 1In
the fall of 1818, he switched his |ands over to a four shift
system it remained in use until 1840. He abandoned
cultivation on the poorest field of two hundred and fifty
acres, and he divided the remaining four hundred acres into
four fields of one hundred acres each. The rotation of
crops becane corn, wheat, clover, and then wheat on the
precedi ng clover fallow. The abandoned field Carter turned
into a standing pasture, which reduced grazing on the
cultivated portions of his fields. "The effect was |ike
magi c," Carter recall ed. In 1819, he harvested 3,223
bushel s of wheat fromtwo hundred acres, an average of
si xteen bushels an acre.6 Although his corn crop was only a
"tol erabl e" 487 barrels, Carter was convinced of the
potential his newrotation offered. He "now got fully into
the clover, plaster and fallow system” the three
constituting what Carter called "the sheet anchor on a farm
for when all seens to be lost they will save the ship."7

For H Il Carter, then, agricultural reform quickly
becane the pathway to revival of the Shirley econony. As
enbodied in Carter's four shift system there were several
essential requirenments of an inproved agricultural system
Proper crop rotation clearly was an extrenely vital elenent.

Deep pl oughi ng, heavy manuring, and clover also played a

central role. Consequently, draft animals and ot her
livestock assunmed greater inportance. Miles, oxen, and
horses powered the ploughs and harrows needed to break up
and fallow | ands, while al so converting fodder into nanure
and carting it to be spread on Shirley's fields. As well,
fertilizers, including plaster, |inme, oyster shells, and
mar|, conplenented the clover and ani mal manure in pronoting
fertility. Crop diversification also figured prom nently,
and in the early 1820s Carter added oats and cotton to his

4l bid, p.132. This, as Carter points out, was an average of a nmere six to seven
bushel s of wheat and two or three barels of corn per acre, and that on the best
shifts.

5Ibid, p.132. See also pages 10-11 in chapter one. It is inportant to note that
even though Carter continued the three shift for these three (harvest) years, he
had begun to use deep ploughing nmethods, nmanuring, and plaster and cl over.

6l bid, p.132. See also p.10 n.24 in chapter one for coments on this.

71 bid, p.132.
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lands. Around this same tine, Carter began reclaimng a
huge tract of swanp |and for corn cultivation.
Experimentation and the use of new farm ng i nplenents
represented ot her conponents of inproved agriculture, and
Carter incorporated both into his operations. Underlying al
of this, of course, was a system of managenent in which
Carter sought near total control over his slaves while
shaping theminto efficient and productive workers.

Sl aves nmust have | ooked sonewhat askance at this young
Carter who now gui ded the plantation by the Iight of
agricultural inprovenment. Only twenty-two years old in
1818, Hill Carter had conpletely restructured farm ng
operations at Shirley, and, as slaves soon cane to reali ze,
his enbrace of reformwould transformtheir lives in |arge
measures. One of the earliest changes nmade in the fields
whi ch touched the quarters was Carter's initial reduction in
the acres he cultivated.8 Wth less land to work, Carter
could enploy a snaller | abor force, one which allowed for
better supervision, managenent, organization, and
ultimately, efficiency. Thus, in Cctober 1818, Carter sold
twenty-five slaves for $4,500. Three years later, he sold
anot her twenty-three for the sanme anmount.9 Many of these
sl aves had forned cl ose bonds at Shirley, and their sale
fragnmented the slave community, disrupting existing
friendshi ps and perhaps kinship or famly ties. 10

Fewer sl aves now shoul dered t he numerous
responsibilities which acconpanied Carter’s reforns; there
woul d be a greater amount of work to do, and there would be
| ess hands to do it. Ironically, however, slaves who
remai ned at Shirley did benefit indirectly in several
respects as a result of these sales. As Carter had argued
in his address to the Agricultural Society of Lower
Virginia, proper clothing and provisions were essential to a
producti ve worker, and maki ng sure slaves had sufficient
supplies of themwas part of good management. Accordingly,
from 1817 to 1822, Carter invested sone of this capital

8Carter would increase the acreages in his rotation in 1831, but is inportant
that when he first undertook the four shift systemhe reduced his lands to a nore
manageabl e size. Ruffin noted that this was “one of the early steps taken by M.
Carter, for the inmprovenent of Shirley...,” pointing out that it “was the reverse
of our general practice of extended cultivation.” See Edmund Ruffin, “Leaves
From A Travel l er’s Note Book: A Wal k Through Shirley Farm Nov. 25th, 1832,”
Farmers” Register 1, 2 (July 1833), 105.

9For records of these sales, see SPJ, Cctober 19, 1821, SPP, 85:1; H Il Carter’s
AAB for Cctober 1818 and 1821, SPP, 85:1; and H Il Carter’'s CAB, October 20 and
21, 1821, SPP, 85:3.

101t is inmpossible to know exactly which slaves Carter sold and rather he broke
famlies up or not, as he did not list the nanes of those sold. It would seem
unli kely, though, that Carter separated famlies. As early as 1822, he listed
slaves in famly units, a recognition, perhaps, of the “rights” these fanilies
enjoyed. As well, the large numbers sold woul d have made it possible to sell
entire famly units together. What is certain, however, is that these sales
fragmented the larger slave community at Shirley, regardl ess of whether they

di srupted nuclear famlies.
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rai sed from sl ave sales on slave clothing, blankets, and
shoes. 11 Carter also had the resources to provide better
medi cal attention to his “people,” many of whom had probably
been negl ected under the managenent of overseers prior to
Carter's arrival at Shirl ey. Expendi tures on doctor's
bills and nmedicine junped from$54.50 in 1817 and $30.50 in
1818, for exanple, to $113.40, $88, $132, and $70. 25 over
t he next four years.12 As well, as Carter noved the
pl antati on towards increased self-sufficiency, he began to
purchase nore |ivestock, including cattle, sheep, and hogs
(instead of inporting pork for food). This hel ped supply
slaves with neat on a nore consistent basis. 13

The sal e of these slaves not only provided Carter with
a nore manageabl e sl ave force and a nore manageabl e area of
cultivation, it also gave himcapital with which to pursue
i nprovenents. To carry out refornms, however, Carter
recogni zed that Shirley needed to both update and augnent
its array of farmng inplements. Mich of his early
i nvestnments, consequently, were directed towards plantation
equi pnent, nost notably ploughs. From 1817 to 1819, he
spent $540.01 on them and other instrunments he listed as
pl antation utensils. Carter relied on a variety of
pl oughs; he al so enpl oyed ot her devices, |ike harrows,
coulters, rollers, and cultivators, in his operations. 14
Many sl aves, as a result, began to use a greater diversity
of farmng tools on the plantation.15 To power these
i npl enents, Carter added eight nules, two oxen, and seven
work horses to his force in the first five years of his
ownership. 16 Carter also began to stock his lofts with

11The years 1817-1821 saw Carter spend huge anmobunts on these itens: 1817--%$454.67
on clothing and bl ankets and $115 on shoes; 1818--$474.30 and $107.50
respectively; 1819--$470.80 on clothing, $95.17 on bl ankets, and $146. 78 on shoes
and repairs to them 1820--%$259.50 on clothing and $145 on shoes; 1821--%$347 on
clothing and $62 on bl ankets. Sone of these figures included clothes for house
servants, but the average spent on themduring this time was around $30-40 only,
although it did increase in subsequent years. Regardless, as conpared to sone of
Carter’s later expenditures on slave clothing and shoes, and considering
inflation, it is clear that in the first five years of his mastership he noved to
provide slaves with better material provisions. See his AAB, SPP, 85:1 for
support of this and for these totals on expenses.

12See AAB, 1817-1822, SPP, 85:1. \Wiile Carter did vary considerably in what he
spent each year on doctor’s bills, and while sone years slaves required nore

medi cal care due to sickness or injury, it is clear that Carter began to increase
hi s medi cal expenditures in 1819.

13Carter bought some hogs “to raise fronf froma nman naned Hobson in 1817. See
SPJ, 1817, SPP, 85:1. Hi s Annual Account Books reveal that he spent $100 on hogs
that year. See also 1821, where he spent $133 on cattle, hogs, and sheep. Even

with these purchases, from 1817-1819, Carter still spent over one hundred dollars
each year on pork for his |Isaves, until he could rely on that which he raised at
Shirley.

14For pl ough purchases, see AAB, SPP, 85:1. On the variety of ploughs, Carter
used the single and doubl e shovel, MKensies, Davis, and McCornack ploughs. See
list of plantation utensils Carter made in 1823, 1828, 1835, etc..

15See below for inplications of this for the division and organization of |abor
at Shirley.

16See Annual Account Books, 1817-1821. Carter sold three old mules in 1818 for
$128.25 to help finance these purchases, which total ed $1,285. |In addition, he
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| arge quantities of clover seed and plaster (or gypsum,
pur chasi ng one hundred tons of gypsum and one hundred and
ten bushels of clover seed from 1817 to 1820. 17

| mpl ements |i ke ploughs or harrows, and fertilizers
i ke clover or gypsum were only sonme of the many
instrunments of reformon Shirley plantation. Slaves, too,
in their own ways, functioned as tools for reform After
all, it was they who carried out Carter’s inprovenents. O
this new equi pmrent and new rotation Carter introduced sl aves
may have understood little initially; but as reforns took
shape sl aves understood clearly that their work routines on
the plantation would be altered on a variety of |evels and
in a variety of ways

Most fundanmental |y, slaves witnessed a narked increase
in the volunme of work. Wereas under the old three shift
system practiced before Carter slaves had raised only corn
and wheat at Shirley, the addition of clover, oats, and
cotton, coupled with Carter’s reliance on heavy manuri ng,
deep and repeated ploughing, and fertilizers, nmeant that a
host of new tasks becanme standard work. Moreover, slaves
found that executing these tasks according to Carter’s
i nproved nethods of cultivation increased the intensity and
often the pace of their work. Chores becane nore strenuous
and rigorous, as slaves struggled to carry out the demandi ng
requi renents of the four shift systemefficiently.
Simlarly, inproved cultivation techniques al so hei ghtened
the conplexity of work. Jobs becane nore conplicated, and
slaves had to learn the new skills and practices necessary
to performthese tasks accurately and effectively. These
changes, in turn, shaped other aspects of the nature of work
at Shirley, particularly the organization and division of
| abor, the yearly cycles of work routines, and the |evels of
supervision to which slaves were subjected.

One of the nost inportant elements of Carter's system
was the clover fallow Indeed, around it revol ved the whole
success of operations at Shirley. Cover acted as a
fertilizing agent. Its nitrogen rich grasses helped to
restore a field after three years of grain crops; just as
inportantly, it provided the wheat crop which followed the
clover fallowwth a fertile bed of vegetable nmanure,
usual | y doubling the harvest of grain here as conpared to
t he wheat which followed oats or corn in the rotation.

bought new pl ough harnesses and ot her accoutrenents as needed. CObviously, Carter
continued to purchase work ani mals throughout his tinme at Shirley, but the point
here is that he invested |large sums into themwhen he first took over the

pl antati on.

17See Annual Account Books, 1817-1820. The gypsum cost Carter $844.38, while the
cl over seed accounted for nearly twelve hundred dollars of Carter’s budget during
this period. Carter averaged between sixteen to ei ghteen bushels of clover seed
purchased per year. During these four years, however, he bought six and one
hal f, twenty-seven, twenty, and twenty-nine bushels. The decline in subsequent
years was due in part to Carter gathering sone of his own clover seed.
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Cl over added several new chores to slaves’ work
routines. To ensure a successful fallow, slaves first had
to produce a healty crop of the clover plant. Around the
m ddl e of February, slaves began to sow the clover seed
across the shift's fifteen feet beds which the year previous
had been under wheat. To pronote fertility in his young
clover, Carter sowed it wth plaster, a fertilizer akin to
lime. Carter purchased his plaster in lunp form arguing
that it was “deci ded econony” to beat it out instead of
buying it already ground. Not only was it cheaper, but it
coul d be done indoors on rainy, wnter days when planters
had little else for their slaves to do.18 After breaking up
the lunps into two-inch size fragnments with sl edge hanmers
or old axes, slaves hovered over a |large pine trough
w el di ng dogwood “rammers” to pound the plaster until ground
finely enough to be spread over the clover.19 |In addition
to these tasks, slaves worked with clover in two other
respects. First, along with wheat and oat straw, slaves cut
clover to be used as hay for feeding |ivestock. Secondly,
Carter, ever the pragmatist, gathered sone of his stock of
cl over seed fromhis owmn crop of clover. Slaves originally
enpl oyed horse rakes for this, but in July of 1820, when
Carter began to gather the seed for “the first tine on a
| arge scale...,” slaves used small hand cl over rakes, which
Carter discovered were nore efficient.20 Wile these new
i npl emrents may have made the work easier, they also had the
potential effect of speeding up the pace at which sl aves
worked to conplete this task

Al t hough these various econom es of clover were
inportant, real work on the fallow began in earnest in late
summer and early fall. Each August, just after conpleting
t he harvesting and threshing of wheat and oats, slaves began
to fallow the shift for the next year’s wheat crop. Teans
of slaves drove three horse ploughs deeply to turn under the
| ays of clover and break up the |land for wheat sow ng.

Ahead of the ploughs, other slaves carted and spread ani nal

manure to be turned under with the clover. Harrows then ran
after the ploughs, closing seans in the field to help ensure
the manure's effects. Slaves also worked to bed, ditch, and

18Hi Il Carter, “Gypsum” Farmers” Regsiter 5,1 (May 1837), 37. Carter noted that
the lunmp cost about half of what the ground plaster did, and he could deternine
how pure the plaster was this way. He al so observed that planters (excepting
those who rai sed tobacco) who had no indoor work for their slaves often exposed
themin bad weather. Al though he had a mill on his estate which could have been
used to grind the plaster, Carter remarked in his journals that he preferred
beating it instead of hauling it to the mll. See SPJ, May 5, 1820, SPP, 85:1.
19Carter, “Gypsum” p.37.

20See SPJ, July 1820, SPP, 85:1. For sone exanples of cutting clover hay, see
SPJ, May 1818 (the first year Carter did so), July 17, 1821, and June 4-7, 1822,
SPP, 85:1. It is inportant to note that as Carter’'s attenpts at reform becane
nore intense, and as work in the swanp assunmed precedence, Carter abandoned
cutting clover hay and gathering or cutting his own clover seed. See Carter,
“The Four Shift System...” p.133 and his farmjournals.
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furrow the shift during this time to get the land ready to
be sown in wheat. 21

Preparing the clover fallow represented one of the nost
| abor intensive operations in Carter's four shift system
The intensity sprang from several factors. Mst obvi ous was
t he pl oughing under of the entire lay of clover over a one
hundred acre field. |In addition, slaves still had to harrow
the field repeatedly and pl ough shallowy at other tines.22

Mor eover, manuring the fallowed shift required enornous

efforts. Carter used vast anmpunts of winter farm pen and
stable yard manure, as well as manure collected fromthe
sl ave quarters and other areas, to enrich the fallow for the
wheat crop. The late summer and early fall of 1829 and
1830, for exanple, saw sl aves gather, haul, and spread over
one thousand | oads of manure before the ploughs on the
clover lay.23 Carter annually manured anywhere fromthirty
to fifty acres of his fallow shift, and typically, as in
1829 and 1830, slaves carted around one thousand | oads to
cover this acreage. 24

Manure occupied a central place in Carter’s system
and like clover, it brought with it a range of new tasks for
slaves at Shirley. One of the nost inportant jobs fell to
sl ave carpenters. Each year, around the m ddl e of Novenber,
carpenters began to build the winter farm pen that would
house the plantation’s one hundred head of cattle until the
spring, when they returned to their summer stable yards.
They constructed the pen on the field to be fallowed the
succeeding fall, allowng the cattle to deposit a winter’s
worth of manure along the shift. Ruffin observed that the
pen consi sted of

Dry sheds, nmade of long rived slabs, [which] stretch

al ong the whole north side of the yard, and partly

al ong the adjoining east and west sides. The straw and

other food is placed in different parts of the yard, in

21For accounts of these operations see the Shirley Farm Journal s, passim; see

al so Edmund Ruffin’s observations nade at Shirley in “Leaves From A Traveller’s
Not e Book, " pp. 105-107, and “Menoranda of Hasty Visits To The Country: Crops and
Farm ng at Shirley, June 16th, 1837.” Farmers” Register 5, 3 (July 1837): 184-
187.

22See Ruffin, “Leaves From A Traveller’s Note Book,” p.105. Carter’s journals

al so reveal that there were tinmes when his slaves “refall onwed” the shift. See,
for exanple, his journals for August and Septenber, 1823, SPP, 85:1. On turning
under the clover, it was inperative, as Carter and Ruffin both observed, that the
whol e crop of clover, or nearly as much as was possible, be returned to the |and.
23SPJ., Septenber, 1829 and 1830, SPP, 86:2. On the nanure being collected from
various sites, Carter noted in 1829, for exanple, that it came fromthe foll ow ng
sources: 106 loads to bay field; 673 | oads of Farm Pen; 46 from Bake House; 285
fromStable Yard; 41 from Quarters.

24Carter stated that he manured about fifty acres a year, putting twenty-two

| oads of stable manure and thirty loads of farmpen to the acre (See “The Four
Shift System..,” p.135). Ruffin remarked simlarly in his “Leaves From A

Travel ler’s Note Book,” p.105. Yet Carter’s records in his journals frequently
reveal that he manured on the average closer to thirty acres. |In 1829 and 1830,
for instance, Carter states that thirty acres were nanured with 1045 and 1076

| oads repsectively.

35



racks fornmed of fence rails crossed over a | ow
hori zontal pole: and these racks when full, form
additional shelters for the cattle fromw nd and
driving rains.25

By spring, the nmanure stood about two feet thick. As it
remai ned on the field until August or Septenber, slaves
covered it with a hearty coat of straw to shelter it from
the sumrer sun.26 Wen the ploughs started to work the
clover lay, slaves would dig up and cart this nmanure across
the fallow.

The winter farm pen provided Carter with just one
source of the rich manure he used to fertilize his fields.
The second nmj or supply cane fromthe stable yards, which
offered cattle residency in the spring and summer seasons.
Wil e slaves |left the manure produced in the winter pen on
the ground until the fall, that dropped in the stalls of the
stables had to be cleaned out daily and scattered lightly
over the small stable yard. Slaves did not allow this
manure to formin thick piles (to prevent it from heating);

i nstead, they went through the yard during the |late spring
and sumrer, thinning out the | arge deposits and spreadi ng
sonme of this manure as a top dressing on the clover field.27

As if these | abors with clover and manure to prepare
the fall ow were not enough, a variety of things, such as the
weat her or pestilent grasses, could inpede the work
significantly. Describing operations at Shirley in his
Farmers®™ Register, Edmund Ruffin remarked that "the great
toil of the clover fallow nay be doubl ed by the uncertain,
but not rare occurrence of drought, and consequent hardness
of the soil." Carter's journals attested to Ruffin's
observations. In the mdst of a mld drought in the fall of
1832, for exanple, Carter noted that the clover |and was "so
hard it breaks up in clods as big as a man's body. " 28 The
only way to renove these clods was to have hands break them
up with hoes, spades, rollers, or shovels.

Weat her, though, was not the main factor which
increased the difficulty of working the clover fallow. The
greater problem slaves faced lay in the growth of unwanted

25Ruffin, “Leaves From A Traveller’s Note Book,” 107.

261 bi d, p.107.

27Ruf fin, “Menoranda O Hasty Visits To The Country,” p.186. Ruffin felt that
“this node of managenent is far frombeing perfect...,” arguing that top dressing
clover as late as June or July did little good; Carter, however, did not believe
that he lost any “enriching parts of the manure” through this system Ruffin,

t hough di sagreeing, stated that as long as “the main points of the true doctrine
on this subject are kept steadily in view, there is not nuch danger from
variations, and even from considerable inperfections in the practices pursued.”
For nmore comments on this, see chapter three.

28For Ruffin's remarks, see “Menmorands Of Hasty Visits To The Country,” p.185.
For Carter’s, see SPJ, Septenber 10, 1832, SPP, 86: 2.
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grasses, such as the partridge pea, blue and wire grasses,
or onions. Ruffin called the partridge pea "one of the
wor st pests on soils as that of Shirley..."29 To conbat
t hese, slaves dragged or harrowed the field after the deep
pl oughi ng of the clover lay. Next, they waited until cold
weat her had brought the partridge pea close to the surface
to sow wheat, whereupon nore harrow ngs or perhaps a |ight
pl oughi ng covered the wheat seed whil e sinmultaneously
cutting away the partridge pea.30 |In any case, as Carter
acknow edged, the work was denmandi ng:
The draggi ng ought to have been begun sooner, say by
the 25[th] or 28[th] of Sept[enber] + carried on nore
rapidly, so as to allow the partridge pea to conme up
before we begin to sow wheat + then we can kill it by
shovel l'ing; or harrow ng, or ploughing in the wheat, by
taking great pains in doing either of them 31

As these comments reveal, the | abors slaves undertook
inthe fallow not only were marked by difficulty, but they
al so had to be executed at a particular, and at tines,
intense, pace. It was inperative that slaves conplete the
fall ow by the m ddl e of October so as to have the | and ready
to receive the wheat seed. And as Carter noted, it was
essential to finish dragging the fallowin tine to help the
partridge pea surface during the first signs of cold weather
in early October. Even though Carter hinself left for the
mount ai ns of Fauqui er county each August after the harvest,
he mandated that his slaves execute these tasks efficiently.

Thus, when Carter returned from Fauqui er that second week
of Cctober 1831 and found a general neglect and sl owness to
the fallow work, he | anmented that the draggi ng shoul d have
started earlier and been conducted “nore rapidly.”

Moreover, Carter’s discontent here was anplified by the fact
that a year earlier he had purchased two new three-horse

pl oughs and three new young nules “for the express purpose
of forwardi ng” the work. 32

After struggling to prepare the fallow, slaves next
turned their attention to putting the land in wheat. Like
pl oughi ng under the clover |ay and manure, working the wheat
entail ed heavy | abors for slaves. But the nethods Carter
enployed in cultivati ng wheat al so heightened the conplexity
of the work. Moreover, because wheat was the nost inportant
cash crop at Shirley, Carter denanded a certain | evel of

29Ruffin, “Leaves From A Traveller’s Note Book,” p.106.

301 bid, p.106.

31SPJ, Cctober 1831, SPP, 86:2.

32l bid. Carter had had much difficulty with the partridge pea the year before.
He had used the double shovel in an attenpt to eradicate the plant, but found
that it did not work well; he was “obliged to plough up the land again with two
horse pl oughs +even they...[did]... not turn under the pea well.” Thus, the next
year Carter purchased the two three horse ploughs, although his efforts were
frustrated by the sl ow pace at which his slaves |abored on the fallow
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accuracy fromhis slaves tilling the wheat shifts, and
consequently, slaves were nore carefully supervised during
the nost inportant stages of wheat cultivation.

Sow ng began shortly after the ploughing and beddi ng on
the fallow, usually in the beginning of Cctober, and it
continued for roughly a nonth. Wth draft animals pulling
the stock of wheat seed, slaves sowed around three hundred
bushel s on the average across the fifteen feet beds dotting
the fields.33 After covering the sown wheat, slaves began
to open furrows which served to keep the beds well drained
of surface water by using ploughs and spades to cut ditches
or grips across the beds. Ruffin observed that "great care"
was used to acconplish this, remarking that each furrow was
"wel | and neatly opened and cl eaned out by the ploughs, and
smal | shallow ditches."” He pointed out that when sl aves
opened these furrows they had to nmake sure that the grips
were small enough not to affect future ploughing.34 Such
preci sion required close supervision, and Carter or an
overseer woul d have kept a keen eye on slaves performng
these critical tasks.picking out onions and cheat---pace of
wor k keepi ng us back harvest /threshing/cleaning screenings
| oad and delivery of crop travel and supervision

The sane intensity and conplexity found in the
cultivation of the fall ow and wheat crop also energed in
Carter's systemof growng corn. Corn had been raised at
Shirley before Carter, but, as with wheat, Carter’s devotion
to the nmethods of inproved farm ng ensured that the work
here was both very conplicated and extrenely | abori ous.
Carter had | earned his techni que--the Panunkey node--from
the first overseer he hired in 1817. H's witings on the
subject in the Farmers®™ Register sone seventeen years |ater
reveal the neticul ous care Carter demanded of his sl aves
when wor king corn. 35 Ploughing in winter and spring broke up
the soil into roughly six feet beds. Planting usually began
around the third or fourth week of April. A one or two
horse plough ran a furrow across the I ength of the bed or
ridge. Hands followed, dropping the corn in the furrowin
three feet increnments determ ned by a stick neasure gui ded
either by an overseer or the hands thensel ves; hands next
covered the corn with hoes. 36

By the md to late May, Carter had started to weed his
corn. Ploughs and hands each went over the corn three

33See SPJ, passim, for accounts of total bushels of wheat sowed. On the beds
being fifteen feet, see Ruffin, “Leaves From A Traveller’s Note Book,” p.106.
34Ruf fin, Leaves From A Traveller’s Note Book,” p.106.

35See Hill Carter, “Pamunky Mdde of Cultivating Corn: The sinplest, and best on
flat land, and on a |large scale, because the nost |abor-saving,” Farmers’
Register 1, 9 (February 1834): 560-562.

36Carter felt that with th e overseer regulating the steps of the hands, they
woul d “soon acquire great accuracy” in stepping off three feet increnments in the
corn rows. See SPJ, April 24, 1834,SPP, 86:2, for an exanple where slave wonen
dropped the corn by the nmeasure while slave nmen followed to cover it with hoes.
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times. In the first step, two-horse ploughs ran next to the
beds, throwing dirt away fromthe corn in what was called
"siding down." Slaves directed the ploughs so as to create
a six to eight inch ridge on which the corn now st ood.

Hands then noved behind, "ridging out" this area by renoving
any weeds and grasses surroundi ng the young plants while

al so exposing themto the sun. At the sane tinme, they would
reset or replant the corn.37 Next, the two-horse ploughs
noved a sizable furrow back to the corn while scraping up
the earth around the base of the stal ks, being careful not
to danage the plant. The hoe hands foll owed to weed the
corn again, squaring or flattening the ridge to help

eradi cate weeds or grasses. Finally, the ploughs threw a
third, deeper furrowto each side of the corn; once again,

t he hoes | agged behind to weed over the crop and shape the
earth around it into a large but flat hill in what Carter
called “laying by.”38 Fromhere, the corn began to tassle
and shoot .

This systemrequired near constant attention and pl aced
heavy demands on sl aves, but Carter defended it as requiring
| ess | abor as conpared to other nmethods. He argued that
“Al t hough three tinmes going over the corn with the hoes,
appears very often for a node of making corn which pretends
to be the sinplest and nost | abor-saving...,” where grasses
did not flourish, “the hoe work in this node of making corn
is very quickly done, and the three hoeings are not nore
than equal to once and half the tinmes of hoeing over corn in
ot her nodes of cultivation.”39 Carter maintained that as
the first weeding was perforned on only a narrow ridge
(created by the ploughs), and with the ploughs in the second
weedi ng throwi ng nost of the dirt and weeds from across the
foot of the corn--both leaving little work for the hoes--

only the third weeding was difficult. In this final step,

t he pl ough woul d | eave nore weeds to clear than in the other
stages, but Carter concluded it still was “not nore than a
common hoeing.” He added that this was not altogether
unexpected, as it was “the nost tedious of the three”
anyway. 40

Carter also noted that by using a two-horse instead of
a one-horse plough less furrows had to be run in each
wor ki ng of the corn. Moreover, Carter pointed out that
runni ng the ploughs before the first hoeing, instead of
after it as John Taylor argued in Arator, hel ped reduce the
growm h of weeds. Thus, although the Panmunkey node required
enornmous attention and diligent effort from slaves, at the

37Carter, “Pamunky Mbde O Cultivating Corn,” p.560. Carter renarked that the
“ridging out” was the nost inportant step in the entire process of cultivation.,
for it allowed the young roots of the corn to soak up the sun.

38l bid, pp.560-561.

391 bid, p.561.

401 bid, p.561.
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sane time, inproved tillage practices, carefully yet
efficiently executed, could | essen sone of slaves’ work | oad
at particular stages in the production process. pace of work/
pl ough cul ture--very quickly done turn attention el sewhere
get over land nore rapidly |like double shovel--1like the
express purpsoe of forwarding work in fallow with ploughs

Carter raised his corn crop on his main shifts, but
from 1818 to 1823 he periodically used part of an island
| ocated about a mle fromShirley for corn cultivation. 41
Wher eas sl aves gat hered and haul ed the corn and fodder
raised in the fields to storage |lofts using horse or mule
teans, that harvested fromthe island had to be coll ected,
carted to boats and | oaded, floated back to Shirley, where
it was then unl oaded and hauled to the | ofts. 42 Cetting to
the island prepared and organi zed was nore demandi ng than
the traditional daily journey slaves nmade to the fields
surrounding the plantation. Carter denonstrated this in the
spring of 1823. As it cane tine to plant, he ordered “...5
Pl oughs + 10 horses + all Hands to Suit up Cean up + get
ready to Plant Corn in the Island.”43

The island nay have produced a healthy supply of corn,
but as 1824 opened, Carter |ooked curiously towards another
area of the plantation as a potential site for corn
cultivation. Situated near the bayfield used in Shirley’s
regular rotation lay a |arge, uncleared swanp of over one
hundred acres. Slaves had worked in the swanp area before,
clearing and ditching small tracts for punpkin and honony
corn crops.44 But in 1824, Carter enbarked on a nmassive
project to reclaiman eighty acre section of the swanp | and,
intending to place it under corn once cleared, drained, and
di ked. As word spread to the quarters that Carter planned
to reclaimthis boggy expanse, there could be little
m st aki ng that the work here woul d be sone of the nost
i ntensive slaves faced.

Carter initiated the project on January 13, 1824.45

41 Carter definitely grew corn in the island from 1818-1820 and in 1823; his
journals fail to nmention the island specifically when discussing corn in 1821-
1822. Carter’s addition of oats and cotton to his lands in 1821 and 1822 may
have assumed precedence over working the island, |eading himto abandon
cultivation there for these two years. Hi s journals also nention “island hogs,”
so perhaps as hogs used the island for a foraging ground, Carter feared danage
to his crop. Regardless, his output of corn in 1818-1820 averaged over 560
barrels and in 1823 was 520. |n 1821 and 1822, however, the total dropped to
around 375 barrels, so it seens reasonable to conclude he had | ess | and under
cultivation in these two years. See SFJ, 1818-1823, SPP, 85:1; for notes on hogs
see Cchober 8, 1822.. For totals produced see journals as well as Carter’s “The
Four Shift System” p.132.

42See SPJ, Novenber 12, 1823, SPP, 85:1, for an exanple. Carter carried some of
the fodder up to Hardens, one of his properties |ocated about five niles from
Shirley, to feed livestock he kept there. See Novernber 9, 1823 and Decenber 31,
1823 entries for exanples.

43SPJ, April 14, 1823, 85:1.

44 See SPJ, February and March, 1819, as we;; as May 1822, SPP, 85:1, for sone
exanpl es.

45 Carter’s journal entry for this day states “Comenced to clear up swanp to
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Slaves’ first task was to renove the dense growh of ash and
gumtrees covering the swanp. Througout nuch of January,
February, and March, hands worked hard cl earing these trees,
whil e draft teans haul ed the wood out of the swanp and back
to the plantation. High tides which flooded the swanp | and
on a daily basis conplicated the work of these hands and
teans. 46 By April and May slaves had turned largely to
their traditional spring chores, but Carter still found tinme
to plant a two-acre patch in the swanp | and wi th punpki ns.
And in June, just before the harvest began, slaves began to
put up a bank on the river as part of the reclainmation
project. 47 The rest of the year, however, slaves devoted to
harvesting the wheat and oat crops, preparing the fallow,
and ploughing for the next year’s crops, leaving little tine
to work in the swanp.

1825 began in nmuch the same way for slaves as did the
preceedi ng year, as they started in January to clear the
swanp. A “nost violent snow storni on the 23rd, however,
halted work in the swanp for about a week, giving slaves a
brief respite fromthe difficult |abors they knew | ay
ahead. 48 After work resuned, slaves continued to clear the
swanp of trees, and they also started to burn sone of the
brush still standing in the swanp.49 In m d-February, an
| ri shman nanmed Wal sh, whom Carter had contracted to build a
di ke around the reclainmed area, sent the first group of his
workers to Shirley. These nmen, who nost likely were
sl aves50, needed places to live while they constructed the
di ke, so Carter instructed his carpenters to build two
cabins for themon the river, which they conpleted on Mrch
3rd.51 This delayed work on the new quarters Carter
intended to build for his own slaves.52 Although they may

reclaim” See SPJ, January 13, 1824, SPP, 85:1.

46 See SPJ, March 1824, SPP, 85:1, for nmany exanples. Carter also renmarked that
the swanp “overflowed twi ce every day by the tide water at the flood, but [was]
left free fromwater at ebb tide.” See H Il Carter, “Account of the Enbanknent
and Cultivation of the Shirley Swanp,” Famers” Register 1, 3 (August, 1833), 129.
47 See SPJ, May 1822, SPP, 85:1, for notes on the punpkins; see June 3 for
conments on the riverbank.

48 See SPJ, January 23, 1825, SPP, 85:1. Slaves spent the week filling the ice
house with straw, taking fodder to Hardens, and hangi ng up bacon in the
smokehouse. Work in the swanp started again on the 31st.

49See SPJ, February 1825, SPP, 85:1. Carter also notes that he boated some of
the wood fromthe swanp during this period. See entry for February 23 for an
exanpl e.

501t is likely that Walsh’s workers were slaves, for Carter, in his address to
the Agricultural Society of Lower Virginia, mentioned that Wal sh kept “his nen
heal t hy throughout the sickly season...” by preparing them breakfast each norning
before work. Carter comrented on this in his discussion of how planters should
take better care of slaves, so it seens probable that when Carter used Walsh as
a conparison he was refering to Wal sh’s sl aves.

51SPJ, March 1825, SPP, 85:1. Wilsh and his fanily did not arrive at Shirley
until March 13.

528l aves had started hauling tinmber for new quarters in Novermber 1824 and

conti nued throughout January of 1825. Carter’s journal reveals that on February
22, 1825 his teans began to haul poles fromthe quarters to the river for Walsh's
mens’ quarters. On March 11, 1825, Carter’s carpenters began to construct new
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have resented this, the presence of new faces at Shirley
of fered sl aves both a chance to acquire a greater
understanding of life outside the confines of the plantation
as well as opportunities to formnew friendshi ps, however
brief they may have | asted.

Wal sh and his nmen worked through Novenber to build the

di ke, a massive structure sonme seventeen hundred yards | ong,
with a base sixteen feet wide and a height of six feet.53
The burden of constructing the dike fell to Walsh’s workers,
but it was Carter’s slaves who were left wth the equally
daunting task of cultivating the land. 1In the winter of
1825- 1826 sl aves conpleted clearing fifty acres of the now
partly recl ai mned swanp. They cut down all renaining trees,
burned themin large piles, but left the stunps, as Carter,
al ways searching for ways to econom ze on | abor, argued that
they prevented the growh of grasses and thus saved work in
weedi ng the ground. Carter also noted that stunps and roots
woul d rot nuch quicker on swanp | and (as conpared to high
land), and in this way, he spared his slaves “the endl ess

| abor of grubbing them up.”54

So by the spring of 1826, Carter was finally ready to

put the swanp | and under corn. Even with the |abor saved by
| eaving the stunps and roots in the swanp, the work of
preparing the ground and planting the crop was exceedi ngly
difficult. Whereas corn cultivation on Shirley’'s main shifts
relied heavily on the plough, the |low, saturated condition
of the swanp land forced slaves to rely solely on the hoe.55

Each wi nter slaves shaped the ground into six feet beds. 56
Sl aves next ditched and furrowed the swanp in its entirety,
a chore made nuch harder considering the | ack of plough
power; noreover, Carter required that his slaves execute
this step with a great degree of accuracy, as it was
essential to keep the land free of water.57 Planting then
started early in the spring, nost often towards the end of
April. Weeding commenced with the first sign of obtrusive
grasses, and slaves usually tried to get over the crop tw ce
before they began the al ways rigorous wheat harvest.

quarters for Shirley’'s slaves; five new cabins were finished on August 13, 1825.
53For the process of building this dike, see Carter, “Account of the Enbanknent
and Cultivation of Shirley Swanp,,” p.129. Wilsh finished the di ke on Novenber
10, 1825.

54Carter, “Account of the Enbanknent and Cultivation of Shirley Swanp,” p.129 and
Note B on p.131. Carter al so observed that renoving stunps and roots when first
clearing the swanp reduced the surface |level of the land significantly.

55l bid, p. 130. This was the case for all the swanp | and except, as Carter
noted, ten acres “on the nmargin of the high;and.”

56Beddi ng the land did not actually start until 1829, as the presence of stunps
and roots kept the land from sinking very nmuch, and slaves nerely listed the
ground into six feet rows instead of beds. In 1829, after the stunps and roots
had decayed, Carter directed that his slaves work the swanp land into six feet
beds. See “Account of the Enmbanknent....,” p.129-131, and SPJ, January 1829,
SPP, 86:2, where Carter first nmentions beddi ng the swanp.

57Carter remarked that the |land was “wel |l ditched and water-furrowed fromone end
to the other, so as to nake it as dry as possible.” See Ibid, p.130.
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As he did in his article describing the Panunkey node
of cultivation, Carter held that working the swanp corn was
not as demanding as it seened. After the two weedi ngs
before the harvest, Carter naintained that the

growh of corn is so rapid that it overshades the |and,

and keeps the grasses and weeds under, so that the

cultivation of this sort of land is nuch | ess |aborious

t han any one woul d suppose fromnot being able to use

t he pl ough, provided you begin to weed as soon as any

grass or weeds appear: but if you let themget the

start of you, you many bid adieu to your corn, for al
the hoes in Virginia would not save it.58

Regar dl ess, however, of the crop’'s ability to stave off the
spread of weeds, there can be little doubt that listing or
beddi ng, ditching, furrow ng, and draining, and weedi ng the
entire eighty acres of swanp land wi thout the aid of ploughs
was quite a | aborious task. Moreover, at tinmes, even the
“rapid’” gromh of the plants did not ensure the swanp corn
remai ned free frompestilent grasses. |In June of 1830, for

i nstance, Carter noted that the weeding was noving sl owy,
“so foul + grassy in the swanp that we can’t get al ong.”59
Ironically, the work here becane nore difficult, but by its
very difficulty, the pace of work sl owed considerably. in

m dst of oat and wheat harvest--would carter try to make his
sl aves work really hard now to get through this difficult
weedi ng?

Slaves’ inability to utilize ploughs in cultivating the
swanp | and was but one reason the nature of work in the
recl ai med area was characterized by high levels of intensity
and difficulty. Anot her factor was the weat her. Because
the swanp was such a low lying area, heavy storns which
brought extremely high tides and flooding threatened to
destroy the dike and the crop growmn within its borders. In
both 1827 and 1831, Carter experienced firsthand the danger
such stornms posed for his swanp project.

On August 26, 1827, while Carter was away in Fauquier
county, Virginia, a terrific northeaster struck Shirley.

Fl oodi ng “caused a tide higher than ever known before,”
overflow ng the swanp, shattering the bank to the dike in
three places, and destroying nuch of the corn.60 Carter
recalled that his overseer, “despairing of saving any part
of the crop, did not pretend to repair the damages.”61 Once
word of the disaster reached Carter, he immedi ately returned
home, determ ned to save the swanp. Carter made it back to
Shirley on Septenber 12. He learned that the tide had

58 Carter, “Account of the Enbanknent...., " p. 130.
59SPJ, June 21, 1830, SPP, 86: 2.

60SPJ, August 27, 1827, SPP, 85:1.

6l1Carter, “Account of the Enbanknent...., " p.129.



fl owed through the swanp unabated for about fifteen days;
overall, he considered the effects of the storm “very
dreadf ul . ” 62

Saving the swanp |land Carter recogni zed as paranount to
Shirley's prosperity. To repair the damages w ought by the
fl ooding, Carter called for extraordinary efforts from al
menbers of Shirley’s slave comunity; not only would the
work be difficult, but it would have to be executed at a
frantic pace. The day after his return, slaves began
cutting the corn crop in an attenpt to save any they coul d.
This continued for four days, and even though the 16th was
a Sunday, Carter had all hands in the swanp cutting and
stocking the corn. Slaves spent the next week noving
count | ess wheel barrow | oads of highland dirt and some swanp
mud to the dike in hopes of repairing the breaks in the
bank. Continued northeast w nds and high tides, however,
led Carter to conclude that “our work in stopping [the]
break in swanp land is all in vain.”63

These efforts proved not to be in vain, however. By
t he begi nning of the next work week, slaves, with the
assi stance of three | oads of rocks Carter had procured,
finally managed to bring the di ke under control .64
Fortunately, the corn had largely matured before the storm
struck, and Carter harvested about half a crop. For
Carter’s slaves, however, there was little cel ebration.
From sunup to sundown, for nearly twenty straight days, they
had worked feverishly to save the recl ai ned swanp, a project
for which they were quickly devel opi ng nuch di sdain. Even on
t he one day which sl aves customarily regarded as theirs,
Sunday, they were not immune from Carter’s demands. Aside
fromthe rest Sunday brought, it gave slaves tinme to work
their garden patches, care for chickens and hogs, and | ook
for salvation fromtheir condition through worship
Al t hough Sunday work was never typical on the plantation,
for these two weeks, Shirley’ s slaves enjoyed none of the
privileges usually accorded them on the sabbath; noreover,
they received no conpensation, even though Carter had in the
past paid slaves for extra | abor, such as holiday work. 65
The preservation of inprovenents at critical tinmes, not
sl aves’ customary rights, took precedence at Shirl ey.

Anot her serious stormstruck the swanp in late April of

62SPJ, Septenber 12, 1827, SPP, 85:1; see also “Account of the Enbanknent...,”
p. 129.

63SPJ, Septenber 20, 1827, SPP, 85:1; the next two days’ entries reveal simlar
sentiments: “Working in vain owing to high tides.” and “Trying to stop break in
swanp but to very little purpose.”

64Carter brought the |oads of rocks to Shirley on Sunday the 23rd, and on the
next day he could finally note that they had “stopped the water in the break at
last with rocks mud + dirt.” Slaves continued through the renai nder of the nonth
maki ng nmore minor repairs to the dam See SPJ, Septenber 1827, SPP, 85: 1.

65For sonme exanpl es, see AAB, 1819, SPP, 85:1, where Carter paid sonme slaves $48
for “nmy people’s holyday work;” ee also CAB, May 27, 1822, SPP, 85:2 and CAB,
April 4, 1825, SPP, 85:6.



1831, “making a perfect weck of the bank...” driving the
wat er sonme six feet over the swanp, an destroying all the
corn.66 This tinme Carter was “very near giving it up in
despair...,” but the swanp had cone to synbolize Carter’s
devotion to agricultural inprovenents, and with his
characteristic determ nation, he decided to “nmake anot her
tiral” wwth corn in the area.67 Once again, slaves worked
at a rapid pace to stop the breaks in the dike. By the
m ddl e of May, they had replanted the swanp. Wth the corn
growing well, and with repairs to the di ke finished by the
end of the nonth, Carter counted on a good crop. Several
days after slaves began to weed the corn, however, worns had
killed every plant. 68

Carter admtted that he “was pretty well tired of
pl anting for one year...;” surely his slaves were nore
exhausted. Even though the wheat harvest was to begin
within days, Carter nmade a third attenpt to secure a crop
Two days before slaves started to cut wheat, Carter “nmade a
great push, working night and day...,” planting the swanp
for the third time. The worns, however, had not
di sappeared, and as soon as the corn began to sprout, they
again destroyed the entire crop.69 A fourth planting,
undertaken in the tinme between the wheat and oat cuttings,
took well as the worns had di sappeared. Carter made cl ose
to half a crop of corn for the year, but the toll on slaves
had been heavy. They had gone through the rigors of
pl anting four tines, |abored for two days and ni ghts
straight at one point, and in the mdst of this, begun to
harvest Shirley’s bounties of wheat and oats.

These unremtting toils in the swanp pl aced enor nous
strains on slaves. Undoubtedly, the work drai ned many
sl aves of their energies, leaving themwth little
notivation to work for thensel ves once returned to their
cabins. Ruffin, though arguing that inprovenents other than
reclaimng tidal marshes were nore vital for real reform
recogni zed this when he cautioned that

all who are unable to resist the nost besetting

tenptation of tidewater proprietors, will do well to

practise the sanme |iberal expanse of |abor, the care

and wat chf ul ness, and the perseverance through

difficulties and disasters, that have concurred to

secure the success and profit of the enmbanknment and

cultivation of the Shirley swanp.

In spite of these burdens the swanp work placed on
sl aves, the enterprise was a successful one for the Shirley

66SPJ, April 27, 1831, SPP, 86:2, and Carter, “Account of the Enbanknent...,k”
p. 130.

67Carter, “Account of the Enbanknent...,” p.130.
68SPJ, May 1831, SPP, 86:2, and “Account of the Enbanknent...,” p.130.
69” Account of the Enbankment...,” p.130, and SPJ, June 1831, SPP, 86:2.
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econony. From 1826 to 1833, the swanp nmade on the average
over 470 barrels of corn a year, which earned Carter about
$1, 265 annually. 70 Just as inportant, however, the project
allowed Carter to make a major change in his system Wth
the swanp producing Shirley' s entire crop of corn, Carter
noved oats into his regular four shift rotation. Sl aves had
raised oats on a forty acre tract of the corn | and since
1821, but now Carter devoted the whole shift to oats. His
rotati on becanme oats, wheat, clover, and wheat on the clover
fallow 71 The oats Carter used strictly for hone
consunption, feeding horses and other |ivestock with them
And with the “toll” corn Carter received from nei ghbors who
used Shirley’s mll feeding his slaves and hogs, the corn
produced in the swanp was al nost entirely taken to market.72

Carter made two other inportant changes during this
period which nmust be addressed before evaluating the ful
i npact his reforns had on slave work routines. 1In addition
to oats, Carter had begun to raise cotton at Shirley in the
early 1820s. From 1822 to 1825 sl aves had planted cotton on
various sites around the plantation. |In 1826, Carter
started to use sections of the reclainmed swanp for cotton
cultivation, planting anywhere fromone to ten acres. 73 Like
the oats and the toll corn, cotton allowed Carter to nove
the plantation towards increased self-sufficiency, as slave
wonen spun the harvested fibers into clothing for nenbers of
Shirley's black comunity.

In the fall of 1831, Carter nade anot her adjustnent in
his system The two hundred and fifty acre field he had
relegated to a standing pasture in 1818 Carter now di vi ded
up four ways. To each of his four fields, he added one
section of the standing pasture, increasing to one hundred
and sixty two and a half acres the size of each shift. In
1833, Carter purchased two hundred and thirteen acres from
ni eghbor T.E. Denoville' s “River Tract,” which he used to
replace his old standi ng pasture.74 Proposing to clear
anot her twenty-five acres the next wnter to be used for
grazing lots, Carter could count over seven hundred acres of
cultivated land at Shirley. He considered the original four
hundred acres as “permanently inproved,” and with the
st andi ng pasture he brought under the plough adding an anple

70See "Account of the Embankment...,” p. 130 and Hill Carter, “The Progress O
Si nking And Loss In The Enbanked Marsh O Shirley,” Famers” Register 5, 1 (Muy
1837), 40.

71See “The Four shift System..,” pp.132-133, as well as SPJ, 1821-1825, SPP,
85:1. There was one exception to this. 1In 1831, Carter planted corn on a
twnety-five acre section of the oat land in his rotation.

72" The Four Shift System..,” p.133.

730n the various sites where slaves worked cotton until 1825, Carter’s journals
reveal that he used the boat lot, the island, and the pigeon lot. See SPJ, 1822-
1825, SPP, 85:1. Carter raised cotton in the swanp from 1826 to 1831, on patches
ranging from7/8 of an acre to 3 acres to 10 acres. See SPJ, 1826-1831, SPP,
85:1 and 86: 2.

74See “The Four shift System..,” p.133, and AAB, 1833, SPP, 85:1.
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gromh of clover to his four shifts, Carter believed his
crop yields would increase greatly over the com ng years.
Wth nmuch pride, he could | ook across his vast domain al ong
the Janes and remark that “1I now expect to begin to reap the
full benefits of ny systemof cultivation.”75

There is little doubt that the changes Carter nade at
Shirley effected a substantial increase in both the
fertility of his lands and the profits of his plantation.76

But while the inpact his inprovenents made on his fields

energed over nmany seasons, slaves felt their seasonal and
yearly cycles of work routines changed abruptly. The old
three shift system wth two ngjor crops and basically no
di versification, was hardly |abor intensive on a year round
basis. Beginning in the fall of 1818, however, sl aves began
to work throughout the cal endar year nore regularly (and
nore intensely). The diversified, increasingly self-
sufficient system Carter introduced, with its nunerous and
vari ed seasonal requirenents77, nmeant that slaves now had to
performa multicplicity of tasks over the course of each
year. In the process, slaves |ost nore of both the control
they exerted over their daily lives as well as the tine they
enj oyed away from work

W nter work, once seen by slaves as a period for only
relatively light chores such as gathering wood, hauling
rails and running fences, clearing ditches, filling ice
houses, reparing cabins, and feeding |ivestock, took on
whol Iy new di nensi ons. Slaves now pl oughed for oats and
cotton, beat out plaster, began to sow cl over seed, sl oaped
the riverbank, and hoisted corn into |ofts and began to beat
sonme out for sale. Wnter was also the time for butchering
and salting hogs, carrying fodder to sheep at Hardens,
hangi ng up bacon, and conpleting work on the winter farm
pen. Carpenters coopered barrels and repaired the sheep
shel ter at Hardens, and, together with other nen, they nade
repairs to the mll and its dam Wnen spun cl ot hes, made
broons and mats, and beat out plaster when cold weat her kept
theminside. Wen working outside wonen cl eaned up fences
and cleared | ands of briers, picked out oats from wheat,
conpl eted picking out the cotton, and assisted nmen in the

75" The Four Shift System..,” p.133.

76Ruffin attested to the success of Carter’s inprovements in 1833. He referred
to the “...unquestionabl e general and great increase of fertility
which...[Carter]...has thus produced, are alone sufficient to command nuch
respect for his opinions...” See Ruffin, “Leaves From A Traveller’'s Note
Book...,” p.107. Ruffin also remarked in 1837 that “Continued success, shown in
i ncreasi ng annual products, and also increased fertility of the soil, both of
which M. Carter is confident he has attained, are certainly strong evi dences of
the value of the systemor general plan.” See Ruffin, “Menoranda O Hasty Visits
To The Country....,” p.185. See al so appendi x.

771 n the discussion which follows, | have grouped the seasons accordingly:

wi nt er - Decenber, January, February; spring-Mrch, April, Muy; summer-June, July,
August; fall-Septenber, Cctober, Novenber. See appendix for nore infornation on
t hese seaasonal variations.
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ot her standard jobs of w nter.

Wil e these various tasks added nmuch to w nter
routines, the labors of the swanp energed as the defining
feature of work at Shirley during January and February.

Even though the | and began produci ng adundant corn crops
after slaves had cleared the reclainmed area in the winters
of 1825 and 1826, there remai nded nuch work to do with each
new year. The low lying condition of the swanp subjected
the swanp to considerable sinking annually. To conbat this,
Carter had his slaves lay a foot of dirt around the bank of
the di ke each winter. Slaves gathered then haul ed countl ess
| oads of dirt and nud from areas outside the dike, carting
it with wheel barrows across planks to the top of the mle
|l ong dike.78 Requiring the “constant attention” of the
hands during winter, this work, as well as the other tasks
Carter’s inprovnents necessitated, provided himw th a way
to maxi m ze the value of his slaves, utilizing themto the
utnmost in seasons nornmally reserved for nore nmundane | abors.
For slaves, the relative freedomfromday |ong | abors, and
subsequently, the greater control over their daily lives
which winter traditionally afforded them eroded in the face
of Carter’s reforns.

Since the shift away fromtobacco in the |late
ei ghteenth century, planting corn had al ways dom nat ed
spring work. Wth Shirley s grow ng diversification,
however, spring now saw sl aves take on a variety of other
duties. Slaves sowed oats, planted cotton, plastered young
grow hs of clover, and planted the peas, punpkins, and
potatoes Carter used for home consunption. Weding these
crops usually commenced in May, and that nonth was al so when
sl ave nen sheared sheep and cut and spayed | anbs and shoats.

Water furrows had to be opened in oat |ands, and the swanp
had to be ditched, drained, and bedded in the spring before
pl anting. Carpenters prepared tools for working the corn
and harvests and built or repaired slave quarters. Hands,
particul arly wonen, renoved onions from wheat in what was
known as cockling, other hands trimred fruit trees, and sone
wor ked on ditches. For their part, slaves al so saw spring
as atime for planting crops in the small patches they kept.

Wth the substantial increase in their spring assignnents,
however, tinme slaves enjoyed for cultivating their own
veget abl es probably di m ni shed79; noreover, slaves al so nust

78For comments on these operations, see Carter, “Account of the Enmbanknent...,”
p. 131.

79Carter gave the Mondays foll owi ng Easter and Witsuntide (usually in May) as
hol i days to his slaves,

and they definitely used this time for cultivating their own gardens. These

hol i days were standard and given annually, so slaves could al nost always count on
this time to work on their spring crops; but certainly an increase in spring
duties would have contributed to a reduction in other time slaves may have used
to work their patches, such as in the evening or on Saturdays, both of which
probabl y saw wor ki ng hours extended as conpared to before Carter came to Shirley
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have seen their energy |levels decline considerably as spring
chores grew nore burdensone, and consequently, they were
left with |l ess physical notivation to work their patches
after laboring for Carter.

As summer approached, so did the harvest. Shirley’s
sl aves had | earned to spend | ong hours in shadel ess fields
cutting the dense growths of grain which ripened in early
June. Wth the addition of oats as a nmjor crop, however,
the rigors of the harvest basically doubled. WMturing
around the sanme tinme as wheat, slaves had to cut oats just
after cradling and shocking the bountiful rows of wheat.
Frequently, there was little tine to rest between the two.
Sonetinmes, like on June 27, 1825, slaves conpleted cutting
the wheat and started on the oats the sane day, but Carter
usual |y spaced them several days to a week apart. Still,
t hough, sl aves enjoyed few breaks in the days both between
and surrounding the cutting of the two grains, as other
crops clained their attention. Corn, while harvested in the
fall, had to be weeded regularly throughout the sumer. In
addition, slaves weeded the small patches of cotton, as well
as the peas, beans, and punpkins planted with the corn in
the swanp or fields. Mreover, after cutting the wheat and
oats, both crops then had to be threshed, the wheat
delivered to markets, the oats hauled to storage, and the
screenings fromthe poorer quality wheat cleaned to be used
by slaves thenselves. Finally, several other chores, not
part of the harvest, added to the sumrer’s |abors. Men
cl eaned out the stable pen manure daily, wonen washed the
wool that men had sheared in May, and until 1825, when
sl aves began to work swanp corn, slaves cut clover hay and
gat hered cl over seed in June and July. By the end of
August, the first stages of work on the always demandi ng
cl over fallow began. The demands of sumrer, while al ways
heavy, had increased significantly, and, conpounded by the
of ten oppressive Tidewater heat and the ague and fever which
frequently struck the quarters, summer at Shirley was
exhausting and offered sl aves few breaks from work. 80

The cooling tenperatures fall brought did not |essen
sl aves’ duties. \Wereas the harvest dom nated summer work,
fall’s labors revolved chiefly around the clover fallow
Sl aves spent | ong days pl oughing and manuring the clover
shift and then sowing it in wheat. At the sane tine,

sinply because there was so nmuch nmore to do under his mastership.
80Carter often recorded the tenperatures during the harvest, and it was not

uncommon to see it reach the md or even high nineties. Because the grain had
to be cut, there was usually little choice but to work in such trying heat,
al though the effects could be great. In June of 1824, as just one exanple, after

noting that it was the “hotest day ever experienced here,” Carter recorded that
“sone of the cradlesrs fainted in the field; several hands [were] laid up + the
Harvest progressing slowy.” The next day, Carter stated that it was
“excessively hot; [they] Cut very little, [and] all hands gave out fromthe
heat....” See SPJ, June 29-30, 1824, SPP, 85:1.

49



however, they still cut the corn crop, hauled and hoisted it
up into storage lofts, and collected stal ks for fodder,
which they also carried to lofts. Picking out cotton took
place in the late fall, and livestock, too, demanded
attention, as carpenters constructed the winter farm pen and
teans haul ed fodder to sheep and carted punpkins to hogs

whi ch had been penned up for fattening in the fall. Hauling
ti mber, fencing, and other regular chores rounded out fall’s
wor k. Once again, the demands of inproved farm ng had
radically altered the nature of a particul ar season’s

| abors.

Thr oughout the seasons which structured work and life
at Shirley, slaves also carried out various experinents
Carter undertook ainmed at inproving his farm ng practices.

Li ke other |eading agriculturalists, he recognized that
successful reformrequired know edge gai ned from practi cal
experience and observation as well as experinentation. He
had started experinents early in his farmng career. In
1820, for exanple, he had soaked his corn in a m xture of
boiling tar and water and then rolled it inlinme “wth a
vi ew of keeping off birds.” Oher years saw Carter
conducting experinments with blue grass |ands and manures,
and when he sowed his plaster, his “constant practice” was
to | eave sone beds unplastered for “experinent sake.” At
times experinments may have added to slaves’ duties, as in
1820 when the corn had to be replanted, but in the long run
they pronoted the greater productivity Carter sought while
teachi ng sl aves nore effective nmethods of cultivation. 81l

Sone experinents even contributed to the health of
Carter’s slaves. 1In 1833 Carter reported one such case to
the Farmers” Register. Using the sanme seed oats for many
successive years w thout varying them Carter reported that
his crops had becone so infested with a type of black dust
head that he not only | ost about one-half of the crop, but
after thrashing the oats, the black dust “was so
suffocating, that the | aborers were nmade sick by it.”
Changi ng the seed in the spring of 1832, Carter purchased
one hundred bushels of the “purest seed” Richnond had to
offer. Finding that it did not cover all the |land he
intended to sow, Carter used sone of his “inpure” seed after
washing it in a strong solution of line water to fill out
his field. The experinent proved successful, as the crop of
oats fromthese |inmed seeds was nuch cl eaner after
harvesting than that fromthe R chnond seed, and the dust
whi ch so choked and suffocated Carter’s slaves during
t hreshi ng di ssi pated. 82

81For the experiment with the corn, see SPJ, May 9-10 1820, SPP, 85:1; for the

ot her experinents, see Carter, “Blu Gass,” Farmers” Register 1,10 (Mrch 1834),
580.; “The Four Shift System..,” p.133-134; and “Gypsum” Farmers” Register 5,1
(May 1837): 36-37, respectively.

82See Hill Carter, “An Experinment On Cats.” FR 1, 5 (Cctober 1833), 275. See
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The extent to which Shirley diversified under Carter
had inportant inplications for the plantation’s division and
organi zation of labor. The assortnent of jobs neant that
sone slaves began to work individually or in small groups in
what approached task based |abor. Jobs |ike sheep shearing,
sow ng plaster, marking out nuskrat holes, washing wool,
salting pork, and at tines, even cutting wood in the w nter,
Carter entrusted to just a few slaves skilled in the
particul ars of each task. Carter could not afford to
supervi se these tasks directly, but he could exert sone
i nfl uence over the | abor here by nonitoring what slaves
produced in each assignment. Wile this task | abor did not
gi ve slaves the remai nder of a day off after conpleting a
specific chore, like in the South Carolina | owcountry task
systenB3, what is significant is that slaves remained free
of direct supervision much of the tine when engaged in these
jobs. This allowed sl aves nore control over the pace of
their work and it provided them an escape fromthe constant
surveillance of overseers or Carter hinself, sonething
sl aves recogni zed as an avenue to gaining nore autonony in
their daily |ives.

Sl aves Tom How and Young, for exanple, two wood cutters
who Carter frequently had felling and gathering tinber on
their own throughout the winter, clearly would have attested
to the benefits such organi zation all owed. How and Young
often remai ned working in the woods by thensel ves until |ate
February or early March, while other slaves |abored in the
swanp. 84 The swanp, though, did create at | east one
opportunity for a man to work on his own. Carter noted that
one sl ave went around the dike daily, marking out nuskrat
holes for hands to fill at a l|later date.88 Sheep sheari ng,
too, slaves did nore on a task system as it was obvious to
Carter how many each man had sheared each day. Shearers
usual | y nunbered between two and four, and each May Carter
pull ed them away from weedi ng corn to go over his flock
whi ch nunbered between one hundred fifty and two hundred.
Wil e they escaped work in the fields, Carter had | earned a
much better and faster way of shearing from an Englishman,
and consequently, he expected a high |level of productivity
fromnen |ike Tal bot, Joe, and WIIliam when they served as
shearers.

Anot her of Carter’s regular sheaers, Big Phill, also
served as seedsman. \Wen Phill sowed plaster or clover
seed, he usually worked independently. After nore than

al so SPJ, March 31, 1832, SPP, 86: 2.

83 See Philip D. Morgan, “Wrk and Culture: The Task System and the Wrld of
Lowcountry Bl acks, 1700-1880,” William and Mary Quarterly 39 (1982): 563-599.

84 For exanpl es, see SPJ, February-March, 1828, and January-March, 1829; in 1831
they returned on March 5'" after repairing sonme fences at Hardens. See SPP, 86:2
for this.

88 See “Account of the Embankment..,” p.131.
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fifteen years experience with plaster, Carter felt that
Phill had beconme so accurate at the task that it was not
necessary for himto go behind Phill and neasure the work,
as had been his habit. 1In one instance, Phill even
corrected Carter about the sonme of the plaster work on one
shift; in the process, Phill not only contributed to an
experinment Carter subsequently conducted, but he al so
asserted his humanity to his master, revealing that slaves,
t oo, were capabl e of independent thought and action. 89
The sheer diversity of jobs at Shirley neant slaves
nmoved away from working in | arge gangs and began to | abor
nore regularly in small gangs wth specific assignnments. On
any given day, slaves engaged in a nunber of different jobs.
An overseer’s log detailed the various tasks sl aves
undertook at Shirley in the early years of Carter’s
mastership. |In March, 1822, Carter’s overseer observed that
a part of the hands sow ng cl over seed and a part of
the Teans draging themin. Bal ance of the hands and
wonen breaking clods in oat |and and bal ance of the
Teans pl oughing | and for oats.

The next day, some hands cl eaned out ditches, others sowed
cl over seed, wonen hoed on ditches, teans dragged in oats,
and carpenters sawed tinber.90 Regardless of the
disparities in the types of work slaves perforned, the
i ncreased division of [abor at Shirley nmeant that nost
sl aves periodically experienced | owered | evel s of
supervi sion at sone points, as Carter or his overseer could
not possibly maintain strict surveillance on so many vari ed
activities.

As the overseer’s observations illustrate, Carter’s
di versification al so shaped the organi zation of |abor in
ot her ways. The increased reliance on ploughs and draft
animal s created nore opportunities for sone slaves to
advance to the specialized positions of ploughnmen or
drivers. Carter organi zed sl aves who worked with the
pl oughs, drags, harrows, and other like instrunents into
t eans. Usi ng horses, oxen, and nules, the teans were
responsi bl e for breaking up, harrow ng, and draggi ng | ands,
runni ng furrows, and turning under the clover and ani mal

89 Carter learned fromWIson in May of 1822, and he argued that with this nethod
“a man may shear one-third nore sheep per day, in this way, than in the old
fashi oned way.” H s hands, he stated, “frequently shear fifteen or twenty sheep
per day, in this way, and formerly...they never exceeded twel ve sheep per day, to
the hand.” See Hill Carter, “Sheep Shearing,” FR 5, 1 (May, 1837), 36. Carter’s
journals reveal that his men averaged closer to fourteen or fifteen a day, and
sonetinmes, like on June 1, 1831, there could be” slow work indeed” in the
shearing. On Big Phill working by hinself with plaster and clover seed, seed
April 16 and 18, 1823, SPP, 85:1, and March 19, 1824, SPP, 85:1, respectively,
for exanples. On Phill’'s correction of Carter, see Carter, “Gypsum” FR 5, 1
(May, 1837), 36.

90 See Overseer Journal, March 19-20, 1822, SPP, 85:4.
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manures. Teans al so hauled crops, rails, clover, oats, and
wheat seed, and fodder and manures. The jobs assigned to
t hose who remained classified primarily as hands, however,
both nore unskilled and back-backing, contrasted sharply
with those given to teans. Hands perforned nore of the
drudgeries of field | abor: hand cast sow ng, weeding, and
hoei ng crops, cleaning furrows and ditches, breaking clods,
coll ecting fodder, and spreadi ng manures before the pl oughs.
Hand tools, sweat, and nuscle, not the power of ploughs and
strong work animals, powered these efforts.

Di visions of |labor did not end sinply with hands and
teanms. Those assigned to direct the ploughs were
exclusively slave nmen. Wnen, often listed separately in
wor k descriptions in Carter’s journals, and never by their
i ndi vi dual nanes, functioned mainly as field hands (aside
fromthose who served in the house). The hoe or spade stood
as their principal tool. Carter gave wonen sone of the
| east desirable chores on the plantation. They cleared up
fences of briers, picked oats and onions from wheat, weeded
bl ue and wire grasses, sloaped the riverbank, beat out
cl over seed, hoed and burned roots in the swanp, and toted
corn stalks to the winter farmpen. Wen teans haul ed out
manures, it was often wonmen who spread it before the
pl oughs; when harvesting the wheat, nen cradled it while
wonen shocked and wind rowed it al ongside of those nen not
serving as cradlers. 91 Men, aside fromtheir roles in the
teanms, also filled the other skilled positions of
carpenters, mllers, and blacksmths, and one sl ave naned
Bob even | earned how to nake shoes in 1823.92 As well,
whet her delivering wheat to markets or going to Richnond to
procure supplies like parts for a threshing machi ne, nen
gai ned a nmuch greater know edge of life outside the
pl antation than wonen. 93

91 These comments are based on a thorough reading of Carter’s journals. Carter
usual |y enpl oyed about fifteen or sixteen cradlers in the harvest while the rest
of the hands served as shockers and gatherers. Lorena Walsh's ideas on the
connections between gender and the increased division of |abor which acconpanied
di versification have been especially hel pful here. See, for exanple, "Slave
Life, Slave Society, and Tobacco Production in the Ti dewater Chesapeake, 1620-
1820," in Ilra Berlin and Philip Mrgan, eds., Cultivation and Culture: Labor and
the Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas. (Charlottesville, University of
Virginia Press, 1993):170-199.

92 See receipt of Richard Johnston fromHi Il Carter, July and August, 1823, SPP,
2:9, where Johnston received $25 from Carter for one hundred pairs of wooden
soles and for “teaching his man Bob how to make them” A slave nanmed Dani el
served as the miller, and Carter enployed two nen full tinme as carpenters.

93 For just one exanple, see the overseer journal where one mentions sending two
waggons to Richnond for machi ne castings during May 19-20, 1822; that August men
were delivering wheat to |local markets while wonen stayed on the plantation
gathering clover seed. See SPP, 85:4 for both. Carter several tinmes went to New
York to sell his wheat; surely slaves who made the trip with himenjoyed a view
of life seldomrealized by nost on the plantation. For one exanple, see Carter’s
article, “The Four Shift System” p.132. Carter’s carriage driver, Anthony, nade
regular trips to Richnond al one, for which Carter gave himtravel ling noney and
sonetimes even paid his tavern bills. See CAB, 1821-1832, SPP, 85:3 and 85:6 for
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Carter’s diversification also allowed himto
i ncorporate other segnents of his | abor force nore fully
into plantation work. O der slave wonen Carter found useful
in picking out cotton. He used sucklers, or wonen whose
recent delivery of child prevented them fromtaking on heavy
duties, to plant peas and occasionally weed cotton. dd age
or childbirth did not renove one conpletely fromthe pains
of work. 94 Carter also expanded the duties slave children
had on the plantation. Boys planted peas sonetinmes when
working with nmen running cultivators, and they al so gathered
peas and beans. Boys and girls both m nded birds away from
corn, and together with wonen, boys noved dirt, | oaded
straw, and cl eaned cheat out of clover and wheat fields.
Finally, boys and girls probably nade nuch of the butter and
m | k produced on the plantation, the former which Carter
sold to local markets in City Point or Petersburg.95 For
Carter, utilizing children in these ways all owed hi m greater
profits in proportion to his slave popul ation, but just as
inportantly, it helped himinculcate children into the
rudi ments of work at an early age.

In spite of the changes Carter’s agricultural reforns
engendered in work at Shirley, slaves struggl ed against the
i ncreasi ng demands Carter made on them Their nost direct
expression of resistance was running away. Sl aves
recogni zed the chances of escaping successfully were slim
More often than not, slaves ran away to avoid work or sinply
because they had reached their breaking points. Slaves
often chose the harvest tinme to flee, as it offered a break
fromsonme of the year’s nost demanding work. One day into
what was a difficult harvest in June of 1825, for exanple,
Joe Lyons fled Shirley;, two weeks later, John WAshi ngton
followed him96 Although both were eventual |y apprehended,
Washi ngton’ s defi ance was supported by the slave community
indirectly. Captured by the end of August, Washington still
managed to sell twelve chickens to Carter on Septenber the
9'" In his absence, other menbers of the slave conmunity
had taken care of Washington's birds sufficiently while he
enjoyed the limted freedons runni ng away presented. 97

numer ous exanpl es.

94 For exanpl es of ol der wonen picking cotton, see the overseer journal,

Sept enber 30, 1822, SPP, 85:4 and Carter’s SPJ, Cctober 12, 1822, SPP, 85:1. For
comrents on the sucklers, see SPJ, May-June, 1823, SPP, 85:1.

95 For exanples of the boys working with cultivators and gathering peas and
beans, see SPJ, May 16, 1822, SPP, 85:1 and overseer |og, August 16, 1822, SPP,
85:4, respectively. The references to boys and wonmen working with dirt and straw
al so appear in the overseer log. Mking mlk and butter was ideally suited for
children because it was relatively light Iabor. Carter began selling butter in
1821, and annual ly about four hundred and fifty pounds found its way to | ocal
markets like City Point or Petersburg, netting Carter about $90 each year. See
AAB, 1821-1833, SPP, 85:1.

96 See SPJ, June 1825, SPP, 85:1. Carter noted that the harvest was particularly
intensive due to both the intensive heat and the tangling and | odgi ng of the
wheat .

97 See CAB, Septenber, 1825, SPP, 85:6.



Four years later, Carter wi tnessed a mass exodus of
slaves. Quite naively, Carter noted on March 14, 1829, that

“Sam [Smth had] run off this norning without cause.” Joe
Lyons caught himnearby and returned Samto Shirley a day
|ater, for which Carter paid Lyons a dollar. This proved

to be little incentive to Lyons, however, for less than a
month later, with Sam and his brother Charles, John and
WIIliam Sanpson, and Billy Tanner, Lyons again ran away
after John Sanpson, with sone help fromthe others, had
robbed one of Carter’s neighbors. Except for WIliam
Carter stated that all were apprehended within a nonth. But
this incident proved clearly that slaves’ loyalties lay with
the community and not their master, regardless of the noney
Carter paid themfor catching each other. 98

A nore realistic way for slaves to resist was to slow
down the pace of work. Aside fromtaking advantage of the
[imted supervision diversification could foster, slaves
found an excellent opportunity to sl ow down work whenever
Carter travel ed outside the plantation for extended peri ods,
such as his annual pilgrinmages to Fauquier County or trips
to New York to deliver wheat. Wth only the one overseer
Carter enployed to nonitor work, slaves felt |ess direct
pressure to performtheir jobs diligently or fully.
Carter’s journals nmake it clear that his slaves used his
absence to do exactly that. Carter often conpl ai ned about
negl ected or poor work once he returned to Shirley after
| ong absences. In Cctober, 1824, for exanple, after
returning from New York, Carter remarked that his slaves had
not done “as nuch as they ought to have done in any
departnent of the plantation.” In Cctober, 1830, after a
respite in the nountains of Fauquier, Carter observed that
hi s sl aves had not patched up the nuskrat holes in the
swanp, they had “inproperly fanned” the wheat seed, and the
fodder “they negl ected very nuch, not having gathered a
quarter of what they ought to have.”99

Sl aves clearly saw sl owi ng down work as a pathway to
resistance, and it gave themsatisfaction to be sure, but it
did not really renoved themfromtheir fundanenta
obligations of working for Carter. |ndependent production,
however, offered thema chance to work for thensel ves,
somewhat renoved fromtheir master’s control, and in this

98 For accounts of these escapes, see SPJ, March-May, 1829, SPP, 86:2, and the

Ri chnond Enquirer, April 14, 1829. Carter also paid a slave naned Tal bot $1.00
for his efforts to catch the runaways. For this paynent as well as Lyon’'s see
CAB, March, 1829, 85:6. Another slave naned G non also “ran of f w thout cause”
on March 31%'. Carter fails to mention specifically whether he or WIIliam Sanpson
were ever apprehended.

99 See SPJ, Cctober, 1824, SPP, 85:1 and SPJ, Cctober, 1830, SPP, 86:2,
respectively. |If the overseer was sick and in bed when Carter was absent, as was
the case in 1831, work slowed considerably. Carter also experience repeated
problens with his threshing machi ne, but whether slaves sabotaged it or it was
sinply a poor piece of equi pment is unknown.

55



sense, it gave them a sense of self-esteemthey could never
have in their relations with their master. Raising
veget abl es provi ded sl aves with val uabl e supplenents to the
meager rations Carter provided. Selling chickens, ducks,
and turkeys, broons, and mats, as well as salting fish or
wor ki ng hol i days, allowed slaves to earn noney, sone of

whi ch they m ght use to buy |uxury goods when the
opportunity arose. Moreover, earning noney taught sl aves
the value of property in labor, an inportant |esson for
those regarded by their master as chattel property. Wile
t he anbunts sl aves earned appeared scant to a man of
Carter’s neans, to nmen |ike John Washi ngton or wonen |ike
Sarah Pride, it helped mtigate the difficulties of alife
ensl aved. 100

100 For vol um nous evidence of Shirley' s slaves independent production, see
Carter’s Cash Account Books, for he bought much (if not npbst or all) of what
sl aves produced on the plantation. On evidence of gardens, see chapter three.
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Searching for Stability: The New Faces of Reform, 1833-1860

The first seventeen years of H Il Carter’s mastership
had been a period of radical transformation. Both his
plantation’s fields and his | aborers had w tnessed i nportant
change. But while Carter had indeed “saved the ship,” his
systemremai ned far fromperfect. To outside observers
Carter’s success with inproved farmng was clear and
i npressive, yet his systemstill contained particular flaws
which, in their eyes, threatened to limt the full potenti al
of his reforns.

In the pages of the Farmers” Register there energed a
runni ng debate anong Ti dewater planters over what
constituted the best systemof inproved farmng. Carter had
first chanpi oned what he considered the great nerits of the
four-shift systemin the inaugural volune of Ruffin's
journal .1 In what was his first published witing on
agriculture, Carter had presented a strong case for the
utility of the system To Ednund Ruffin, the “peculiar
advant ages of the four-shift rotation..[had].been ably
mai ntained by M. H Carter..,” as well as his neighbor, John
Sel den. Ruffin, however, recognized that not all planters
al ong the Janes agreed with Carter or Selden. He encouraged
ot hers who enployed different systens to use his journal as
a forumto voice their opinions and oppositions, cautioning
that “if those who object to that rotation.remain silent,
it is a natural inference that their silence anmounts to
adm ssion of the inferiority of their own systens.” 2

Ironically, Ruffin had made these remarks at the end of
what was one of the initial responses given to the four
shift hailed by Carter. Authored by WIlliamB. Harrison,
the article spelled out a variety of objections to the
rotation Carter had used so skillfully to revive his
plantation. Harrison's first criticismcentered around what
he termed the four shift’s “expensiveness.” He argued that
it required “an unusually large [anount of] horse-power” to
fallow a quarter of an entire farmannually, and keeping a
| ar ge nunber of horses, mules, and oxen throughout the year,
when they did little else, was a drain on a plantation’s
econony. Moreover, Harrison observed that the fall ow work
becane “an undertaking of great labor” in the dry seasons
whi ch frequented the Ti dewater. A second objection of

1 See Hill Carter, “The Four Shift System The best rotation for Janmes River

| ands, or any good wheat and corn soils, “ FR 1, 3 (August, 1833): 132-135.

2 See Ruffin's coments on p. 466 of WlliamB. Harrison's “On The Rotation O
Crops, And The Pamunky Plan OF Cultivating Corn,” FR 2, 8 (January 1835): 464-
468. Ruffin remarked that while it was not his intention “to express any opinion
as to the superior value of either of the rotations in question..,” he wi shed “the
views on both sides to be fully presented..!
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Harrison’s was that corn, a crop which he believed commanded
better market prices and was less likely to fail due to
climatic conditions as conpared to wheat, was relegated to
secondary inportance in the rotation. A third problem
Harrison saw was that the large | abor force required to
pl ant and harvest the wheat crop was excessive for corn
cultivation and thus enployed inefficiently. Accordingly,
the | abor was “overwhel m ngly accunul ated at one or two
seasons, instead of being properly distributed throughout
t he year, which should be the constant aimof every farnmer.”
But the rotation’ s greatest problem Harrison nmaintained,
was its succession of three grain crops in a row, sonething
“opposed to the universal practice and experience of al
good cultivators of the soil.” Harrison concluded his
criticisnms by observing how “strange” it was that any
pl anter could assert that the Panmunky node of cultivating
corn, conbining the plough with two or three hoeings, could
be | ess | aborious than where the crop was cultivated
entirely wth ploughs. 3
Not waiting long to defend his systemfromthese
criticisns, Carter’s response appeared three issues |ater.
Bui l ding on the know edge that Harrison (as well as John
W ckham a nei ghboring planter who, |ike Harrison, objected
to Carter’s systen) had actually used the four-shift system
on several satellite farnms, Carter admtted that he was
al nost ready to yield that the four-field systemwould
not answer as a general system after seeing its
condemati on by such enlightened and practi cal
agriculturalists as M. John Wckham and WB. H; but
upon a little reflection, I have come to the concl usion
that there cannot be any thing very bad in a system
whi ch those intelligent gentlenen, and nost successful
farmers, have adopted thensel ves. 4

Al though Carter felt that this in itself spoke “vol unes” for
the rotation, he still provided a careful defense of his
system

To Harrison’s first criticism Carter argued that the
nunmber of draft animals required to fallow one fourth of a
plantation in the autum equaled that required to plough a
third of the same plantation for corn during the spring and
continue cultivating it throughout the sumrer. As wel |,
Carter pointed out that in Harrison's three-shift, horses
were not used in the tinme between the wheat threshing in
August and the corn cutting and wheat sowi ng in Cctober, and

3 See WlliamB. Harrison, “On The Rotation O Crops...,” pp. 464-466. On the
Pamunky node, Harrison considered the |labor “fully double,” and if there was “a
cheaper way of mmking corn than with the plough, it nmust,” he argued, “be by the
agency of steam”

4 HIl Carter, “Remarks On The Conparative Advantages O The Three-Shift And
Four-Shift Rotations,” FR 2, 11 (April 1835), 657.
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thus, “the very thing that WB.H. conplains of in the four-
field systemoccurs---that is, the feeding [of] idle
horses.”5 Harrison's second point Carter dismssed easily,
poi nting out that over the last fifteen years wheat had
fetched far better market prices than corn. Moreover, the
corn produced under the four-shift constituted a |arger sale
crop than Harrison recogni zed, as the heavy manuring
generated by the system pronoted abundant vyi el ds.
Simlarly, while Carter admtted that the only sound
objection to his rotation concerned the three grain crops in
succession, he contended that the substantial manuring did
“away in a great neasure the bad effects.”” and exhaustion
caused from wheat, corn or oats, and then wheat follow ng
each other on a shift over three years. Although Carter
failed to address specifically Harrison’s comments about his
| abor being spread unevenly throughout the year, the various
jobs Carter’s slaves perforned under his diversified system
ensured that his |labor was nore properly and efficiently
di stributed than Harrison recognized. Finally, in response
to Harrison’s assertion that the Panunky node was so | abor
intensive, Carter rem nded hi mthat the plough was still the
principle instrunent of cultivation and that the weedi ngs
were no greater than what was common in other systens.6
Wiile Carter’s and Harrison’s debates reflected the
growi ng recognition that an open di al ogue on i nproved
farm ng was essential for the continued success and spread
of reform at tines their witings strayed away from pure
di scourse over agriculture and assunmed nore personal
di mensions. Ednmund Ruffin, however, was nore concerned with
bringing reformto Virginia than with pursuing persona
gri evances agai nst nei ghboring planters, and when he visited
Carter’s plantation, his coments reflected this pragmati sm
Appearing in the sumrer of 1833, Ruffin’s first published
observations on Shirley resulted froma tour he took of the
pl antation the precedi ng Novenber. Like Harrison after him
Ruffin held that the rotation of three grain crops in
succession, with only the one aneliorative crop of clover,
exhausted the | and considerably, regardless of Carter’s
skills as an agriculturalist. He held that “but few soils
coul d resi st exhaustion under this severe rotation, even
with all the aid here derived from manure and good
managenent.” Ruffin pointed out, however, that Carter’s
unyi el di ng conviction in the power of clover and extensive

5 1lbid, p. 658. Carter added that in the four-shift the horses and nul es were
put to good use in the fall with the fallow work.

6 This portion of Carter’s response appeared a little later in the sane issue of
t he Register as his “Remarks on the Conparative Advantages...” Carter wyly stated
that “if WB.H has been able to dispense entirely with the hoe, and substitute
the pl ough altogether in nmaking corn, then indeed | nust give up ‘that nothing
but the agency of steami can conmpete with him” See Panmunky [H Il Carter], “On
The Pamunky Mbde OF Making Corn,” FR 2, 11 (April 1835), p.709-710.
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manuring “led himto forma very different opinion.” 7

Besi des what he considered its exhaustive effects,
Ruffin al so supposed that since the reclained swanp al | oned
Carter to substitute oats for corn in his rotation, the |ack
of a hoed or “cleansing” crop in his fields encouraged the
growt h of weeds and grasses. Wen he first nade these
observations, Ruffin stated that although Carter conpl ai ned
“l oudly of his annoyance from bl ue grass, and partridge
peas, the appearance of his fields when seen under grain..,”
and the bountiful crops Shirley produced, indicated that
these pests did little damage.8 1In a footnote, however
Ruffin revealed that after visiting Shirley and nmaking these
notes, Carter informed himthat his plantation did, indeed,
face real problenms with these scourges. Ruffin remarked
that he learned from Carter that the “increase of blue grass
is so great, and its growh so destructive to the clover
crop, and inpedes so nuch the preparation of the land for
wheat, that sone horse-hoed crop, or cleansing tillage, nust
be adopted.”9

Lost in these dial ogues over Carter’'s systemwere his
slaves. As Ruffin’s comments denonstrated, however, in
spite of the inprovenents Carter’s rotation brought to his
| ands, it also produced sonme particul ar probl ens of
cultivation, the burdens of which fell to his slaves. Three
years before Ruffin’s commentary appeared, Carter noted in
despair the difficulties he and his slaves faced with blue
grasses. He remarked that the shift recently harvested of
wheat and being readied for oats that spring was “so full of
bl ue grass that I do not know what to do wth it.” Once
sl aves started to sow oats, Carter decided to | eave out
thirty acres of the nost infested sections of the shift to
cultivate it in corn as a cleanser. Thus, in addition to
wor ki ng the swanp corn and planting a small patch of cotton

sl aves spent nmuch of the spring engaged in the difficult
task of ploughing for, planting, and weeding corn in these
ent angl ed blue grass |lands; 10 ironically, this was the
indirect result of their excruciating, yet successful,
| abors in the swanp itself.

Al t hough the substitution of oats for corn in his
rotation forced slaves to cope with the ills of blue
grasses, Carter found oats helped to cleanse his fields of
anot her scourge--onions. Besides choking ploughs when
preparing the land for sowi ng and maki ng the wheat cutting
at harvest nore difficult, growhs of wild onions, if m xed
in wwth the wheat when threshed, |owered the quality of the
grain when taken to market. As he did wth blue grasses,

7 Ruffin, “Leaves From A Traveller’s Note Book,” FR 1, 2 (July, 1833), 105.
8 Ibid, p. 106.

9 Ibid, p.106.

10 See SPJ, March-May, 1830, SPP, 86:2.
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when Carter discovered parts of his |ands overgrown with

oni ons, he ordered slaves to plough up large tracts and put
themin oats for cleansing. |In the spring of 1833, for
exanpl e, Carter began to break up twenty acres of his stable
field lot to clean it of the “onions + filth.” Seeing that
the onions had infested the entire shift, within several
days Carter had “started 7 ploughs to plough up [the]

bal ance of [the] stable field for oats as it is so foul it
woul d not make wheat without a spring crop.”11 Spring

pl oughi ng for oats was nothing unusual for Shirley s slaves,
but that spring, they had gone through the process tw ce on
separate shifts; noreover, after conpleting these |abors,
Carter’s slaves had to nove quickly to get both the bayfield
and the swanp ready for corn cultivation. Not only did the
pace of work rise that spring, but slaves also saw a
reduction in the tinme they had for preparing their own
Spring crops.

Cats proved to be an “effectual cleanser” of the wheat
crop, but they did little to prevent the continued spread of
blue and wire grasses. 12 Slaves' attenpts to check these
grasses by cultivating corn in certain tracts of Shirley’s
main fields had proved rather futile. In the sumer of 1833,

Carter observed that “l1 have this year lost one third on ny
wheat by blue grass.”13 Carter |lanented that the “only
remedy” was a hoed crop of corn, stating that “1 shall now

be conpelled in ny sorrow to abandon oats as a cl eanser, and
substitute the corn crop, so foul had ny |and becone of

every thing except the onion.” |In at |east one respect,
Carter did not m nd abandoni ng the oat crop, for he
considered it, “if a heavy one, fully as exhausting as the
corn crop.” On the other hand, however, Carter recognized

that his slaves would certainly encounter problenms with
onions in the future, and, nore inportantly, he argued that
he would “find it too | aborious to cultivate one fourth of
my land in corn, in addition to ny swanp | and.”” Regardl ess
of these concerns over how nmuch spring work woul d now be
required of his slaves, Carter felt he had little choice.
He remarked that “it nust be done—there is no alternative,
for the blue grass nust be checked.”14

As 1834 opened, then, the prospects slaves faced were
bl eak i ndeed. Fortunately for them Mother Nature forced
her hand into matters of the reclainmed swanp. The
continuous sinking of the land, as well as persistent w nds
and driving rains which washed the damto pieces the
previ ous Decenber, had allowed water to conpletely inundate
the reclaimed area. This, coupled with the heavy demands

11 SPJ, March 27-April 1, 1833, SPP, 86:2.

12 Carter, “The Four Shift System” p.134.

13 Ibid, p. 134. Carter produced only 3, 060 bushels of wheat in 1833, as
conpared to 5, 800 the previous year.

14 1bid, p.134.
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each winter brought in making repairs to the di ke, forced
Carter, “wth very great reluctance, to abandon the greater
part of the reclained land..”15 Ruffin had always said this
woul d be the inevitable result of the Shirley swanp, but at
the sanme tine, he understood that the project had been a
profitable one, so long as Carter did not |abor to keep the
area recl ai ned past what nature allowed. Ruffin stated that
what is nost inportant in the matter [is that] the
clear profit fromthe crops has already overpaid the
whol e expense of making and preserving the enbanknent;
and therefore the usual |oss attendi ng such
i nprovenents will be avoi ded—unl ess the proprietor
shoul d too | ong endeavor to defend his work fromits
i nevitabl e end, the water resum ng possession of the
whol e space. 16

This inevitable end had cone by the wi nter of 1833-34.
As a result, Carter noved corn back into his regular

rotation, growing oats only on a sixty-acre tract of the
wheat shift which now foll owed corn. The issue of blue
grasses and the need for a hoed crop in the rotation had
seem ngly worked itself out. Mre inportantly, the |oss of
the swanp spared slaves the incredible |abors Carter knew
cultivation of both the swanp and a quarter of his fields in
corn entail ed.

Wrk in the swanp, however, did not end there. Carter
was not ready to concede total defeat to the swanp, and as
he had done throughout his farm ng career, he attenpted to
make sone sort of profits fromwhat appeared a hopel ess
situation. He recalled that as the swanp “had been a hobby
with me for so long a tine, | [was] determned to try to
save a portion of the land.” for corn.17 During the wnters
and early springs of 1833-34 and 1834-35, Carter had his
sl aves, nmen and wonen ali ke, construct a new bank of eight
hundred yards within the boundaries of the old, eroded one
in an attenpt to reclaimpermanently twenty acres closest to
his high | ands. 18 The harvest fromthese twenty acres
revealed to Carter that he had encl osed too nmuch | ow ground.
Thus, in February of 1837, slaves again worked to put up a
new di ke, this time a cross bank to reclaimseven to ten
acres of the “highest and dryest part of the swanp |and..”19

In March, slaves rolled dirt in the swanp’s | ow areas in an

15 Hill Carter, “The Progress O Sinking And Loss In The Enbanked Marsh O
Shirley,” FR 5, 1 (May, 1837), 40.

16 Ruffin, “Leaves From A Traveller’s Note Book,” p.107.

17 Carter, “The Progress O Sinking And Loss...,” p.40.

18 I bid, p.40. See also SPJ, 1834-1835, SPP, 86: 2.

19 See “The Progress of Sinking and Loss,” p.40 and SPJ, February 1837, SPP,

86:2. Carter’'s journals also reveal that in February 1836 slave nmen put up a new
bank “to reclaima small piece of land by the quarter spring.” Presunably, the
work here was done on the sane | and where slaves put up the cross-bank in 1837.
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attenpt to el evate them high enough to grow corn. 20

By April of 1837, Carter felt he had finally secured
these ten acres. He pointed out that although having only
ten out of the original eighty-five acres left was exactly
what Ruffin predicted, he did “not regret it, nowit is done
and over, as it has paid very well for itself, and it was an
experinment, which sooner or later, | should have made, for
coul d not have withstood the tenptation of reclaimng so
fine a piece of land.”21 Carter observed that along with the
ten acres he now had (in place of the swanp) a marsh which
harbored wi | d ducks and other birds.22 For Shirley’'s
sl aves, the grueling | abors of the swanp finally were over.

Al t hough their work was the backbone of the profits
garnered fromthe swanp, they were left with little to show
for their efforts other than the physical and psychol ogi cal
scars of | aboring under such trying conditions. The ducks
whi ch they took fromthe swanp and sold to Carter, as well
as the peas which slave wonen planted there and sone of
whi ch probably found their way back to the quarters, 23
hardly erased their | ess than fond nenories of the days and
nights they spent in Shirley’ s swanp.

In June of 1837 Ruffin paid another visit to Shirley,
agai n publishing his observations in his Register. View ng
the plantation in the mdst of a prolonged drought, Ruffin
remar ked that the “crop of wheat on the Shirley farmis
[still] very fine for this bad season.” Wile the wheat
that followed corn in Carter’s rotation suffered fromthe
ravages of the Hessian fly, the fall ow wheat seened i nmmune
fromboth that “scourge” and the poor weather. Ruffin
attributed this to the ploughing under of the entire clover
crop as well as the year’s stock of farm pen and stable yard
manures, which he felt “seens to enable the wheat to
withstand all attacks, and sources of great damage, usual to
the crop el sewhere..” 24

Ruffin was careful to point out, however, that Carter’s
wheat crop was still subject to the “evils produced by
| uxuriance of gromh.” By this, Ruffin neant that because
Carter ploughed all of his plantation’s manure in each fall
with the fallow, his wheat | odged or becane severely
entangl ed due to its high density of straw. Ruffin
mai ntai ned that this produced extra work for Carter’s

20 SPJ, March 10, 1837, SPP, 86:2.

21 “The Progress of Sinking and Loss,” p.40-41.

22 Ibid, p.41. Carter added that he was “deternmined to have the wood [which he
had originally renmoved] back again, and | have this spring set out several
hundred ash trees, and shall continue to set out every spring, until | cover the
whol e marsh with trees, and be able to say ‘Richard is hinmself again.’” Ruffin
doubted this planting would succeed, as the soil’s surface had sunk too deeply to
sustain any growth; Carter’s journals fail to nention any planting after 1837.
23 For Carter’s purchases of ducks fromhis slaves see his Cash Account Books.
24 Edmund Ruffin, “Memoranda OF Hasty Visits To The Country,” FR, 5, 3 (July,
1837): 184-185.
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sl aves, and anounted to a loss or inefficiency of |labor. He
asserted that
| doubt nuch whether his manure does not serve to
i ncrease the product of strawin a far greater
proportion than of grain—and while it increases the
risk of rust and of |odging, and the | abors of harvest,
and of thrashing, this increase of strawis of no val ue
except as increasing the materials for manure. 25

Once again, particular features of Carter’s rotation
created additional burdens for his black |aborers. Wen
conpounded by rains, the problens of |odging could be al nost
i nsurnount abl e, as Carter discovered just one week after
Ruffin's visit. Two days into the harvest, Carter reveal ed
the difficulties |odging posed for the work: “Cut such a
harvest | never before saw, the wheat [is] flat + tangled +
we can only cut 6 or 8 acres per day.” The next day, Carter
commented that he and his slaves were “cutting wheat
whenever we can but never was there such a harvest; the
whol e crop [is] flat + tangled; God only knows when we shall
finish.”26 Once slaves did finish this rigorous cutting,
they still had to conplete shocking the tangl ed wheat;
nor eover, the work of weeding corn and cutting and hauling
up oats renmai ned. The del ays produced by these probl ens
with the wheat would have |l ed Carter to push his slaves
harder to neet these other requirenents throughout the rest
of July and August.

Ruffin did not imt his coments on Carter’s manuring
practices to his concerns over |odging. Ruffin argued that
Carter’s | ands woul d benefit greater if he applied his
manure either to the wheat shift which followed corn—as it
was always inferior to that on the fallower as a spring
top-dressing to his clover. Ruffin felt the latter, by
increasing the growh of clover, would give the land a
stronger and steadier supply of manure.27 |Instead of
i ncreasi ng the wheat crop, which was valuable only for its
grains or seeds, Ruffin held “it is best always to give our
farmyard and stable nanures to crops of which we wish to
i ncrease the general bulk..,” |I|ike clover or corn. He
stated that Carter agreed his manure woul d be nore useful if
applied in the spring on young clover instead of the fall ow,
but “he is still conpelled to pursue the latter practice,
because his rotation and general systemrequire so nuch
| abor in the spring, that he has none to spare for carrying
out his manure at the tinme he would prefer.”28 Al though

25 I bid, p.185.

26 SPJ, June 26, 1837, SPP, 86:2.

27 Ruffin, “Menmoranda O Hasty Visits..,” p.185.

28 Ibid, p.185. Ruffin added “This then is certainly one serious objection to
his system however admrable it may be in other respects.”
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Carter had abandoned cultivation of the swanp and cotton, 29
both of which required great attention in April and My,
spring remai ned a demanding tinme for slaves.

Ruf fin obviously recognized Carter’s achi evenents as a
farmer, and his intention was not to | anbaste him As the
| eadi ng voice of agricultural reformin the South, however,
Ruffin felt it his duty to illustrate the strengths as well
as the weaknesses in any planter’s system He admtted that
whil e “rmuch has been said.both for and against this very
productive and very scourging four-shift rotation..” the
increased profits and fertility Carter produced are “stil
nmore a proof that the plan, whether good or otherw se, is
carried through in the best manner, in regard to good
execution, and econony of |abor, and other neans.” 30
Regardl ess of the particulars of one’s rotation, then, good
managenent, which facilitated industrious use of |abor and
sound cultivation practices, went a |ong way to producing
t he successful agriculturalist.

As the deficiencies in Carter’s system energed nore
clearly in his lands, these factors becane nore inportant.
Accordingly, slaves felt increased pressures placed on the
quality and efficiency of their work. Problens of blue
grasses, onions, or |odging were one thing. Sl oppiness,
carel essness, or inefficiency in executing tasks were quite
anot her, for they only conpounded existing problens in the
rotation. Ruffin's observations attested to this. He noted
t hat

as perfect as the tillage seens under this rotation,

when wel | executed, and as clean and heavy as may be

the crops, it will not bear neglect, or defective work
of any kind. Inperfectly executed, the rotation would
be a wetched one, both for annual profits and

i nprovenent of the |and. 31

Moreover, Ruffin pointed out that good execution
necessitated that jobs be carried out “in proper tine.” For
slaves, all of this neant they had to performtheir jobs
skillfully, with attention to accuracy and detail, and
according to a particular schedule. In the face of these
concerns, slaves felt even nore constrained in their daily
lives. They saw fewer opportunities to escape work, and

29Carter ended cotton cultivation in 1831, as his journals make no nmention of it
after that date.

30 Ruffin, “Menmoranda of Hasty Visits..” p.185.

31 Ibid, p.185. In an article on marling, Carter raised the obvious question of
“What system badly executed, would not be.” a wetched one for profits and

i mprovenments? See H Il Carter, “Marling,” FR 5, 4 (August 1837), 248.
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they found their actions nonitored nore closely by the
overseer or Carter.

Wil e Ruffin observed that the sustained drought which
struck Shirley in the spring and early sumrer of 1837 had
done little damage to Carter’s wheat crop, he could not say
the sane for the oats, clover, and corn raised on the
pl antation. The oats Ruffin considered “inferior,” while
the clover, even in its best growhs, was “scarcely nore
than a foot high.” The corn, however, had suffered the
most. Ruffin argued that this crop, “in general, is worse,
conpared to the produci ng power of the land, than any well
tilled field | ever saw at this tinme of the year.”32 Ten
days before Ruffin had cone to Shirley, Carter had nade
simlar remarks concerning the devastation inflicted by the
drought. On June 6, Carter wote that

The drought is so great that the corn does not grow at

all, +is in fact perishing, so that we are afraid to

work it. The oats + clover are nearly, if not quite
destroyed by the drought, + the wheat suffering very
much; pastures burnt up, + everything |ooks Iike a |ong

drought in August + Septenber. 33

As Ruffin and Carter both recogni zed, however, the real
threat to the corn was not so nmuch the drought but the
i ncreased presence of insects which ate up Carter’s corn in
its infant stages of growh. Wether it was the wire (or
bud) worm the cut worm or the corn flea, by the m ddle of
the 1830s, these insects had begun to weak unprecedented
havoc on Shirley’s fields. Like the problens Carter
encountered with blue grasses, Ruffin pointed out that the
increase of insects resulted partly fromthe | ack of a hoed
crop in Shirley’'s rotation.34 Carter recalled that even
t hough “by dear-bought experience” he had | earned that a
hoed crop was necessary to cleanse his |ands of bl ue
grasses, he still “suffered in having additional |abor and
trouble.[fromthe] great difficulty in getting nmy corn to
stand early in the year, owng to insects.”35

No finer a denonstration of this did Carter see than in
the sumer of Ruffin’s visit. Two days after slave wonen
began weeding his corn, wire wornms had destroyed so nmuch of
it that Carter undertook to replant the ngjority of the
field. Once slaves commenced with the replanting, however,
Carter found that the worm had caused greater damage than he
imagined. As a result, he directed his teans to plough up
“all the badly eaten parts of the field + plant it over
again.” On about forty-five acres, slaves again laid off

32 Ruffin, “Memoranda O Hasty Visits,” p.185.

33 SPJ, June 6, 1837, SPP, 86: 2.

34 Ruffin, “Menmoranda OF Hasty Visits,” pp. 185-186.
35 Carter, “Marling,” p.248.
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the rows, dropped in the corn, and harrowed it in, which
Carter remarked did “very nicely.”36 But |ess than two
weeks after this planting, another bug, the corn flea,
“appeared in nyriads,” eating up the entire forty-five acres
and forcing slaves to replant this section for a third
tinme.37 The corn fleas disappeared after this third

pl anting, and al though Ruffin argued that “the injury to,
and inevitable dimnution of the crop, nust be very great,”
Carter reported in August that his corn, even on these
forty-five acres, “is now very promsing; and if we have a
seasonable fall, wll nake a full crop after all.”38

For slaves, the tasks of replanting or reploughing
infested | ands, not to nention the hei ghtened pace of work
t hese additional |abors often encouraged, 39were energi ng as
all too famliar features of life at Shirley. Spring and
summer, always demanding tinmes with the rigors of planting
and harvesting, were quickly becom ng periods for working
out kinks in Carter’s rotation. The added burdens this
pl aced on slaves further dimnished the tinme they enjoyed
for working their own small gardens, and it increased the
heavy physical tolls already taken on them Moreover, there
was a psychol ogi cal inpact to this, as slaves’ resentnent of
Carter woul d have deepened in the face of his increased
demands over their |abor, when, at tinmes, this |abor itself
appeared to be wasted or in vain or perhaps, in their eyes,
even the fault of Carter hinself. Reformwas a |earning
process, for Carter and his slaves alike. And as sl aves
were continuously discerning, even sone twenty years after
their master had first conme to Shirley, Carter’s desire to
achi eve both maxi mum profits and sustained inprovenents
meant that work and life on the plantation was subject to
all sorts of changes and instabilities.

Carter, for his part, continued to study his |lands for
ways to strengthen themand the crops they yielded. His
experience wth insects convinced himthat nore drastic
measures were required to cleanse his |ands of the |egions
of bugs infesting them Carter originally felt that the
addition of corn to his lands, in due tinme, would rid his
soils of both pestilent grasses and insects. Just after
Ruffin’s second visit, Carter stated that he "“expect[ed] no
more difficulty with insects, than farnmers with ot her
rotations; for | amsure that a hoe crop, once in four

36 See SPJ, May 1837, SPP, 86:2.

37 The quote conmes fromRuffin's “Menoranda,” p.186; see this as well as SPJ,
June 1837, SPP, 86:2 for infornation on these replantings.

38 See Ruffin’s “Menoranda,” p.186 and Carter’s “Marling,” p.247, respectively.
39 Delays to work necessarily neant that Carter’s slaves had to nake up lost tinme
at sone point to stay on the seasonal schedule his crops mandated. In 1837, for
exanple, after all of this replanting due to insects, Carter noted that although
on the small areas of swanp corn slaves tended that year the land was “quite
wet,” slaves “had no tine to | ose between now, + harvest,” and thus, they “were
conpelled to work the land wet.”
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years, will be sufficient to cleanse the | and of both weeds
and bl ue grasses...and insects of all kinds.”40

Once nore, however, experience proved to be the rea
teacher. Two years later, in the summer of 1839, Shirley
again fell victimto the prey of insects, this tine in the
formof the chinch bug. The chinch bug, previously unknown
on the plantation, forced Carter and his slaves to enpl oy
new t echni ques to conbat insects. After finishing the wheat
harvest early in the day on July 1°, slaves started that
afternoon to kill the chinch bugs they found ravagi ng
Carter’s corn. On the fourth and the fifth, Carter had al
hands whitewashing the corn in an attenpt to renove the
insects. The work here was both very tedious and | abori ous,
and com ng just after the harvest, slaves nust have | ooked
upon it with particular disgust. After slave nen started
cutting oats and pl oughi ng other |ands on the sixth, wonen
and boys continued the whitewashing for several days until
they began to tie up the cut oats.41 These efforts finally
eradi cated the chinch bug, but again, slaves duties,
especially those for boys, had expanded owing to defects in
Carter’s system

By the winter of 1839, Carter had cone to a grim
realization. While his exalted four shift had produced both
profits and real inprovenments in his lands, it had al so
encouraged the gromh of insects. The turning under of al
the clover for nore than two decades had filled Carter’s
fields wth dense vegetable matter, creating “a perfect bed
for insects.” Coupled with the |imted grazing the four
shift allowed, there was little in the way to check these
insects. Carter remarked that although he was confi dent
that under the rotation his |lands had “increased four-fold
in fertility., the insects have multiplied an hundred-fold,
or perhaps | mght justly say one thousand-fold; and so
numer ous have they becone, that | find nmy crops [even] on
hi ghly inproved | and have becone very precarious in
consequence. " 42

Faced with such persistent problens frominsects,
Carter found hinself forced to nake a major change in his
system He recognized that close or rigid grazing was the
only way to cleanse his |ands of the various bugs invadi ng
them The four-shift system however, in that it was
essential that the entire lay of clover be returned to the
land, did not really allow for this. Gazing the clover
shift would deprive the soil of sone of this one restorative
crop. Reluctantly, Carter understood that he had no choice
but to abandon his bel oved four-shift system and adopt one

40 Carter, “Marling,” p.248.

41 SPJ, July 1839, SPP, 87:2.

42 H1l Carter, “The Increase O Insects Caused By The Non- G azing System” FR 7,
12 (Decenber 1839), 710.
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whi ch afforded close grazing. He stated he did “not know of
any one [systen] which will answer so well as a five-field
rotation..”43

Thus, after twenty-two years with the four-shift,
Carter changed Shirley's rotation over to the five field
system Instead of having just one field in clover, Carter
now had two. The first year’s would not be grazed but
rather allowed to remain on the ground as an inprover; the
follow ng year, Carter would graze this clover shift heavily
to renove insects and then fallow it for wheat. Corn would
succeed the fallow wheat a year later, to be foll owed by
wheat again the fifth year. Thus, the rotation would be
corn, wheat, clover, clover pastured off, and fallow
wheat . 44

To acconplish this, Carter converted his standing
pasture, the tract purchased from his nei ghbor Denoville and
used under the four shift, into the fifth field of his new
rotation. Early in Decenber of 1839, nen and wonen started
runni ng and cleaning furrows to drain the standi ng pasture.

Sl ave nmen then began to clear sone new ground around the

pasture to square out the field, forcing the wonen, along
with one man, John Sanpson, to conplete the heavy job of
hoi sting the bal ance of corn up into storage lofts.45 Wth
men cutting and hauling wood fromthis new ground to make a
cross fence that March to divide one of Carter’s fields for
grazi ng purposes, the burden of grubbing the Iand fell
mai nly on slave wonen. In addition, the year before this
work on the pasture started, slaves had also cleared a
twenty-acre section called “the pines,” which adjoined
Carter’s stable field. This work Carter noted was nade nore
demandi ng because after clearing, grubbing, ditching, and
burni ng stunps and roots on the |and, ploughing was still so
difficult that at one point slaves had to abandon their
pl oughs and wi el d hoes instead to conplete the task. 46
Shirley's | andscape had assuned a new | ook, but for slaves,
the results had been nuch the sane whenever Carter nade
maj or changes in his lands: nore intensive work under |ess
than favorable conditions, undertaken this time both during
the cold days of winter and wi thout the benefit of ploughs.

Carter’s newrotation did not last very long. [In just
the first year after adopting the five-shift, Carter
di scovered a fundanmental flaw with the way he had
i npl enented the system The problemlay in the fallow work.
After heavily grazing the clover pasture, Carter found that
the constant tranmpling of his |livestock, coupled with the
dry weat her fall brought, had rendered the |and too hard for

43 1bid, p.710.

44 1bid, p.711.

45 See SPJ, Decenber 1839, SPP, 87: 2.

46 For work on “the pines,” see SPJ, Decenber 1838-January 1839; on the use of
hoes instead of ploughs, see SPJ, My 22, 1839, SPP, 87:2.
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the ploughs to turn it up effectively. He remarked that
it was alnost inpracticable to fallowit up for wheat.
And as we generally have dry seasons at that tinme, it
makes an unsuperabl e objection to the system for the
| abor of fallowing up a hard tranpled field, in a dry
season (the |l and breaking up in large clods, which
cl ods have to be reduced by the rollers, harrows, hoes,
&.) is imense, on our stiff river |ands...47

When Carter first adopted the five-shift, severa
Ti dewat er planters voiced their concerns over the system
Sonme condemmed the rotation outright; others criticized only
particular elenments of it specific to the way Carter
intended to use it.48 Fromone of these comunications,
Carter found what he believed a solution to his probl ens,
the “’ beau ideal’ of a system” He would change his
rotation to corn, wheat, clover, wheat, and cl over pasture
grazed heavily. The tranpling effect fromlivestock stil
existed, as did the threat of dry seasons, but the |and
itself would not |lie unworked for two years as in the
previous rotation, and thus, it would be less likely to
beconme too hard for slaves to fallow 49

Al t hough Carter conplenented “Rivanna,” the planter who
recommended this formof the five-shift rotation, “for his
better judgnent,” their rotations did vary to a snal
degree. \Wereas “R vanna” grazed both of his clover shifts
partially, Carter grazed only the second one. He recognized
that turning under a full growh of clover was nore
| aborious, as “it is very difficult and tedious to pl ough,
chokes the pl oughs, and nmakes bad and sl ow work..,” but
Carter held to the belief that for at |east one year, all of
the clover nust be returned to the soil to keep up
fertility. Carter commented that he would “prefer to
encounter the trouble of turning in the clover to robbing
the land of it.”50 As well, while slaves may have found
difficulty in ploughing the fallow, Carter did point out
that the heavy grazing of the other clover shift nmade their
wor k easi er when ploughing for corn in the winter.51

By 1842, then, it appeared that Carter had resolved the
vari ous problens plaguing his lands. He had settled on a

47 H1l Carter, “Rotation O Crops,” FR 10, 3 (March 1842), 114.

48 See, for exanple, R vanna, “Remarks On Different Schemes OF Rotations,” FR 8,
2 (February, 1840): 121-122; C Braxton, “The Five-Shift Rotation,” FR 8, 2
(February, 1840):122-124; and R “Remarks On M. Carter’s Proposed Change OF
Rotation. Insects and Weds,” FR 8, 2 (February, 1840): 111-112.

49 Carter stated that if his lands had been “light and rolling” he woul d have
preferred the other rotation, as he felt it inmportant that the | and should remain
in clover nmore than a year for anelioration. He believed that with such |and,
the fall ow work woul d necessarily be |l ess |aborious, as it would never get very
hard, regardl ess of the dry seasons.

50 Carter, “Rotation O Crops,” p.115.

51 Ibid, p.115.
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new rotation, and fromhis witings in the Farmers”’
Register, it seened that work and life at Shirley had noved
towards a new stability. Carter’s slaves, however, would
have told a very different story. Their master’s enbrace of
the five-shift system had produced no nmajor overhauls in
their work routines, and they continued to cultivate the
same crops under this rotation as they did previously. But
in the late 1830s, just as Carter was ironing out the flaws
in his rotation, he had al so enbarked on a crusade of a
different nature, one that would transformwork on the

pl antation irrevocably.

Ever since Ruffin’s publication of his Essay On
Calcareous Manures in 1832, there had been a new word in the
vocabul ary of the Virginia planter: marl. Al though nost did
not understand nor initially enbrace Ruffin’ s doctrines on
marl, as the nessage spread and as testinony to its effects
poured in, many |eading planters, including H Il Carter,
becane converts. Carter’s first trial wwth marl cane in
1833, when sl aves spread sone three thousand bushel s across
fifteen acres.52 Four years later, Carter remarked that he
“had no idea the marl woul d have produced so great an
effect..,” pointing out the superiority of the marled land to
that still untouched by the substance.53 Convinced of
marl’s ability to lower acidity in his soils and open the
doorway to unprecedented fertility at Shirley, Carter noved
to cover all his arable lands with the product. Begi nning
in 1838, slaves began to marl one hundred acres each year,
depositing two hundred bushels per acre. Wthin four years
t hey had gone over roughly one half of the plantation. From
1842 to 1845, Carter used |inme taken from burnt shells
which, in addition to marl, allowed himto conplete marling
and limng the other half of his nine hundred acres of
cultivated | and. 54

Even after going over Shirley s |l ands once, slaves were
far fromfinished wwth marling. Carter understood that
continued inprovenents required continued application of
cal careous manures. In 1846 he determned to re-linme the
entire plantation with stone |inme purchased from Northern
vessels. Conpleting this job in 1853, Carter had no doubt
that all of his and his slaves’ efforts over the last twenty

52 See Hill Carter, “Reply to Ednund Ruffin’s Queries on Marl and Line,” p.1,
SPP, 12:8. Carter had used sone line in 1830, enploying five hundred casks
brought in fromMine to |ine about forty acres, but 1833 marked the begi nning of
his associations with marl. Carter notes in his reply to Ruffin’s queries that
he first marled in 1833, and his account books reveal that he spent $217 on marl
that year, but his journals fail to note any such work. 1835 is the first year
in which marling work appears in his journals, so perhaps this is when Carter
actually used the narl he purchased two years earlier.

53 Carter, “Marling,” p.247. Carter added that because he was unaware of marl’s
power, he did not “plant it thick enough.” He believed if he had the | and “woul d
make as much corn to the acre as any land is capable of, in this part of the
world.”

54 See Carter, “Reply to Ednmund Ruffin's Queries,” p.1.
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years had proved extrenely beneficial. He renarked that
Since marling + imng ny crops of corn have doubl ed
per acre, ny crops of wheat have inproved very nuch, +
my clover has surpassed both corn + wheat in
i nprovenent. The crops of wheat are nuch nore certain,
+ less liable to rust than before marling + limng, +
the clover which frequently failed fornmerly, now never
fails, + makes much heavier lays, + that is the great
advantage of linme, that it ensures the clover which
never fails to increase the grain crops.55

Not surprisingly, limng renmained a vital part of Carter’s
operations for the rest of the decade. Only the outbreak of
hostilities in the spring of 1861 put an end to Carter’s
relentless pursuit of Iimng and marling.

While Carter may have | ooked with great favor upon the
benefits Iime and marl had for his lands, his slaves viewed
the situation in a very different light. They saw the work
as painstakingly |aborious, only adding to the great demands
Carter already nmade on them Once Carter commenced marling
regularly in 1838, his slaves |oaded, carted, and spread
anywhere fromfifteen to twenty thousand bushels of marl or
lime across Shirley' s lands annually. Although in re-limng
with the Northern stone |inme slaves only scattered around
si x thousand bushel s each year,56 the work still was very
demandi ng.

Though pl eased with the effects of marling, Carter
generally found the actual work itself no nore agreeable
than did his slaves. He considered it a “very tedious
thing,” and he struggled to find the best nmethod to carry
out his extensive marling. He discovered that the principle
difficulties wwth marling revol ved around several issues,
forenost of which was slaves’ antipathy to the work. Carter
remarked that “It is the nost difficult thing to scatter
mar|l regularly in the world..,” stating that once slaves had
haul ed the marl out to the field and were ready to begin
spreading it, “then cones the tug of war.”57 Carter held
that his slaves did not performthe work well, and added to
their poor execution, he pointed out that it was difficult
to gauge how effectively they had scattered the substance. 58

55 Ibid, p.1

56 Carter noted in his reply to Ruffin that from 1838 to 1842 he marl ed annually
one hundred acres at the rate of two hundred bushels per acre. From 1842 to 1845
the ratio was one hundred bushels slacked Iime or two hundred bushels marl per
acre on roughly one hundred and fifty acres annually. Wen using the Northern
lime, the ratio dropped to about thirty to thirty-five bushels per acre.

57 See Carter’'s “Remarks on Marling,” SPJ, 1839, pps. 2-3, SPP, 87:2. On the

t edi ous nature of the work, see Carter’s journal for Cctober 29, 1839, SPP, 87:2.
58 Carter found that his “hands will not scatter so large a pile regularly.”
Dependi ng on the condition of the |and, determ ning how well slaves had scattered
marl was difficult at best. He said that “If the land is run together with rains
you can tell whether it is well scattered, but if it is fresh ploughed, + no rain
torun it together, it is alnost inpossible to tell howit is scattered, + in
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The only solution to this was careful supervision, or if
needed, a resort to the lash. Carter commented that for the
work to be done properly “it requires that they should be
closely watched or they will not scatter it well, in fact
sonme of themw Il require whipping before they will do it
wel | .”59

Carter’s comments here are revealing for severa
i nportant reasons. Primarily, they illustrate the central
conflict between master and slave, the one that lay at the
heart of their relationship: the “tug of war,” or the
struggl e over control of the slave's labor. Slaves had
al ways found ways to resist their nmaster’s encroachnents
over their |abor and person, whether it was slow ng down the
pace of work, breaking equipnment, feigning sickness,
stealing, or running away. In this instance, slaves’
refusal to neet Carter’s demands in work vital to his
operations was a significant formof resistance, a clear
challenge to his desired authority. Moreover, throughout
Carter’s journals there is virtually no nention of punishing
slaves; in fact, he refers to it only once when he sold sone
slaves (in famly units) for stealing a neighbor’s hogs. 60
This is not to say that punishnents were not inflicted, and
it would be incredibly naive to assune so. Certainly slaves
who ski pped out on work, stole, or ran away woul d have faced
either Carter or the overseer upon their detection or
apprehensi on, but for whatever reason, Carter failed to
record neting out punishnents. What is critical, however,
is that slaves nmust have regarded marling as sonething
particularly | aborious and disliked it so intensely that it
noved themto resist, even at the cost of facing the |ash.
Simlarly, Carter must have encountered resistance to
marling frequently enough to warrant specific comments about
whi ppi ng sl aves.

Cetting slaves to scatter marl “regularly” was just one
of the problens Carter encountered when it cane to working
with the substance. A related concern was maki ng sure
sl aves carried out the work efficiently. The large
quantities of marl Carter used ensured that the work was
very time consuming. And as there were always other jobs of
equal inportance that also revolved around a set schedul e,
there could be little margin for slow or inefficient work
when marling. 61

fact, it is inpossible to do it well, + you had better wait for a rain to run it
together.” MWaiting for rains clearly was not always an option if Carter expected
to neet the seasonal demands of his system For these comments see Carter’s
“Remarks on Marling,” pp. 1-2.

59 Ibid, p.3. Carter had said earlier on the sane page that the “negroes wll
not doit well, without the closest attention.”

60 See SPJ, April 15, 1841, SPP, 87:2.

61 Carter conplained frequently of the problems narling produced for keeping on
schedule with other plantation duties. |In 1839, for exanple, Carter stated that
his slaves had not gathered “near enough” fodder, “+ they had cut up very little
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In Carter’s initial trials with marl, after ox carts
had hauled the marl out to the fields, slaves would unload
it and deposit it in ten bushel piles on spots marked by
sticks, whereupon they would then scatter it across
Shirley's beds. After sone tine wth this nethod, however,
Carter found his slaves were not depositing the bushels in
sufficient increnents and the process was very slow To
speed up the work, Carter devised a new system \en the
carts hauled out the marl (as nuch as they could carry), he
now began to place three or four hands near the cart ready
to receive what were half bushel neasurenents filled by the
cart driver. The hands would then carry these neasured
anounts directly to the marks or sticks. Simultaneously,
the driver would fill nore hal f-bushel neasures to have
ready for the hands after they dunped what he had just given
them This kept both “well enployed,” and Carter remarked
t hat

a smart man in the cart can keep 3 or 4 persons on the

ground enpl oyed by having 4 or 5 bushels, so as al ways

to be filling one while the hands are carrying off the
others, and in this way no tine is lost, + you need not
measure in the | oads.

Carter cautioned that it was inperative always to have sone
hands taking off the marl fromthe ground “as fast as the
driver fills the neasures, for he nust not get out of the
cart to carry the marl hinself; if he does, he loses all the
time, +it wll be a slow business..”62

Extensive marling, then, required cl ose supervision and
t he power of nunerous hands, well organized, for the work to
be both productive and efficient. As such, it was ideally
suited to gang labor. Carter usually enployed all hands in
the work. The only real division in | abor was between the
men who functioned as drivers and the bulk of Carter’s hands
who scattered the marl. Essentially, alnost all hands
performed the sane job, and all felt the cl ose supervision
of Carter or the overseer, who nonitored the work closely to
ensure slaves executed it quickly but accurately.

Li ke the introduction of clover, marling added a new
di rension of intensity to slave work. And also |like clover,
it created several new jobs on the plantation. Before slaves
coul d even begin to spread marl or line, they first had to
unl oad the thousands of bushels brought in by the Janes, the
burdens of which fell to slave nen. Wen Carter began
burni ng shells and rock marl to augnment his supply of
inported marl, slave nmen had to cut wood and haul poles to

corn + just begun to plough corn land for wheat.The marling | suppose kept them
back.” See SPJ, Cctober, 1839, SPP, 87:2. Simlarly, in April 1845, Carter
noted that planting corn was noving slowy as narling “175 acres has kept us very
much back.” See SPJ, April 29, 1845, SPP, 97:2.

62 For these comments, see lbid, p.L1l.
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set up a kiln, which, after fired, would reduce the shells
to what Carter called slacked |ine.63 Wnen also saw their
j obs on the plantation expand. Carter enployed wonen to
beat out lunp marl into a finer formbefore scattering. 64

In 1836, Carter tried to procure sone marl fromhis own
estate, directing wonen to uncover a type of marl al ong
Shirley's river bank known as green sand marl. This marl,
much harder and nore difficult to renove fromthe earth than
typical marl, Carter used as an experinment on his corn

| ands. 65

Carter turned to slacked line produced in the North
when he began to re-line his plantation in 1846. To better
handl e the volunme of lime comng in fromthe river, Carter
had his carpenters construct a wharf. When vessels arrived,
a couple hands worked in the hole of the ship bringing the
lime out to deck, where three or four nen used wheel barrows
toroll the barrels of Iime to the plantation. 66 Wile nen
performed these heavy | abors of unloading the [inme, wonen
al so had specific jobs in limng which were no | ess
demanding. Wth the help of boys, they carried out one of
the nore inportant tasks associated with the work. In late
February and early March, wonen and boys nmade pats, or stick
mar kers, which they would place around the fields marking
of f the spots where the linme was to be deposited.

Est abl i shing the proper increnents in the field accurately
was essential, and it seens likely that the work here was
noni t ored cl osel y.

In contrast to Carter’s trials with marl in the late
1830s, when limng he seens to have divided the | abor nore
along lines of gender and age. Because he chose to line in
the spring on corn or oat |ands, nmen were engaged in
pl oughi ng and draggi ng these | ands, |aying off corn rows,
and sowi ng oats, clover seed, and plaster. Accordingly, in
addition to pattening the | and, wonen and boys bore the
burdens of scattering the Iinme before the ploughs. For
wonen, perform ng sone of the | east desirable chores on the
pl antation continued to be their lot. For boys, this was
sonme of their first true tastes of what life as a field hand
of fered; they could not have seen their future as very
prom si ng.

If the late 1830s and 1840s were characteri zed by an
increased reliance on marling and |imng, the 1850s were
characterized by Carter’s introduction of new technol ogi es
on the plantation. Throughout the decade, Carter

63 For work with the line kilns, see SPJ, 1840-1845, SPP, 87:2.

64 For exanples, see SPJ, January-February, 1836, SPP, 86:2; see al so, SPJ,
February, 1843, SPP, 87:2.

65 See SPJ, February-April, 1836, SPP, 86:2.

66 See SPJ, Novenber 7, 1845, SPP, 87:2, for construction of the wharf; see SPJ,
Novenber 20, 1849, SPP, 87:2 and April 18, 1854, SPP, 91:1 for work unloading the
i nme.
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i ncorporated many new instrunments into work at Shirley. He
used Pennock drills for sow ng wheat, reapers, including
Hussey and McCormack, for cutting the wheat, Pitts nachines
for threshing the grain, horse shellers for shucking corn,
and rollers for breaking up clods in his fallow | ands. 67
Sl aves had to |learn the new skills required of these
i npl enments, and many tinmes, adjusting to these devices
proved difficult. |In July 1854, for exanple, when threshing
began wwth a new Pitts machine, Carter noted the problens he
and his slaves faced in getting the machine to run properly.

He remarked that “it gave us [a] great deal of trouble,
bands slipping, horse wheel out of fix, + many things going
wong owng to it not being put up properly + our not
understanding it.” Three years |ater, when sl aves enpl oyed
two reapers to cut the wheat, Carter conplained that the
“they are constantly getting out of order,” and that the
“reapers break so often, that we put them aside, + started
15 cradlers to cutting the wheat.” Thus, even with the
advent of new technol ogies, the problens Carter and his
sl aves encountered in getting themto function effectively
were so great that many tinmes the new instrunents failed to
save sl aves any | abor, and they found thensel ves resorting
to ol der nethods or inplenents. 68

When new devi ces worked, they did | essen sl aves’

wor kl oad, but at the sanme tine, they had the effect of
speedi ng up the pace of work. Carter’s enbrace of the five-
shift systemand the addition of new lands to his plantation
meant that the nine hundred acres slaves cultivated in the
1840s and 1850s were nore than doubl e what they had worked
under the four shift rotation. Mreover, not only did
sl aves have nore land to work, but the size of the crops
t hey planted and harvested had grown substantially due to
the expansion in cultivated acres and the effects of marling
and limng.69 Wth the use of new inplenents |ike wheat
drills and reapers, slaves could get over this |and nmuch
nmore qui ckly. Conpared to the harvest under the four-shift,
where slaves usually cut two hundred acres of wheat in
anywhere fromfifteen to twenty days, slaves w el ding
reapers now harvested wheat from al nost three hundred acres

67 See Carter’s journals, 1849-1860, SPP, 87:2 and 91:1 for information on these
instrunments. Carter used rollers on the fallowto roll and drag it repeatedly to
break up the land and renoved cl ods. For one of many exanpl es, see SPJ,

Sept enber 27, 1848, where Carter says “The fallowis so hard + cloddy that we
shall have to roll it all this season.”

68 For Carter’'s comments on the Pitts machine, see SPJ, July 21, 1854 SPP, 91:1;
for the reapers, see SPJ, June 24-25, 1857, SPP, 91:1. |In both cases, slaves
went back to ol der machines or devices, using an old threshing machine in 1854
and resorting to cradles in 1857. See also June 18, 1852, where Carter says that
the reapers “get out of order so often we |lose a great deal of tine.”

69 See Carter, “Replies to Ruffin’s Queries,” p.2-4, for information on the size
of Carter’s lands and the increase in crop yields. Carter stated that under the
five-shift rotation, he had three fields of one hundred and ninety acres and two
fields of one hundred and sixty.
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in an average of eleven or twelve days. Cdearly, the pace
of work rose significantly with the introduction of
reapers. 70

Carter did not fail to notice his slaves’ increased
productivity. Beginning in 1851, he started to give sl aves
regul ar holidays after they conpleted the harvest. Unti |
that time, Carter had restricted holidays essentially to
time off follow ng Witsuntide, Easter, and Christms, and
sl aves had enjoyed few breaks after conpleting the harvest.

But with slaves now working both harder and faster cutting
the wheat (in addition to the sixty-acre tracts of oats),
as well as ploughing and weeding a | arger shift of corn in
t he days surroundi ng the harvest, 71 Carter rewarded sl aves
with a day off after the harvest. The holiday vari ed,
falling after slaves conpleted cutting either the wheat or
the oats, but regardless, it becanme standard during the
1850s. 72 Sl aves used this tinme not only to rest fromthe
strenuous | abors of the harvest, but also to work their
gardens and care for their livestock. It was tine they
could count as their own, and it left themfree to pursue
their owm interests on the plantation. Technol ogies, slaves
| earned, could produce sone benefits in their daily lives.

Cultivation of nore acres and subsequent increases in
crop yields reflected Carter’s growi ng nove towards
concentration on staple production. The plantation becane
| ess diversified in the 1840s and 1850s. Cotton had | ong
si nce been abandoned, pea and punpkin production declined,
and there was no work in the swanp; slaves directed nost of
their energies towards produci ng bountiful crops of wheat
and corn through working nore | ands and covering themin
marl and |ime. Accordingly, slaves found thensel ves
| aboring in | ess diverse ways, perform ng the sanme jobs for
many days on end. Wereas Carter’s journals in the 1820s
and 1830s often detailed a range of activities slaves
undert ook each day, his entries for the next two decades
reveal a marked decline in the diversity of tasks. Many
times, he notes sinply that slaves were “enpl oyed as
before.”

Sl aves’ seasonal routines reflected this grow ng | ack
of diversity. Wnter work consisted mainly of ploughing
corn land, cutting corn stalks on |and for oats, hauling out
manures on corn | and, and conpleting the hauling up and

70 The averages are based on Carter’s journals for 1822-1833 and in the 1850s,
when slaves first started to use reapers. Carter, hinmself, saw clearly the speed
with which his slaves cut the wheat, for he began to note the nunber of days it
took to conplete the harvest, sonething he never did before the 1850s.

71 Sl aves worked shifts of corn under the five-shift of either one hundred sixty
or one hundred ninety acres. See Carter’'s “Reply to Ruffin’s Queries,” p. 3-4.
72 See SPJ, June-July, 1851-1860, SPP, 87:2 and 91:1. Sonetines these holidays
fell on a Saturday, which allowed slaves two days off fromwork. OCbviously, it
was easier for Carter to give holidays when he had witnessed such a great
increase in his crop yields and profits.
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shelling out of the previous year’s corn crop. Spring saw
sl aves pl oughi ng oat |ands, sow ng clover seed, plaster, and
oats, scattering linme and marl, delivering corn, planting

corn, and beginning to weed it. In the summer, slaves cut
the wheat and oats, continued to weed corn, and began the
first stages of work on the fallow. In the fall, slaves

wor ked nostly to fallow | ands, pull the vast anounts of
fodder Carter required for his livestock and manure, cut and
haul up the corn crop, and sow wheat. Wrk, regardl ess of
t he season, revolved chiefly around the duel econom es of
corn and wheat.

This focus on staple production neant that there was

| ess opportunity to work in small, relatively unsupervised
gangs. Instead, slaves often worked in | arge gangs
executing one task, like cutting fodder, cutting and haul i ng
up corn, beating and shelling out corn for sale, or hauling
and spreading marl, linme, and manures out on corn | ands.
Distinctions still existed between the teans and hands, but

they declined to a degree, as those nmen who directed the

pl oughs, drags, and harrows nore frequently engaged in the
above tasks with all the hands. On Septenber 15, 1847, for
exanple, Carter noted that he began to cut the tops off his
corn plants for fodder “wth all [the] hands, ploughnmen +
all.”73 For Carter, such organization benefited himin that
it allowed for closer supervision. For sl aves, however,
the result was less freedomin their daily lives, nore
nmonotony in their work routines, and fewer opportunities to
sl ow down work or avoid the careful supervision of Carter or
t he overseer.

Wnen continued to performnore of the nost unskilled
and unwanted jobs on the plantation. They spent nuch of the
wi nter cutting corn stalks fromland that would go in oats,
and during much of the spring they cockled wheat. Wen
Carter manured his lands, it was mainly wonen who spread it
whil e teans of nen hauled it and other nen pl oughed behind
them Wonmen m nded birds off corn, they cleaned Carter’s
fields of St. Johnsworth, and they |eveled the hog |lot after
the animals rooted it up. To an extent, though, when
working with all hands in larger jobs like cutting corn and
gat hering fodder, wonen began to notice |less differences in
the work they and nen did. Still, for wonen, as had been the
case throughout Carter’s nastership, weather continued to be
one of their best allies. As nen struggled to perform
wi nter jobs |like ploughing for corn and cutting wood, Carter
often kept wonen inside when the weather turned too cold,
giving thema chance to control how they spent their days.
Such was the case, for exanple, in Decenber 1845, when
Carter observed that the “wonen [were] in [their] houses

73 See SPJ, Septenber 15, 1847, SPP, 87:2.
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wor ki ng for thensel ves.”74

Anot her significant result of Carter’s concentration on
stapl e production was that slave boys becane nore ingrained
into work traditionally regarded as the domain of adults.
Carter usually enployed his boys in activities with slave
wonen. Together, they cut corn stal ks before teans ploughed
| and for oats, planted corn, hauled straw on pasture fields,
m nded birds off corn, cleared fields of cheat and St.
Johnsworth, spread manures and linme on | ands, and even used
horse shellers to prepare sale corn. Wth nen and wonen,
boys worked to clear |ands at Hardens, which one of Carter’s
sons began to cultivate in 1846.75 Wth nen, boys dug up
fl ood gates and cut wood for wagon teans to haul.

The increased rol es boys played reflected not only
Carter’s decision to incorporate themnore into the
rudi nents of adult work, but also the shifting denographics
of the slave community. Carter cane to rely on both boys
and girls nore in part due to a cholera epidem c that
ravaged Shirley in 1849. The epidem c struck down thirty
of Carter slaves in a little under a nonth. O those who
peri shed, nine were nen age eighteen to thirty-nine; two
other men were in their fifties and two were boys age ten;
five wonmen age fourteen to thirty-nine also died.76 The
| oss of these nen and wonen, sone of Carter’s prine field
hands, increased the responsibilities of other slaves, nost
particularly children.

This need for hands, coupled wth the increasing
demands of harvesting |arger tracts of |and and heavier
crops, conbined to draw children nore into the work of the
harvest 77. Just two years after the cholera epidemc
Carter began to nention children regularly with the harvest.
Thr oughout the decade his entries typically noted that those

harvesting consisted of “little, + big; [and] nmany were
children.” In 1853, he observed that he had forty-five
hands in all, “including children + broken down wonen.”78

Thus, in addition to children, Carter began to use ol der
wonen in the harvest, just as he had used them for picking
out cotton in the 1820s.

74 See SPJ, Decenber 6, 1845, SPP, 87:2. This is just one of nany exanpl es

t hroughout Carter’s journals.

75 See SPJ, March 11, 1846, SPP, 87:2. These comments on boys’ activities are
taken fromCarter’s journals, 1835-1860. Carter outfitted his el dest son, Lew s
Warrington, at Hardens, and he used his slaves to do much of the work with corn
and |imng, expanding duties for all slaves, boys being no exception.

76 See SPJ, June-July, 1849, SPP, 87:2.

77 Carter purchased three new hands (Frank, Jesse, and Billy) during 1850-1851,
and he hired at |east one slave, Anps, in 1850, to help conpensate for his |oss
in force in 1849. See AAB, 1850-51, SPP, 85:1, and SPJ, March, 18, 1850, SPP,
87:2, respectively. Children's roles certainly would have grown in the face of
the chol era epidenmic, but the increased pace of the harvest al so nmeant that
Carter required nore hands to pick up, shock, and wind row the wheat, and
children could do these jobs sufficiently.

78 For these quotes, see SPJ, June 19, 1856 and June 10, 1853, SPP, 91:1.
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Hll Carter’s expansion of his lands, his turn to narl
and technol ogi es, and his increased concentration on corn
and wheat had brought inportant changes to his slaves. Yet,
li ke they had done in the first twenty years of Carter’s
mast ershi p, slaves continued to find ways both to resist
their master and to carve out niches in which they could
find greater control over their lives. Wile his journals
fail to note any slaves running away during this period,

Carter did docunent several exanples of slave theft. |In
1837, after returning fromhis annual respite in Fauquier,
Carter returned hone to find that his mller, Phill, had

stolen forty or nore barrels of corn, robbed a barn at
nearby Curles Neck, and fled.79 1In April of 1841, two
sl aves stole hogs froma nei ghbor, an act which led Carter
to sell themand their famlies to R chnond. 80 These nen,
Billy Tanner and Billy Jackson, had chall enged the system
and lost. The price they paid was separation fromtheir
friends and relatives at Shirley's slave community and sal e
to an unknown land. Their only solace was that their w ves
and children would nmake the trip with them

VWhile theft was inportant, it was not a sustai ned way
to mtigate the dehumani zi ng conditions sl avery inposed.
Cul tivating gardens and raising |livestock, however, slaves
saw as avenues to developing their own identities, to
creating a life somewhat renoved fromtheir status as
bondspeopl e. Gardens, hogs, and chickens provided their
famlies with extra foodstuffs, allowed slaves to earn
noney, and gave themand their famlies a great sense of
self worth and acconplishnent independent of Carter. Not
surprisingly, slaves cane to regard their gardens as
customary rights, not privileges, and they defended them
fiercely.81L 1In April 1836, for exanple, Carter noted that
he gave his slaves a holiday on Wednesday “to work [their]
pat ches because it had rai ned on Monday.”82 That Sunday had
been Easter, and as slaves customarily had the next day off,
they had planned to use it to cultivate their gardens. That
Carter gave them anot her day off indicates how clearly he
recogni zed the inportance gardens had for his slaves. Mire
significantly, it illustrates how adamantly sl aves def ended
such opportunities to work for thenselves and the limted
“rights” they enjoyed in the face of enslavenent.

In 1854, Carter recorded another simlar exanple.

Early that June he observed that he and his slaves were “so
backward with our corn that we could not give [the] hol yday”

79 See Cctober 5, 1837, SPP, 86:2. Carter noted that Phill had engaged in this
with the assistance of sone of the slaves at Curles Neck.

80 See SPJ, April 15, 1841, SPP, 87:2.

81 See Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World The Slaves Made, (New
York, 1972), p.538-539. For evidence of slaves raising hogs, see Carter’s corn
accounts made in his journals for the years 1836-1838, SPP, 87:2.

82 See SPJ, April 6, 1836, SPP, 87:2.
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for the Monday after Wiitsuntide. Slaves undoubtedly voiced
their conplaints, for that sunmer after the harvest Carter
gave themtwo days off, sonething unprecedented on the
plantation.83 Wile to Carter these days off hel p quel
resent ment and encourage productivity, for slaves they were
tiny victories in the day to day struggle to overcone the
difficulties of alife enslaved. Agricultural reform had

af fected sl aves adversely in many ways, but it could not
crush their will to nmake sone senblance of a life of their
own.

83 See SPJ, June 4-30, 1854, SPP, 91:1.

81



The End of Reform: A Measure of its Impact

In February of 1860, Carter directed sone of his slave
men, and all of the wonen, to begin “leveling [the] ditch
banks to nove fences upon to change the fields into four
shifts.”1 Some twenty years after he had abandoned the
rotation, and sone forty-two years after he had first
adopted it, Carter had cone full circle, once again placing
his | ands under the four-shift rotation. As the decade
began, Carter, now sixty-four years old, continued to make
pl ans for inprovenents. The opening guns at Fort Sunter a
year | ater, however, spelled an effective end to continued
agricultural reformin the Ad South. As the nation found
itself engulfed in war, many Southern | ands, particularly
Virginia s, became marked nore by their stains of bl oodshed
than by marl or clover or other signs of inproved farm ng.
Shirley was no exception, as its location placed it directly
in the pathway of Federal drives on R chnond. Tw ce during
the war Shirley wtnessed the Union arny roll up the Janes.

For H Il Carter, the war brought with it serious
di sruptions of his farm ng operations. For Carter’s slaves,
the war afforded them unprecedented opportunities, the |ikes
of which none of them had ever experienced.

McCl el l an’ s Peni nsul a canpai gn brought the horrors of
war into full viewfor all at Shirley. Follow ng the
battl es of the Seven Days, the plantation served as a
hospital to thousands of wounded Federal soldiers. Wile
the care Carter and his famly provided to McCl ellan’s nen
earned the famly a safeguard, Federals |ooted the
pl antation, taking |ivestock, destroying crops, and stealing
bacon from Carter’s snokehouse. Carter requested from
McClellan that his slaves “not be prevented fromcarrying on
their usual occupations.” 2 Sl aves, however, had little
interest in performng their work, as they recogni zed the
opportunity the advance of the Union armes offered. When
Federals first came to Shirley on June 30'", 1862, Carter
noted that his slaves were “running helter skelter owmng to
t he Yankee arny occupying the plantation.”3 Many sl aves
fled to Union lines, including at |east fifteen nen and
boys. 4

1 SPJ, February 20, 1860, SPP, 91:1.

2 See H Il Carter, “Letter to GB. MCdellan, July 12, 1862,” SPP, 17,8 for this
and conments on the destruction Federal arm es caused. See also Carter’s
journals, June-July, 1862, SPP, 91:1. It is interesting to note that some of
Carter’s slaves worked on the fortifications at Jamestown preparing for the

def ense of the Peninsula. See SPJ, January 11, 1862, and April 1, 1862, SPP,

91: 1.

3 SPJ, June 30, 1862, SPP, 91:1.

4 SPJ, July 14, 1862, SPP, 91:1.
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A year |l ater, Federal gunboats steaned up the Janes,
and sl aves again took the opportunity to escape Shirley.
Carter recorded on July 14, 1863, that “10 of the best negro
men ran off to the gunboats this norning.” Carter noted
this loss of the blacksmth, carpenter, and eight others
“breaks up the operations on the farm”5 Five nore nen,
WlliamBates, Fill, WIIliamBuck, and two boys, Jack and
Harry, ran away two days later, leaving Carter to remark
that “nearly all the nen have gone off,” and “since | ast
year this makes about 30 nen + boys, + one woman + her two
children in all 33 negroes have gone” to the Federals.6
Wen the oat harvest began on July 20'", after the gunboats
had left, Carter had just twenty-five hands in the fields.
The overseer found hinself working as a cradler al ongside of
t hose he managed. 7

Less than a year later, the last major drive on
Ri chnond began. For those slaves who had failed to join the
Federals earlier, the |l essons other nenbers of Shirley’s
slave community provided in 1862 and 1863 were not |ost on
them \Wien Benjamn Butler’s Arny of the Janes started
| andi ng at Bernuda Hundred directly across from Shirley on
May 5, 1864, slaves again found their route to freedom
This time, nen, wonen, and their children took flight.
Butler ordered Carter to his headquarters and placed himin
t he guardhouse for two days.8 By the tenth of June, Carter
noted that thirty-nine slaves had nade the journey to
Butler's lines, making a total of seventy-two since 1862;
ei ght nore woul d | eave within the week. On June 20'", when
Carter began the harvest, he had four cradlers and ten
“broken down nen and wonen,” what he called “a poor
busi ness.” 9

By the sunmer of 1864, then, slavery at Shirley was on
its deathbed. The presence of thousands of black soldiers
in the Arny of the Janes, as well as the mass exodus Carter
had wi tnessed from “his people,” nmust have left himlittle
doubts as to the future of the institution. For those
sl aves who did not nmanage (or did not want) to escape to
Union armes, they found thenselves in a unique position.
The conbi nation of Shirley lying within Federal |ines and
the fact that Carter had only a handful of |aborers on the
plantation resulted in those few who remai ned on the
property earning noney for their work in that sumer’s
harvest. In a letter to Butler in which Carter asked
perm ssion to ship his crop of wheat (only two thousand
bushel s) to the North, Carter remarked that he would give

5 SPJ, July 14, 1863, SPP, 91:1.

6 SPJ, July 16, 1863, SPP, 91:1.

7 See SPJ, July 20, 1863, SPP, 91:1

8 See SPJ, May 19, 1864, SPP, 91:1; for the slaves and famlies fleeing here, see
May 9- 15.

9 See SPJ, June 13-20, SPP, 91:1.
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“a share of the crops to the few |l aborers, sone 6, or 7, who
still remain with ne + the sale of the wheat is necessary
for themas well as ny self.”10 Carter’s annual account
books reveal that he paid his slaves $435.00 as their
share. 11 The war, whether in offering freedomor the
opportunity to labor for profit, had changed slaves’ life
dramatically.

In 1866, Hi Il Carter, now seventy years old, turned
effective control of Shirley over to his second el dest son,
Robert Randol ph. The man who had becone one of Virginia s
nmost acconplished agriculturalists had ended his farm ng
days. Carter continued to maintain an interest in his sons’
farm ng, but he greeted the changes the war brought |ess
than enthusiastically. Robert, hinself, “fear[ed] the
busi ness of agriculture in Virginia will be a dull one for a
year or so during the change in the systemof |abor,” and he
hesitated to return fromRi o de Janeiro, and |ater Engl and,
to undertake farmng at Shirley.12 H's father trusted no
one else with Shirley, commenting that “I will be the |ast
Carter to own Shirley if Robert does not take it.” Like his
son, Carter wondered whether it would be wi se for Robert to
| eave busi ness opportunities in England for “uncertain
one[s] here, in farmng wth our present precarious, + |azy

| abourers..”13 Hi Il argued that his son “m ght be ruined by
it, with our present expensive, unproductive, [and] | azy
| abour, in which there is no dependence at all.” For Hil

Carter, a central part of his relations with his slaves—ow
ostensi bly freednen—had been his role as provider and their
i nherent dependency on him The war had renoved that, and
with it, a key elenment of Carter’s life. Farmng would
continue at Shirley, and many of the faces running the
pl oughs and spreadi ng manures in the postbellumyears would
be fam |iar ones, but the golden days of reform which had so
shaped life on the plantation had ended abruptly.
H Il Carter died ten years after Appomattox put an end

to the world he had | abored so hard to nold al ong the Janes.

During the fifty years of his mastership at Shirl ey,
however, Carter’s pursuits of agricultural reform had
transforned life on the plantation in great neasures. No
one felt this nore directly than the nen, wonen, and
children who carried out Carter’s inprovenents. Just two
years after Carter cane to Shirley slaves began to w tness
many i nportant changes in the way they worked and |ived.
One of the first inpacts reformhad was the sale of nenbers
of Shirley's slave community. At the sane tine, slaves also

10 Hill Carter, “Letter to Benjam n Butler, Septenber 25, 1864,” SPP, 18:3.
11 See AAB, 1864, SPP, 85:1.

12 For Robert’s comments, see his “Letter fromR o de Janeiro to Hll Carter,
Sept enber 15, 1865,” SPP, 18:7. Robert spent sone tine in R o and Engl and
contenpl ating his prospects for both work and a pardon.

13 See Hill Carter, Letters of Novenber 7 and Novenber 8, 1865, SPP, 18:7.
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saw a marked increase in the intensity of their work

routi nes. Many of their new responsibilities, such as

wor king the clover fallow or cultivating the swanp, added a
degree of intensity to | abor previously unseen on the
plantation. As well, the inproved techniques of cultivation
Carter enployed, coupled with the introduction of new

t echnol ogi es, hei ghtened the conplexity of work. Wth nore
detailed and conplicated tasks, slaves felt greater
pressures placed on the accuracy of their work.

The varied requirenents of Carter's system neant that
sl aves now wor ked nore regul arly throughout the seasons.

The amount of time slaves counted as their own declined
dramatically. They spent nore tinme in the fields and | ess
in the quarters with their famlies. As well, the diversity
of requirenents often effected an increase in the pace of
wor k, as slaves struggled to carry out an array of jobs
efficiently and in accordance with a schedul e set both by
their master and the seasons. Conpounding all of this,
reformwas a | earning process for all on the plantation, and
probl ens whi ch devel oped with inprovenents only created

addi tional burdens for slaves. |In the face of such demands,
slaves felt the control they exerted over their daily |ives
di m ni sh greatly.

For slave nen, reform neant harder work but also nore
opportunities for advancenent. Al nmen saw the intensity of
their jobs increase, but at the sane tine, many rose to
speci alized positions |ike seedsman, ploughnen, shearers,
and drivers, escaping frequently the nore exhausting work
typical for regular field hands. As a result, they found at
times that they enjoyed | ess supervision in their daily
lives. Wonen also witnessed great changes in the work they
performed, but they saw few benefits in the process. They
continued to be assigned nost of the | east desirable jobs on
the plantation, and they usually worked together in one
| ar ge gang, as opposed to the smaller gangs which often
characterized the work nen undertook. Wnen renmained the
qgui ntessential field hands, perform ng unskilled work with
sinple inplenents |ike hoes and spades, and experiencing
|l ess freedomin their daily lives than their male
counterparts. Finally, children, particularly boys, saw
their duties expand greatly. Boys and girls began to work
in nmore adult tasks, |ike the harvest, gathering fodder,
pl anting corn, and scattering fertilizers. 1In the process,
they spent nore tinme engaged in heavier work in the fields
and less in the quarters or around the house performng
i ght chores.

Whet her cultivating corn or cotton in the swanp | and,
spreadi ng manures and pl oughing the fallow, sow ng plaster
or scattering |ime and marl, and harvesting wheat and oats,
slaves felt the inpact of their master’s conmtnent to
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agricultural reform perneate the core of their work and
lives. While the tolls reforns exacted over their bodies
and m nds were great, slaves refused to capitulate
conpletely to Carter. |Instead, they cultivated gardens,
rai sed hogs, slowed down the pace of work, and even ran
away, signifying ultimately that regardl ess of how nuch

i nprovenents transformed their lives, the struggle between
master and sl ave remai ned fundanental to life at Shirl ey.
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