PANEL 1 
Unearthing the Truth
What did the slaves do in these rooms?

How often did they have to cook and do laundry?

What did they think of the McMurrans and life at Melrose?

How were the Melrose slaves treated?

These seemingly simple questions are typical of those asked by visitors at Melrose, but they are difficult to answer. Historians researching events of the past must search for the written records to illuminate it. Documents such as diaries, letters, wills, census reports and newspapers are just some of the many sources they scour attempting to piece together the lives of those living long ago.  However, the written records they seek contain bias, opinion or distortion of fact that must be recognized and interpreted.

One of the biggest difficulties in interpreting the daily slave life is the lack of primary source information written by slaves. Laws prohibited slaves from reading and writing, however some slaves did learn from their masters while others taught themselves.  The few available accounts of slaves provide a glimpse of slave life but not a large enough piece of the picture.  Currently there are no accounts of slave life written by the Melrose slaves, only those accounts written by the slave owners.

Mary L. McMurran, mistress of the Melrose estate in Natchez, MS, describes a slave wedding at Melrose in August of 1856.  Writing to her future daughter-in-law, she mentions how the participants “behaved extremely well with perfect dignity and propriety” but fails to include the names of the guests, specific ceremony details, how the new bride and groom felt, or whether or not this was an arranged marriage. Though the story is still not complete, the picture starts to become a little clearer. 

However, historical investigation does not stop with the days of slavery. Researchers have also used the former slave narratives recorded by the Works Progress Administration. This federal agency conducted interviews in the South in the 1930s to gather oral histories from former slaves. Finally, researchers had the opportunity to gather information directly from the source- those who lived as slaves. 

Researchers approach the WPA narratives with the same level of scrutiny as they do all other historical documents. Some historians doubt the accuracy of the interviews for a variety of reasons. Just as Mrs. McMurran’s letters reveal certain things about her, so do the narratives. Conducted during a time when Jim Crow laws were taking effect, the playing field might not have been completely level while the interviews took place.  Were the answers “modified” by the former slaves to fulfill what the white interviewers wanted to hear?  Were the interviewees concealing lurid and harsh events to protect themselves and their families? Would the former slaves really be able to speak freely and express the reality of slavery?

Historians will never have all the answers to questions about the past but every so often new and important pieces of information comes to light.  Through diligent research and scholarship, hopefully history’s puzzle pieces come closer to a complete picture.

PANEL 2 
Slavery and the South

On the eve of the Civil War, some four million African-American men, women and children were enslaved in the southern United States.  According to the 1860 census, in the 10 counties and parishes bordering the Mississippi River from Vicksburg, Mississippi south to Saint Francisville, Louisiana, there were 127,181 slaves and 32,512
 whites.  The institution of slavery was concerned above all with the wrenching of maximum profit from a slave’s labor.  To do so, it relied on the threat of force.      

“It is a very common thing for a planter to have a hundred slaves, and some have as many as three hundred.  The profits of an able-bodied slave may be safely calculated at one hundred dollars a year, some say two hundred, exclusive of his maintenance.  The price of prime slaves is five hundred each; and those possessed of any extraordinary qualifications will command from six to nine hundred dollars.”

Traveler Christian Schultz, recalling a trip through the Mississippi Valley, and recorded in “Travels on an Inland Voyage”, 1810
Slavery rested on the principle that a human being can be property.
 Enslaved persons remained in bondage for life, and their children inherited the same condition. They could be bought and sold, and were subject to the will of masters who acted with their own interests in mind.      
“The power of the master is absolute and the slave cannot resist or be heard if he complains of that power.”

The Supreme Court of Louisiana, 1829

At first, southerners defended slavery as a “necessary evil,” arguing that cotton was the most important cash crop in the United States.  After 1830, growing abolitionist sentiment led to the seizure of slaves brought north by visiting planters, and state courts refused to return the southerner his property.  Southerners increasingly defended slavery as a positive good and asserted that slaves were happy, content, and well cared for.  

PANEL 3

The Forced Migration South

In the years after the American Revolution, soil exhaustion and a fickle market forced Upper South planters along the eastern seaboard to convert from tobacco to grain production.  The growing slave population, combined with a reduced need for field hands, pushed many planters to either abandon their lands or get rid of some of their slaves.  

At the same time, some planters in search of the lucrative profits offered by indigo, and then cotton production moved entire households into the Deep South.  During this period, slave migration with masters made up the bulk of forced migration. 
“Alexander Ross is arrived at Pensacola on his way to this River, he wants to settle a plantation near us; he has brought 50 negroes with him.”

Natchez planter William Dunbar to Diana Dunbar, 1794
As the lower South became more settled, a significant number of planters traveled back to the Upper South to purchase slaves.  This comprised the second type of forced migration.

“The phrase ‘he is gone to Virginia to buy negroes… is as often applied to a temporarily absent planter, as ‘he is gone to Boston to buy goods,’ to a New-England country merchant.”

Joseph Holt Ingraham, author of The Southwest by a Yankee, 1834.

The third type of forced migration for enslaved persons into the Deep South was the international slave trade.  Despite Congress’ outlawing of the Atlantic slave trade effective January 1, 1808, the African trade continued to supply much of the labor needed for the expanding areas of settlement in the south before the 1820s.

“John Lafitte, the pirate informed me, that in 1813, he introduced into Louisiana, eighteen hundred Slaves”

Quoted in the Columbian Centinel, Boston, 1818
The federal and state governments increasingly enforced the ban on the Atlantic slave trade after the War of 1812. By this time, an interstate slave trade emerged in which so-called “speculators” purchased slaves in the upper South, particularly in Virginia and Maryland, for sale in the lower.  In this horrific traffic, Natchez and New Orleans emerged as two of the largest slave markets along the Mississippi River.       

 “I have been so very busy since we got to this place.  We have sold all but 80 Negroes at very fair prices among the lot on hand…We are selling good men from 650 to 700 women from 450 to $500 good field women & likely Negroes are in demand & I have but little doubt that they will continue so this Spring.”

Slave trader James Franklin, writing from Natchez, 1833
PANEL 4 

The Daily Grind

Plantation overseers rather than planters themselves typically defined the quality of life and suffering for enslaved workers on plantations.
  Overseers shouldered responsibility for the day-to-day management of southern plantations but made few independent managerial decisions.  Under constant pressure from the plantation owners to maximize crop yield and profits, overseers also supervised building construction, land management, and the slave labor force.  

Plantations were working farms with numerous jobs besides tending cotton that required the use of slave labor. Slaves constructed new quarters, built levees, and planted gardens. However, many jobs one might expect to be gender specific were not.

“. . . Monday morning I started eight of the stoutest women to carrying dirt on the low places of the levee. They lack two days of finishing it as I wish. . . .” 

John B. Pelham, overseer on Wagram plantation owned by Rice Ballard, 
Vicksburg, Mississippi, 1857

“The women will be the main workers of the crop and these hoes are heavier than I am in the habit of giving men.” 

Pelham to Ballard, Wagram Plantation 1857

“. . . .I have had a piece of ground left for a Brick Kiln below the Gin and will make the two women with young children clean it of cotton stalks and level it. . .”

Pelham to Ballard, Wagram Plantation 1857

Coping with illness was a frequent aspect of plantation work. Some overseers understood the working conditions of their slaves, but others showed little concern. In spite of medical visits by plantation doctors, some illnesses were recurring and others took weeks to abate.

“ . . . . all well except Lee he is laid up with his head, it has broke and running very bad out of both ears.”  

Pelham to Ballard, Wagram Plantation 1857

“. . . . 2 of the Boys has chill and fever some of the women complaine of the womb. . .” 

H.L. Berry, overseer on Wagram plantation to Rice Ballard, 1858

Disruptions such as poor weather conditions, illness, and lack of supplies often hampered the plantation’s overall production.  Overseers faced potential wage reductions or all-out removal if they fell short of the planter’s expectations.

“. . . . To build Brick quarters I believe will be cheapest . . . . If you cant come up please write me whether you want Brick or framed houses. . . .” 

Pelham to Ballard, Wagram Plantation 1857

“. . . . It is rather humiliating to a man who has any pride to have his wages reduced. . . . There has been a great deal of extra work done.  You told me you wished the improvements well done and they are the best on the river. . . .”

Pelham to Ballard, Wagram Plantation 1857

PANEL 5 

Town Slaves

In 1840, less than one-tenth of all slaves in Adams County lived in Natchez.  Most of these enslaved individuals were domestic servants.   In less affluent homes, the house slaves took on a number of roles, but in the well-ordered southern home, gardeners, coachmen, nurses, cooks, housemaids, and butlers were indispensable.  Within the elegant columned houses of Natchez, black hands cared for the dark polished furniture and lit the intricately wrought chandeliers.  Butlers expertly balanced crystal glasses of French wine and Old Paris or English china inside the mansion while cooks in the outdoor kitchen prepared abundant feasts of duck, chicken, venison, and oysters.  Other slaves dusted the spines of well-thumbed volumes of history and poetry, polished silver, drove carriages taking their master and mistress to church or market, and tended the gardens, livestock, and grounds.     

So-called “town slaves” -- neither domestic servants nor field hands -- labored at tasks in the south’s urban centers.  Some merchants and craftsmen owned slaves who worked in their businesses.  Other town slaves were hired out to families or local merchants by planters or large resident slaveholders.  These enslaved men, women, and children worked chiefly as common laborers or as assistants to white artisans and tradesmen.  They fed fat pine into flaming furnaces of the steam engines that powered cottonseed oil and lumber mills, and they cooked meals served in gaudy saloons. Others worked as porters or performed roustabout work on the levees along the Mississippi River.  Enslaved draymen maneuvered wagons almost onto the boats, to be loaded with linens, corn, wheat, furniture, luggage, and other cargo born on black backs for the mules to drag up the winding roads leading from the waterfront.
   

“Forcing my way through the dingy crowd – for four out of five of them were black, and ‘by the same token,’ as ragged as Falstaff’s regiment, of shirtless memory – I followed my athletic pioneer; who, with my heavy baggage poised accurately upon his head, moved as rapidly and carelessly along the thronged Levee as through he carried no weight but his own thick cranium.”
Joseph Holt Ingraham, recalling his arrival at the Natchez Landing, 1834
PANEL 6

Life in the Cabin


When evening fell on the plantation, slaves returned to their quarters, away from master and the burdens of daily work.  There they could enjoy a sense of family privacy.  The quality of these quarters varied. The common house was a whitewashed wood or brick cabin about eighteen by twenty feet with fireplaces, plank floors, and windows without glass panes. The furniture was simple and sparse, often manufactured on the plantation. Basic wooden tables, chairs, and bedsteads adorned the family area. The slaves slept on mattresses stuffed with cotton, wool, or moss. One to two families occupied this plain dwelling.

The diet of slaves also varied from place to place.  Malnutrition and disease were present on some plantations because of poor diet.  Planters supplied their slaves with pork and corn; however, slaves supplemented the pork and corn with vegetables grown in their own gardens after a day’s work in the fields, or on Sundays. Their masters sometimes permitted them to sell the surplus produce to acquire household items for their cabins.              

Although they were often sold as family units, enslaved family members remained vulnerable to separation. At least 10% to 20% of slave families were broken up by sales, and more were shattered by deaths. T
he mortality rate among slaves in the United States was lower than the death rate of those in the Caribbean but still significantly higher than that of the white U.S. population. About one third of the slave children who survived infancy would grow up in a one-parent family. 
Despite these numerous threats to family life, slaves managed to forge strong family ties and to develop cultural traditions in religion, folk tales, and music, which helped them to endure the harshness of slavery. Many adopted Christianity in the latter half of the eighteenth century but blended it with African religious traditions.  Songs like “Go Down Moses” with its inspirational refrain of “Let My People Go” demonstrated how slaves identified with the ancient Hebrews who struggled to overcome enslavement in Egypt.  Folk tales told by slaves featured trickster characters such as Brer Rabbit who outwitted his greedy captors not through brute strength but through intelligence and guile.  The enslaved also developed music for performance on simple instruments crafted from animal hides, tree woods, and even gourds. This unique music, often including a call and response ritual between the singer and audience, later evolved into the musical genres of blues and jazz.

“We worked hard in de field all, but when dark come we would all go to de quarters and after supper would set around and sing and talk.”

Clara C. Young, a former slave in Mississippi

PANEL 7 

The Two Faces of Slaveholding

Most slave-owners saw themselves not as cruel but as enlightened taskmasters.  Within their culture of paternalism, they considered their slaves as well-fed, cared-for in times of illness, and more humanely treated than the free workers who suffered in unbearably hot or cold, poorly ventilated shops or factories owned by northerners or by the British.  Southerners argued that expendable free workers enjoyed no protection from their employers and earned barely enough money to put meager food on their tables.
Some southerners treated their slaves with kindness and viewed the suffering of slave bodies and minds at the hands of others with horror and sadness. Others, however, demonstrated a monstrous cruelness.  The two faces of slaveholding can be seen in the case of a Natchez house slave named Maria where two men, both slaveholders and one a former slave trader, conspired to purchase the brutalized woman from her master, Judge Samuel Boyd of Arlington.

“Some two weeks since, I was in Natchez hoping that I might there see you, and confer with you…Her [Maria] health seems to be sinking and she had suffered of great agony mentally and bodily.  You will recollect the cruelties which you described to me once in confidence that had been perpetrated, by a certain person in whose power Maria is, and I recollect the horror you expressed of it.  All these cruelties have been inflicted upon the feeble frame of that girl, and are frequently inflicted…She is sickly, suffering, and will die soon, if she remains where she is.  I have been out to see her, lashed as she is like an ox until the blood gushed from her.”

Planter and attorney J.M. Duffield to Rice C. Ballard, a former slave trader and Natchez planter, Jackson, Mississippi, May 29, 1848.   

“I received with emotion of poignant sorrow your letter in reference to M[aria].  She has just caused a letter to be written to me, that Mr. B[oyd] will part with her now as her health is such that she must be a charge on any owner.  She had…bodily injuries, and she can never recover though she will probably linger out several years.  Please say nothing to anyone of the letter she procured to be written to me, as it would doubtless cause her to be severely punished…I am willing to take her…any price you might think she ought to bring, and  perhaps prolong her life which will soon be shortened where she is.” 

J.M. Duffield to R.C. Ballard, August 5, 1848.
“We were preparing for the marriage of two of our young servants – two we have reared and trained in the family – the children of old and favourite [sic] servants.  They were married last Thursday, in our presence, and behaved extremely well with perfect dignity and propriety.  They then retired and passed the evening with some invited friends, and had a fine supper, as happy and merry a company as one would wish to see.  Would Mrs. Stowe could have viewed the scene, perhaps it might have changed some of her erroneous opinions.”

Mary Louisa McMurran describing the wedding of two of the Melrose house slaves and comparing the scene to those portrayed in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1856



PANEL 8
Escape!
Exactly how many enslaved persons escaped and eluded capture during the antebellum period may never be known, but it was a difficult and dangerous undertaking.  Patrols ranged the countryside, and white citizens remained watchful.  Immigration laws increasingly limited free blacks.  Free papers or a pass had to be presented to any white person upon demand.  The sheer distances involved also often hindered escapes.  Running away often ended in capture or voluntary return, though some slaves escaped again and again.  DeBows’ Review, a journal of agriculture and commerce concentrating on the southern states, put the number of successful escapes from Mississippi in 1850 as 41 and the total number of fugitives from all states at 1,011.  Some ran towards freedom, others away from an awaiting punishment for some infraction.  Still others ran back to friends or loved ones.     

Often taking only clothes and a little food, runaways in the Natchez area attempted to traverse the swampy Mississippi bottom-land and its piney woods on foot or by sneaking aboard a riverboat.  Some carried forged passes or papers, and most made for one of the northern cities or New Orleans where they could hopefully pass unnoticed among the free black population.  Others attempted to cross into Mexico or Canada or find sanctuary with the Seminole Indians in Florida.

“The captain came to me and said ‘Have you a pass?’… He took it and looked it over carefully, then throwing them down, he said: ‘You Scoundrel!  These papers are all forged.  How dare you get on my boat?...I will put you in jail as soon as I arrive in Louisville.’  Two men were placed to watch me night and day.  I was not permitted to carry wood as usual from the shore.  Thus I traveled on up the Ohio River…The night previous to their landing at Louisville – where I was to be imprisoned and again sent back to slavery – my watchers kept a sharp lookout at every landing, to see that I did not escape.”    

Former slave William Anderson, describing his escape from Mississippi aboard a riverboat, after managing to steal a small yawl off the boat and cross over to Indiana, in 1836 
PANEL 9
A Harsh Reality

Mississippi slave codes were among the harshest in the south.  Slaves could be punished by up to 39 lashes for offenses ranging from leaving their master’s property without a pass to carrying weapons.  Slaves convicted of giving false testimony could have their ears nailed to a pillory for one hour and then cut off, followed by a flogging.  Any slave found guilty of maiming a white person, attempting to rape a white woman, murdering a free person, conspiring or advising others to rebel, or committing any felony for a second time could be sentenced to death.

Infractions like theft, running away, failing to carry out tasks, or disobeying orders could result in punishments such as being put in the stocks, whipping, or branding the hand, face, or chest with a hot iron.  Alternately, a house slave could be sent from the relative comfort of domestic service to perform grueling work out in the fields.    

“Billy [plantation blacksmith] has been acting very bad since you left.  I tried every way I possibly could to make him attend to your horses but all appeared to be in vain.  I have turned him to the field.  Also turned Katy Solomon to the Field.  For to attend [the] children she would not…she would not offer to give them breakfast till about ten or eleven o’clock and I whip her several time[s] and it appeared to do no good.”
Warren County, Mississippi plantation overseer J. Westbrook informing the owner of punishments of two slaves, 1848

“There being a large lot of chickens on the farm, I determined to kill and cook one…I had eaten only a part of the fowl when my master was told by some of the other servants that I was ‘eating up all the chickens on the place!’  My master seized me and dragged me out of the cabin, tied me down…and gave me one hundred lashes.”
Former slave William Anderson, recalling being punished for theft during the 1820s.

Although Mississippi law forbade the inflicting of arbitrary cruel and inhumane punishments on slaves, few interfered with a master’s right to exact retribution for offenses, whether real or supposed.

“The other day I passed a plantation whose owner a few months before has shot one of his slaves; and I conversed with a mild young planter, I think not twenty-two years old, who had also shot a slave within a year.  The offense, in both cases, was stated to be running away, and no notice whatever was taken of either of the murders.”
Traveler Adam Hodgson on Natchez region planters, around 1820
PANEL 10
The Price of Freedom




The Civil War brought profound changes to the lives of the enslaved persons in and near Natchez, Mississippi. The Union forces began their occupation of Natchez after the fall of Vicksburg in 1863, and were overwhelmed by a sea of slave refugees who seized the opportunity to escape from the plantations in the midst of a chaotic war. This was an unforeseen event that the Union Army had not prepared for.  Furthermore, the status of the enslaved remained ambiguous.  Were the slaves considered freed under the Emancipation Proclamation, or should they be seized as confiscated property?  A hastily developed policy called for leasing plantations to the government where some former slaves would work for wages.  Other able-bodied former slaves were conscripted into the army to defend the city, and black refugee camps were established to care for the sick, the displaced, and those unable to work.

The consequences were ultimately tragic.  Living and working conditions on the plantations remained largely the same under a wage labor system as they were under slavery.  Black soldiers did comprise the majority of the Federal troops in Natchez -- over 3,000 out of the total 5,000 -- and they worked as sentries guarding Fort McPherson on the Natchez bluff, the river, and the city’s borders, or as laborers constructing barracks, building canals and digging latrines.  Two regiments of black soldiers saw combat in a skirmish in neighboring Vidalia, Louisiana.  Despite this, one out of three black soldiers died of disease, and the demoralizing experience resulted in thirteen percent of black soldiers deserting.   

The refugees, mostly women and children, were placed into “contraband camps” at Natchez Under-the-Hill, the Forks of the Road barracks, and other camps north and east of the city where they met an even worse fate. Over two thousand died in one camp during the summer of 1863 from smallpox, measles, and other diseases.  For them, freedom resulted only in death. 


“…the condition of the Freed Negroes in the Mississippi Valley is daily becoming worse. ..  The majority of them have no shelter but what they call “brush tents,” fit for nothing but to protect them from night dews.  They are poorly clad – many of them half naked – and almost destitute of beds and bedding – thousands of them sleeping on the bare ground.  The Government supplies them with rations, but many unavoidable delays arise in the distribution so that frequent instances of great destitution occur.  The army rations (beef and crackers) are also a kind of diet they are not used to; they have no facilities of cooking, and are almost ignorant of the use of wheat flour; and even when provisions in abundance are supplied, they are so spoiled in cooking as to be neither eatable nor wholesome.  Add to these difficulties, the helplessness and improvidence of those who have always been slaves, together with their forlorn and jaded condition when they reach our lines, and we can easily account for the fact that sickness and death prevail to a fearful extent.  No language can describe the suffering, destitution and neglect which prevail in some of the “camps.”  The sick and dying are left uncared for, in many instances, and the dead unburied.  It would seem now, that one-half are doomed to die in the process of freeing the rest…” 

James Yeatman and members of the Sanitary Commission, describing conditions in the contraband camps of the Mississippi Valley to President Abraham Lincoln, 1864
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