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ABSTRACT 

This is an analysis of the task system, the primary 

form of labor organization used by South Carolina and 

Georgia lowcountry rice planters. It examines the labor 

process of rice field hands, analyzes the extent to which 

gender shaped enslaved men and women's experiences of 

tasking, and explores some of the ramifications of task work 

on field women's lives. Conventional interpretations of the 

task system claim that it provided slaves with more 

autonomy, control, and opportunities for individual 

initiative than gang labor did. In contrast, this study 

finds that tasking was a multifaceted labor regime whose 

differences from gang labor were less pronounced than 

previous scholarship suggests. Specifically, structural, 

seasonal, and managerial constraints profoundly limited 

slaves' ability to control their work pace and to 

independently manage their work routines. As a result, 

slaves' access to own time and autonomy could be quite 

limited. 

Significantly, field hands did not experience these 

limits equally. Since planters did not adhere to one 

uniform model of rice cultivation, task assignments and 

labor routines varied across plantations. This heterogenous 

organization of task labor meant that slaves' ability to 
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realize tasking's potential for greater slave autonomy was 

disproportionate across plantation boundaries. Gender also 

affected slaves' access to own time. Field women's control 

over the length of their work day and hence over access to 

own time was particularly circumscribed. The origins of 

these limits can be found in how planters organized their 

labor force and allocated field work. 

Given these constraints, slaves clearly did not gain 

own time easily. Nevertheless, slaves persevered in their 

quest for any or more own time by trying to circumvent 

prescribed work routines. Historians have touted slave 

family assistance as one of the most important of their 

strategies. While true, such aid was complex, 

circumscribed, and sometimes gendered. 

Finally, I link these labor and aid patterns to field 

women's reproductive histories and find that they help 

explain the region's high rate of slave neonatal mortality. 

These findings provide compelling evidence that we need to 

lower our assessment of the relative benefits putatively 

enjoyed by slaves who worked in a task regime. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Since 1980, historians of American Southern slavery 

have paid increasing attention to the nature of slavery and 

the lives of the enslaved in the lowcountry region of South 

Carolina and Georgia. Topics examined have ranged from work 

patterns, informal economies, and the religious and 

cultural practices of slaves to the experiences of 

freedwomen and men during their transition from slavery to 

freedom. A common, if not central, theme in many of these 

works has been a discussion of the task system—the primary 

form of labor organization used by planters to cultivate 

crops of rice and long staple cotton—and its contribution 

to the distinct nature of slavery and freedom in the 

lowcountry.' 

Historians' interpretations of the task system on rice 

plantations and its influence on slaves' lives have 

generally been celebratory in nature.^ In large part, this 

is the result of the favorable impression one gains of 

tasking from comparisons of it to the more regimented gang 

labor, the other system used by Southern planters to 

organize the labor of their field hands. Unlike gang labor, 

where slaves worked from "sun-up to sun-down" and possibly 

beyond, slaves working in a task regime toiled during the 

day (or "master's time") only for as long as it took them to 
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finish their assigned task. Tasking purportedly provided 

slaves with a moderate amount of "free" or "ovm time" to 

engage in a range of activities that included cultivating 

their own subsistence and staple crops, stock raising, 

hunting, and making handcrafts. Slaves' accumulation and 

exchange of these products formed the basis of a significant 

informal economy within the lowcountry region.^ 

Highlighting these characteristics, the work of Philip 

Morgan best represents the historiographic tradition that 

emphasizes the task system's role in enhancing rice slaves' 

control over their lives as workers, both when laboring for 

master as well as for themselves. Appealing to these 

features, Morgan and others convey the impression that it 

was advantageous to be a rice slave."* 

This understanding of slavery on rice plantations 

contrasts sharply with its historiographic counterpart. In 

this tradition, historians and slave demographers such as 

Richard Steckel associate rice with a labor intensive work 

regime (second only to sugar) and high mortality among the 

entire slave population.^ Out of this tradition comes the 

impression that life as a rice slave was not good; in fact, 

it was a pretty grim affair.® 

In this dissertation, I try to examine jointly these 

two contradictory views of slave life on lowcountry rice 

plantations. I do this by focusing on field hands' work 
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experiences during master's time. Sole attention to 

master's time does not mean that an analysis of slaves' "ovm 

time" activities is not essential to an overall 

understanding of their lives under a task regime; for it is. 

But work during master's time was so central to the lives of 

enslaved men and women that the topic stands on its own 

merits as a starting point in this reassessment of slavery 

on rice plantations. This point is underscored by Ira 

Berlin and Philip Morgan's recent assertion that "[w]hen, 

where, and especially how [slaves] worked determined, in 

large measure, the course of their lives. 

An examination of task work and the labor process for 

rice cultivation is worthwhile for three additional reasons. 

First, it provides a more accurate depiction of slave life 

on lowcountry rice plantations. Slavery was fundamentally 

an exploitative and violent labor system. Yet until 

recently, this feature of slavery has received little 

attention from scholars. Instead, U.S. slavery 

historiography since the 1970s has emphasized bondmen and 

women's cultural resistance to their enslavement.^ While an 

essential element of slaves' lives, the prominence of this 

theme in the scholarship, particularly as it pertains to the 

slave family and community, minimized the centrality and 

onus of coerced work to slaves' lives. This present study 

joins a growing number of others that resurrects work and 
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the labor process to its proper place in slaves' lives. The 

result is a step towards a "more plausible" depiction of 

slave life on antebellum lowcountry rice plantations.' Not 

surprisingly, the story is a bleak one.'° 

Second, it provides an opportunity to reevaluate our 

current understanding of the task system. Historians of the 

task system have persuasively argued that this labor regime 

provided slaves with many benefits such as greater autonomy 

and control over their lives. Yet these conclusions are 

based on studies that are largely void of any systematic 

analysis of the structural, seasonal, or managerial 

constraints faced by slaves trying convert some of tasking's 

potential benefits into reality. In addition, few of these 

works address the region's high slave mortality rates or 

explore how task labor may have contributed to this tragic 

demographic pattern. Inclusion of these attributes of 

lowcountry slave life result in a less sanguine view of task 

labor and its affect on slaves' lives. 

This study is not the first to suggest that 

institutionalized views of the task system need to be 

reconsidered. Some of the most recent scholarship on 

lowcountry slavery and emancipation is noteworthy for its 

tempered comments regarding task labor. For instance, in 

their respective studies of the transition from slavery to 

freedom in South Carolina, Julie Saville and Leslie Schwalm 
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both note that task labor, as practiced on antebellum rice 

plantations, was more exploitative than previously 

recognized. Saville likens a field hand's ability to 

complete a task early to passing a "test of endurance," and 

regards the foods grown from slaves' garden plots as 

"products of overwork and strained exertion."" Schwalm 

observes that planters assigned less fit slaves full task 

work, knowing that family and friends would assist 

overburdened field hands in completing their assignments.'^ 

In addition, in their recent collaboration together, 

Ira Berlin and Philip Morgan moderate their earlier views of 

task labor by stating that "slaves probably did not work 

less and certainly not at a slower pace under the task 

system." "At day's end," they conclude, "only the strongest 

and most industrious slaves controlled their time."'^ 

Finally, in her study of the informal slave economies in 

lowcountry Georgia, Betty Wood also states that "tasking 

involved work that was no less physically demanding than 

that associated with the gang system." Moreover, on the 

issue of how much own time field hands accrued, she notes 

that "ties of family, kin, and friendship almost certainly 

prompted the frequent sacrifice of the individual's own time 

as young and old, strong and weak, women and men came to 

each other's assistance when the need arose."'"* Within this 

context, this study is an attempt to contribute to the 
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nascent trend to deromanticize our view of the task system 

and, by implication, the positive effects it had on slaves' 

lives. 

Finally, the third reason for this study is that it 

enables us to determine the extent to which gender shaped 

field men and women's experiences of task labor. The 

majority of men and women slaves on rice plantations labored 

as field hands. In fact, in the fields, slave women 

generally outniambered slave men. Consequently, field 

women's labor constituted an essential element in the 

production of rice. For that reason alone, slave women's 

inclusion in any study of slavery on lowcountry rice 

plantations is warranted. Yet except for the recent 

scholarship by Betty Wood and Leslie Schv/alm, historians of 

the task system have largely assumed either a nongendered 

slave or a male model in their works.These views ignore 

the contributions of feminist theory and women's history 

which have demonstrated work to be gendered and gender to be 

a central factor in shaping slave life.'® Despite these 

insights however, there is no general agreement among 

feminist and women historians on the application of these 

points to slavery.Using lowcountry rice plantations as 

a case study, I examine the significance of gender in these 

field women and men's experiences in a task regime. 

Drawing from the insights of slavery historiography. 



women's history, and feminist theory, this dissertation 

critiques the dominant views of the task system. In it I 

argue that the task system was a highly exploitative and 

multifaceted labor regime whose differences from gang labor 

were less pronounced than the scholarship suggests. 

External constraints limited field hands' ability to control 

their work pace and independently manage their work 

routines. Consequently, slaves' access to own time and the 

autonomy inherent in that time could be quite limited. 

In addition, I argue that gender did not play a 

prominent role in the division of field labor. This 

blurring of gender lines among laborers in the staple and 

provision crop fields figures prominently in slave women's 

primary role in rice production. The gender-blind field 

rating system and planter expectation that similarly rated 

men and women perform the same amount of work for like tasks 

meant that productively, field women were the qualitative 

and quantitative equals of field men throughout most of the 

agricultural year. Tragically, these work patterns and 

women's essential role in the plantation labor force 

contributed to the region's high neonatal mortality rates. 

Despite its less than significant role in the day to day 

allocation of field work on rice plantations, gender did 

differentiate men and women's experience of task labor. An 

examination of collective work patterns suggests that there 



was a gender component to slaves' access to own time. 

This present study begins with an introduction to the 

task labor system and its operation on antebellum rice 

plantations. Chapter one first describes task labor's 

primary features—as conventionally portrayed in the 

historiography—then reviews the debate regarding its 

lowcountry colonial origins. Next, it examines the nature 

of slavery by profiling antebellum rice plantations and 

outlining the seasonal work schedule required for rice 

cultivation. 

Chapter two profiles the rice field hands and analyzes 

the nature and extent to which their labor was gendered. 

Among the issues discussed are: the gender and age of the 

laborers; how planters rated their fields hands; the 

quantity of work similarly rated field hands processed; and 

the degree to which field work was differentiated by gender. 

An essential component of the discussion on the latter issue 

is the insight that conclusions regarding the gendered 

nature of field labor will vary depending on whether the 

analysis focuses on the likelihood that field women and men 

ever did the same work or on whether they performed the same 

job from day to day.'* To make this determination, I 

reconstructed the daily work schedules for one year of 

slaves living and working on two South Carolina rice 

plantations. 



My analysis underscores field women's primary role in 

rice production. On antebellum rice plantations, planters 

did not systematically use gender to allocate field work. 

Except during the winter, the majority of field women in 

their prime childbearing years performed many of the same 

jobs and processed the same amount of work from day to day 

as their male peers. In fact, planters' limited use of 

gender to organize and allocate field work accounts in large 

part for slave women's primary role in rice production. 

Planters' insistence on using a gender-blind field rating 

system, as well as their expectation that similarly rated 

men and women perform the same amount of work, meant that 

productively, field women were the qualitative and 

quantitative equals of their male peers throughout most of 

the agricultural year. 

Having established the main contours of slave labor on 

rice plantations, chapter three scrutinizes field hands' 

ability to control the pace of production and hence the 

length of their work day during master's time. I do this by 

examining the fundamental ways in which rice planters 

calculated time, organized their land, and assigned field 

hands their tasks. Based on my findings I argue that 

planters imposed a number of structural and seasonal 

barriers on the day-to-day operations of rice production 

that challenged the efforts of many women and men field 
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hands to shorten the length of time that they labored 

directly for their masters. Moreover, analysis of important 

but less obvious agronomic factors reveals just how varied 

field hands' experiences of task labor could be. Contrary 

to the current wisdom, the task system as organized and 

practiced on lowcountry rice plantations was not regionally 

standardized. Consequently, slaves' work burdens and their 

access to own time varied across plantations. 

Chapter four examines the nature and degree of 

managerial supervision of field hands on rice plantations. 

Here I describe the power structure and responsibilities of 

each class of manager (overseers and slave drivers) and 

assess their day to day surveillance of their charges. Even 

though field hands in a task system worked with less 

"direct" supervision than their peers in a gang system, I 

argue that during master's time, the oversight of plantation 

managers, especially slave drivers, significantly limited 

slaves' ability to independently manage their work routines. 

Given the external constraints that they faced, it is 

evident that slaves did not gain own time easily. Indeed, 

it is testimony to their tenacity and to their cooperative 

work patterns that they succeeded to the extent that they 

did in gaining a measure of time for themselves. Chapter 

five investigates the various strategies these men and women 

used to circumvent prescribed work routines. Whether 
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overtly or covertly as an individual or as part of a group, 

field hands acted to minimize their coerced labor during 

master's time. Of all the strategies used, historians have 

uncritically claimed that familial or community assistance 

was one of the most important. A critical look at 

collective aid reveals that although essential, it was 

circvimscribed. Moreover, the sources of constraint 

originated from both inside and outside the slave community. 

The nature of life and work on rice plantations, as well as 

the cultural values of the slaves themselves, affected not 

only the amount of aid available to field hands, but who 

that aid came from as well. 

The ramifications of field women's task work on their 

reproductive health is examined next. Chapter six explores 

the relationship between pregnant field women's work and 

neonatal mortality (death within the first month after 

birth). Slave infant deaths on rice plantations ranked 

among the highest, especially within the first month after 

birth when a correlation existed between the physical labor 

of pregnant women and their infants' survival. In this 

chapter, I use plantation journals to reconstruct the work 

routines of pregnant field hands to better understand the 

role of work in these high neonatal mortality rates. 

Contrary to the claims of rice planters and overseers that 

they moderated the work of pregnant women, I find that many 
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field hands continued to toil throughout most of their 

pregnancies at labor intensive jobs without any amelioration 

in their work routines. Such work, in conjunction with the 

high neonatal mortality rates it arguably helped cause, 

should lower our assessment of any relative benefits 

putatively enjoyed by rice slaves. 

To analyze the task labor system and evaluate its 

influence on the lives of enslaved women and men, I have 

restricted my study to the lowcountry's rice plantations. I 

have done this for several reasons. First, Southern 

planters' use of the task system was primarily limited to 

the lowcountry. Therefore, a critique of this slave labor 

system is necessarily area specific. Second, since staple 

crop requirements fundamentally shaped the nature of life 

and work on Southern plantations, I considered it important 

to limit this study to one staple crop. I chose rice over 

long staple (or Sea Island) cotton because it was the 

lowcountry's leading economic commodity." Since rice 

production required significant capital investment in land 

and labor, rice plantations were large. Consequently, this 

study focuses primarily on those plantations with fifty or 

more slaves because this was the size that housed the 

majority of rice slaves between 1800 and 1861.^° 

To obtain as accurate a portrayal of slavery and the 

task system as possible, I have drawn from a wide range of 
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documents. Plantation journals, work schedules, diaries, 

correspondence, contemporaneous agricultural journals, 

travelers' accounts, government documents, and narratives of 

ex-slaves have revealed much about the organization and 

practice of task labor, the seasonal cycle of rice 

cultivation, the nature and extent of the gendered division 

of field labor, and the ways in which field hands challenged 

the tenets of task labor. Lists of slave births and deaths 

from plantation journals made it possible to reconstruct 

field women's reproductive histories. I used these records 

to link these women across data to ascertain their work 

histories while pregnant. Finally, unless explicitly stated 

otherwise in the evidence, I have assumed that at least some 

variation of task labor was practiced on the rice 

plantations examined in this study. This is necessary due 

to the nature of the documents which range from being either 

task specific or ambiguous, to silent on the topic. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE TASK SYSTEM AND RICE CULTIVATION 
ON LOWCOUNTRY PLANTATIONS 

This study of the task system on lowcountry rice 

plantations begins with an introduction to the key features 

of task labor and rice cultivation. Specifically, this 

chapter compares the primary characteristics of the 

antebellum South's two slave labor systems, examines the 

debate over the task system's lowcountry origins, profiles 

the rice plantations of the nineteenth century, and provides 

a general description of rice's annual cultivation schedule. 

Southern Slave Labor Systems 

In the nineteenth-century American slave South, 

planters generally organized their enslaved agricultural 

workers by either the gang or task labor system. Gang labor 

represented the principal form of labor organization used by 

planters throughout much of the South where crops of short 

staple cotton, sugar, and tobacco were cultivated. In 

contrast, the task system was the primary form of labor 

organization used by planters in the South Carolina and 

Georgia lowcountry for the cultivation of rice, long staple 

cotton, and provision food crops.' Although tasking or 

characteristics of task labor could be found in use outside 

of the lowcountry during the nineteenth century, its 
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widespread application remained limited to the lowcountry 

region of South Carolina and Georgia.^ 

Although variations and hybrids of gang and task labor 

existed in their respective implementations, distinct 

features of each system existed. In the stereotypical 

characterization of slave life under a gang system, field 

hands worked in forced unison six days a week under the 

constant supervision of an overseer or a slave driver. In a 

workday that extended from sunup to sundown and possibly 

beyond, slaves returned to their quarters only after being 

dismissed by an overseer or a slave driver. Given the 

slaves' long and closely supervised workdays, many 

historians have concluded that field hands working in a gang 

system exerted scant control over their work routines and 

enjoyed little time to themselves or for their family and 

friends except at night, perhaps on Saturday afternoons, and 

on Sundays.^ 

The standard image of slave life in a task regime 

contrasts sharply with the above. In this system, slaves 

are depicted as having worked at individual tasks with 

little or no supervision. By pacing themselves, these field 

hands had the opportunity to finish their tasks by mid-

afternoon or sooner if they felt so inclined. Completing 

their tasks early—or even on time according to some 

historians—created the opportunity for these slaves to have 
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a significant amoxint of free or own time (as opposed to 

master's time) during the afternoon in which they could do 

such things as hunt, fish, make handcrafts, cultivate their 

own provision grounds, cook, sew, care for their children, 

or socialize. Compared to their counterparts then, field 

hands in a task regime toiled with minimal supervision and 

enjoyed an at least moderate amount of control over the pace 

of their labor. Task slaves' ability to independently 

manage their workdays enabled them to shorten the length of 

time that they labored directly for their masters. 

Subsequently, they enjoyed more autonomy during an expanded 

own time than slaves living within a gang system.'' 

Conventional depictions of the gang and task systems' 

key features—particularly in regards to slave control—mask 

the degree of variation that existed within each system. In 

the South Carolina up country during the 1840s and 1850s for 

example, cotton slaves organized by gang labor exercised 

some control over when they cultivated their own crops 

during the regular work week.^ In turn, this study of the 

task system will, in part, document significant limitations 

to slaves' control over the pace of production as well as 

show that field hands' experience of tasking could be quite 

varied across plantations and by gender. 
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Tasking's Lowcountry Origins 

The organization of lowcountry slave labor by the task 

system began in South Carolina and dates back to the 

region's colonial era.® Although the precise timing of 

tasking's inception is unknown, evidence suggests that its 

antecedents predated the colony's 1720s shift from a 

frontier to a plantation economy. During its first thirty 

years of existence, from 1670 to 1700, Carolina's economic 

activity was based primarily on subsistence farming, 

livestock raising, a provisions and timber trade to the West 

Indies, and a peltry trade to England. In the first decades 

of the eighteenth century, economic activity expanded to 

include the production and export of rice and naval stores.' 

During these fifty years, white South Carolinian land 

owners and their black slaves, among others, labored 

alongside each other, carrying out a wide range of jobs.® 

In addition to the labor they performed with their owners, 

black slaves also worked by and for themselves. During this 

time, they grew much of their own food because their masters 

did not yet readily or consistently provide them with food 

rations. According to Peter Wood, "with land plentiful, 

food scarce, and discipline superficial," it was "logical 

for slaves to have certain open plots and weekend hours for 

themselves" so that they could grow their own food and 
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barter their goods for clothing within and outside of the 

borders of their owners' property.' Slaves' productive 

activities on their own behalf were significant enough in 

this non-plantation era to draw the attention of South 

Carolina's clergy. As early as 1712, the clergy noted that 

the slaves were planting "for themselves as much as will 

cloath and subsist them and their famil[ies] . Based on 

this evidence, it seems apparent that two features that came 

to be associated with the task system—the distinction 

between master's time and slaves' time and significant 

productive activities of the slaves—were already components 

of slaves' lives during the years when the colony had a 

mixed, non-plantation economy. 

A third feature of task labor—the daily work guotas or 

"tasks"—can also be traced to the colonial period and 

suggest that the task system's parameters were established 

by the mid-eighteenth century. Observations made by Pastor 

Johann Martin Bolzius in 1750 on the cultivation practices 

of Carolina slaves, which identified daily work assignments 

in specific task measurements, indicate that task 

assignments on rice plantations were already firmly in 

place. According to Bolzius, "a good Negro man or woman 

must account for a quarter acre daily" when furrowing the 

land for the rice and "half an acre" each day when sowing 

and covering the rice seed." 



Scholars more easily periodized the task system's 

inception in South Carolina than they explained its origins; 

disagreements flourish. U.B. Phillips offered one of the 

first rationales for tasking's use. Writing in 1907, 

Phillips argued that planters' seasonal absenteeism demanded 

the creation of a new labor system. According to Phillips, 

"the necessity of the master's moving away from his estate 

in the warm months, to escape the malaria, involved the 

adoption of some system of routine which would work with 

more or less automatic regularity without his own inspiring 

or impelling presence. Hence the system of tasks. 

Historian Philip Morgan, who in recent years has done 

considerable research on the task system in the colonial and 

antebellum South, as well as in other New World slave 

societies, disagrees with Phillips. If, Morgan asks, 

absenteeism was the stimulus for tasking's inception, why 

was it not adopted as a labor system on Caribbean sugar 

plantations, where planter absenteeism also existed from 

early on? Although he grants that absenteeism may have 

contributed to the attractiveness of tasking as a labor 

system, Morgan downplays its significance as a primary 

catalyst for the system's lowcountry origins.'^ 

Instead, Morgan suggests that the staple crop 

requirements of rice production provides the most 

satisfactory, although still incomplete, explanation for 



tasking's development in South Carolina's tidewater region. 

According to Morgan, the limited amount of direct 

supervision required to cultivate rice, a hardy plant that 

needed little synchronization of its cultivation cycle, and 

the ease with which a slave's daily output could be 

measured, especially during the planting and weeding cycles, 

contributed significantly to lowcountry planters' decision 

to organize their slaves around the task system. 

Although Morgan considers a staple crop's cultivation 

requirements the most important reason underpinning planter 

decisions on what type of labor organization to employ, he 

allows that other, less significant factors, contributed to 

the appeal of one labor system over another. In the case of 

the tidewater region of colonial South Carolina, he cites 

planter absenteeism and the relative ease with which many 

slaves took to rice cultivation as encouraging factors in 

the establishment of the task system.''* 

If, as Morgan suggests, the requirements of raising a 

staple crop especially created the task system, the credit 

rests squarely with the planters.'^ While the power of the 

slaveholders to decide how to cultivate their crops and 

organize their enslaved work force cannot be denied, an 

explanation for tasking's lowcountry origins that focuses 

largely on the planters' perspective slights the role 

African slaves may have played in shaping the evolving labor 
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regime. 

Morgan has not ignored the possibility that African 

slaves, many of whom were familiar with rice cultivation 

prior to their enslavement, helped to develop a labor system 

that afforded them some control over their work day. He 

just found this possible cause unconvincing for three 

reasons: slaves imported from the rice-producing regions of 

West Africa did not constitute a majority of slaves brought 

to South Carolina; lowcountry whites left no record 

indicating that they valued slave knowledge of rice 

cultivation; and African slaves did not have a familiarity 

with tidal irrigation, a method of rice culture that became 

prominent in South Carolina after the American Revolution.'® 

Each of Morgan's reservations concerning an African 

role in tasking's origins can be addressed. First, a 

majority of African slaves shipped to South Carolina need 

not have had experience in rice cultivation to have 

influenced planter decisions regarding the type of labor 

system they adopted. Given that neither the first 

generations of Carolina planters and English indentured 

servants nor Native Americans had any extensive knowledge of 

rice cultivation techniques, it seems only logical to 

presume that the group of African slaves imported from the 

rice-producing region of Senegal-Gambia, estimated at 20 

percent of slaves imported to South Carolina, provided the 



early technological knowledge necessary for the development 

of Carolina's rice cultvire." Second, the we 11-documented 

preference of Carolinian planters for slaves from the 

Senegal-Gambia region must be at least partially explained 

by the prevalence of rice culture in that area.'* Third, 

work by geographer Judith Carney and historian Daniel 

Littlefield demonstrate that prior to the start of the 

Atlantic Slave Trade, tidal irrigation was one of three 

water systems used by West Africans to cultivate their rice 

crops.*' Their findings counter Morgan's view that African 

slaves were unfamiliar with tidal irrigation. 

The history of colonial South Carolina's labor and 

social relations during its transition from a frontier to a 

plantation economy demonstrates that Africans conceivably 

helped to create the task system. The shift to a plantation 

economy which primarily exported rice (but also indigo and 

naval stores) , and the concurrent rise in African slave 

imports that created a black majority in South Carolina's 

population, altered both the labor and social relations 

between African slaves and their white owners. In a 

plantation economy, planters were better able to physically 

distance themselves from the daily work of rice cultivation. 

White overseers began to replace the slaveholders in 

supervising the daily work of a growing number of slaves as 

the slaves cleared the land and planted, hoed, and harvested 
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the rice. As a result, labor relations between slaveholders 

and their black slaves became more impersonal, regimented, 

and hierarchical in nature. To calm their growing anxieties 

that Africans were outniambering them, white Carolinians 

tried to increase their social control over their human 

property. Laws prohibited slaves' customary own time 

weekend activities of subsistence production and trading. 

In addition, slaves' leisure activities, social gatherings, 

and geographic mobility were more closely regulated and 

restricted. Although these laws never fully accomplished 

their intended goals, they did curtail the free time and 

relative autonomy that slaves had experienced under a 

frontier economy.^" 

Evidence suggests that slaves resisted the planters' 

attempts to curtail their customary privileges. According 

to Peter Wood, the "vast majority of Carolina slaves" who 

ran away in the 1730s, after the shift to a plantation 

economy, were field hands.Furthermore, Johann Martin 

Bolzius' observations make clear that by 1750, only thirty 

years after the transformation of South Carolina's economy, 

task labor was a recognizable feature of slave labor and 

rice cultivation, and the distinction between master's time 

and slave's time had expanded from weekend hours to include 

at least some time during the week that slaves used to grow 

their own food crops. This increased autonomy came in spite 
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of repeated efforts by whites during the intervening years 

to eliminate slaves' own weekend subsistence and market 

activities. So while the daily toil slaves endured in a 

plantation economy was harsher than what they had 

experienced in a frontier economy, the persistent 

distinction between master's time and slaves' time, the 

continued availability of slaves' time during the week, and 

the creation of specific work assignments, or "tasks", all 

suggest that slaves themselves acted to offset the most 

egregious aspects of their new work regime by retaining 

their former customary privileges. 

Given whites' marked anxiety regarding slave revolts 

during this era, it is particularly striking that task 

rather than gang labor became the labor system on rice 

plantations. After all, and as Philip Morgan has pointed 

out elsewhere, "if social control was a pressing imperative, 

it made sense to gang."^ Yet the task system made it at 

least possible for enslaved field hands to have a modicum of 

regular own time to engage in less supervised activities, 

just the kind of thing white Carolinians seemed determined 

to prevent. As such, it seems reasonable to suspect that 

slaves themselves acted to preserve in a plantation economy 

at least a semblance of the routines and activities that 

they had in a nonplantation economy. 

Judith Carney makes the argument for an African origin 



of task labor in the lowcountry. According to Carney, two 

features of task labor—the use of slaves for cultivation 

and slave rights to partially control their labor—pervaded 

indigenous slave systems along the Upper Guinea coast and 

its hinterland during the Atlantic Slave Trade. As an 

example, Carney notes that by the early eighteenth century, 

indigenous slaves in the Guinea region "retained rights that 

specified days of the week or hours of the day for working 

on their own fields, . . . For Carney, African slaves' 

partial control over their labor and their familiarity with 

rice cultivation afforded them important bargaining chips in 

their ongoing struggle to ameliorate their living and 

working conditions on New World plantations. As a result, 

she asserts that the task labor system "may represent the 

residue of a complex pattern of negotiation between slave 

and master in which agronomic knowledge and cooperation in 

developing rice plantations provided slaves leverage for 

limiting planter demands on their field labor. 

More than likely, the task system's presence in the 

lowcountry evolved from a number of complex and interrelated 

factors not least of which included staple crop 

requirements. But given the nature of African slavery,^ 

the technological expertise of African slaves in rice 

cultivation and tidal irrigation, and the historical context 

of colonial South Carolina's labor and social relations 



40 

during its transition from a frontier to a plantation 

economy, slaves' role in the development of the task system, 

however limited, should not be ignored. Underscoring this 

point, Peter Coclanis notes that the task system "most 

likely grew out of an ongoing process of informal 

^negotiations' between laborers, ^bargaining' for greater 

autonomy, and managers, hoping to raise productivity and to 

lessen labor unrest by injecting the incentive of free time 

into the labor equation. 

Even though its colonial origins are disputed, 

historians agree that by the nineteenth-century, the task 

system was firmly entrenched on lowcountry rice plantations. 

In fact, tasking's early nineteenth-century extension to 

long staple cotton and the provision food crops as well as 

to other plantation occupations demonstrates its acceptance 

by both slaveholders and slaves." Of the plantation 

occupations besides field labor, the artisan trades were 

most likely to have been tasked. For example, coopers on 

Robert Allston's Georgetown plantation were assigned to make 

three barrels each day.^^ In Liberty County, Georgia, ex-

slave coopers William Cassels and Henry Stevens testified to 

government officials in the 1870s that during slavery times, 

each of their former masters had worked them by the task 

system.^' Other artisans who also had their work tasked 

included carpenters, blacksmiths, shoemakers, and 
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basketmcJcers. Those whose work was not generally tasked 

most often included slave drivers and house servants.^' The 

open-ended nature of these jobs—whether it was overseeing 

the labor of all the field hands or perfoirming the endless 

duties in the big house—did not easily lend itself to 

tasking's quantification.'^ 

Antebellum Rice Plantations 

In addition to the task system, nineteenth-century 

lowcountry rice plantations had other features in common as 

well. The first was their size. To a greater extent than 

their peers outside the rice belt, lowcountry slaves lived 

on large plantations. In 1860, large plantations—those 

with fifty or more slaves—housed a quarter of all slaves 

throughout the South." In the lowcountry, slaves were 

concentrated on these large plantations. Indeed, rice 

planters dominated the elite one percent of slaveholders who 

owned more than one hundred slaves. In the preeminent rice 

producing region of Georgetown County, South Carolina alone, 

the median number of slaves per plantation totalled 135.^ 

The large niamber of slaves living on rice plantations was 

reflected in the lowcountry's population as a whole. Since 

the 1720s, slaves had outnxambered whites and their numerical 

s u p r e m a c y  p e r s i s t e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  a n t e b e l l u m  p e r i o d . I n  

South Carolina, for example, slaves made-up more than 80 
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percent of the lowcountry's population in 1810 and 74.6 

percent in 1850. In Georgia, slaves represented 70 percent 

of the lowcountry's total population in 1820 and 72 percent 

in 1850.^® Second, the widespread (but not universal) use 

of tidal irrigation for rice production meant that these 

plantations were geographically restricted to a narrow zone 

along one of the lowcountry's coastal rivers." Under a 

tidal irrigation system, laborers used the daily variation 

in sea level and its accompanying effects on freshwater 

levels to flood or drain the rice fields.^* For example, to 

flood the fields, trunkminders (usually older male slaves 

with years of field experience) waited until the tide had 

raised the fresh water in the river above the level of the 

field, then they opened up the trunks to allow it onto the 

rice fields. Trunkminders used successive tides to attain 

the desired height of water in the flooded fields. To drain 

the fields, trunkminders simply reversed the process, 

opening the trunks at low tide to allow the water to run off 

the fields. The need to flood their rice fields with fresh 

water affected where planters could build their plantations. 

A plantation located too close to the ocean suffered 

periodic saltwater encroachments that ruined rice crops 

while one situated too far upstream was out of tidal range. 

As a result, slaves living on rice plantations found 

themselves in the company of their peers on a narrow zone of 
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land near the coasts of South Carolina and Georgia." 

Aside from geographic location, tidal irrigation played 

a role in shaping the rhythm of rice slaves' work lives. 

Beginning in the eighteenth century and continuing 

throughout the antebellum era, the shift from inland swamp 

to tidal irrigation necessitated a transformation of the 

lowcountry's landscape. Planters used slave labor to 

perform this terribly demanding work. To reclaim the snake-

infested swamp and marshlands along the rivers, slaves first 

dug a temporary ditch and used the soil to build an 

embankment to protect themselves from the river. Next, they 

constructed a permanent embankment atop the temporary ditch. 

The new ditch that the slaves dug on the inland side of the 

embankment provided the channel for water into and out of 

the fields. While field hands worked on the embankment, 

slave carpenters made the trunks (or floodgates) that 

allowed the trunkminders to flood and drain the fields. 

Once the field hands finished the permanent embankment, they 

began draining and clearing the land. Then, according to 

planter specifications, they divided and subdivided the new 

rice fields.''" When the fields were established, slaves 

began planting. Since clearing the fields of trees by 

girdling could take years, slaves frequently planted around 

the dead but still upright trees. This process of 

reclaiming swamp land for tidal cultivation, although 
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underway since at least the mid-eighteenth century, 

continued throughout the antebellum period as slaves slowly 

expanded the number of cultivable acres on their masters' 

plantations. 

Rice's Cultivation Cycle 

Once in place, tidewater plantations and their slaves 

operated according to rice's cultivation cycle. Although 

variations in cultivation methods existed among planters, 

tidal rice production adhered to a basic routine. 

Typically, the crop year began as soon as the previous 

year's harvest had been completed. During the winter 

months, December through late March, field hands engaged in 

a variety of jobs that included processing the harvested 

rice, preparing the land for the spring planting, digging 

new canals and ditches, and doing maintenance work on the 

irrigation system as well as on other plantation property.''^ 

To process the rice, field hands first had to separate 

the heads of grain from their stalks. To do this, slaves 

placed bundles of the harvested rice in parallel rows on the 

ground of the threshing yard. Next, they walked down the 

rows, beating the heads off the stalks with flailing sticks 

that they swung above their heads and brought down on the 

heads of rice. An onerous job lightened by song, slaves 

still threshed rice largely by hand in the mid-nineteenth 
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century."' Next, the rice needed to be winnowed—or 

separated from the chaff. Field hands accomplished this by 

putting the threshed rice into flat fanner baskets and 

"fanning" the grains in the wind. 

The last step in rice processing involved pounding the 

rice in order to remove the outer husks and inner cuticles 

from the rice grains. When done by hand, as it was widely 

done until the second decade of the nineteenth century, this 

work was more labor intensive than threshing. To pound the 

rice, slaves put the unhusked grains (rough rice) into a 

wooden mortar carved out of a log, and ground the grains 

with a pestle made of pine. During the 1810s, tidal milling 

became more widespread. These machines gradually (but 

unevenly) relieved slaves of this particular task. Operated 

by slaves, water (and later, in some instances, steam 

powered) mills increased the output of rice and eliminated a 

physically demanding task for field hands. Although many 

planters could not afford to build their own mills, those 

with enough resources to pay for the service began sending 

their rough rice to a public or privately owned mill for 

processing.''" Once processed, slaves packed the rice into 

barrels or tierces and then loaded the tierces onto an 

awaiting schooner for transport to Charleston or Savannah. 

With the previous year's rice crop packed and shipped, 

field hands turned to the work of readying the land for 



46 

another year of planting/^ To prepare the soil, slaves 

first burned the rice stubble left in the fields; then they 

plowed the fields. Before 1830, men and women generally 

performed this backbreaking task with their hoes. After 

1830, planters increasingly used animals for this job.'^® 

Slaves outfitted the animals with special boots to help them 

move through the boggy soil. Because wet ground conditions 

were the norm for most of the agricultural year, this phase 

of soil preparation remained the only one in which animals 

were used to ameliorate slaves' work in the production of 

rice. Once the fields had been plowed, field hands finished 

preparing the land for planting by breaking up dirt clods, 

leveling the ground surface, manuring the fields, and 

digging trenches for the rice seed.'*^ 

The last of the field hands' major responsibilities for 

the winter entailed repair work on the irrigation system. 

Slaves loathed these mudwork tasks. To ready the network of 

ditches and canals for another growing season, men and women 

labored in cold weather in what one planter referred to as 

"sour muck" to clean out the mud and trash that had 

accumulated in the ditches and canal during the previous 

year."** Ditches needed to be resunk and dirt hauled in so 

that the slaves could augment and shape existing 

embankments. It was also during this time, once the ground 

was thawed enough for digging, that field hands might be 
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assigned the work of building new ditches, canals, and 

embankments. 

During the spring, from late March to mid-May, field 

hands planted the rice fields. They generally used one of 

three techniques for sowing rice seed: scatter, string, or 

open trench planting. When scatter planting, slaves simply 

scattered their seeds on the ground's surface in the 

trenches before covering it with dirt. If string planting, 

slaves placed a rice seed in a hole drilled into the 

trenches before covering it with dirt. Although the 

technique varied, both scatter and string planting required 

that slaves cover the seed with soil."" The third sowing 

technique, open trench planting, was developed in the 1820s 
i 
) 

I and was most commonly employed in Georgetown County, South 

f Carolina. To sow rice seed by this technique, field hands 

I first spread the seed out on the barn floor, covered it with 

I a mixture of water and clay, then waited for it to dry. 

I After the seed had been "clayed," slaves planted it in open 
< 

F drills. Because the clay prevented the seed from floating 

I away, field hands did not have to cover the seed after it 

had been sown.^° 

Whichever sowing technique was used, slaves planted 

entire fields or squares in one day so that the fields could 

be flooded by the trunkminder with the next high tide. 

Known as the sprout flow, this first flooding lasted from 
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three to seven days, just long enough for the rice to 

germinate.During this time, field hands relocated to 

drier land and planted the plantation's provision crops, 

which might include potatoes, corn, collards, and peas. 

Once the rice began to sprout, the slaves returned to the 

recently drained rice fields and began the first of several 

hoeings. 

During the summer, field hands hoed. From late May 

through mid-July according to the irrigation schedule, field 

hands labored in the muck of drained and semi-flooded rice 

fields under a blazing sun, raking trash," hoeing, and 

weeding the rice with short narrow hoes. The rigors of this 

work is evident by the increase in runaways during these 

months.^' As part of the svimmer work routine, trunkminders 

usually flooded and drained the rice fields three different 

times on a rotating basis.^ The first of these floodings— 

the point flow—lasted for approximately one week and 

covered a field in order to kill any grass and to protect 

the young seedlings from birds. Once drained, the field 

hands moved in and hoed the field twice. Then the field was 

flooded for a second time. Known as the long flow, this 

flooding killed weeds and provided the necessary moisture 

for the maturing rice plants. After ten to twenty days, 

trunkminders drained the fields and the hands once again 

reentered the fields to remove weeds and hoe the ground two 
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more times. 

For the remainder of the summer, from mid-July through 

August, when the rice fields lay partly submerged under the 

lay-by flow—the last and longest of the summer floodings— 

field hands' work eased a bit. They walked among the 

maturing rice plants, plucking out the last of the grass and 

shooing away the bobolinks (or "rice-birds") that, as they 

migrated south, liked to stop and eat the ripening heads of 

rice." During the lay-by flow, planters sometimes assigned 

a number of male slaves to work off the plantation on the 

public roads. The slaves remaining behind completed the 

final hoeing in the provision crop fields. 

The harvest commenced during the fall season. From 

September to November, field hands labored for extended 

hours to bring the rice and food crops in from the fields 

before they became too ripe or inclement weather damaged the 

yield. As the rice ripened in late August or early 

September, trunkminders began draining the fields overnight, 

one or two at a time. The next morning, without waiting for 

the ground to dry, field women and men entered the boggy 

fields with their rice hooks (sickles) and began harvesting 

the rice. The cut stalks were usually left to dry on the 

stubble for a day or two before the hands tied them into 

sheaves and then into bundles. Once gathered, men and women 

heaved the bundles over their heads and carried them through 
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the muddy field to the canal, a distance of up to a half 

mile or more away. Planter David Doar recalled that "it was 

an amazing sight to see a whole field of rice get up and 

walk to the barges."^® Once at the canal, slaves placed the 

rice on shallow boats called flats for transport back to the 

plantation threshing yard. A variation to this pattern had 

planters assigning their slaves the task of cutting, tying, 

and carrying their allotment of rice to the flats in a 

single day. Depending on the size of the plantation and its 

labor force, the rice harvest lasted for six to eight weeks. 

When this was completed, slaves moved to the provision crop 

fields. Once these crops had been harvested, slaves began 

the task of processing the rice, a job that carried them 

into the winter season and the beginning of a new crop year. 

This introduction to the key features of task labor on 

antebellum lowcountry rice plantations provides the basis 

for the more detailed analysis that follows. A profile of 

rice field hands and the nature and degree to which their 

labor was gendered will be examined in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

GENDER IN THE RICE FIELDS 

On rice plantations, field hands worked hard for their 

masters at labor intensive tasks. Field women in particular 

exerted tremendous amounts of physical energy each day on 

their masters' behalf. In spite of their contributions to 

rice cultivation, field women's labor has generally been 

underappreciated in studies on rice and the task system. 

The following gender analysis of rice field laborers and 

their task work joins a handful of others that attempt to 

rectify this historiographic shortcoming.' This analysis 

underscores slave women's primary role in rice production. 

On antebellum rice plantations, planters did not 

systematically use gender to organize their agricultural 

labor force or allocate field work. As a result, field 

women's productive output matched, and often surpassed— 

given their niomerical superiority—that of field men's. 

Indeed, it was precisely because gender played such a 

limited role in field women's task work that their labor was 

so essential to planters. As will be shown later in this 

study, these labor patterns had significant ramifications 

for slave women's lives, for their experience of task labor, 

and most notably, for their reproductive histories. 
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A Profile of Rice Field Hands 

The majority of both enslaved men and women on 

antebellvim rice plantations labored as field hands. A 

profile of lowcountry field hands who cultivated rice 

reveals gender and age specific patterns that shows field 

women's central and essential role in rice production. 

The market production of rice required a sizable labor 

force. A survey of twenty-three field gangs^ from thirteen 

variously sized rice plantations for the years between 1802 

and 1859 reveal that the number of slaves working in these 

rice fields averaged fifty-nine (see table 2.1). The survey 

also demonstrates that throughout the first sixty years of 

the nineteenth century, enslaved women represented a 

majority of the field hands responsible for cultivating 

rice.' In all the field gangs but two, women made up 

between 51 and 69 percent of the laborers. Of the remaining 

two cases, enslaved women equalled the number of enslaved 

men in the rice fields in one instance and comprised a 

minority of 41 percent in the other. Women's numerical 

superiority in the fields has led one historian to state 

that "lowcountry rice agriculture rested squarely on the 

shoulders of these capable, but enslaved, women."'* Although 

accurate, this conclusion rests on data that tells only half 

the story. To appreciate more fully the extent of slave 

women's physical contribution to the production of 



Table 2.1 
Distribution of Field Hands 

by Gender on Lowcountry Rice Plantations 

Planter 
and 
Location Year 

Total 
# 

# of 
Women 

% of 
Women 

# of 
Men 

% of 
Men 

William Lowndes' 
Charleston, SC 

1802 
1805 
1806 

66 
54 
94 

41 
32 
51 

62 
59 
54 

25 
22 
43 

38 
41 
46 

Pierce Butler^ 
Butler's Island 
Mcintosh Co., GA 

1803 
1821 

73 
140 

50 
87 

68 
62 

23 
53 

32 
38 

Joshua J. Ward^ 
Brookgreen 
Georgetown, SC 

18[?]9 129 80 62 49 38 

Joshua J. Ward 
Springfield 
Georgetown, SC 

18[?]9 101 55 54 46 46 

Joshua J. Ward 
Rose Dew 
Georgetown, SC 

1831 89 4 53 42 47 

C. Manigault* 
Gowrie 
Savannah, GA 

1833 
1844 
1849 
1854 
1857 

48 
47 
39 
26 
22 

30 
27 
21 
18 
16 

62.5 
57 
54 
69 
73 

18 
20 
18 
8 
6 

37.5 
43 
46 
31 
27 

William Morris^ 
SC 

1841 27 11 41 16 59 

Wm. E. Sparlcman® 
Springwood 
Georgetown, SC 

1844 46 27 59 19 41 

C. Manigault 
East Hermitage 
Savannah, GA 

1849 
1854 
1857 

31 
37 
29 

17 
21 
17 

55 
57 
59 

14 
16 
12 

45 
43 
41 

J.R. Motte"' 
Exeter 
Berkeley Co., SC 

1850 
1856 

9 
10 

6 
5 

67 
50 

3 
5 

33 
50 
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Table 2.1—Continued 

Francis Weston* 1855 116 75 65 41 35 
Laurel Hill 
Georgetown, SC 

Francis Weston 1855 61 35 57 26 43 
Hagley 
Georgetown, SC 

John Sparkman' 1859 52 32 62 20 38 
Dirleton 
Georgetown. SC 
Sources: 'William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
^Butler Papers, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
'Joshua John Ward Plantation Journals, Reel 9, Series B, 
Records of Ante-BelIvun Southern Plantations from the 
Revolution through the Civil War, ed. Kenneth Stampp. 
"James M. Clifton, ed. , Life and Labor on Argvle Island: 
Letters and Documents of a Savannah River Rice Plantation. 
1833-1867 (Savannah: Beehive Press, 1978), 3-6, 20-21, 64-
68, 183-186, 248-250. 
Vanderhorst Family Papers, South Carolina Historical 
Society, Charleston, South Carolina. 
®William E. Sparkman Plantation Journal, 1844-1846, Series 
J, Reel 1, Pt.3, Records of Ante-Bellum Southern 
Plantations. 
'Jacob Rhett Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1846-
1871, Perkins Library, Duke University, Durham, North 
Carolina. 
'inventory of the estate of Francis Marion Weston, 1855, 
Office of Probate Judge, Georgetown County Court House, 
quoted from Charles Joyner, Down bv the Riverside: A South 
Carolina Slave Community (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1984), 61-62. 
'John Sparkman Plantation Book, 1859-1864, Series B, Reel 9, 
Records of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations. 
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rice, we need to consider the amount of labor, measured in 

terms of their "field ratings" that they performed each day. 

On every rice plantation, owners or their overseers 

designated each field hand as either a full- (or prime), 

three-quarters-, half-, or quarter-task hand. These 

ratingsreflected the planter's perception of how much work 

an individual could perform daily based on their age and 

physical condition.^ Thus each morning, when a slave rated 

as a full-task hand walked to the rice fields, he or she did 

so with the knowledge that the amount of work they did that 

day would be approximately double that of a peer rated as a 

half-task hand. Slaves rated as partial hands most often 

included young teens, individuals over fifty, and the 

chronically ill or debilitated. Despite these differences 

in ratings, planters calculated that the time required for 

each slave to complete his or her task would take between 

eight and eleven hours, depending on the season.® 

Unlike age and physical condition, a slave's gender was 

not an important factor in the assignment of field ratings.^ 

If it had been, then planters and overseers would have rated 

most slave men, as the physically "stronger" sex, as prime 

hands and most slave women, as members of the "weaker" sex, 

as partial hands. But the evidence gathered from sixteen 

rice field gangs does not bear this pattern out. As 
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table 2.2 illustrates, while most men did in fact work as 

prime hands, it was not the case that most women labored as 

partial hands. Instead, the vast majority of both men and 

women received full-task hand ratings, with the proportion 

of prime hands not falling below 60 percent for the men and 

59 percent for the women. In fact, in eleven of the sixteen 

field gangs examined, the proportion of enslaved women 

laboring as prime hands remained at or above 80 percent. 

Moreover, in one instance, on the Gowrie plantation in 1857, 

every single one of the sixteen women who toiled in the 

fields did so as full-task hands. To further underscore the 

exclusion of gender as a factor in planter determinations of 

slave fieldratings, note that in five of the field gangs— 

the Gowrie in 1849 and 1854, East Hermitage in 1854, Exeter 

in 1856, and Dirleton in 1859—the proportion of women rated 

as prime hands exceeded that of the men. In three other 

gangs—Springfield in 1819 and Gowrie in 1844 and 1857—the 

proportion of women rated as prime hands equalled that of 

the men. Clearly, Deborah Gray White's contention that 

"healthy, nonpregnant women were considered three-quarter 

hands," did not apply to the experiences of women rice field 

hands.^ 

Moreover, when prime men and women rice field hands 

labored at the same tasks, the women commonly did the same 

amount of work as the men.' For example, when hoeing, prime 
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Table 2.2 
Distribution of Prime Field Hands by Gender 

on Lowcountry Rice Plantations 

Plantation 
And Year Sex 

Total # # Prime 
Field Hands Hands 

Prime as 
% of Total 

Butler's Island F 50 42 84 
1803 M 23 20 87 
Butler's Island F 87 57 65 
1821 M 53 36 68 
Brookgreen* F 80 69 86 
18[?]9 M 49 46 94 
Springfield* F 55 42 76 
18[?]9 M 46 35 76 
Gowrie*' F 30 24 80 
1833 M 18 16 89 
Gowrie F 27 23 85 
1844 M 20 17 85 
Springwood F 27 16 59 
1844 M 19 15 79 
Gowrie F 21 20 95 
1849 M 18 14 78 
Gowrie F 18 15 83 
1854 M 8 6 75 
Gowrie F 16 16 100 
1857 M 6 6 100 
East Hermitage*' F 17 11 65 
1849 M 14 10 71 
East Hermitage F 21 16 76 
1854 M 16 10 62 
East Hermitage F 17 14 82 
1857 M 12 12 100 
Exeter F 6 5 83 
1850 M 3 3 100 
Exeter F 5 4 80 
1856 M 5 3 60 
Dirleton F 32 29 91 
1859 M 20 12 60 
'Both the Brookgreen and Springfield plantations were owned 
by Joshua J. Ward, an elite rice planter from Georgetown 
County. 
'Both the Gowrie and East Hermitage plantations were owned 
by the Manigault family of Savannah, Georgia. 
Source; These rice plantations were drawn from the 
plantations surveyed in table 2.1. Only those slave lists 
that documented individual slave names, occupations, and 
task ratings were used. 
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women did not receive a smaller parcel of land to work than 

the prime men. Each had to hoe the same amount of ground 

before their task was completed. This pattern is borne out 

in a survey of the primary rice field jobs and their 

respective task assignments on nineteenth-century rice 

plantations.'" Whether turning, trenching, or hoeing the 

ground, or cutting and tying rice, men and women similarly 

rated were expected to process the same amount of land or 

cut the same amount of rice each day." Even when women dug 

ditches (a job most frequently performed by men) , they were 

not necessarily given preferential treatment. Frederick Law 

Olmstead observed on one rice plantation that when the 

slaves were "making drains in light clean meadow land, each 

man or woman of the full hands [was] required to dig one 

thousand cubic feet." But, he noted, when the ditching was 

to be done in swamp land, the task was decreased to only two 

hundred feet for each sex.'^ 

As common as it was for field women to do the same 

amount of work as their similarly rated male peers, there 

were exceptions. When threshing rice, planters and 

overseers frequently designated a different quantity of work 

for prime men and women to process. Typically, prime men 

threshed six hundred sheaves of rice a day to prime women's 

five hundred sheaves.'^ Since planters assigned women a 

smaller task than the men, they must have considered the job 
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a physically demanding one. At the same time however, their 

doubts about slave women's physical capabilities could not 

have been too great or they would have excluded the women 

from the work altogether. Pounding rice was another job 

where prime men and women might receive differently sized 

tasks. In the first two decades of the nineteenth century, 

before technology and marketing changes made the manual work 

of pounding rice largely unnecessary, William Lowndes 

expected his prime male hands to pound six bushels of rice 

each day to the women's four bushels. Without further 

evidence, it is difficult to surmise just how typical 

Lowndes' assignments were.''* Finally, in one last example, 

Frances Kemble noted in 1839 that even though tasks were 

professed to be "graduated according to the sex, age, and 

strength of the laborer" they largely were not, nor had they 

been "for many years past." Despite this "noble admission 

of female equality," Kemble claims that her husband 

decreased the quantity of work required of field women. 

A majority of all field workers were under forty years 

of age. This is not surprising given that rice cultivation 

was arduous labor and that most field men and women labored 

as full-task hands. Table 2.3 compiles the ages of the 

prime hands on three large Georgia rice plantations. On 

each plantation, at least 50 percent of all prime hands 

ranged between approximately eighteen and thirty-nine years 



of age. In fact, the percentage of full-task hands less 

than forty years old was significantly higher than 50 

percent. On the Butler's Island plantation, 86 percent of 

the women and 61 percent of the men in 1803 and 76 percent 

of the women and 89 percent of the men in 1821 belonged to 

this age group. Similarly, on the Gowrie plantation, 95 

percent of the women and 81 percent of the men in 1833 and 

70 percent of the women and 79 percent of the men in 1849 

were under forty years of age. Despite the younger ages of 

most field hands, some enslaved women and men older than 

forty, indeed, even older than fifty years of age, still 

labored in the rice fields as full-task hands. 

Table 2.3 
Ages of Prime Field Hands on Three 

Georgia Rice Plantations 

Plantation Year Sex 
<20yrs 
# % 

20-29 
# % 

30-39 
# % 

40-49 
# % 

50+ 
# % 

Butler's 1803 F 7 17 17 40 12 29 5 12 1 2 
Island M 1 6 6 33 4 22 5 28 2 11 

Butler's 1821 F 2 4 21 39 18 33 12 22 1 2 
Island M 0 0 12 33 20 56 3 8 1 3 

Gowrie 1833 F 8 33 13 54 2 8 1 4 0 0 
M 0 0 8 50 5 31 2 13 1 6 

Gowrie 1849 F 0 0 8 40 6 30 6 30 0 0 
M 0 0 5 36 6 43 2 14 1 7 

East 1849 F 0 0 4 36 3 27 2 18 2 18 
Hermitaae M 0 0 2 20 3 30 2 20 3 30 
Source: Derived from data presented in table 2.2. 
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The period of time in which field women performed the 

brunt of agricultural labor as full-task hands coincided 

with their childbearing years. In his seminal work on the 

slave family, Herbert Gutman found the average age of slave 

women at first birth to have been 19.6 years while Robert 

Fogel and Stanley Engerman placed it at 22.5 years. In 

either case, the approximate start and finish of slave 

women's years in the fields as prime hands generally 

coincided with the years in which they bore children. That 

rice planters worked their women field hands so hard during 

their prime reproductive years undermines Deborah Gray 

White's supposition that field women performed their most 

labor-intensive work during their middle-aged years when 

they no longer bore children.'® These age, gender, and work 

patterns underscore how, in the conflict between 

slaveowners' productive and reproductive needs, planters 

placed greater emphasis on their more immediate desire for 

profits than their future need for slave laborers. Not 

surprisingly, these features of slave women's work had 

negative ramifications for their offspring.'' 

This profile of lowcountry rice field hands illustrates 

field women's essential role in rice production. On any 

given day, the labor of field women drove the engine of most 

lowcountry rice plantations. The class and race blinders 

that planters wore when it came to the disparity in 
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expectations for what they considered appropriate activity 

for slave women versus their own wives and daughters 

transcended the mere placement of enslaved women in the 

fields. On antebellum rice plantations, slaveowners tied 

their fortunes to the brawn of slave women who not only out

numbered the men in the field, but also did the same amount 

of work as their similarly rated male peers. At year's end, 

when planters calculated their profits, they had the 

physical labor of their enslaved women field hands to thank 

for a substantial portion of their wealth. 

Gender Division of Field Labor 

Rice agriculture supported a number of slave 

occupations. Generally speaking, enslaved men and women on 

nineteenth-century rice plantations labored as either slave 

drivers, artisans, field hands, or domestic servants. These 

broad classifications contained job specialties such as 

carpenter, blacksmith, cooper, trunkminder, cook, nurse, and 

seamstress. When these various occupations are categorized, 

as they are in tables 2.4 and 2.5, by whether men, women, or 

both performed them, it is apparent that gender played a 

role in shaping the labor experiences of the enslaved 

population as a whole. 

What is less clear however, is the degree to which men 

and women field hands did the same or different work. For 
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instance, on William Lowndes' plantation in 1802 (table 2.4) 

and John Sparlcman's Dirleton plantation in 1859 (table 2.5), 

only men became drivers or engaged in the artisan trades.'* 

Table 2.4 
Distribution of Occupations by Gender Among Slaves 

on William Lowndes Rice Plantation, 1802 

# of % of # of % of Total % of 
Occupation Women Women Men Men # Total 
Field Hands* 41 80.4 25 51 66 66 
Drivers — 2 4.1 2 2 
Ploughmen** — 2.5 5.1 2.5 2.5 
Trunk Minder — 1 2 1 1 
Waggoner — 1 2 1 1 
Herd Minder — 2 4.1 2 2 
"Sawyer"** — 0.5 1 0.5 0.5 
Watchman — 1 2 1 1 
Cooper — 3 6.1 3 3 
Carpenter — 3 6.1 3 3 
Blacksmith — 1 2 1 1 
Bricklayer — 1 2 1 1 
Machine Boy — 1 2 1 1 
Nurse 1 2 1 1 
House Servants 9 17.6 5 10.2 14 14 

Total 51 49 100 100 
Source: List of Plantation and House Slaves, William 
Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, Library of Congress. 
•Includes both full and partial task hands because Lowndes's 
documentation did not differentiate between the two. 
**Includes part-time workers. 

Similarly, only women worked as nurses for the ill or as 

caretakers of slave children whose mothers toiled in the 

fields. On the other hand, both women and men are 

identified as being field laborers. Does this mean that 

field work was not gendered; if so, did men and women labor 

at the same tasks in gender-integrated or gender-segregated 



groups?" Obviously, a simple enumeration of plantation 

occupations along gender lines as presented in these two 

tables, while useful in delineating broad occupational 

patterns, fails to provide the detail necessary to detemiine 

the extent to which slave field labor on rice plantations 

was differentiated by gender. 

Table 2.5 
Distribution of Occupations by Gender Among Slaves 
on J. Sparkman's Dirleton Rice Plantation, 1859 

i f of % of # of % of Total % Of 
Occuoation Women Women Men Men # Total 
Field Hands: 
Full Hands 29 4.4 12 26.7 41 45.5 
3/4 Hands 1 2.2 5 11.1 6 6.7 
1/2 Hands 1 2.2 2 4.4 3 3 . 3 
1/4 Hands 1 2.2 1 2.2 2 2.2 

Drivers 1 2.2 1 1.1 
Trunk Minders* — 0.5 1.1 0.5 0.6 
Stock Minders — 5 11.1 5 5.5 
Watchman* — 0.5 1.1 0.5 0.6 
Hostler* — 0.5 1.1 0.5 0.6 
Carpenters* — 7 15.5 7 7.8 
Bricklayers* — 0.5 1.1 0.5 0.6 
Blacksmith* — 0.5 1.1 0.5 0.6 
Apprentices — 3 6.7 3 3 . 3 
Overseer's Cook 1 2.2 1 1.1 
Plantation Nurse 1 2.2 1 1.1 
Children's Nurse 4 8.9 4 4.4 
Gardener 1 2.2 1 1.1 
House Servants 6 13.3 5 11.1 11 12.2 
Coachmen* — 1.5 3.3 1.5 1.7 

Total 45 45 90 100 
Source: List of Plantation and House Slaves, John Sparkman 
Plantation Book, 1859-1864, Reel 9, Series B, Records of 
Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations From the Revolution Through 
the Civil War. 
•Includes part-time workers. 
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The question of whether or not field labor in the 

American South was gendered is not new to slavery 

historiography. There has been much debate and disagreement 

among scholars on this issue. Those who argue against a 

gendered division of field labor include bell hooks, who 

notes that "on any plantation with a substantial number of 

female slaves, black women performed the same tasks as black 

men; they plowed, planted, and harvested crops." Similarly, 

Angela Davis finds that the "deformed equality" that existed 

between slave men and women was in part due to black women 

being "wholly integrated into the productive force." 

Jacqueline Jones asserts that the planters' desire for an 

efficient work force led them "to downplay gender 

differences in assigning adults to field labor." Despite 

the existence of a few jobs that most commonly were 

performed by men, Jones submits that in the fields, "the 

notion of a distinctive ^women's work' vanished." Echoing 

Jones, Michael Johnson claims that "little sexual division 

of labor existed among field hands. 

Those who support the position that field laborers 

experienced gender differentiated work, do so with 

qualifications. Deborah Gray White, for example, offers an 

elastic interpretation of field labor based on enslaved 

women's life cycle. According to White, slave women 
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experienced both gender-segregated and gender-integrated 

labor during their time in the fields. While in their 

reproductive years. White posits that enslaved women were 

more likely to be assigned light field work in gangs made up 

of other pregnant women and debilitated slaves. Once their 

childbearing years were behind them, however, White 

maintains that field women labored as intensively as the men 

in gender-integrated gangs. 

In contrast, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese believes that 

region, staple crop, and most especially, labor force size 

most influenced whether or not field labor might be 

gendered. According to Fox-Genovese, slaveholders with 

fourteen or more field hands had the best opportunity, 

because of greater flexibility, to allocate field labor 

along gender lines than did those with fewer slaves. Even 

though some did not, Fox-Genovese claims that most 

slaveholders who could, did allocate the work of their field 

hands by gender. Still, Fox-Genovese acknowledges that 

slave men and women did not always engage in different work. 

In those instances where they did do the same job, she 

asserts that they did so in gender-segregated gangs.^ 

Finally, Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman argue that 

women's work roles in the fields were "strictly delimited." 

For instance, they note that while men plowed, women rarely 

did so; and when women hoed, they did so with older men and 
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children, not with strong, able-bodied men. The only time 

Fogel and Engerman believe women performed the same job as 

men was during the cotton harvest, when "dexterity not 

strength" was the order of the day.^ 

Undoubtedly, the nature and extent to which slave field 

labor was differentiated by gender varied across time and 

place. Fox-Genovese's point that the degree to which field 

labor was gendered varied depending on labor force size, 

region, and crop is important for its recognition of the 

diversity of the antebelliam slave experience. John 

Campbell's study of slaves' work on upcountry cotton 

plantations in South Carolina also offers important insights 

for this debate. According to Campbell, conclusions about 

the gendered nature of field labor will vary depending on 

whether the analysis focuses on the likelihood that field 

women and men ever did the same work or on whether they 

performed the same job from day to day.^"* 

To systematically assess whether men and women did the 

same work or performed the same job from day to day, 

historians need plantation journals that document the daily 

assignments of each slave over a significant period of time. 

But given the large size of rice field gangs and the 

inordinate amount of time planters, or more typically their 

overseers, would have had to have spent away from the fields 

doing paper work, it is not surprising that this type of 
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archival record is rare. Instead, historians have been left 

with journals that contain work schedules that are usually 

fragmented in time and cryptic in terms of who did what, 

when, and where. Entries such as "hands trenched land and 

planted 10 acres in rice field no.l" are common but not 

always helpful for sorting out gender's role in the division 

of labor. 

Left unanswered by this entry and the many like it are 

a number of questions whose responses would help clarify 

gender's place in the division of slave field labor. For 

instance: did all of the field hands trench the land as 

well as plant seed in the rice fields or were they divided 

into groups with some trenching land and the others planting 

seed? If the latter, who did what, how often, and why? How 

did the labor needs of a particular season affect the 

allocation of labor? If a job was designated as either 

women's or men's work, did most or just a few women or men 

usually do the job? This last question is important because 

it helps determine what the actual laboring experience of 

enslaved women and men field hands was. If a job was 

defined as women's work, but only a small percentage of 

women actually performed the task, then intra-gender 

differences existed among women in their daily work 

routines. 

Despite the dearth of records—whether for lack of 
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creation or their survival—some of these questions can be 

addressed in detail for the enslaved field hands who lived 

and worked on Jacob Rhett Motte's lowcountry rice 

plantation.^ Motte owned the Exeter rice plantation 

located in St. John's Berkeley Parish, Charleston County, 

South Carolina. Although Motte would have been considered a 

large planter because he owned over fifty slaves, his gang 

of ten field hands, made up of five women and five men, was 

modest compared to other rice field gangs (see table 2.1). 

Nevertheless, Motte's journal is useful because it contains 

daily entries of the work assignments for each field hand 

for an entire year, beginning on 10 January 1856 and ending 

on 4 January 1857.^® This much detail makes it possible to 

ascertain the likelihood that slave men and women ever did 

the same work as well as whether they performed the same job 

from day to day. 

An analysis of the extent to which rice field labor was 

gendered begins with a look at the likelihood that field men 

and women on the Exeter plantation ever did the same work. 

Table 2.6 organizes in detail the myriad of seasonal jobs 

Motte's field hands performed in 1856 by whether most or few 

of each gender engaged in each activity.^ A summary of 

these results is provided in table 2.7. Overall, it is 

evident from the data that for this variable, gender did 

play an important role in the allocation of field labor on 
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Table 2.6 

Seasonal Jobs on J.R, Motte's Exeter Rice Plantation 
in 1856, by Whether Most or Few of Each Gender 

Engaged in Each Activity 

I. GENDER UNIMPORTANT 

Half or More of Each Sex Performed 

Winter 
Thresh Rice 
Burn Rice Stubble, Break fields 
Unload Boat 
Load Boat with Rice, Wood 
Turn Land 
Clean Out Ditches in Potato & Corn Fields 
Cover Oats 
Fan Rice 
List Ground 
Spring 
List Ground 
Trench Rice Fields 
Chop Land in Rice Fields 

I Cover Rice 
I Plant Potatoes, Corn, Rice 
\ Manure Corn & Potato Fields 
I Hoe Rice & Corn Fields 
I Mend Rail Fences 

I Svunmer 
i Pick Rushes (1) 
I Tie up Oats (1) 
I Bring Oats in from the Field (1) 
I Listing Oat Stubble (1) 
• Bedding up Corn & Slip Potatoes (2) 

Plant Peas & Potato Slips (2) 
I Hoe: Corn, Potatoes, Peas, Rice, Slip Potatoes (5) 
I Weed Potatoes, Rice (2) 

Carry Blades in from the Field (1) 
Strip Blades (1) 
Clean Avenue & Barnyard (2) (19) 

Fall 
Clean Barnyard (1) 
Carry Blades in from the Field (1) 
Pull Blades & Burr Bushes (2) 
Cut Rice & Grass (2) 

( D *  
( 2 )  
(1) 
( 2 )  
(1) 
( 2 )  
(1) 
(1) 
(1) (12) 

(1) 
(1) 
(1) 
(1) 
(3) 
( 2 )  
( 2 )  
(1) (12) 
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Table 2.6—Continued 

Tie Rice (1) 
Pick Peas (1) 
Carry Rice to Barnyard (1) 
Break in Corn (1) 
Gather Shucks (1) 
Dig Slip Potatoes (1) 
Glean Potato Fields (1) 
Thresh Rice (1) (14) 

Less Than Half of Each Sex Performed 

Winter 
None (0) (0) 

Spring 
None (0) (0) 

Summer 
Garden (1) (l) 

Fall 
Stack Rice in Barnyard (1) (1) 

II. GENDER IMPORTANT 

Most Women and Few or No Men Performed 
Winter 
Raise Crop Bank in Rice Field (1) 
Pack Wool (1) 
Clean Ditches in Rice & Potato Fields (2) 
Dig [illegible] Roots (1) 
Heap Manure in Cowpen (1) 
Make Potato Beds (1) 
Manure Potato Beds (1) 
Pull up Corn Stalks (1) 
Cut Down Corn Stalks (1) (10) 

Spring 
Rake Trash (1) (1) 

Summer 
Pull Blades (1) 
Weed Root Potatoes (1) (2) 

Fall 
Rake Trash (1) 
Clean Shrubbery Paths (1) 
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Table 2.6—Continued 

Fan Oats (1) 
Dig [?] (1) 
Listing in Orchard (1) 
Pull up Corn Stalks (l) (6) 

Most Men and Few or No Women Performed 

Winter 
Put Dirt in Ditch with Flat (1) 
Put Dirt on Bank (1) 
Shell Corn (1) 
Cut Wood (1) 
Dig Ditch in Potato Field (1) 
Repair Trunks (1) 
Split Rails (1) 
Plough Potato & Corn Fields (2) (9) 

Soring 
Cut Trees (1) 
Make Drills in Rice Fields (1) 
Split Rails (1) 
Plough Corn Fields (1) (4) 

Summer 
Plough Corn Fields (1) 
Take Down Potato Cellar (1) 
Help Carpenter (1) 
Plant Groundnuts & [illegible] (2) 
Put up Fences (1) (6) 

Fall 
Thresh Oats (1) 
Cut Down Trees (1) 
Clean Out Pond (1) 
Cut Wood (1) (4) 

Few Women and No Men Performed 

Winter 
Rake Rice Stubble (1) 
Clean Ditch near Overseer's House (1) 
Domestic Work for Overseer (1) (3) 

Spring 
Clean Barnyard (1) 
Sowing Rice (1) (2) 
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Table 2.6—Continued 

Sintnne-r 
Hoe Groundnuts & [illegible] (2) (2) 

Fall 
Tie up Loose Rice (1) (1) 

Few Men and No Women Perfommed 

Winter 
Help Carpenter (1) 
Cart Trash (1) 
Cart Manure to Corn, Potato, & Negro Housefields (3) 
Hoe Rice Stubble (1) 
Plough Oats (1) 
Haul: Rails, Corn, Straw, Wood (4) 
Drive Cart (l) 
Help Bricklayer (1) (13) 

Spring 
Haul Rails (1) 
Hunt for Runaway Woman Slave (1) (2) 

Summer 
Haul: Lumber, Brick, Joists (3) 
Plough Potato Field (1) 
Help Bricklayer (1) 
Put Dirt on River banks (1) (6) 

Fall 
Carry Cart Wheels (1) 
Put Dirt on River banks. Barn Avenue (2) 
Drive Wagon (1) 
Garden (1) 
Drain Pond (1) 
Haul: Trash, Straw, Wood, Cornstalks (4) 
Public Road Work (1) (11) 

'Note: Number in parentheses is the number of activities in 
each category. 



Table 2.7 
Summary of Gendered and Nongendered Field Jobs 

by Season and for the Year on the Exeter 
Rice Plantation, 1856 

Season 

Total 
# of 
Jobs 

# of Jobs 
Where Gender 
is Imoortant % 

# of Jobs 
Where Gender is 
Not Imoortant % 

Winter 47 35 74 12 26 
Spring 21 9 43 12 57 
Summer 36 16 45 20 55 
Fall 37 22 59 15 41 

Totals 141 82 59 

Motte's plantation. Of the 141 recorded jobs, 82 (58 

percent) were differentiated by gender while 59 (42 

percent)were gender blind. Moreover, Motte's records also 

reveal that gender's role in the allocation of field labor 

varied by season. 

Gender played its most prominent role in the division 

of rice field work during the winter. From December through 

late-March, when the field hands processed the rice crop, 

prepared the land for the spring planting, and performed 

maintenance work on crop banks, ditches, fences, buildings, 

and machines, women and men most often worked at different 

tasks in sex-segregated groups. Out of a total of forty-

seven different activities performed during these months, 

thirty-five (or 74 percent) of them were differentiated by 

gender. For example, while both men and women did mudwork, 

each group often performed different tasks associated with 

this onerous work. Enslaved men hauled dirt to the existing 
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banks and ditches so that the women could then raise the 

crop banks. Men dug new ditches while the women cleaned out 

existing ones (see table 2.6).^* Other gendered winter work 

for field women included heaping manure in the cowpens and 

then spreading it over the fields, pulling up and cutting 

down corn stalks, meiking potato beds, and packing wool. 

Field men, on the other hand, cut wood, split rails, 

repaired trunks, plowed fields, and shelled corn. 

Not all winter tasks were gendered. The activities 

assigned to both women and men field hands included rice 

threshing and fanning, burning the rice stubble left in the 

fields,^' loading and unloading the boats, and occasionally 

cleaning out the ditches in the potato and corn fields. 

When Motte's women and men field hands labored together at 

the same tasks, they did so in one gender-integrated rather 

than two gender-segregated groups. 

Gender-integrated work most commonly occurred during 

the spring when the majority of all field hands planted the 

rice, potato, and corn crops. From late March through mid-

May, twelve out of twenty-one (or 57 percent) of all the 

tasks performed on Motte's plantation were assigned to the 

field hands without regard to gender. And as in winter when 

the field hands labored at the same task, they did so in the 

spring as one integrated gang. 

For instance, in the cultivation of rice, more than 
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half of all the field hands chopped and trenched the land in 

the same rice fields, planted and covered the rice seed, 

then hoed the fields after the fields had been drained of 

their first flooding (the sprout flow). Motte's assigning 

both women and men field hands to sow rice seed (except for 

one day when only two women performed this job) represents a 

departure of sorts as many rice planters left memoirs 

describing this job as being exclusively the domain of slave 

women.'" While the rice fields were under water, the 

majority of field hands worked together manuring, prepping, 

planting, and hoeing the potato and corn fields. When they 

complete this work, women field hands often mended fences 

alongside their male peers. Only once during the spring, 

when women raked the trash from the rice fields, did they 

work as a group without the men. 

During the summer, slave men and women again engaged in 

similar work in one gender-integrated group. From mid-May 

through August, twenty out of thirty-six jobs (55 percent) 

were assigned to the field hands with little regard to their 

gender. These tasks included planting the last of the food 

crops, hoeing and weeding the fields, and carrying blades in 

from the fields. 

Gender resumed a prominent role in determining job 

assignments during the fall. From September through 

November, when field hands busied themselves with harvesting 
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the plantation crops, gender played an important role in the 

allocation of twenty-two out of thirty-seven different 

activities (59 percent). Harvest jobs most likely to be 

gender specific for field women included raking trash, 

fanning oats, listing fields, pulling up corn stalks, and 

cleaning paths. The women hands carried out most of these 

activities as a group. Jobs assigned primarily to the men 

included threshing oats, cutting down trees, cutting wood, 

and cleaning out the pond. But of these male-designated 

jobs, only a few of the men actually performed them. 

John Campbell's point that conclusions regarding the 

gendered nature of slave work will vary depending on whether 

the analysis focuses on the likelihood that women and men 

ever did the same work or on whether they performed the same 

job from day to day is especially cogent here. For despite 

the preponderance of gender specific jobs on the Exeter 

plantation during the harvest season, it is misleading to 

classify the fall as a time when gender differentiated work 

prevailed. This is because most if not all of the field 

hands engaged in the primary and most time-consuming jobs of 

the harvest. These jobs included cutting, tying, and 

hauling rice sheaves back to the plantation yard and 

harvesting the food crops. In addition, men and women did 

this work as one gender-integrated group. So despite the 

appearance of a differentiated work experience, field women 
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and men labored together more often than not during the 

fall. As such, the most accurate measure of whether and to 

what extent field work was differentiated by gender is 

arguably that based on slave men and women's day to day work 

activities. When the gender similar work of the spring and 

summer are also taken into account, it becomes clear that 

from day to day, gender did not play a prominent role in the 

allocation of the primary tasks of rice cultivation. 

This assertion is reflected in the experiences of field 

hands on another antebellum rice plantations as well. The 

1844-1845 work schedule for Springwood, one of William E. 

Sparkman's Georgetown rice plantations, lists the daily 

assignments of the forty-six member labor force. From 24 

March 1844 through 31 March 1845, field labor on the 

Sparkman plantation was notable for its gender similarity.^' 

By season, field men and women spent the vast majority 

of their days during the spring, summer, and fall engaged in 

the same type of work (but not necessarily in the same 

location). In the spring, all hands planted the rice and 

provision crop fields. On only one day did the men and 

women work at different tasks.During the summer hoeing 

season (less two weeks of omitted entries), men and women 

again labored at the same tasks except for the eight days 

just prior to the start of the rice harvest. On those days, 

the men ditched while the women continued to hoe in the 
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provision fields. During the fall, men and women labored at 

the same jobs on seventy out eighty-eight days (or 80% of 

the time) 

Winter marked the only season on Springwood when gender 

played a prominent role in the division of field labor. 

From December until mid-March, when the planting season 

began, men and women labored at different jobs on fifty out 

of eight-five days (59% of the time). The majority of this 

gender differentiated work occurred during the months of 

January and February when the men ditched and the women 

threshed rice, hoed, or began preparing the land in the 

provision fields for planting. During December, both men 

and women threshed rice, and burned and cleaned rice from 

the fields. On the two days they worked apart, the men 

split rails while the women hoed. In March, men and women 

worked together preparing the rice fields for planting on 

ten out of fourteen days. On the four days of different 

work, men again ditched while the women continued preparing 

the ground.^ 

The day to day labor patterns on Sparkman's Springwood 

plantation are similar to those of Motte's Exeter 

plantation. Field women and men commonly engaged in the 

same primary tasks of rice cultivation during the spring, 

summer, and fall. Jobs ancillary to rice production were 

the ones most often gender differentiated. Only during the 
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winter when work tasks were more diversified, did men and 

women's day to day labor differ from one another to any 

significant degree. 

The recent work of two other historians corroborate 

these labor patterns. In her study of slaves' lives and 

work on the Ball family's rice plantations in South 

Carolina, Cheryll Cody notes that "the work calendars do not 

provide significant evidence of a dual labor system in which 

male and female workers performed separate tasks. 

Similarly, Betty Wood's examination of the work routines on 

Colerain, a large Chatham County, Georgia rice plantation, 

revealed that men and women primarily worked at the same 

tasks between 10 March and 22 December 1828. Out of 247 

days. Wood calculated that "on only seventeen days, in 

Deceiaber, were bondmen and bondwomen assigned different 

tasks on the basis of their gender."^® Neither Cody nor 

Wood provide enough evidence to ascertain specific labor 

patterns for winter or to determine whether field hands 

worked in gender-segregated or -integrated groups. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that for the plantations they 

examined, the field labor of men and women was significant 

for its nongendered nature. 

Determining the actual laboring experiences of enslaved 

women and men illiminates another dimension to the nature of 

gender differentiated field work. At issue is the question 



of whether or not most members of the same sex performed a 

job that was designated for their group. For instance, if a 

particular task was gendered, with women performing the 

work, then the question is: did most women engage in this 

job or just a few? If most did, then their laboring 

experiences were similar; that is, most women performed a 

job designated as a woman's job. On the other hand, if a 

job defined as women's work was performed only by a few 

women, then most women would not have engaged in that task. 

As a result, for this particular task, even though it was 

designated as women's work, most women's labor experience 

did not include that job. Noting the distinction between 

work designated by gender category—was it generally done by 

men or women—and laboring experience—did most or just a 

few men or women perform a gendered task—allows us to 

differentiate further the work experiences between enslaved 

men and women field hands. 

An examination of this issue for the Motte field hands 

follows. Table 2.6 reveals that when their work was 

gendered, women and men on the Exeter plantation could 

expect their actual laboring experiences to differ from one 

another. For the women, jobs designated as primarily female 

over the course of the year totalled twenty-seven. Of 

these, nineteen (70 percent) were performed by most of the 

women field hands. Few women performed the remaining eight 
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jobs (30 percent). Consequently, when gender differentiated 

the work of women field hands, it generally did so both by 

gender category and in terms of their actual laboring 

experience. When not engaged in the same work as most of 

their male counterparts, Betsy, Flora, Chambers, Nancy, and 

Hannah more often than not labored together at the same job. 

Seldom did any of them work at an intra-gendered job. But 

when they did, the job usually went to one of the women 

rated as a partial hand. For example, sixty-eight year old 

Nancy was rated as a half hand; and it was she who was the 

one who usually received the assignment of performing the 

domestic chores at the overseer's house. Over the course of 

this year and others, one of the other women, who were all 

full hands, might receive a reduced rating due to her 

advanced stage of pregnancy. In those situations, she 

rather than Nancy or she with Nancy, would be assigned the 

jobs of cleaning the barnyard or raking the rice stubble. 

These labor conditions differed for the men. First, 

they had a greater number of tasks designated as primarily 

men's work than the women did. This meant that they 

seemingly had the greater opportunity for more variety in 

their work. Yet of fifty-five male tasks, only twenty-three 

(42 percent) required that a majority be present. Most of 

the men never performed thirty-two (58 percent) of the 

tasks. Therefore, when gender differentiated men's field 
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work from the women's, it generally did so by gender 

category only. In practice, few of the men actually 

performed those field jobs defined as men's work. 

An example of this lack of variety in field men's work 

on Exeter plantation follows. During the winter, twenty-two 

activities are listed in table 2.6 as primarily men's jobs. 

But more than half of these jobs are identified as having 

been performed by few men. Prime field hand Tommy received 

the most diverse assignments, performing many of these tasks 

by himself; occasionally he received help from another prime 

hand named Paul. Field hands Manny and Cuffee, both partial 

hands, had less variety in their work than the other men and 

frequently worked alongside the women hands when their own 

peers were assigned these select male-defined tasks. So 

when gender differentiated men's work, it did not reflect 

the actual laboring experience of most of them most of the 

time. Unlike their female counterparts' experiences, the 

majority of field men's work on the Motte rice plantation 

was intra-gendered, and these intra-gendered jobs most 

frequently went to the prime rather than partial field 

hands. These work differences among the field men on the 

Exeter plantation, and to a lesser extent among the women as 

well, are significant for they prevent clearcut differences 

in slave work from being based strictly on gender." 
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Conclusion 

Both enslaved women and men toiled in the fields on 

lowcountry rice plantations. Given field women's numerical 

superiority and their productive parity with field men, 

clearly they provided an essential source of labor in the 

production of rice. Planters' insistence on using a gender-

blind field rating system, and their expectation that 

similarly rated men and women process the same amount of 

work, made gender less of a factor in the allocation of work 

in the rice fields. This conclusion is reinforced by an 

investigation of field hands' day to day work routines. 

It is clear from the evidence presented that 

conclusions regarding the gendered nature of slaves' field 

labor will vary depending on what measure is used. Given 

the findings that women and men on J.R. Motte's Exeter 

plantation were less likely to ever engage in the same work 

in 1856, it seems reasonable to conclude that gender played 

a role in the division of slave field labor on lowcountry 

rice plantations. In fact, given the modest size of Motte's 

field gang, the extent to which their work was gendered 

might seem a bit surprising. With fewer than fourteen 

hands, the number specified by Fox-Genovese as important for 

providing slaveholders with more flexibility, Motte had 

fewer options than many of his peers. Even so, he still 

managed to allocate a significant amount of work to his 
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slaves based on their gender. Significantly, many of these 

gender differentiated jobs were ancillary to rice or 

provision crop cultivation. 

The story changes significantly, however, when the 

measure used to test how gendered field work was is field 

hands' day to day labor experiences. Then, gender's role in 

the allocation of field work diminishes for at least three 

out of four seasons of the year. During the spring, summer, 

and fall, men and women on the Exeter, Springwood, Colerain, 

and eleven Ball family plantations spent most of their days 

engaged in the same type of work. While field locations may 

have varied, necessitating some sort of subdivision of the 

labor force, the tasks remained the same. Since field 

hands' day to day labor is the more accurate gauge of 

gendered work, it is apparent that gender did not play a 

dominant role in the allocation of the hands' labor on 

antebellum rice plantations. So while gender was a factor 

in the allocation of labor, the requirements of labor itself 

meant that it could not be enforced systematically.^® 



Chapter 2 Endnotes 

95 

1.This pattern is mirrored in the broader slavery 
historiography as well. For the exceptions in the 
literature on rice and the task system, see Betty Wood, 
Women^s Work. Men^s Work: The Informal Slave Economies of 
Lowcountry Georgia (Athens; University of Georgia Press, 
1995) ; Leslie Ann Schwalm, "The Meaning of Freedom; 
African-American Women and Their Transition from Slavery to 
Freedom in Lowcountry South Carolina," (Ph.D. diss.. 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1991); and Daina L. Ramey, 
"From Seamstress to Field Hand; Female Slave Labor in 
Georgia, 1820-1860," paper presented at the Southern 
Conference on Women's History, Charleston, SC, June 14, 
1997. 

2. Even though field hands in a task system labored at 
individual tasks for most jobs, the labor force as a whole 
was nevertheless subdivided and organized by gangs with 
their work overseen by slave drivers. For more on this, see 
chapter four. 

3.That women represented a greater portion of field workers 
on large rice plantations is not surprising given that 
supervisory and artisan jobs were almost always allocated to 
slave men. Because the number of skilled jobs available to 
slaves was directly related to plantation size, the removal 
of men from the field meant that field women would typically 
outnumber their male counterparts. Allan Kulikoff, Tobacco 
and Slaves; The Development of Southern Cultures in the 
Chesapeake. 1680-1800 Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1986), 399. 

Female-dominated field gangs could also be found in the 
Caribbean, where enslaved women made up the majority of 
field hands on the sugar plantations of eighteenth-century 
Barbados and nineteenth-century Jamaica. See Hilary McD. 
Beckles, Natural Rebels: A Social History of Enslaved Black 
Women in Barbados (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 
1989), 12, 15-18; and Richard S. Dunn, "Sugar Production and 
Slave Women in Jamaica," in Cultivation and Culture; Labor 
and the Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas, eds. Ira 
Berlin and Philip D. Morgan (Charlottesville; University 
Press of Virginia, 1993), 49-72. 

4.Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 32. 



96 

5.John D. Campbell, "The Gender Division of Labor, Slave 
Reproduction, and the Slave Family Economy on Southern 
Cotton Plantations, 1800-1865" (Ph.D. diss.. University of 
Minnesota, 1988), 138n; Basil Hall, Travels in North America 
in the Years 1827 and 1828. 3 vols. (Edinburgh: Cadell and 
Co., 1829), 3:223; and Wood, Women's Work. Men's Work. 19. 
Rice planters also used this rating system to evaluate the 
work capacity of the entire field crew as well as their 
overseers. Comparing the number of task hands to the amount 
of rice cultivated provided planters with a means to measure 
the productivity of their field hands over time as well as a 
way to assess the managerial skills of their overseers. 

6.For a description of how long a day's task should take, as 
calculated by a planter, see J.H. Easterby, ed., The South 
Carolina Rice Plantation As Revealed in the Papers of Robert 
F.W. Allston (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1945), 
346; and Cheryll Ann Cody, "Slave Demography and Family 
Formation: A Community Study of the Ball Family 
Plantations, 1720-1896" (Ph.D. diss.. University of 
Minnesota, 1982), 80. See also chapter three. 

7.Pregnancy provided a possible, but by no means guaranteed, 
exception to this pattern. Although planters claimed to 
have reduced pregnant field workers' field ratings, evidence 
suggests that this did not occur as frequently or as early 
in enslaved women's pregnancies as planters stated. See 
chapter six. 

8.See, Deborah Gray White, Ar'n't I a Woman?: Female Slaves 
in the Plantation South (New York; W.W, Norton & Company, 
1985), 121. 

9.Elizabeth Fox-Genovese states otherwise. Using evidence 
for one job (cotton picking) during one season (the autumn 
harvest), she concludes that masters "had differing 
expectations for the quantities of work that slave men and 
women should be expected to perform." Before accepting that 
statement as definitive of cotton field women's experiences, 
additional evidence on slave men's and women's work loads 
for their other jobs during the year needs to be analyzed. 
It may be that the productive differences in work between 
field men and women on cotton plantations were seasonally 
limited and/or job specific (as they were on rice 
plantations). Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation 
Household: Black and White Women of the Old South (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 177. 



97 

10.The findings of this survey are recorded in table 3.3 in 
chapter three of this dissertation. In his 1750 report on 
life in Carolina and Georgia, Johann Martin Bolzius provided 
evidence that this pattern of slave men and women being 
"productive equals" in the field for nongendered tasks (i.e. 
planting and hoeing rice and food crops) dated back to the 
mid-eighteenth century. Klaus G. Loewald, Beverly Starika, 
and Paul S. Taylor, trans, and eds., "Johann Martin Bolzius 
Answers a Questionnaire on Carolina and Georgia," William 
and Mary QuarterIv 3d ser., 14 (1957):257-259. For another 
example of a rice planter in the nineteenth century 
assigning field men and women the same amount of work, see 
Albert Virgil House, ed., Planter Management and Capitalism 
in Ante-Bellum Georgia; The Journal of Hugh Fraser Grant. 
Ricegrower (New York: Columbia University Press, 1954), 53; 
and Wood, Women^s Work. Men^s Work. 17. 

11.Among the primary field jobs on rice plantations, these 
were the ones most often assigned to both men and women 
hands. While exceptions did occur, tasks such as ditching 
and sowing seed were frequently gendered, with men ditching 
and women sowing. As such, we would not expect planters to 
qualify their assignments according to gender. 

12.Frederick Law Olmstead, A Journey in the Seaboard Slave 
States With Remarks on Their Economy (New York: Dix & 
Edwards, 1856), 434-435. 

13.In table 3.3 in chapter three, all four planters who 
listed their task assignments for threshing noted that the 
quantity of work was different for men and women. 

14.William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, Library of 
Congress (hereafter LC) , Washington, D.C. Rice mills made 
the manual labor of pounding rice obsolete on most rice 
plantations by the 1830s; therefore, planter dociiments after 
this date do not necessarily list an assignment for this 
task. But even before this date, planters without mills 
often sent their unhusked or rough rice out to be milled or 
directly to market. According to one historian, "[t]he 
majority of Georgia planters made their [market] shipments 
in the form of rough rice." House, Planter Management and 
Capitalism. 58-59. See also, Joyce E. Chaplin, An Anxious 
Pursuit: Agricultural Innovation and Modernity in the Lower 
South. 1730-1815 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1993), 251-262. 



98 

15.Frances Ann Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian 
Plantation in 1838-1839. ed., John A. Scott (New York: New 
American Library, 1975), 66. Unfortunately, Kemble does not 
document which tasks Butler altered or by how much. 

16.White, Ar'n't I a Woman?. 114. 

17.Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and 
Freedom. 1750-1925 (New York: Vintage Books, 1976), 50; and 
Robert William Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the 
Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slaverv. vol. 1 
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1974), 137. The 
negative effects of women's field work on their reproductive 
health is examined in chapter six. 

18.Tables 2.4 and 2.5 are patterned after the model used by 
Charles Joyner in Down bv the Riverside: A South Carolina 
Slave Community (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1984), 61-62. 

19.Elizabeth Fox-Genovese argues that even when field men 
and women worked at similar jobs, they often worked in sex-
segregated groups. Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation 
Household. 172-176; and Fox-Genovese, "Strategies and Forms 
of Resistance: Focus on slave Women in the United States," 
in In Resistance: Studies in African. Caribbean, and Afro-
American History, ed. Gary Okihiro (Amherst, Mass.: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 1986) , 143-165. 

20.bell hooks. Ain't I a Woman? Black Women and Feminism 
(Boston: West End Press, 1981), 23; Angela Davis, 
"Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the Community of 
Slaves," Black Scholar 13 (1971), 7-8; Jacqueline Jones, 
Labor of Love. Labor of Sorrow: Black Women. Work and the 
Family. From Slavery to the Present (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1985), 15-16; and Michael Johnson, "Work, Culture, 
and the Slave Community: Slave Occupations in the Cotton 
Belt in 1860" Labor History 27 (1986), 331. 

21.White, Ar'n't I a Woman?. 114. 

22.Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household. 172-176; 
and Fox-Genovese, "Strategies and Forms of Resistance, 143-
165. 

23.Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross. 141-142. 

24.Campbell, "Gender Division of Labor," 89-92. 



99 

25.Jacob Rhett Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1846-
1871 (Perkins Library, Duke University). I would like to 
thank John Campbell for sharing these records with me. 

26. Conclusions drawn from this single data set must be used 
cautiously and should be considered as suggestive rather 
than definitive. 

27.Table 2.6 is patterned after the model used by John 
Campbell in his study of how gender differentiated slaves' 
field labor on three nineteenth-century South Carolina 
cotton plantations- See Campbell, "Gender Division of Slave 
Labor," 109-110, 114-115. 

28.There is disagreement among historians over whether or 
not field women did mudwork. Some of this dispute stems 
from how mudwork is defined. If one believes mudwork 
entailed only the digging of ditches, then they would not be 
incorrect in asserting that the job of mudwork generally 
belonged to men, for it is common to find evidence of only 
men doing this work. For instance, field women did not 
ditch for J.R. Motte, James Sparkman, William E. Sparkman, 
Pierce Butler, or Hugh Eraser Grant. However, slave women 
did ditch for Louis Manigault. 

On the other hand, if one defines mudwork as entailing 
all of the jobs associated with maintaining the irrigation 
system, rather than just one aspect of it, then you would 
have to find that both men and women commonly engaged in 
this activity. But classifying mudwork as nongendered is 
problematic, for important distinctions about the work 
become obscured. Joyner, Down bv the Riverside. 45; 
Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 36, 69n; Heyward, Seed from 
Madagascar. 3 0-31; Jacob Rhett Motte Papers, Exeter 
Plantation Book, 1856, PL; William Ervine Sparkman 
Plantation Journal, 1844, Series J, Reel 1, Pt. 3, Records 
of Ante-bellum Southern Plantations, ed., Kenneth Stampp; 
Ralph King to Pierce Butler, 27 August 1820 and Thomas King 
to Pierce Butler, 15 October 1820, Butler Papers, Historical 
Society of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia; and House, Planter 
Management and Capitalism. 99, 116, 120. 

29.The assignment of burning rice stubble to both field men 
and women on J.R. Motte and William Sparkman's plantations 
contradicts Leslie Schwalm's statement that "this task was 
executed exclusively by women." J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter 
Plantation Book, 21 January, 22 January, and 10 March 1856; 
William E. Sparkman Plantation Journal, December 30, 1844, 
Series J, Reel 1, Pt. 3, Records of Ante-bellum Southern 
Plantations; and Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 32. 



100 

30.Perhaps the modest size of Motte's field crew accounts 
for why most women and men planted the rice seed. Because 
timing was always important during the planting season, 
Motte may have opted to have his field men assist the women 
to ensure the seed was sown as quickly as possible. 

For planter testimonials on the skilled labor of female 
rice sowers, see Heyward, Seed From Madagascar. 31; Herbert 
Ravenel Sass and D.E. Huger Smith, A Carolina Rice 
Plantation of the Fifties (New York: William Morrow and 
Company, 1936), 26; and R.F.W. Allston, "Sea-Coast Crops," 
Southern Agriculturalist. July 1854. Leslie Schwalm argues 
that sowing rice seed was a gendered task for slave women. 
See Schwalm, "The Meaning of Freedom," 37. In his work, 
Charles Joyner notes only that Robert F.W. Allston stated 
that "the best hands" were selected for planting the rice. 
See Joyner, Down bv the Riverside. 46. 

31.Since the majority of Sparkman's journal entries 
distinguish between the field labor of "men," "women," and 
"all hands," conclusions regarding how similar or 
differentiated men and women's work was from day to day can 
be made for this plantation. On those days when the journal 
entry identified only the task being done, I assumed that 
all field hands did the similar work (because only one job 
was listed). See tables 2.1 and 2.2 in this chapter for a 
gender and field rating distribution of this labor force. 
William E. Sparkman Plantation Journal, 24 March 1844 to 31 
March 1845, Series J, Reel 1, Pt. 3, Records of Ante-bellum 
Southern Plantations. 

32.This may be inaccurate given Sparkman's (or his 
overseer's) notation on several different days that some 
hands would sow the seed while others followed behind to 
cover. Unfortunately, he did not identify the sex of these 
workers. 

33.William E. Sparkman Plantation Journal, 24 March 1844 to 
31 March 1845, Series J, Reel 1, Pt. 3, Records of Ante
bellum Southern Plantations. 

34.Ibid. 

35.Cody based her statement on the records of eleven Ball 
family rice plantations located in St. John's Berkeley 
Parish in South Carolina for the years between 17 35 and 
1865. Cody, "Cycles of Work and of Childbearing: 
Seasonality in Women's Lives on Low Country Plantations," in 
More Than Chattel: Black Women and Slavery in the Americas 
eds., David Barry Caspar and Darlene Clark Hine 
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(Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1996), 68, 62. 

36.Wood, Women^s Work. Men^s Work. 18. 

37.John Campbell also makes this point in his study of slave 
field work on three cotton plantations in the upcountry of 
South Carolina. See Campbell, "Gender Division of Labor," 
108. 

38.1 would like to thank Karen Anderson for helpful 
discussions on this issue. 
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CHAPTER 3 

FINISHING THEIR TASKS "WITH EASE"?: STRUCTURAL AND 
SEASONAL BARRIERS TO FIELD HANDS' GAINING OWN TIME 

After observing enslaved field hands at work on the 

Hopeton rice plantation in Georgia in 1846, traveler Charles 

Lyell commented that "when disposed to exert themselves, 

they get through the day's task in five hours."' Similar 

statements made by planters and slaves alike, are not 

uncommon in the archival records and have led some 

historians to conclude that field hands working under the 

task system had considerable control over determining the 

amount of hours (or the pace of production) that they toiled 

in the fields during master's time.^ While it is true that 

some slaves could and did finish their tasks early enough to 

have some daylight time to themselves, it does not 

necessarily follow that to earn such time was easy, routine, 

or, as implied in Lyell's remark, simply a matter of 

individual motivation. Indeed, just being able to finish 

their tasks by the end of the day taxed many slaves.' As we 

shall see, planters imposed a number of structural and 

seasonal barriers on the day-to-day operations of rice 

production that challenged the efforts of many women and men 

field hands to shorten the length of time that they labored 

directly for their masters. These barriers contributed to 

the development of a far more complex, exploitative, and 



multifaceted model of tasking in the antebelliam lowcountry 

than has been previously depicted by historians. 

To date, conclusions about tasking's time and labor 

requirements have primarily been based on single and 

simplistic measures such as the cimount of land a task 

assignment consisted of or the occasionally early time of 

afternoon when a slave may have finished his or her task. 

In order to understand more fully the time it might have 

taken field hands to finish their work as well as the daily 

and seasonal obstacles that they faced in doing so, studies 

of the task system need to pay more attention to the 

fundamental ways in which this labor regime was both 

organized and implemented. While much of the scholarship 

has contained detailed portrayals of the day-to-day work 

rhythms of tasking, it has not gone beyond a superficial 

description of its physical and seasonal organization. As a 

result, historians have failed to recognize and document the 

structural and seasonal barriers present in the system that 

not only limited the amount of own time field hands were 

able to gain for themselves, but that also created unequal 

opportunities for own time across the lowcountry. 

The following chapter provides a systematic analysis of 

the fundamental ways in which lowcountry rice planters 

calculated time, organized their land, and assigned field 

hands' work in a task system. Included in the study are an 
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examination of the interrelated factors of task acre type, 

task-unit size, task assignment size, number of rows per 

task-unit, row width and length, sowing technique, soil 

quality, field conditions, and season of the year. 

Centering the analysis on these important but less obvious 

agronomic factors provides us with a more realistic account 

of the time most slaves spent in the fields as well as a 

greater appreciation of the physical exertion they expended 

each day. Moreover, it reveals just how varied field hands' 

experiences of task labor could be. Contrary to previous 

interpretations, task labor as practiced on antebellum 

lowcountry rice plantations was not a standardized system 

that afforded slaves similar opportunities for acquiring own 

time. 

Hours of Daily Field Labor 

Enslaved men and women certainly had their work cut out 

for them if they wanted to "get through the day's task in 

five hours," for in determining what an appropriate task 

assignment should be, planters sought to keep their field 

hands busy for most of the day. How much time this turned 

out to be varied across plantations. In 1830, overseer 

Roswell King, Jr. assured his boss, Thomas Butler, that he 

did not think an average of ten hours work was "beyond the 

strength of the people," while in 1849, Keating S. Ball 
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proclaimed eleven hours to be an average day's labor for his 

slaves. In 1857, P.C. Weston used nine hours as the 

standard time for the slaves on his plantation to finish 

their task work. Finally, in 1858, James R. Sparkman 

differentiated tasks by season, stating a summer day's task 

seldom took his field hands more than ten hours while a 

winter day's task could be easily accomplished in eight or 

nine hours. As will be shown later in the chapter, a number 

of factors pertaining to how planters ordered their land 

explain in large part these differences among slaveowners in 

how long they thought a reasonable day's labor should take a 

prime field hand to complete. For now, it is important to 

point out that these time variations suggest that working 

conditions on lowcountry rice plantations could be 

dissimilar.'* 

By planter calculations then, field hands labored 

during master's time for an average of at least ten hours 

during the spring and summer months. Typically, the workday 

began at or shortly after sunrise and was interrupted by at 

least one break for a midday meal.^ During the hot and 

humid summers when slaves spent their days hoeing in the 

boggy rice fields, it was common, indeed even mandatory on 

some plantations, to take a two hour "dinner" break near the 

noon hour to reduce the risk of illness and heat stroke.® 

In terms of time, if a field hand ate her breakfast before 
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reporting to the fields at, say, no later than five thirty 

during the spring and sximmer, then she might choose to work 

until her meal break sometime around eleven o'clock. This 

meant that she had already worked for approximately five and 

a half hours. When she returned to the fields an hour or 

two later, let's say at twelve thirty, she still faced at 

least another four and a half hours of work. If she did not 

take any more breaks, when this particular field hand 

completed her task at four thirty, she had approximately 

three hours of daylight left. Of course, slaves could have 

and did divide their days up in a number of different ways, 

such as taking fewer or more breaks for a shorter or longer 

duration. The point here is to illustrate that despite such 

sanguine estimates as Lyell's, much of a slave's daylight 

hours were spent toiling directly for his or her master. 

Slaveowners should have been satisfied with a field 

hand finishing her assignment by four thirty, for in their 

comments they often identified four o'clock as the time that 

"good and industrious" slaves could complete their tasks by. 

Presiamably, since they touted it as a possibility, planters 

considered a quitting time in the vicinity of four o'clock 

as acceptable.^ Nevertheless, in a number of instances, a 

planter's sanction of a four o'clock quitting time may have 

been a bit disingenuous, for it is rare to find such a 

statement without the qualification that such a quitting 
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time was feasible only for the "industrious" hand.* 

Moreover, it is not always possible to establish from 

the sources what season of the year planters were referring 

to when they proclaimed four o'clock as a plausible time for 

task completion. This omission is worth noting because on 

at least some rice plantations, seasonality made a 

difference as to how long field hands were expected to labor 

for their masters.' For example, Robert F.W. Allston 

observed that "the negroes who industriously work from the 

time they go out, which is always after sunrise in the 

winter months, will finish their tasks and return to their 

houses between three and four o'clock," Charles Lyell also 

noted that the Hopeton slaves divided and ended their days 

differently depending on the season. Since a winter day had 

a fewer number of daylight hours, planters such as Allston 

and Sparkman reduced their expectations of how much labor 

they could exact from their field hands. As a result, a 

four o'clock quitting time may have been less difficult for 

field hands to achieve during the winter rather than the 

spring or sximmer months.'" 

Regardless of the season, before field hands gained any 

own time for themselves, they had to complete task 

assignments designed to keep them working until at least 

four o'clock in the afternoon. Ignoring for the moment that 

some slaves had difficulty even completing their tasks by 
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nightfall, field hands who wanted any or more time for 

themselves would have had to exert themselves throughout 

much, if not all, of the day. P.C. Weston, a large 

Georgetown rice planter, acknowledged as much when he wrote 

that "the hands are to be encouraged to finish their tasks 

as early as possible, so as to have time for working for 

themselves."" To be sure, a slave's physical strength and 

well-being mattered in how much energy was expended to 

achieve this goal. But the planters' desire for profits and 

their need to maintain social control over a large enslaved 

population guaranteed that even for the ablest of field 

hands, work conditions would be exacting. In fact, planters 

were so confident that their task calculations would keep 

the majority of field hands occupied for most of the day, 

they sanctioned an open-ended quitting time. Yet as will be 

shown, this open-ended quitting time—one of the task 

system's more distinctive features—was not as elastic as 

many have perceived. 

Despite their apparent indifference to a structured 

work day, planters were serious about keeping the majority 

of their field hands in the fields, laboring directly for 

them, for as long as possible. For instance, mid-afternoon 

task completions certainly do not appear to have been the 

norm on John Milliken's Mulberry plantation. On Wednesday, 

25 January 1854, Milliken noted in his journal that rain had 
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forced his hands to stop threshing and winnowing rice at two 

o'clock. This entry is important for it reveals that 

Milliken considered the workday to have been interrupted 

even though it was already two o'clock. Moreover, Milliken 

must have expected his slaves to labor long into the 

afternoon because most, if not all, of his hands were still 

working when the rain started. Still, given that the 

workdays during winter were shorter, one might have thought 

that Milliken would not have been too concerned about the 

amount of work left unfinished if he sent his slaves back to 

their quarters at two o'clock. But he must have been, for 

instead of allowing them to quit, he sent them out with the 

new task of "turning ground in No.2 field," an activity 

Milliken wrote would occupy them for the "remainder of the 

day." This last statement underscores the view that 

planters did not readily acquiesce to their slaves leaving 

the fields much before four o'clock—even during the winter 

season. 

In fact, as William Black's experience reveals, 

planters questioned the capabilities of their overseers and 

feared for the well-being of their crops if slaves left the 

fields too early in the day. In 1847, Black worked as 

overseer for George J. Kollock on his Rosedew plantation 

near Savannah, Georgia. Based on some apparently derogatory 

comments made by an acquaintance named Mr. Johnston, and 
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despite Black's lengthy tenure as overseer, Kollock began to 

doubt Black's job performance.Black defended himself, 

writing: 

Mr. Kollock I wish (when you received the letter that 
said so much about your crop being in such a deplorable 
state) , you had written immediately to your brother Dr. 
Kollock and requested him to ride out and examine it 
and let you know how it looked and what were the 
prospects. I know he would not deceive you, he would 
have relieved your anxiety much better than I could for 
had I written even so[,] probably you would not believe 
anything but that I was trying to deceive you. This 
now is six years since I have been in your employment 
and I have tried to the best of my knowledge to act 
justly by you[.] [I]t would be no good but rather an 
injury to me not to attend faithfully to my business, 
and as for vour negroes leaving out of the fields at 
one and two o'clock Mr. Johnston never saw them in 
these hours when he came herer.1 THIe met them in the 
field hard at work both times that he came which was 
the 24 of June and 13 of July.''* 

Black's letter reveals the attitudes of at least some whites 

regarding appropriate slave work habits within a task 

regime. Johnston deemed the Kollock's crops to be in 

jeopardy. It appears that Johnston considered Black's 

management of the slaves to be at least part of the problem. 

Three points regarding Black's management seem to be at 

issue. The first is the time of day that the field hands 

completed their tasks. It is obvious from Black's letter 

that Johnston reported that slaves were absent from the 

fields at one and two o'clock in the afternoon and that they 

should have been there. If Johnston lived in the area, his 

criticism suggests that such early departures were unwanted 
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or unusual. But even if he were new to the lowcountry and 

therefore unfamiliar with the customs of task labor, we yet 

have the knowledgeable Black who tells Kollock and us that 

he did not commit the error of releasing slaves at the two 

or three o'clock hour. Therefore, the early departure times 

of one and two o'clock must have been quite unusual— 

certainly not the norm. 

A second point regards the niamber of slaves allegedly 

finishing their tasks early on a given day. While it is not 

possible to ascertain the exact number of women and men 

leaving by one and two o'clock, it seems safe to assume, 

based on Black's denial, that both Johnston and Black were 

referring to many, if not a majority, of the field hands. 

Indeed, it is questionable whether Johnston would even have 

noticed if only a few slaves were absent. Having one or two 

slaves finish their tasks so early in the day, while not 

desirable, may have been acceptable to planters if they 

believed that it was the rare slave who could take so little 

time to complete his or her task. But they apparently drew 

the line and became alarmed when a larger number of field 

hands were involved. Thus, planters did not want to hear 

that a significant number of their slaves were finishing 

their tasks at one and two o'clock in the afternoon. 

The third point pertains to the frequency with which 

slaves completed their tasks so early in the afternoon. 
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Perhaps to counter the notion that their slaves left the 

fields early on a regular basis. Black specifically noted 

for Kollock the dates—two weekdays, a Thursday and a 

Tuesday respectively—when Johnston visited Rosedew. The 

fact that the slaves were in the fields at two dates three 

weeks apart increases the likelihood that the were typically 

there. More than likely it was the possibility of many 

field hands regularly completing their work after only six 

or seven hours, rather than the ten or eleven hours that 

slaveowners calculated on, that troubled Kollock. 

Regardless, Black's letter points out that planters were not 

as indifferent towards their slaves' quitting times as they 

proclaimed to be.'® Clearly, slaveowners expected their 

calculations for a day's labor to be accurate more times 

than not. 

Indeed, it must have been easy for planters to support 

an open-ended quitting time when they believed that the 

amount of labor contained in a day's task was great enough 

to prevent most slaves from habitually leaving the fields 

early." The observations of two individuals underscore the 

accuracy of planters' calculations, as well as illuminating 

the challenge field hands faced in just being able to 

complete their tasks by the end of the day, let alone early. 

According to traveler Basil Hall, who toured a South 

Carolina rice plantation in 1828, "the assigned task is 
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sometimes got over by two o'clock in the day, though this is 

rare, as the work generally lasts til four or five o'clock. 

I often see gangs [groups] of negroes at work till sunset." 

In his autobiography, John Brown, a self-emancipated slave 

who experienced task labor first hand on an upcountry 

Georgia cotton farm, wrote: "I have heard it said by some 

people who want to make out that this system of task-work is 

the best for the slave, that when his task is done he has 

the rest of the day to himself. And so he has; but then he 

never gets done till night-fall, and often cannot finish his 

task at all."" So even though the task system, with its 

relatively unstructured work day, afforded slaves the 

opportunity to try to gain more daily time for themselves, 

evidence suggests that many were unable to do so regularly. 

Just how difficult and uneven slaves' opportunities were for 

gaining own time becomes even clearer when we take into 

account the way in which planters surveyed their land and 

quantified the day's labor. 

The Layout of the Land: 
Task-Units and Task Acres 

The amount of labor that planters and overseers 

expected their field hands to get through during their 

approximately ten hours in the fields was neither 

insignificant nor necessarily equal. Each day, slaves 

worked on one or more segments of land—or task-units—that 



most commonly measured a quarter of an acre apiece." 

During the 1827 rice harvest, for example, the prime field 

hands belonging to Charles Munnerlyn, Charles Rowand, and 

T.F. Goddard each cut, tied, and carried back to the 

plantation yard a quarter-acre worth of rice sheaves as 

their day's task. In the stammer of the same year, J.C. 

Darby's prime hands hoed half an acre of land as their day's 

task, and during the 1858 planting season, R.F.W. Allston's 

full hands trenched three-quarters of an acre of land.^° 

The quarter-acre, as the lowcountry's basic task-unit, was 

not a nineteenth-century development. According to one 

historian, it had served as the "yardstick for virtually all 

rice-planting operations" since the mid-eighteenth 

century.^' 

In spite of its widespread use and the alleged 

ubiquity, however, the quarter-acre did not constitute 

either a single measure or the only basic task-unit. At 

least since the early nineteenth century, rice planters had 

two different types of task acres to choose from when they 

partitioned their land." Their first option, the "sea-

island" task acre, was a 210 foot square field, which, when 

divided into quarter-acres, produced four 105x105 foot 

fields of 11,025 square feet apiece. Their second choice, 

the "tidewater" task acre, was a rectangle field that 

measured 300x150 feet.^ Divided, this particular task-acre 



produced four 150x75 foot quarter-acre fields of 11,250 

square feet apiece (see table 3.1).^'^ 

Table 3.1 
Land Arrangements on 

Lowcountry Rice Plantations 

Task Total Basic 
Acre Task Acre Task Acre Task-Unit Size 
Tvne Footaae Size l/4a l/2a 

SI 11,025 sq. ft. 210 sq. ft. 105'xl05' 105'x210' 

TW 11,250 sq. ft. 300'xl50' 150'x75' 150'xl50' 

SI = "Sea-Island" TW = "Tidewater" a = acre 

Since rice planters had two different kinds of task 

acres to choose from, we cannot assume that all those who 

employed the quarter-acre as their basic task-unit derived 

their measurements from the same model. This point is 

underscored by table 3.2, which demonstrates that neither 

the "sea-island" nor the "tidewater" quarter-acre was used 

exclusively by the ten rice planters listed. Moreover, 

table 3.2 also reveals that while the quarter-acre may have 

been the most common task-unit size upon which rice planters 

based daily assignments, it was not the only one planters 

selected. Out of the twelve planters listed, two—Hugh Rose 

and A. Watson—chose the half-acre as the size of their 

basic task-unit. 
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Table 3.2 
Task-Unit and Task Acre Models in 
Use on Lowcountry Rice Plantations 

Task- Task 
Unit Acre 

Planter Year Size Type 
Heyward 1802-1822* 1 4 acre Tidewater 
Lowndes 1802-1822* 1 4 acre Tidewater 
Mackay 1814 1 4 acre Sea-Island 
Butler 1827 1 4 acre Sea-Island 
Munnerlyn 1827 1 4 acre Sea-Island 
Rowand 1827 1 4 acre Sea-Island 
Small 1827 1 4 acre Sea-Island 
Goddard 1827 1 4 acre Sea-Island 
Darby 1827 1 4 acre Sea-Island 
Rose 1827 1 2 acre Tidewater 
Watson 1827 1 2 acre Tidewater 
Allston 1852. 1858 1 4 acre Tidewater 
Sources: William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; Mackay and Stiles 
Family Papers, Reel 6, Series J, Part IV, Records of Ante-
Bel l\im Southern Plantations From the Revolution Through the 
Civil War, ed., Kenneth M. Stampp; Southern Agriculturalist 
1 (April-November, 1828):167-69, 215-23, 268-70, 351-57, 

I 409-13, 456-59, 498-502 (hereafter SA); Duncan Clinch 
Heyward, Seed From Madagascar (Chapel Hill: University of 

[ North Carolina Press, 1937), 31; R.F.W. Allston, "The Rice 
^ Plant," DeBow^s Review 12 (1952):296-297; and Allston, 
I "Notes on the Management of a Southern Rice Estate," DeBow^s 
'j Review 24 (1858) : 324-25. 
> 

• * Near the end of his journal, William Lowndes noted some 
' task and row information for himself as well as for the 
I planter Nathaniel Heyward. Since the page is not dated, I 

assume that the data were gathered sometime during the years 
for which the journal covered. 

Besides casting doubt on the notion of a single 
i 

"standard" quarter-acre, the existence of the two different 

task acres affected the ease or difficulty with which slaves 

dispensed with their day's task. From the dimensions listed 

above, we know that the "tidewater" quarter-acre exceeded 
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its "sea-island" counterpart in size. For the men and women 

who lived on "tidewater" plantations, this disparity in size 

meant that they had to process an additional 225 square feet 

of land per quarter-acre task-unit than those who lived on 

"sea-island" plantations. Over time, this extra yardage 

added up. For example, if two slaves from neighboring 

plantations, both of which used a different type of task 

acre, received similar assignments to hoe two quarter-acre 

task-units of land, the amount of land processed by the two 

would be far from equal. At the end of one day, the hand on 

the "tidewater" plantation would have hoed 450 more square 

feet of land than her neighbor; by the end of the week, the 

disparity would have grown to 2,700 more square feet; and 

by the end of the month, the same hand would have hoed an 

additional 10,800 square feet—almost another whole quarter-

acre of land—than her "sea-island" counterpart. In terms 

of time spent in the field, these size differences meant 

that if these two hands with their seemingly identical 

assignments wished to complete their respective tasks by 

four o'clock, the "tidewater" slave needed to work faster or 

take fewer or shorter breaks than would have been necessary 

for her "sea-island" peer. If she did not do any of these 

things, or if she did not receive help from others, then she 

would have spent more time working directly for her master 

than did the other slave. 
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Task Assignments 

Whether it was based on a "sea-island" or a "tidewater" 

task acre, the quarter-acre still represented the most 

common unit of land that planters based their task 

assignments on. Moreover, it also constituted the minimum 

amount of daily labor usually exacted from field hands. 

Only infrequently did slaveowners allow their hands to work 

on less land. When they did, field hands could not 

necessarily expect to complete their tasks any earlier or 

"with ease" because the assignment was typically an 

abbreviated version of a larger one.^ 

If and when planters reduced a task assignment below a 

quarter-acre, they did so to adjust for adverse soil or 

field conditions. If ignored, the extenuating circumstances 

prompting the reduction could have lengthened the slave's 

workday beyond a plantation's established standard. For 

instance, between 1802 and 1822, William Lowndes believed 

that when turning the land in preparation for the spring 

planting, the standard day's work for a full hand on "light" 

land (sandy soil) was a quarter-acre (see table 3.3). 

However, Lowndes was aware that if the soil was "stiff" 

(clay based) , it made the slaves' work even more difficult 

and time-consuming. Therefore, when less than optimum soil 

conditions prevailed, Lowndes decreased this particular task 

from a quarter-acre per hand to a half-acre per three hands. 
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This modification reduced each hand's task to less than a 

quarter-acre and presumably gave them a better chance of 

finishing their work by or near four o'clock in the 

afternoon.^® 

Rice fields that were "in the grass" comprised the 

condition that most often prompted task reductions. In 

1827, J.C. Darby noted that even though one-half of an acre 

was the most land he could expect his hands to hoe in a day 

during a field's second hoeing, he did not believe that they 

could finish the same task in the same amount of time if the 

fields were especially grassy. To make the day's task more 

"reasonable" in those instances. Darby decreased the slaves' 

assignment in proportion to the amount of grass present. 

When the grass was not too great, but more than what he 

deemed it should have been after two floodings. Darby halved 

each hand's task to a quarter of an acre. If the amount of 

grass was indeed significant, then Darby was forced to 

reduce the task even further to two hands dividing a 

quarter-acre between them. The extent to which grass could 

exacerbate slaves' labor is evident in Darby's 

acknowledgment that there were times when a field was so 

over-run with grass that it took three full hands about the 

same amount of time to hoe a quarter-acre field that it took 

one hand to hoe a half-acre field that contained only a 

moderate amount of grass. Thus, even with a smaller task, 
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the Darby field hands did not have less work to do that 

particular day; rather, their work just became more 

intensified. 

These two examples from the Lowndes and Darby 

plantations, as well as the others cited in table 3.3, 

caution us against assuming that the size of a task 

assignment, in and of itself, is an accurate gauge of a 

slave's work load. On many plantations, the size of a task 

assignment, and therefore the amount of work needing to be 

completed, was very much a function of the quality of the 

soil and the condition of the fields.^ 

Even though some planters occasionally altered a task 

assignment to account for seasonal changes in soil quality 

or field conditions, we cannot assiame that all planters (or 

their overseers) were so obliging. Indeed, T.W. Peyre, 

chairman of the Black Oak Agricultural Society in St. John's 

Berkeley Parish, Charleston County, South Carolina 

complained in 1847 that few men in his "neighborhood" were 

willing to decrease their slaves' tasks when their fields 

were overrun with grass.In addition, only a few of the 

planters represented in table 3.3 noted any qualifications 

in their task assignments. Granted, some of these planters 

may have just failed to elaborate on this particular 

practice. Nevertheless, P.C. Weston's observation that 

"riln nothing does a good manager so much excel a bad, as in 
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being able to discern what a hand is capable of doing, and 

in never attempting to make him do more" suggests that 

strict adherence to a plantation's standard assignments was 

not uncommon.^' 

On any given day then, most field hands could 

anticipate with great accuracy what their particular 

assignment would be, for as Philip Morgan has noted, by the 

end of the eighteenth century, "tasks were set for almost 

all operations."^" The South Carolina planter Edwin C. 

Holland would have concurred with Morgan. Writing in 1822, 

Holland noted that even though the daily task was "not fixed 

by law, it is so well settled by long usage, that upon every 

plantation it is the same." Moreover, Holland warned that 

if a slaveowner increased an assignment beyond what was 

customary, he subjected "himself to the reproach of his 

neighbors, and to such discontent amongst his slaves as to 

make them of but little use to him."^' 

Statements such as Holland's and Morgan's suggest that 

task assignments in the nineteenth century were standardized 

across plantation boundaries.While it is true that 

individually, slaveholders did generally stick to the 

particular list of tasks that had evolved on their own 

plantations, as a group, they did not adhere to one uniform 

policy. The list of primary field jobs associated with rice 

production listed in table 3.3 documents the range of work 



122 

assignments delegated to field hands. For one of the twelve 

jobs—the harvest cut and tie—too little data are available 

to make a determination one way or the other for 

standardization. Of the remaining eleven jobs, however, 

only three—those of hoeing a rice field for the first time, 

harvesting the rice (when the cut, tie, and carry method was 

used) , and threshing rice stalks—could be classified as 

standard. 

For the men and women working in the fields, the 

absence of a standardized list of tasks meant that for most 

activities, some faced a greater challenge than others in 

completing their day's work by or near four o'clock- For 

instance, when sowing rice seed, field hands received tasks 

that ranged from as little as half an acre to as many as two 

and a quarter-acres of land (see table 3.3). The hands who 

only had to sow half an acre in one day probably had the 

better opportunity for finishing their tasks near four 

o'clock than those responsible for sowing double, triple, or 

even quadruple that amount of land." Similarly, when it 

came time to harvest the rice, field hands who spent the day 

cutting the ripened stalks were given anywhere from half an 

acre to more than an acre of land to work. Clearly those 

hands with the largest assignments would have found it 
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Table 3.3 
Representative Jobs and their 

Task Assignments on Rice Plantations 

Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802-1822 l/4a Light land 

tt II II II l/2a 3 Hands if land stiff 

Anonymous 1823 l/4a Light land 
11 II l/4a If land stiff, 1/3 

more labor power 

J.C. Darby 1827 l/4a If stubble burned off 
It II II l/2a 3 Hands if stubble 

not burned off 
Anonymous 1834 l/4a 
Anonymous 1840s l/4-l/2a 
Anonymous 1851 l/2a 
Anonymous 1855 l/4a Light land 

Trenchina 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802-1822 3/4-la 
Anonymous 1823 l/2a 140-160 rows/half 

acre 
J. C. Darby 1827 3/4a 
Anonymous 1834 3/4a 
Anonymous 1840 3/4a 
RFW Allston 1854 3/4a 
Anonymous 1855 l/2a 
RFW Allston 1858 3/4a 
Anonymous 1860 l/2a Inland swamp culture 

Sowina 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
J.C. Darby 1827 2 l/4a 
Anonymous 1834 2 l/4a 
Unknown 1853 2 acres 
RFW Allston 1854 1-1 l/2a 
Anonymous 1855 l/2a 
RFW Allston 1858 1 l/2a 
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Table 3.3— Continued 

Coverina 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Anonymous 1823 l/2a 140-160 rows/half 

acre 
J.C.Darby 1827 3/4a 
Anonymous 1834 3/4a 
Anonymous 1840 3/4a 
Anonymous 1855 l/2a 

First Hoeina 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802-1822 l/4a If land not grassy 

•1 II II II l/4a 2 Hands if land 
grassy 

N. Heyward 1802-1822 l/2a 
Anonymous 1823 l/2a 
J.C. Darby 1827 l/2a 
Anonymous 1834 l/2a 
Anonymous 1840s l/2a 
Anonymous 1855 l/2a 
RFW Allston 1858 l/2a If land in good order 

Second Hoeina 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802-1822 l/4a If land not grassy 

II II It II l/4a 2 Hands—grassy land 
J.C. Darby 1827 l/2a 1-2-3 Hands per l/4a 

if grassy. 
Anonymous 1834 l/2a 
Anonymous 1840s l/4-l/2a 

Third Hoeina 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802-1822 l/2a 
J.C. Darby 1827 3/4a 
Anonymous 1834 3/4a 
Anonymous 1840s 1 l/4a* 
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Table 3.3 —Continued 

Harvest: Cut. Tie, and Carry 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802--1822 l/4a If short distance 

If II II II l/2a 3 hands if long 
distance 

C. Munnerlyn 1827 l/4a Increase or decrease 
depending on distance 

C. Rowand 1827 l/4a If distance not great 
T.F. Goddard 1827 l/4a 

Harvest: Cuttina Onlv 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802--1822 l/2a 
P. Butler 1827 l/2a 
Wm. Small 1827 l/2a If rice is thick 

II II II 3/4a If rice is thin 
T.F. Goddard 1827 l/2a 
H. Rose 1827 3/4a Inland swamp 
A. Watson 1827 >la 
Wm. Sparkman 1845 l/2a 
Anonymous 1840--1860s 3/4a 
Unknown 1853 3/4a 

Harvest: Cut and Tie 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
J.H. Claiborne 1827 l/2a cut If rice thick 

& 3/4a tie 

Threshina 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802--1822 1200s 2 Men field hands 

fl II II II 1200s 3 Women field hands 
Anonymous 1823 600s Per male field hand 

II II 500s Per female field hand 
Anonymous 1834 600s Per male field hand 

II II 500s Per female field hand 
Anonymous 1855 600s Per male field hand 

II 11 500s Per female field hand 

Ditchina 
Planter Year Task Qualifications 
Wm. Lowndes 1802--1822 l/2a Winter; for a ditch 

3ft. wide & 2ft. deep 
II II II II l/4a Summer; decrease if 

numerous tree stumps 
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Table 3.3—Continued 

Anonymous 
Unknown 

Anonymous 

II 

II 

II 

1834 
1853 

1823 

II 

II 

II 

600cf In old rice fields 
with no roots/stiomps 

300-400ft If roots, stumps, or 
gravel 

700sf 
1,000ft In light, clean, 

meadow land 
500ft In swamp-land with 

few stumps 
200ft In swamp-land with 

many cypress trees 
Anonymous 
Anonymous 

1858 
1860 

600sf 
600sh 

a = acres 
sf = square feet 

s = sheaves 
cf = cubic feet 

bu = bushels 

'This measurement is the equivalent of 20 compasses, the 
quantity of land cited from the original source (see Morgan 
below). 

Sources: William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, LC; 
"Estimate of the Daily Labour of Negroes," American Farmer 5 
(December 1823) :319-20; "A Memorandvun of Tasks," ̂  7 (June 
1834):297-98; M 1 (April-November, 1828):167-69, 215-23, 
268-70, 309-11, 351-57, 409-13, 456-59, 498-502; M 2 (June 
1829): 247-54; "On the Cultivation of Rice in dry Seasons on 
Cooper River," Farmer & Planter 2 (September 1851):115; 
R.F.W. Allston, "Sea-Coast Crops of the South," DeBow^s 
Review 16 (1854) ; 608-9; Allston, "Notes on the Management of 
a Southern Rice Estate," DeBov^s Review 24 (1858):324-25; 
"Highly Valuable Information for Rice Planters," DeBow^s 
Review 18 (1855):350-52; "Tasks for Negroes," Southern 
Cultivator 18 (August 1860):247; Frederick Law Olmstead, A 
Journev in the Seaboard Slave States (New York: Dix & Table 
Edwards, 1856), 434; William Ervine Sparkman Plantation 
Journal, August 25, 1845, Series J, Reel 1, Pt. 3, records 
of Ante-bellvtm southern Plantations, ed. Kenneth Stampp; and 
Morgan, "Work and Culture," 570-71. 

difficult to finish their work within the same period of 

time as those fortunate enough to have received the smaller 

assignments. 
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The same argiiment holds for the six other 

nonstandardized jobs. When prime hands turned the land, 

some worked a quarter of an acre while others received 

double that amount. When they trenched (dug trenches in 

each of the rows) , tasks varied from a half to a full acre 

of land. When covering the rice seed with soil, slaves 

labored until they had gone over either one-half or three-

quarter acres of land. During a rice field's second hoeing, 

assignments generally ranged from one-quarter to one-half of 

an acre of land while during the third hoeing, assignments 

varied from half an acre to one and a quarter acres of land. 

Finally, when field hands spent their days ditching, both 

size and measurement criteria varied across plantations. 

Despite the lack of a regional standard for most field 

activities, a number of slaveowners did give their slaves 

comparable assignments for the three jobs of hoeing a rice 

field for the first time, harvesting a field with the cut, 

tie, and carry method, and threshing rice stalks. Of the 

eight sources in table 3.3 who identified their tasks for a 

field's first hoeing, seven of them (who collectively 

spanned the slavery years of the nineteenth century), 

designated a half-acre of land as a day's work for their 

prime hands. Similarly, during the harvest, when field 

hands spent the day cutting, tying, and carrying rice stalks 

to awaiting flats or back to the plantation yard, all four 
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planters noted that their starting assignment was a quarter-

acre (which could have then have been either increased or 

decreased depending on the distances needed to be 

travelled) . Finally, during the first phase of processing 

the harvested rice, all four sources listing their task 

allotments for threshing delegated their male hands to 

thresh six hundred sheaves each day. The assignments for 

the female hands were almost unanimous as well, with three 

out of the same four ordering the women to thresh five 

hundred sheaves each day. But even though these jobs were 

standard in the size of the task assignment, it is important 

to keep in mind that the actual amount of land to be 

processed could have differed depending on the type of task 

acre these planters used. 

Edwin C. Holland's claim for identical tasks on all 

rice plantations notwithstanding, we know from the planters 

polled in table 3.3 that task assignments varied enough for 

most activities to cast doubt on the view that lowcountry 

task labor, as organized and practiced during the 

nineteenth-century slave era, was standardized. Moreover, 

planters' predilection for individualism rather than 

conformity in the areas of task acre type and task-unit size 

further complicates, and thereby undermines, the claim that 

a regionally homogeneous task system existed. In fact, not 

only were task assignments not always standardized, but as 
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we shall see, even in those instances when field hands from 

different plantations worked on land that had been divided 

by the same type of task acre, used the same sized task-

unit, and received the Scune task assignment for a particular 

job, they still did not necessarily have similar work loads 

to contend with as they labored to finish their day's task. 

Rows Per Task-Unit 

Besides time, task acre type, task-unit size, and task 

assignment size, how planters divided the ground within 

their respective task-units influenced the ease or 

difficulty with which a field hand dispensed with her day's 

labor. Because most task-units measured a quarter of an 

acre, it might seem reasonable to assume that field hands on 

different plantations that used the same type of task acre 

and task-unit had comparable work loads when they had 

similar task assignments. But as with their time 

calculations for a reasonable day's work, custom guided but 

did not dictate how much ground planters expected their 

hands to process in one day. A further examination of 

surveying methods reveals that planters did not always have 

their slaves divide quarter or half-acre fields into an 

equal number of rows. When we take into consideration how 

planters partitioned the land within their respective task-

units, a major discrepancy in actual work loads is revealed. 
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As is obvious by now, rice cultivation in the 

antebellum lowcountry was not an exact science. While 

planters may have followed a general pattern in rice 

production, they did not adhere to one particular model. 

Differences existed among them as to when to commence 

planting, what sowing method to use, how many bushels of 

rice seed to plant per acre, how long to keep fields 

flooded, how often to hoe fields, and when to begin the 

harvest. Factors contributing to these variations included 

plantation location, soil fertility (depleted soils required 

more seed to the acre), managerial and labor expertise, and 

work force size. 

To keep themselves abreast of the latest farming 

techniques, antebellxim rice planters could subscribe to any 

nvimber of agricultural journals and almanacs in publication 

at the time. Within the pages of these journals, planters 

also shared their own experiences and offered their opinions 

to one another. Their willingness to collaborate with each 

other aided the novices as well. For instance, when cotton 

planter William Washington grew frustrated with the low 

price of cotton in 1827, he considered shifting his efforts 

to rice. Unfamiliar with the cultivation requirements of 

that staple, he submitted a number of questions on the 

subject to lowcountry rice planters.^ Their responses, 

published the following year in the Southern Agriculturalist 
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and represented in part in table 3.4, give us some idea of 

how planters talked about these issues as well as helping to 

illuminate some of the similarities and differences between 

them in how they ordered their slaves to prepare and work 

the land. 

Table 3.4 
Rows Per Task-Unit 

When Planting Rice, 1827 

Task Basic Number of 
Acre Task- Rows Per 

Planter Tvoe Unit Task-Unit 
Butler Sea-Island 1/4 acre 70 
Claiborne •> 1/4 acre 72 
Darby Sea-Island 1/4 acre 84 
Rowand Sea-Island 1/4 acre 84 
Munnerlyn Sea-Island 1/4 acre 90 
Small Sea-Island 1/4 acre 90 
Goddard Sea-Island 1/4 acre 90 

Watson Tidewater 1/2 acre 120 
Rose Tidewater 1/2 acre 128 
Sources: ̂  1 (April-November 1828):167-69, 215-23, 268-70, 
309-11, 351-57, 409-13, 456-59, 498-502; and ̂  2 (June 
1829):250. 

The type of task acre and the size of task-unit used by 

the majority of these slaveowners was the "sea-island" 

quarter-acre.^^ Only two men out to the nine, Watson and 

Rose, used the "tidewater" half-acre for their task-units. 

In contrast, planters did not achieve such agreement when it 

came time to divide their quarter or half-acre task-units 

into rows. Given the range, it is doubtful that an argument 

for a standard row allotment can be made.^® On the seven 
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plantations identified in table 3.4 that used a quarter-acre 

task-unit, four different row totals were present: three 

had 90 rows, two had 84, while the remaining two differed 

from the others as well as from each other.Nor did the 

two plantations with half-acre task-units partition have an 

equal number of rows; one had 120 rows while the other had 

128. 

The primary reason why planters failed to reach a 

consensus on the number of rows each quarter or half-acre 

field contained was that they did not measure the widths of 

their rows similarly. For the planters who selected the 

"sea-island" task acre, their quarter-acre task-units 

measured 105x105 feet. Typically, row lengths did not vary; 

in every "sea-island" quarter-acre of land, rows were 105 

feet long.^® In contrast, row widths—that is, the distance 

from the center of one row to the center of the adjacent 

row—did not necessarily conform to a single measurement. 

For instance, planters Munnerlyn and Goddard measured 

fourteen inches from "centre to centre" to create ninety 

rows in their quarter-acre task-units. The planter Rowand, 

however, separated his rows by fifteen inches which yielded 

only 84 rows per quarter-acre of land.'' On the "tidewater" 

plantations, where quarter-acre task-units measured 150x7 5 

feet and half-acre units measured 150x150 feet, row lengths 

again remained relatively constant, this time at 150 feet 
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while row widths still varied.Of the two "tidewater" 

planters identified in table 3.4, neither used the same row 

width in their task-units; Hugh Rose separated his rows by 

fourteen inches while A. Watson placed fifteen inches 

between his. For field hands, these row width differences 

were quite important, for they contributed significantly to 

the labor inequities that existed across plantation 

boundaries. 

To understand the underlying causes of such width 

variations, we need to examine more closely the structure of 

a row. Each row consisted of two components, a trench and 

an alley. The trench was that part of a row where the rice 

seed was planted while the alley was the field hands' work 

space—the area where they walked or stood as they sowed the 

seed, hoed the ground, or harvested the rice. The overall 

width of a row therefore, equalled the sum of these two 

parts. Because row widths did vary, we know that at least 

one, if not both, of these components varied in size from 

plantation to plantation. Although there is no discussion 

among planters in their correspondence on the subject of 

alley measurements, it is likely that alleys varied in size, 

depending on the width of its corresponding trench. The 

variability of trench widths, on the other hand, is well 

documented in planter and agricultural journals. For 

example, between 1802-1822, William Lowndes used six inch 
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trenches. In 'IB21, William Small noted that the trenches in 

his rows were from three to three and a half inches wide. 

During the same year, however, Pierce Butler's trenches were 

larger, ranging in width from four to six inches. In 1852, 

Joshua John Ward reported that his trenches measured four 

inches across while in 1854, R.F.W. Allston recommended 

using either a "broad" five inch trench or a three inch 

trench."*' Based on these findings, it seems evident that 

the number of rows in a task-unit depended on how wide the 

row's trenches were. 

At least two factors—soil fertility and sowing method-

-account for the lack of uniformity in trench widths. In 

his recommendations to other planters, R.F.W. Allston 

described how the fertility of a plantation's soil 

influenced the size of trench widths. According to Allston: 

When the land is new, the trench should be broad, say 
five inches, and the rice may be scattered in the 
trench; but for old land, and most of rice-land is now 
old [1854], narrow-trenching hoes are preferred, 
opening a drill three inches wide. Infected with grass-
seed and volunteer rice, old land requires close 
hoeing, and every seed that vegetates outside the drill 
is cut up and destroyed.''^ 

Since lowcountry soil was not identical in quality, nor had 

each rice plantation been established at the same time, it 

becomes more apparent why planters, when dividing their rice 

fields into rows, did not adhere to a single standard. 

The importance of soil quality to a decision regarding 
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trench width is further revealed by its relation to the type 

of sowing method used on a particular plantation. Since 

sowing method determined in large measiire how far apart rice 

plants would be from one another, its connection to soil 

quality is significant. During the nineteenth century, 

lowcountry rice planters instructed their field hands to sow 

rice seed by either the scatter or string method. In 

scatter planting, rice sowers simply scattered seed in the 

t r e n c h e s  a s  t h e y  w a l k e d  u p  a n d  d o w n  e a c h  r o w ' s  a l l e y . A n  

accomplished sower managed more times than not to scatter 

her seed in the trench uniformly so that the maturing plants 

would not be too closely (less than three inches) or widely 

(greater than six inches) spaced from each other, for the 

former could inhibit growth while the latter could decrease 

a crop's net yield. To accommodate its imprecise seed 

placement, scatter planting would most likely have 

benefitted from as large a trench width as possible. 

Moreover, with this method, each plant typically had more 

room to tiller (or branch out) , an attribute that may have 

accounted for both its popularity (see table 3.5) and one 

planter's claim that scattering seed was the most productive 

way to sow a field.This does not mean that planters who 

scatter planted consistently used a wider trench. But if 

they did have relatively fertile soil, then they at least 

had more of a choice when selecting their sowing method. 
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Table 3.5 
Sowing Methods Used on 

Lowcountry Rice Plantations 

Ouarter-Acre Task-Units 

Sowing Trench Rows Per 
Planter Year Method Width Task--Unit 
Lowndes 1802-1822 Scatter 6 in. 82 
Hoff's 
Almanac 1809-1822* Scatter "wide" 72 or 75 
Butler 1827 Scatter 4-6 in. 70 
Claiborne 1827 Scatter •p 72 
Rowand 1827 Scatter "broad" 84 
Darby 1827 Scatter 7 84 
Small 1827 Scatter 3-3 1/2 in. 90 
Goddard 1827 String 3 in. 90 
Munnerlyn 1827 String 3 in. 90 

Half--Acre Task -Units 
Watson 1827 Scatter 7 120 
Rose 1827 Scatter "neither very 128 

broad or narrow" 
Allston 1854 Strina 3 in. •? 

Sources: William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, LC; 
Hoff^s Commercial or City Almanac calculated for the States 
of Georgia and the Carolinas. and the Territories of East 
and West Florida (Charleston: J. Hoff); ̂  1 (April-
November, 1828):167-69, 215-23, 268-70, 309-11, 351-57, 409-
13, 456-59, 498-502; M 2 (June 1829):250; R.F.W. Allston, 
"Sea-Coast Crops of the South" DeBow^s Review 16 (1854):609. 

*Since the 1809, 1811-1813, 1815-1816, and 1822 editions of 
Hoff^s Almanac used the identical essay on rice cultivation 
when it recommended scatter planting, I assiome that all the 
issues between 1809-1822 ran the same article. 

In contrast, when string planting was used, seed 

placement was deliberate, uniform, and measured. Field 

hands walked along the trenches, stopping and depositing a 

rice seed every three inches, a distance planters employing 

this method deemed "not too thick" or near to one another. 
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Because a string sown field was precisely measured, a narrow 

trench would not have caused planters the same amount of 

concern regarding seed placement as scatter sowing did. 

Even so, string planting does not appear to have been the 

sowing method of choice among planters—at least not during 

the early decades of the century—for only two out of the 

nine planters responding to William Washington's 

questionnaire string planted. In twenty or thirty years 

time however, when a plantation's soil was less fertile, 

more planters may have switched to string planting their 

fields, as Allston was doing, in an effort to increase their 

crop yield via a larger number of rows."*® 

In addition to row widths, the type and size of a 

field's task-unit also contributed to variations in row 

nvunbers. Failure to take into account the different types 

of task acres and task-units utilized in rice cultivation, 

as well as their dimensional differences, could result in a 

miscalculation of the nvimber of rows slaves had to process. 

For example, like "sea-island" planters Munnerlyn and 

Goddard, Hugh Rose separated his rows by fourteen inches, 

but because the "tidewater" quarter-acre contained 3 0 less 

feet in width, a fourteen inch row on Rose's plantation 

yielded only 64 rows per quarter-acre compared to 

Munnerlyn's and Goddard's 90 rows. Unfortunately for his 

field hands, however, Rose used a half-acre as his basic 
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task-unit which meant that his hands worked a minimum of 128 

rows per task. In addition, each of those 128 rows was 45 

feet longer than those in a "sea-island" task-unit, a 

"minor" detail that only compounded the physical challenge— 

and burden—that these slaves faced each day as they labored 

to complete their tasks within a particular period of 

time."' 

Clearly, the number of rows per task-unit that field 

hands processed affected the length of time that they toiled 

each day, as well as the amount of energy they expended in 

order to finish their tasks early, on time, or by 

nightfall."** To underscore this point, consider the 

following. During the spring, as part of their routine for 

preparing the ground for another planting, slaves made "bold 

trenches" in all of the rice fields. Based on the data from 

table 3.3, the most common day's task for this assignment 

between 1800 and 1861 consisted of trenching three-quarters 

of an acre of land. If we assume, for the sake of argument, 

that each of the planters (except Claiborne) represented in 

table 3.4 agreed with this allotment, the actual differences 

in work burdens between field hands on the separate 

plantations would not have been limited to differentiations 

in task acre and task-unit measurements."' As table 3.6 

shows, field hands living on different plantations that used 
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Table 3.6 
Varying Work Loads for 

Trenching, 1827 

Planter 
Task 
Acre 

Task-
Unit 

# of Task-
Units Per 
Assignment 

Number of 
Rows Per 
Task-Unit 

Total # of 
Rows/Task 
Assignment 

Butler SI l/4a 3 70 210 
Darby SI l/4a 3 84 252 
Rowand SI l/4a 3 84 252 
Munnerlyn SI l/4a 3 90 270 
Small SI l/4a 3 90 270 
Goddard SI l/4a 3 90 270 

Watson TW l/2a 1.5 120 180 
Rose TW l/2a 1.5 128 192 
SI = "Sea-•Island" TW = "Tidewater" 

the same type of task acre and task-unit, and allocated the 

same number of task-units per job, could still have 

disparate work loads. 

On both the Butler and Goddard plantations, task 

assignments for prime field hands consisted of trenching 

three-quarters of a "sea-island" acre. While on the surface 

these jobs appear to have been identical, they were in fact 

different. Referring to table 3.6 we see that an enslaved 

woman on the Butler plantation trenched a total of 210 rows 

for her day's task while a field hand from the Goddard 

estate trenched 270 rows before her master's time work was 

completed. All other things being equal, the woman owned by 

Butler probably finished her task first because she had 60 

rows less to trench than the woman owned by Goddard. 

Similarly, the field hand owned by Rowand also had a better 
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chance of completing her task of trenching 252 rows before 

Goddard's hand finished her 270 rows. Of course, just 

because Rowand's field hand had a smaller number of rows to 

trench did not guarantee that she would finish her task 

earlier in the day than the other. With "only" an eighteen 

row differential to overcome, Goddard's field hand may have 

completed her work at the same time or even earlier than her 

counterpart on the Rowand plantation if she overexerted 

herself all day, took less time off at the meal break, 

and/or received assistance from others. But even if she 

overextended herself, it is unlikely that the Rowand field 

hand completed her task assignment in the same amount of 

time as the Butler field hand given their 60 row 

differential. 

As for the "tidewater" field hands, they too 

experienced disparate work burdens even though both groups 

labored under similar circumstances. Since the Watson hands 

had to trench 180 rows, twelve fewer than the Rose hands, 

they should have been able to complete their tasks sooner 

and with less effort. With fewer rows to trench than their 

"sea-island" peers, the Watson and Rose field hands would 

appear to have had been better positioned to finish their 

tasks first. But that advantage would have been tempered by 

the fact that each of their "tidewater" rows contained an 

extra forty-five feet in length.'" Clearly then. 
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characterizations regarding the ease or difficulty with 

which field hands completed their day's task need to account 

for more than the slaves' own levels of motivation and 

diligence. As we have seen, the ways in which planters 

divided their land and measured their assignments had 

significant and uneven affects on slaves' work loads. 

When it came time to plant, weed, or harvest the rice 

(and the provision crops) , the time required for a prime 

hand to finish his or her task depended in large measure on 

the following combination of interrelated factors: trench 

widths, sowing methods, row widths, number of rows per task-

unit, basic size and number of task-units per job, and task 

acre type. The authority to decide each of these factors 

belonged to the slaveownerSo no matter how eager she 

may have been to gain some extra own time, and no matter how 

hard she may have pushed herself to complete her task in 

less time than her master calculated, a field hand's desire 

and ability to complete her task early had to be tempered 

with how her master had fundamentally organized the 

plantation's land and quantified her task assignments. 

Seasonality 

The seasonal rhythms of agricultural labor also created 

periods of time when it proved more difficult for some field 

hands to acquire more—or any—own time. For instance, and 
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as previously shown, sowing technique largely determined the 

distances between rice plants. That distance is relevant to 

a discussion on labor inequities because it affected, on a 

seasonal and yearly basis, the speed with which a field hand 

could dispense with her day's work. 

Seed placement in a scatter planted field was the least 

precise, for all a sower using this method had to do was 

throw the seed on the ground. The imprecise nature of this 

work facilitated a slave's ability to finish this spring 

task within a desired time frame. During the summer 

however, a scatter planted field could have had just the 

opposite effect on the speed with which a field hand 

completed her hoeing work. If a sower had been less than 

careful—or less skilled than others—in planting a field, 

then the maturing rice stalks may have been spaced too 

irregularly and far apart from one another. For Thomas 

Goddard, this was the major drawback of this sowing method, 

for according to him, "where the seed is much scattered in 

the trenches, it is liable to be cut in hoeing, and it is 

more difficult to pick out the grass. Presumably, in the 

case of the latter, opportunistic grasses took advantage of 

the extra soil available to them by growing in a more 

abundant quantity than would otherwise have been possible. 

For the field hands, these irregular and broadly spaced 

plants compounded their work in two ways. First, it forced 



143 

them to hoe the ground more cautiously, and thus more 

slowly, to ensure that they did not cut and damage the 

maturing rice plants." Second, it meant that they had to 

spend more time at the task of removing grass from the 

fields. Given that each field was hoed up to three times, 

and grass infestation could greatly decrease the amount of 

land a man or woman could typically process in one day, 

field hands' summer work could easily have been more time-

consuming and unpleasant, considering the season's heat and 

humidity, in scatter planted fields. This would have been 

especially true for the field hand with one of the larger 

row assignments, for an irregularly planted field with 

widely spaced rice stalks could have added hours of work to 

her day if the owner, overseer, or slave driver did not 

alter the task to account for the extra labor. On the other 

hand, the same woman may have been able to dispense with her 

many row assignment more quickly if, in a particular year, 

the rice seed had been scattered with greater skill and 

precision (assuming of course, that her owner did not 

increase her task as a means of making up some of the 

difference). 

In contrast, the spring pace of work for slaves string 

planting would have been slower than those scatter planting 

due to the deliberate and measured nature of this sowing 

method. As a result, these field hands would have found it 
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more of a challenge to finish their tasks in the same amount 

of time as their peers who scatter planted. Of course, if a 

planter factored in the slower pace of work required for 

string sowing when he gave out assignments, then these 

slaves may have been able to complete their tasks in a 

similar amount of time as their scatter planting peers.^ 

Needless to say, there is no guarantee that all string 

sowers received this kind of consideration from their 

owners. On the other hand, summer hoeing work on string 

sown fields should have been expedited by unifoirmly and 

closely spaced rice plants that minimized the amount of open 

ground and weed growth. 

During the fall harvest, field hands could once again 

experience fluctuations in their ability to dispense with 

their day's task. Generally speaking, the more densely 

spaced a row of plants was, the longer it would take for a 

field hand to complete cutting that row. Accordingly, and 

all other things being equal, those field hands harvesting 

string sown fields would have taken longer to cut a row of 

rice than a hand harvesting a scatter planted field. The 

magnitude of this time discrepancy would have depended on 

the trench widths in each of the scatter-planted fields as 

well as the particular way in which a rice crop was 

harvested. When harvesting rice, some planters had their 

slaves cut, tie, and carry rice back to the yard in the same 
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day while others stretched the process out. In the latter 

case, field hands spent whole days cutting rice. After the 

rice had dried for a day or two, field hands tied it into 

sheaves and transported them back to the yard. Obviously 

then, the particular method a plantation used to harvest its 

rice crop influenced how a slave spent his or her day in the 

field during this season. For instance, a field hand on a 

plantation that cut rice stalks all day may have found her 

work more physically taxing, and therefore more difficult to 

complete, than someone who spent only half the day cutting 

and the remainder of the day tying stalks and carrying them 

to an awaiting flat or back to the yard. 

Enough information is known regarding six of the 

planters identified in table 3.3 under the category of 

"cutting only" to illustrate more clearly the disparities in 

slaves' harvest work loads. According to that data 

(compiled in table 3.7), field hands received task 

assignments that ranged from cutting one half to over an 

acre of rice each day." The amount of work this particular 

harvest task actually entailed and the discrepancy in work 

burdens for slaves across plantations are again more readily 

apparent when we consider, in conjunction with the number of 

rows each task-unit contained, the sowing method and trench 

widths used on each of these plantations. 

Of the five planters who used the scatter method, only 
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one, William Small, took into account the density of the 

rice stalks before he or his managers designated the day's 

task. Perhaps his consideration should not be surprising 

given that Small's trenches were only three to three and 

one-half inches wide, the narrowest of measurements usually 

Table 3.7 
Varying Work Loads for the 
"Cutting Only" Harvest Task 

Planter 
Sowing 
Method 

Task-
Unit & 
Task 
Acre 

# of 
Rows 
Per 
Task-
Unit 

Task 
Assign
ment 

Total # 
Rows Cut 
Per Task 
Assign
ment 

Butler Scatter l/4a 70 l/2a 140 
(1827) SI 

Small Scatter l/4a 90 l/2a^ 180 
(1827) SI 

l/4a 90 3/43-" 270 
SI 

Lowndes Scatter l/4a 82 l/2a 164 
(1802-22) TW 

Rose Scatter l/2a 128 3/4a 192 
(1827) TW 

Watson Scatter l/2a 120 >la >240 
(1827) TW 

Goddard String l/4a 90 l/2a 180 
fl8271 SI 
SI = "Sea-Island" TW = "Tidewater" 

'Small's field hands cut half an acre of rice per day if the 
crop grew in thick. 
^Small's field hands cut three-quarters an acre of rice per 
day if the crop grew in thin. 



reserved for those who string planted. When his rice grew 

in thickly (presiamably three inches apart) , Small gave his 

field hands the same task as the Butler slaves received: 

cut one half-acre of rice. Even with identical assignments, 

however, the actual labor burden for the field hands on 

these two plantations would not have been similar- Because 

the trenches on Butler's plantation were anywhere from one 

to three inches broader in width than Small's, the rice 

plants in Butler's trenches would have been more spread out. 

Consequently, Butler's hands should have been able to cut a 

row of rice more speedily than the Small slaves. Moreover, 

since Small divided his quarter-acre task-units into ninety 

rows compared to Butler's seventy, Small's slaves had to cut 

forty more rows of rice each day before they could gain any 

own time. If Small shared the Butler overseer's estimation 

that an average work day of ten hours was not "beyond the 

strength of the people," his field hands would have had to 

really exert themselves to complete their tasks within the 

same amount of time as the Butler slaves.^'' This is not to 

say that the Butler slaves easily finished their work or 

that in order to gain some extra own time for themselves, 

they wouldn't have had to push themselves. But with forty 

additional rows of more closely spaced rice to cut, the 

Small field hands were even more taxed. 

On the other hand, when his rice grew in less densely 



148 

(which could not have been too great a difference from his 

qualification of "thick" rice, given the fact that there was 

only a half inch difference between the two) , Small believed 

his hands could handle more acreage. In these instances, he 

assigned his hands an additional quarter of an acre of land 

to cut. When this occurred, Small's slaves cut a total of 

270 rows of rice to the Butler slaves' 140. Already 

staggering, this 130 row differential would have been even 

more significant if, since Butler did not distinguish 

between plant density, his rice stalks had been farther, 

rather than closer, apart. Then, his slaves should have 

been able to dispense with their 140 rows of rice in even 

less time while the men and women on Small's plantation 

toiled with almost double that amount. 

Unlike the planters Butler and Small, Hugh Rose and A. 

Watson used the "tidewater" half-acre as their standard 

task-unit. Although we do not know the exact widths for the 

trenches on their plantations (see table 3.5), they must 

have been close in measurement for there was only an eight-

row differential between the two. Because of the 

differences in their respective task assignments, however, 

the similarities in sowing method, task acre model, and 

basic task-unit size employed by these two planters were not 

enough to maintain a low row differential between the two 

plantations. Where Rose designated his field hands the task 
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of cutting three-quarters of an acre of rice, Watson made 

his hands cut more than one acre of rice. With 128 rows to 

the task-unit, Rose's slaves did not leave the fields until 

they each had cut 192 rows of rice. Obviously, these field 

hands had to expend more energy each day to finish their 

tasks than the Butler or Small hands who had a day's total 

of 140 or 180 rows of rice to cut that were also forty-five 

feet shorter in length. Even so, Rose's field hands still 

had a better lot than the women and men owned by Watson. At 

120 rows to the "tidewater" half-acre and making no 

distinction between density of the rice crop, Watson pushed 

his field hands hard, requiring them to cut at least 240 

rows of rice—one hundred more than the Butler slaves, and 

with each row an additional 45 feet longer as well—before 

they could realize any own time for themselves. 

As arduous as this many row assignment was, in some 

years, Watson's field hands may have been able to complete 

it in less time than in others. This was because they 

labored in scatter planted fields. Given scattering's 

imprecise seed placement, slaves' work burdens in these 

types of fields would more than likely have varied from year 

to year depending on the spacing of each incoming crop. In 

contrast, the work loads of women and men laboring in string 

planted fields, although still subject to seasonal 

fluctuations, were probably more consistent from year to 
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year because presumably, the rice plants in these fields 

would have been more predictably and uniformly spaced. 

A more obvious seasonal barrier to slaves' acquiring 

own time occurred during the rice harvest when some planters 

forsook their use of the task system altogether. For 

example, Georgetown rice planter J. Motte Alston used the 

task system throughout much of the year, but resorted to 

gang labor during the autumn. According to Alston, "there 

could be no task" during the harvest. Rather, "from the 

time the harvest began, about the end of August, till it was 

over—say from five to seven weeks, Sunday excepted—there 

was continual work, from sun rise till late in the evening." 

In his memoirs, Robert Mallard also recalled that on his 

father's Liberty County, Georgia plantation, field hands 

worked by the task during the "large part of spring and 

summer," but not during the harvest." Nor was Joseph 

LeCount, another Liberty County planter, consistent in his 

use of the task system. According to the testimony of two 

former slaves, LeCount "worked his men sometimes by the task 

[and] also by day work."^* Although even with a herculean 

effort, some slaves' opportunity to earn own time in a task 

system may have been severely limited, the illusion of own 

time may have been more heartening than the truth. 

The outright abandonment of task labor on some rice 

plantations during the harvest can be attributed to the 
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pressures of time and weather. Owners, or their managerial 

staff, pushed the hands to quickly cut, tie, and carry acre 

after acre of rice back to the plantation yard to prevent 

the grains from fully ripening on the stalk.In addition, 

the rice harvest coincided with the region's hurricane 

season. Planters and their hands kept their eyes on the sky 

as the slaves raced to get themselves, and their sheaves of 

rice, back to the yard before threatening rains and gale 

winds claimed any lives or destroyed part or all of the 

year's crop.®° 

Even when we know that on a particular plantation the 

task system was used for the entire year, work routines 

could still be disrupted in ways that created additional 

challenges to those field hands desiring more own time. For 

instance, during the spring planting and fall harvest, 

planters sometimes substituted team or collective task work 

for individual task work.®' When this occurred, field hands 

no longer had only their own abilities and desires to 

consider as they labored to finish their work, for 

completion of a task became dependent on the abilities and 

desires of their teammates as well. While the social 

aspects of collective work may have been welcomed by the 

field hands, the interdependency between laborers that such 

work created may have hampered the ability of some to 

complete their task more quickly. Conversely, pressure to 
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hurry may have pushed some hands to work at a more strenuous 

pace than they would otherwise have done.® 

Public road work provides another example of a seasonal 

obstacle to slave attainment of more own time. And unlike 

the others, this particular hindrance to own time was 

largely gendered in nature.® Every year, slaveowners were 

required by law to submit the names of all of their able-

bodied male hands between the ages of sixteen and fifty for 

work on the construction and maintenance of public roads in 

their respective counties. Road work usually occurred 

during the "slack" time of late summer just prior to the 

harvest when rice fields were covered with the lay-by 

flow." The length of service varied from just one day to 

as many as six; and because they were often miles away from 

their own plantations, the men did not necessarily return to 

their own quarters until either late at night or when their 

service was completed. While laboring on the roads, slave 

men worked in gangs under the supervision of an overseer for 

long hours in hot and humid weather. The combination of 

gang labor away from home ensured that the men assigned to 

public road work would be unable to enjoy much or any own 

time for the duration of their service.®^ 

Slave men did not necessarily forfeit up to a week of 

their own time each year, however. Minutes from the 

meetings of the South Carolina Commissioners of the High 
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Roads and the correspondence of planters and overseers are 

replete with evidence of planter noncompliance with this 

law. Slaveowners and overseers frequently complained about 

the ill-effects this hard work had on the health of their 

slaves, not to mention the possibility it afforded slaves to 

run-away. As a result, rather than send their male slaves 

out to work on the roads, those planters who could afford to 

sometimes chose instead to pay a fine that ranged from fifty 

cents to two dollars per day for each slave withheld from 

service.®' For the most part, slave men would probably have 

been pleased with their owners' decisions not to comply with 

a law that forced them to perform laborious, nontasked work 

at a time when their typical workloads at home might have 

been temporarily eased. 

Work conditions did not necessarily remain unchanged 

for the slave women left behind on the plantations, either. 

Even though public road work typically coincided with the 

lay-by flow period, exceptions did occur. For the women (as 

well as the master, overseer, and slave drivers), the worst 

situation would have been to have to begin the harvest while 

the men were still away. This would have been especially 

true on those plantations where the men made up a 

significant minority, if not majority, of the field hands. 

Given the time and weather pressures associated with the 

rice harvest at this time of year, overseers would not have 



154 

hesitated in using their predicament to justify an increase 

in the plantation's usual task schedule. 

Such a situation occurred on the Butler's Island rice 

plantation in 1830. In a letter to his employer, overseer 

Roswell King, Jr. reported on the start of the rice harvest: 

"with the force at home, cut 23 acres our primest hands 

being absent on the Roads [for almost one week already]. 

[H]ad they been all at home should not have cut much 

more."" King's closing remark that a full force of hands 

would not have cut too many more acres may have been an 

exaggeration to mollify the Butlers who certainly would have 

been upset to learn that compliance with the public road 

work law had jeopardized their rice crop. Still, King's 

comment suggests that in order to make-up for the absent 

hands, he increased the work loads of those field hands at 

home. Such an increase could have negatively affected 

slaves' opportunities for more own time in three ways. 

First and most obvious, a larger task lengthened the amount 

of time required for a field hand to complete her task. 

Consequently, she would have had less time for herself when 

she finally did finish for the day. Second, with their male 

family members or friends absent, there would have been 

fewer people available to provide assistance to those 

individuals who may have needed it. Third, because they 

themselves were all being overtasked, a field hand may not 
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have had the time or energy after she completed her task to 

assist her peers as she might have done in another 

situation. 

Finally, completing "before-day work" was yet another 

obstacle slaves periodically needed to overcome in order to 

gain own time. Unlike the others, before-day work was not 

specifically linked to any particular season. The 

assignment of before-day work meant that a field hand was 

compelled to work at an assigned job until daylight, after 

which they than began work on their day's regular task. For 

instance, on William Lowndes' plantation, "when grinding 

only before day," a full-task hand, with the help of a 

partially-rated hand, ground by machine six and one-half 

bushels of rice. When the same work was done by hand, the 

before-day task for a prime male was to pound one and a half 

bushels of rice while a prime female pounded one bushel.®* 

It is difficult to determine just how common before-day 

work was. Roswell King, Jr. used it only as a form of 

punishment while B. McBride, who thought that "good day 

light will be quite time enough to commence the labour of 

the day," did not assign it at all.®' A variation of 

before-day work, however, seems to have been frequently 

used. To meet planting or harvesting deadlines, or to 

remedy adverse field conditions, planters and their managers 

sometimes gave slaves extra work to do before their regular 
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tasks. In these instances, however, slaves did not 

necessarily begin their work before dawn, for work in the 

rice fields required light. Rather, they started work at 

the usual time but remained in the fields for a greater 

proportion of the day in order to finish both assignments. 

Complaints by T.W. Peyre, chairman of the Black Oak 

Agricultural Society, suggests that the policy of allocating 

this type of work was both common and controversial. During 

an August 1847 organizational meeting, Peyre rebuked his 

cohorts for their "very fallacious practice" of 

overplanting. According to Peyre, fields overrun with grass 

were one of the "evils incident to overplanting." When 

these conditions existed, "the negroes are kept there the 

whole day, & sometimes have to complete it the next morning, 

before taking their task for that day."™ Not willing to 

let the matter rest, Peyre reminded his audience of how 

their actions hurt both their slaves and their crops: 

Being at last wearied & worn with fatigue, they either 
feign sickness, or are actually made so by it, & a long 
Dr's bill is the consequence. They are, moreover, more 
exposed to weather, because there is greater need that 
no time should be lost; & the difficulties & evils 
multiply with each new case of sickness, until the crop 
is at last materially injured, or entirely lost.^' 

As an impediment to slaves' acquiring own time, before-day 

work (or a variation thereof) obviously extended slaves' 

master's time labor. In addition, the extra work depleted 

slaves of important energy and stamina that they needed to 
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regularly complete their day's task as well as stave off 

illness. 

Seasonally then, field hands could expect their 

opportunities for more own time to be uneven. For those 

living on plantations that resorted to gang labor during the 

harvest, autiamn proved by far to be the most pernicious 

season of the year. For five to seven weeks, field hands 

not only lost their opportunities for daylight own time, 

they also could not count on having much evening time to 

themselves either. Exhausted from their hours of strenuous 

labor, men and women probably retired to their beds as soon 

after returning to their quarters as was possible. Although 

much shorter in duration, the disruptions to own time caused 

by late summer public road work requirements probably 

affected the largest number of slaves. Moreover, for the 

unfortunate male hands (and their families) who lost time to 

public road work, only to return home to face weeks of more 

gang labor during the harvest, this time of year could only 

have been dreaded. On the other hand, the winter season 

with its shorter number of daylight hours, meant that slaves 

would be spending less time in the fields laboring for their 

masters.'^ Planters such as James Sparkman acknowledged as 

much when he reported that he calculated for a shorter 

workday for his hands during the winter as compared to the 

other seasons of the year. As a result, field hands' 
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opportunities for ovm time should have been at their best 

during the winter months. 

Conclusion 

In light of what we now know, the impression conveyed 

by Charles Lyell at the beginning of this chapter—that in a 

task system, field hands themselves largely determined how 

long they labored each day for their masters—seems highly 

romanticized and naive. It should come as no surprise that 

rice planters stacked the "production deck" in their favor. 

All their actions—the calculations for the length and 

quantity of a day's task, the decisions regarding how to 

survey their land, and the seasonal variations in the use of 

task labor—were aimed at the common goal of extracting as 

much labor as possible from their slaves without unduly 

harming their health or provoking widespread unrest. 

Indeed, as we learned from William Black's experience, 

overseers incurred their employers' disapproval and 

jeopardized their jobs if too many slaves finished their 

tasks too early in the day too often. 

Aside from exposing some of the less obvious obstacles 

field hands faced in their quest for a measure of autonomy, 

this examination of the fundamental ways in which rice 

planters structured work time, organized their land, and 

grew rice underscores the complexities of an exploitative 
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labor system often depicted in more favorable and homogenous 

terms. Task labor had three distinctive features that 

distinguished it from gang labor: a defined task (or quota 

of work), an open-ended quitting time, and an opportunity 

for some daily own time. It is not surprising that initial 

interpretations of the task system emphasized these broad 

aspects that afforded slaves opportunities not typically 

found on nineteenth-century Southern plantations. But by 

doing so, historians not only downplayed the harsh realities 

inherent in this slave labor system, they also missed 

detecting the degree of inequality in slave work burdens. 

For while tasks were clearly defined, they were neither 

uniformly measured nor of the same kind across plantations. 

Similarly, though quitting times may have been more open-

ended, slaves' departure times from the fields did not go 

unnoticed or uncontested, as is evident from the actions of 

planters like John Milliken and George Kollock. 

Furthermore, the opportunity for own time that the task 

system offered slaves, and for which it is so often lauded, 

really came down to the choice for slaves to either work 

hard or harder. 

So even though a field hand may have wished to finish 

her task early, we now know that her chances for success, no 

matter how motivated she might have been, did not depend 

solely on her own efforts. While her level of motivation 
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was an important element in determining when she completed 

her work, the field hand also had to factor in the size and 

type of her assignment, the field's soil quality and 

condition, the density of rice plants, and the number of 

rows each assignment consisted of. In addition to these 

structural considerations, the same field hand could also 

have had to contend with one or more of the work disruptions 

that occurred on a more episodic and less predictable basis. 

Although not uniformly adhered to from one plantation to 

another, or from one year to another, as in the case of 

public road work, all these factors could easily have 

frustrated slaves' ability to minimize the amount of time 

and energy they expended while laboring directly for their 

masters. 

In light of the evidence presented, we need to rethink 

two distinctions often made between task and gang labor. 

First, differences between task and gang labor, at least 

with respect to work load and slaves' control over the pace 

of their work day, were less pronounced than previously 

thought. Like their peers in a gang system, field hands 

working in a task regime labored strenuously under coercive 

conditions. While tasking afforded them more flexibility in 

how their day might be structured, master's work still 

dominated their daylight hours. The possibilities for daily 

own time that a task system provided slaves notwithstanding. 
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it is evident that to have gained such time was neither 

easy, routine, nor simply a matter of slaves' motivation. 

Second, like gang labor, the task system was an oppressive 

regime open to much manipulation by rice planters. Indeed, 

the long-term trajectory suggests greater slaveowner control 

and more burdensome workloads for field hands. Given these 

features and all the aforementioned obstacles, it is 

testimony to slaves' tenacity, work strategies, and 

cooperative ethos that they succeeded to the extent that 

they did in gaining a measure of time on weekdays and 

weekends for themselves. 
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Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas," in Berlin and 
Morgan, eds., Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the Shaping 
of Slave Life in the Americas (Charlottesville: University 
Press of Virginia, 1993 ), 14-16; and Leslie Ann Schwalm, 
"The Meaning of Freedom: African-American Women and Their 
Transition From Slavery to Freedom in Lowcountry South 
Carolina," (Ph.D. diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison, 
1991), 58, 369. 

4.Roswell King, Jr. to Thomas Butler, 28 November 1830, 
Butler Papers (Box 4, Folder 18), Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania (hereafter HSP), Philadelphia, PA; Cheryll Ann 
Cody, "Slave Demography and Family Formation: A Community 
Study of the Ball Family Plantations, 1720-1896" (Ph.D. 
diss.. University of Minnesota, 1982), 80; P.C. Weston, 
"Management of a Southern Plantation," DeBow's Review. 22 
(1857): 39; James O. Breeden, ed., Advice Among Masters: The 
Ideal in Slave Management in the Old South (Westport, Conn.: 
Greenwood Press, 1980), 69, 74; James R. Sparkman to 
Benjamin Allston, 10 March 1858 in J.H. Easterby, ed., The 
South Carolina Rice Plantation As Revealed in the Papers of 
Robert F.W. Allston (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1945), 346; and Eugene D. Genovese, Roll. Jordan. Roll: The 
World The Slaves Made (New York: Vintage Books, 1976), 61. 

5.R. King, Jr., "On the Management of the Butler Estate, and 
the Cultivation of the Sugar Cane," Southern Agriculturalist 
1 (December 1828):525 (hereafter ̂ ); Duncan C. Heyward, 
Seed From Madagascar (Chapel Hill: University of North 
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Carolina Press, 1937), 107; George J. Kollock Plantation 
Journals, 1837-1861, Series 2, Vol. 5, Southern Historical 
Collection (hereafter SHC), Chapel Hill, North Carolina; 
Weston, "Management of a Southern Plantation," 40; and Basil 
Hall, Travels in North America, in the Years 1827 and 1828. 
vol. 3 (Edinburgh: Cadell and Co., 1829; reprint, Graz, 
Austria: Akademische Druck-U. Verlagsanstalt, 1964), 179. 

6.Kollock Plantation Journals, 1837-1861, Series 2, Vol. 5, 
SHC; and Armstrong, "From Task Labor," 434. During the 
antebellum period, planters and slaves commonly referred to 
the midday meal as dinner. 

7.Upcountry cotton planter James Henry Hammond was an 
exception to this rule. As a critic of the task system, 
Hammond noted that slaves often strained themselves in order 
to finish their tasks by three or four o'clock in the 
afternoon. Whatever their method, Hammond did not want his 
slaves finishing their tasks by 4 p.m. Drew G. Faust, 
"Culture, Conflict, and Community: The Meaning of Power on 
an Ante-Bellum Plantation," Journal of Social History 14 
(1980), 86. 

8.Field hands also recognized that they needed to exert 
themselves to finish before late afternoon or even sundown. 
In a deposition to government officials, former slave Albert 
Wilson recalled that "if I was smart I would get through [my 
task] an hour and half or two hours before sun down." 
Similarly, freedman Harry Ripley testified that "[e]veryone 
who was industrious" "could gain" time to work for 
themselves. See claimant's deposition, claim of Albert 
Wilson, 9 March 1874, SCC; and claimant's deposition, claim 
of Harry Ripley, 9 March 1874, SCC. 

9.Even when the sources do identify the season of the year, 
historians have not always made that distinction when 
discussing how long slaves worked in the fields. For 
instance, when identifying some of the merits of the task 
system, Julia Floyd Smith draws on contemporary travelers' 
accounts that note the early quitting times of the field 
hands. One of the travelers, Charles Lyell, wrote that the 
slaves "begin work at six o'clock in the morning, have an 
hour's rest at nine for breakfast, and many have finished 
their assigned task by two o'clock, all of them by three 
o'clock." Smith fails to note that Lyell's comments are 
based on observations made of field hands at work during the 
month of January (1846), when the shortened day and tasks 
made an earlier quitting time more possible than during the 
summer months. Smith, Slavery and Rice Culture in Low 



Country Georgia 1750-1860 (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1985), 61. Albeit briefly, Betty Wood 
notes that season of the year was one of several factors 
that influenced how much own time field hands could accrue. 
Wood, Women^s Work. Men^s Work; The Informal Slave 
Economies of Lowcountrv Georgia (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1995), 21. 

10.Gov. R.F.W. Allston, "Notes on the Management of a 
Southern Rice Estate," DeBow^s Review 24 (1858):324; A. 
Watson, "Queries on the Culture of Rice," ̂  1 (June 1828); 
270; Doar, Rice and Rice Planting. 33; and Lane, Rambler in 
Georgia. 197. 

11.Emphasis added. Weston, "Management of a Southern 
Plantation," 40; and Easterby, South Carolina Rice 
Plantation. 
346. 

12.John B. Milliken Plantation Journals, 25 January 1854, 
Charleston District, South Carolina, Series B, Reel 8, 
Records of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations from the 
Revolution through the Civil War. Kenneth Stamp, ed. 

13.Kollock's displeasure with Black is all the more 
significant when you consider how difficult it was for him 
to either find or keep competent overseers. From 1849 to 
1861, Kollock hired eight different men to be the overseer 
on his Ossabow Island plantation (property he purchased 
after selling Rosedew in 1848). Of these eight men, only 
two remained on the job for as long as three years. 
Compared to his peers then. Black's six years as overseer at 
Rosedew was indeed a significant tenure. See Kollock 
Plantation Journals, 1837-1861, Series 2-4, SHC. 

14.Emphasis added. William Black to George Kollock, 2 3 July 
1847. This letter is in the possession of Catharine 
(Kollock) Thoroman, Clarkesville, Georgia. I would like to 
thank John Campbell for sharing his copies of these letters 
with me. The Kollocks used the task system to organize 
their slaves to produce long-staple cotton. 

15.In 1847, George Kollock owned approximately 47 adult 
slaves (and 20 children). John Campbell, "Work, Pregnancy, 
and Infant Mortality among Southern Slaves," Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History 14 (Spring 1984);796. 
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16.For two reasons, the rice planter who Frederick Law 
Olmstead visited in 1853 would more than likely not have 
been upset by Olmstead's observation that "the more 
industrious and active hands finish [their tasks] often by 
two o'clock." First, Olmstead's visit to the rice 
plantation occurred during February. Given the shorter days 
of winter, a two o'clock quitting time was not all that 
early. Second, and more importantly, Olmstead's 
qualification that he saw "one or two leaving the field soon 
after one o'clock, several about two; and between three and 
four, ... a dozen women and several men coming home to 
their cabins" suggests that even during the winter, most 
field hands needed the majority of daylight hours to 
complete their tasks. Frederick Law Olmstead, A Journey in 
the Seaboard Slave States. With Remarks On Their Economy 
(New York: Dix & Edwards, 1856), 435. 

17.Given Kollock's negative reaction to his field hands 
leaving the fields at one and two o'clock, the postbellum 
comments of former rice planter D.E. Huger Smith ring false. 
According to Smith, "it was seldom that any negro stayed in 
the field up to two o'clock, and most would have completed a 
day's work by one P.M." Smith and Sass, A Carolina Rice 
Plantation. 70. 

18.Emphasis added in both quotations. Hall, Travels in 
North America. 180; and L.A. Chamerovzow, ed., Slave Life in 
Georgia: A Narrative of the Life of John Brown (London: np, 
1855; reprint, Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 
1971), 194. 

19.As used during the nineteenth century, the word "task" 
had two different meanings. The first was as a unit of 
labor; the second was as a unit of land that most often 
measured one-quarter of an acre or 105 square feet. See 
Morgan, "Work and Culture," 581-82. For example, when a 
slave was assigned the task of hoeing one-half of an acre of 
land, her day's task (or assignment) consisted of hoeing two 
tasks (or task-units) of land. 

20.See table 3.3. 

21.Morgan, "Work and Culture," 566, 575. 

22.There has been some confusion among historians on the 
subject of task acres. In 1918, U.B. Phillips noted that 
"the task acre [on rice plantations] was commonly not a 
square of 210 feet [as typically used on sea-island cotton 
plantations], but a rectangle 300 feet long and 150 feet 
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broad." More recently, Philip Morgan has written that "sea-
island cotton had its own task-acre as distinct from the 
task-acre utilized in tidewater rice culture [referred to by 
me as the "sea-island" and "tidewater" task acres, respec
tively]." Such a statement suggests that nineteenth-century 
rice planters exclusively used the "tidewater" task acre. 
Morgan seems to have based his findings on an 1854 article 
written by R.F.W. Allston which stated that "practical 
[rice] planters" used a half-acre field measuring 150 feet 
square. Although Allston did not claim that all rice plant
ers were practical, Morgan seems to have made that assump
tion. But as will be made clear in the text, rice planters 
did not exclusively use the "tidewater" task acre. In fact, 
the data presented in table 3.2 suggest that even Phillips 
had it wrong when he stated that the "tidewater" measure of 
300' X 150' was the more commonly used task acre among rice 
planters, for they appear to have selected the "sea-island" 
task acre more often than the other. Phillips, U.B., Ameri
can Negro Slavery (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1918; 
reprint. New York: D. Appleton-Century Company, Inc., 
1940), 247-48; Morgan, "Work and Culture," 582-83 and n. 73, 
577; Allston, "Sea-Coast Crops of the South," DeBow's 
Review 16 (1854): 596, 609. 

23.The "sea-island" task acre predates the "tidewater" task 
acre. The 105 foot square quarter-acre was the standard 
measurement used on lowcountry plantations during the mid-
eighteenth century. The origins of the "tidewater" task 
acre are associated with the post-Revolutionary transition 
in rice production from inland swamp to tidal irrigation. 
Since tidal cultivation reduced the onerous siammer hoeing 
requirements for field hands, planters began increasing 
their task-unit sizes to 150 foot square half-acres to 
maintain or increase their slaves' work loads. Morgan, 
"Work and Culture," 577 and 577n. On the transition from 
inland swamp to tidal cultivation, see chapter one of this 
dissertation; Joyce Chaplin, An Anxious Pursuit; 
Agricultural Innovation and Modernity in the Lower South. 
1730-1815 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1993) , 228-250; and Sam B. Hilliard, "Antebellum Tidewater 
Rice Culture in South Carolina and Georgia," in James R. 
Gibson, ed., European Settlement and Development in North 
America; Essays on Geographical Change in Honour and Memory 
of Andrew Hill Clark (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1978), 91-115. 

24.1 first began to question the view that rice planters 
used a distinct task acre when I came across a number of 
planters whose quarter or half-acre fields contained an 
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unequal number of rows in spite of the fact that they 
measured the widths of each row similarly. Knowing that 
field hands made each row with precision, for they used 
measured stakes to guide them, I did not believe the 
differences resulted from carelessness. To determine if in 
fact rice planters used their own task acre, I took each of 
the acre measurements that Allston claimed were used 
exclusively by rice and sea-island cotton planters (300x150 
feet and 210 square feet, respectively) and broke them down 
into their respective quarter and half-acre units. Next, I 
calculated the varying number of rows each task-unit would 
contain with an eleven, twelve, thirteen, etc. inch row 
width (see below). I then matched the row width and number 
of total rows cited by the planters in table 3.2 to the 
appropriate column. In all cases but one (which was not 
included in the table), the data fit one of the categories. 

Row Width 
# Rows 
SI l/4a 

# Rows 
SI l/2a 

# Rows 
TW l/4a 

# Rows 
TW l/2a 

11" 114 229 82 164 
12" 105 210 75 150 
13" 97 194 69 138 
14" 90 180 64 128 
15" 84 168 60 120 
16" 79 157 56 112 
17" 74 148 53 106 
18" 70 140 50 100 
19" 66 133 47 95 
20" 63 126 45 90 

SI = "Sea-
a = acre 

•Island" Task Acre TW = "Tidewater" Task Acre 

25.Although infrequently, planters did decrease task 
assignments. Albert V. House failed to recognize this when 
he wrote that the standard quarter-acre task (he refers to 
the "sea-island" quarter-acre here), "might be increased 
under stress to meet a planting or harvesting schedule but 
not decreased." Albert V. House, ed., Planter Management 
and Capitalism in Ante-Bellum Georgia: The Journal of Hugh 
Eraser Grant. Ricegrower (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1954), 54. 

26.William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, Library of 
Congress (hereafter LC), Washington, D.C. 
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27.1 am grateful to John Campbell for helping me to clarify 
this point. 

28.Black Oak Agricultural Society Minutes, 1842-1862 
(typescript), 27 August 1847, pp. 60-64, South Carolina 
Historical Society (hereafter SCHS), Charleston, SC. 

29.Weston, "Management of a Southern Plantation," DeBow^s 
Review 22 (January 1857):40. 

30.Morgan, "Work and Culture," 575. For additional evidence 
of Morgan's view that tasks were largely standardized across 
the lowcountry, see ibid., 570-71. 

31.Emphasis in the original. Quotation from Morgan, "Work 
and Culture," 578. For an analysis of the struggle over the 
labor process between planters and field hands to which 
Holland alludes, see chapter five in this dissertation. 

32.For examples of other historians who support the view of 
standardized tasks, see Wood, Women's Work. Men's Work. 
1995), 14-15; Strickland, "Traditional Culture and Moral 
Economy," 145; Joyner, Remember Me; Slave Life in Coastal 
Georgia (Atlanta: Georgia Humanities Council, 1989), 9-10; 

^ James M. Clifton, "The Rice Driver: His Role in Slave 
i Management," South Carolina Historical Magazine 82 (Oct 
I 1981): 336; House, Planter Management. 54; and Berlin, 
5 "Time, Space, and the Evolution of Afro-American Society," 
i 66n. 

1 33.1 say "probably" here because it is not possible to 
• determine from the records what type of sowing method these 
I field hands used. As will be discussed later in the 

chapter, planters or their managers ordered field hands to 
I plant rice seed by either the scatter or string method. 
, Because string planting required more precision, it took a 
[ longer time for slaves using this method to sow their 
I allotment of seed. The different time requirements needed 
{ for these two sowing techniques is the most likely 
! explanation for the wide range in assignments recorded for 
I this activity in table 3.3. 

34.For a copy of the seventeen questions that Washington 
submitted to the various rice planters, see William 
Washington, "Queries on the Culture of Rice," ̂  (April 
1828):166. In addition to the men who responded to 
Washington, the responses of one other planter, James C. 
Darby, are included in table 3.3. Darby's letter, written 
in 1827, was published posthumously in 1829. 
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35.The planter Claiborne did not provide enough information 
to make a determination as to what type of task acre he 
used. Although his measurements do not conform exactly to 
either the "sea-island" or the "tidewater" model, they most 
closely match the dimensions of the "sea-island" task acre. 

36.There has been little discussion among historians of the 
task system on the issue of whether or not there was a 
standard number of rows per task-unit. Thus far, the 
scholars who have commented on the subject include Philip 
Morgan and Joyce Chaplin. Morgan states that during the 
eighteenth century, "eighty rows to a task was considered 
the usual niomber." Although implying a row number standard, 
Morgan does not explicitly argue for one. For the 
nineteenth century, variations in the number of rows per 
task-unit appear to have been the norm despite Chaplin's 
statement that "each square contained trenches that could 
also be counted off into a task, seventy-eight at a time." 
Moreover, if we use rows per task as a measure, the evidence 
suggests that slaves' work loads were becoming more 
demanding in the nineteenth century. For instance, planters 
Paul Hamilton and William Lowndes used 65-70 and 72 rows 
respectively per task in the first decades of the nineteenth 
century. Moreover, the Hoff's Almanac and the Middlebrook's 
Almanack. using the same article for the years spanning 
1809-1822, listed 72-75 rows per task as the recommended 
allotment. But as early as 1827, planters exceeded these 
amounts by ten to twenty-five rows (see table 3.4). Morgan, 
"The Development of Slave Culture in Eighteenth Century 
Plantation America" (Ph.D. diss.. University College London, 
1977), 83; Joyce E. Chaplin, An Anxious Pursuit; 
Agricultural Innovation and Modernitv in the Lower South. 
1730-1815 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1993), 269; William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, LC; 
Hoff's Commercial or Citv Almanac calculated for the States 
of Georgia and the Carolinas. and the Territories of East 
and West Florida (Charleston: J. Hoff, 1809, 1811, 1812, 
1813, 1815, 1816, 1822), South Caroliniana Library 
(hereafter SCL), Columbia; and Middlebrook's Almanack. For 
Georgia and the Carolina's. 1811-1816, 1822 (n.p.), SCL. 

37.The number of rows per task-unit varied even more than 
the numbers suggest in table 3.4. Documents from the Mackay 
and Stiles Family Papers for their Savannah River rice 
plantations in 1814 record 78 rows per quarter-acre. 
Moreover, in her work on agricultural innovation in the 
lower South, Joyce Chaplin states that: "Around the turn of 
the century, rice field tasks took on firm and predictable 
characteristics .... each square contained trenches that 
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could also be counted off into a task, seventy-eight at a 
time." Mackay and Stiles Family Papers, Reel 6, Series J, 
Part IV, Records of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations From 
the Revolution Through the Civil War, ed., Kenneth M. Stampp 
(University Publications of America); and Chaplin, An 
Anxious Pursuit. 269. 

38.Of course, exceptions did occur, most typically in those 
plots of land that bordered a river or other type of 
waterway. Fields directly adjacent to rivers could not 
necessarily be measured into precise squares or rectangles. 
In these instances, row lengths could deviate. As an 
example, see the illustration of one rice plantation's 
fields in Doar, Rice and Rice Planting. 28. 

39.Charles Munnerlyn, "Queries," ̂  l (May 1828):217; T.F. 
Goddard, "Queries," ̂  1 (November 1828):499; and Charles E. 
Rowand, "Queries," ̂  l (August 1828):354. 

40.Topographical considerations notwithstanding, however, 
row lengths more times than not probably did conform to the 
standard measurements of whichever task acre and task-unit 
they derived from. I say this for two reasons. First, in 
all the discussions among planters on the ways in which to 
grow rice, there is an absence of questions or conversation 
regarding the topic of row lengths. Even in his 
questionnaire, William Washington asks planters only about 
row widths, not about row lengths. I assume from this that 
row lengths were largely standardized at either 105 or 150 
feet, depending on the type of task acre being utilized. 
Second, in those instances when row lengths were mentioned, 
measurements of either 105 or 150 feet were the two 
measurements identified. Even the compass (one-sixteenth of 
an acre), an uncommonly used unit of land, measured 5 feet 
in width and 150 feet in length. For example, during the 
1840s, one planter ordered his hands to hoe 20 compasses 
(the equivalent of 1-1/4 "tidewater" acres) of land as their 
day's task for a rice field's third hoeing. Phillips, 
American Neoro Slavery. 247-48; and Morgan, "Work and 
Culture," 570-71. 

41.William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, LC; Butler, 
"Queries," ̂  1 (September 1828):410; Small, "Queries," ̂  1 
(October 1828):456; Joshua John Ward, "Report on Rice 
Culture," DeBow^s Review 12 (1852);297; and Allston, "Sea-
Coast Crops," DeBow's Review 16 (1854);609. In his treatise 
on Southern agriculture, Lewis Gray underestimated the 
variation in trench widths when he noted that they were only 
three to four inches wide. Gray, History of Agriculture. 
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II, 727. 

42.Allston, "Sea-Coast Crops," DeBow^s Review 16 (1854):609. 

43.According to Lewis Gray, scatter planting was also used 
by those planters who chose the open-trench method of sowing 
rice seed. For more information on the open-trench sowing 
method, see chapter one of this dissertation. Gray, History 
of Agriculture. II, 728. 

44."Queries," ̂  1 (1828):268, 310, 354, 410; and Gray, 
History of Agriculture. II, 728. 

45.Munnerlyn, "Queries," ̂  1 (May 1828):217; Allston, "Best 
Mode of Curing and Milling Rice," DeBow^s Review 12 
(1852):298; and Allston, "The Rice Plant," DeBow^s Review 12 
(1852):296. 

46.M 1 (April-November, 1828):167-69, 215-23, 268-70, 309-
11, 351-57, 409-13, 456-59, 498-502; M 2 (June 1829):250; 
and Allston, "Sea-Coast Crops," DeBow^s Review 16 
(1854):609. Also, see table 3.7. 

47.The psychological weariness these work loads must have 
created for field hands is suggested by the words of Sara 
Brooks. In her autobiographical narrative, Brooks recalled 
what it felt like as a young girl in the early twentieth 
century to look up mid-day from her field work on her 
father's Alabama farm and see how much of a row she had left 
to hoe: "It was awful to look from one end of the row to 
the other after the sun gets hot. . . . when it was hot in 
the day and the devils would be showing, the rows were LONG-
-they were SO LONG! I'm tellin you, I didn't like thati" 
Emphasis in the original. Assuming that the rows Brooks 
hoed were 105 feet in length, rice slaves who hoed rows 150 
feet in length surely must have had similar thoughts. 
Thordis Simonsen, ed., You May Plow Here: The Narrative of 
Sara Brooks (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1986), 36. 

48.Although both Philip Morgan and Lewis Gray noted that 
planters used different measurements for their rows (16" to 
18" and 13" to 15" respectively), neither identified nor 
discussed how these differences would have quantitatively 
affected field hands' labor. Morgan, "Development of Slave 
Culture," 83; and Gray, History of Agriculture. II, 7 27. 

49.Ward, "Report on Rice Culture," DeBow's Review 12 
(1852) '.291. William Washington's questionnaire did not 
request information from rice planters as to what a day's 
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task for trenching should be. 

50.Across the lowcoiintry, the lack of a uniform number of 
rows per task-unit contributed significantly to the labor 
inequities experienced by field hands working in a task 
regime. As a factor contributing to such inequities, 
however, a many-row assignment in and of itself did not 
automatically consign a field hand to hours of extra labor. 
As will be shown in the next section, an assignment could 
have been mitigated—or, for that matter, further 
exacerbated—depending on whether a field had been scatter 
or string-planted. 

51.Of course, a slaveowner could also have delegated these 
decisions to his overseer. The overseer, in turn, could 
have been influenced by the behavior of the field hands. 
See chapter four in this dissertation. 

52.Goddard, "Queries," ̂  1 (November 1828):499; and Gray, 
History of Agriculture. II, 727. Unlike Goddard, A. Watson 
did scatter plant; nevertheless, he agreed that such a field 
was "more difficult to attend." Watson, "Queries," SA 1 
(June 1828): 268. 

53.When hoeing the fields, slaves often used hoes that were 
wider in width than their trenching hoes. The larger hoe 
must have proved a bit unwieldy for field hands having to 
contend with irregularly spaced rice plants. Myrick, "On 
the Culture of Rice," ̂  4 (June 1831):292; and Darby, "On 
Planting and Managing a Rice Crop," ̂  2 (June 1829):250. 

54.This could account for the decline in the sowing task 
assignments listed in table 3.3. Of the planters listed, it 
is known that Darby scatter planted and Allston string 
planted. 

55.These findings contradict Leslie Schwalm's assertion that 
a half-acre was a standard day's task for cutting rice. 
Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 41. 

56.See the quotation at the beginning of this chapter by the 
Butler family's overseer, Roswell King, Jr., regarding how 
long he believed field hands could labor each day. 

57.Arney R. Childs, ed., Rice Planter and Sportsman; The 
Recollections of J. Motte Alston. 1821-1909 (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, 1953), 47; and R.Q. 
Mallard, Plantation Life Before Emancipation (Richmond: 
Whittet & Shepperson, 1892), 35. 
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58.Testimony of Isaac Jenkins, claim of Joshua LeCounte 26 
July 1873, SCC; testimony of Isaac Jenkins, claim of William 
LeCounte, 24 July 1873, SCC; and testimony of Sterling 
Jones, claim of Sandy Austin, 21 July 1873, SCC. Slave 
artisans also experienced alternating labor routines. In 
his own testimony, former slave carpenter William Roberts 
stated that, "when I hewed timber in the woods I worked by 
the task [and] when on a building at house I worked from sun 
to sun." Claimant's deposition, claim of William Roberts, 4 
July 1873, SCC. 

59.To prevent the simultaneous ripening of an entire crop, 
slaves did not plant all of a plantation's rice fields at 
the same time. Instead, they spread the process out so that 
some fields were planted several weeks before others. This 
sequential rather than concurrent method of planting meant 
that a plantation's labor force could realistically handle 
the work of harvesting the rice crop. If all a plantation's 
fields of rice ripened at the same time, most planters would 
not have had the labor power to harvest the crop before it 
became overripe. For examples, see William Lowndes 
Plantation Book, 1802-1822, LC; and Jacob Rhett Motte 
Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1846-1871, Perkins Library, 
Duke University. 

eo.Doar, Rice and Rice Planting. 22-23; and Heyward, Seed 
From Madagascar. 41, 222. In the fall of 1813, a hurricane 
destroyed the entire rice crop on Pierce Butler's Butler's 
Island plantation; and in 1820, a gale wind destroyed an 
estimated two-thirds of the Butler's crop. Roswell King to 
Pierce Butler, 20 September 1813, Butler Papers, HSP; and 
Catherine King to Pierce Butler, 22 October 1820, Butler 
Papers, HSP. 

61.William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, LC; DeBow's 
Review 18 (1855);352. In 1786, William Butler noted that a 
gang of trenchers, sowers, and coverers could plant three to 
four acres each day. Because Butler encouraged his peers 
not to use the task system, it is doubtful that he did 
either. Nevertheless, in his article, Butler identifies 
task assignments, so it may have been that he practiced a 
form of task-gang hybridization. In another example, when 
harvesting rice, a group of slaves might be assigned to cut, 
tie, and carry a larger quantity of rice. In these 
instances, each hand was responsible only for a part, rather 
than the whole, of the job. For the field hand, this meant 
that the completion of her day's work was directly linked to 
the work pace of her teammates. While this may not have 
proved too burdensome for the hands who led the team by 
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cutting the rice, it certainly could have had negative 
implications for those slaves who performed the last 
activity in the sec[uence. Butler, "Observations on the 
Culture of Rice," SCHS. For a comparative discussion on 
slave labor systems that explores the hybridization of task 
and gang labor, see Morgan, "Task and Gang Systems: The 
Organization of Labor on New World Plantations," in Work and 
Labor in Early America, ed. Stephen Innes, (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 189-220. 

62.Of course, the negative implications of team task work 
could also have been offset by the slaves' cooperative work 
ethic. An analysis of slaves' cooperative ethos will be 
examined in chapters five and six. 

63.Citing the observations of traveler Frederick Law 
Olmstead, Leslie Schwalm suggests that enslaved women were 
just as likely to engage in this type of labor as the men. 
But a review of the "Returns of Male Slaves"—the list of 
eligible men compiled by the Commissioners of the High Road 
for two South Carolina districts that together span the 
years 1799-1859—as well as planter documentation, suggest 
that this work was primarily gendered. In addition, in 
1750, Pastor Johann Martin Bolzuis noted in his responses to 
questions about life in Carolina and Georgia, that during 
August, "all Negro men of 16 to 60 years must work on the 
public roads ..." Generally, when women were assigned to 
this work, it was either as an exception (as in 1806 when an 
overseer sent six women hands in place of six artisans), or 
as cooks. The women who served as cooks were older and no 
longer rated as prime field hands. See, Schwalm, "Meaning 
of Freedom," 40; South Carolina Commissioners of the High 
Road, St. Johns Commissioners, 1799-1815, SCHS; South 
Carolina Commissioners of the High Road, All Saints Parish, 
1817-1859, SCHS; Klaus G. Loewald, Beverly Starika, and Paul 
S. Taylor, trans, and eds., "Johann Martin Bolzuis Answers a 
Questionnaire on Carolina and Georgia," William and Marv 
Quarterly 3d ser., 14 (April 1957):257; Elizabeth W. Allston 
Pringle. Chronicles of Chicora Wood (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1922), 20; Roswell King to Pierce Butler, 
16 August 1806, Butler Papers (Box 2, Folder 13), HSP; 
Richard Arnold to Mr. Swanet[?] 22 May 1837 Arnold and 
Screven Family Papers, 1762-1903, Series 1.1, Folder 2, SHC; 
Peter Gaillard Sr. Plantation Accounts and Memoranda, 1783-
1832, (see 1804, 1805, 1807, 1808, 1811, 1812, 1814), SCHS; 
Road List, 1807, 1811-1815, 1833, Ball Family Papers, SCHS; 
Mackay and Stiles Family Papers, Reel 6, Series J, Part IV, 
Records of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations: and Mallard, 
Plantation Life. 16. In a recent article, Cheryll Cody also 
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identifies slave men as the laborers on the public roads. 
Cody, "Cycles of Work and of Childbearing: Seasonality in 
Women's Lives on Low Country Plantations," in More Than 
Chattel: Black Women and Slaverv in the Americas, eds., 
David Barry Caspar and Darlene Clark Hine (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1996), 63. 

64.Public road work was also sometimes assigned after the 
harvest or in late spring. 

65.South Carolina Commissioners of the High Road, St. Johns 
Commissioners, 1799-1815, SCHS; South Carolina Commissioners 
of the High Road, All Saints Parish, 1817-1859, SCHS; 
Morgan, "Black Society in the Lowcountry, 1760-1810," in 
Slaverv and Freedom in the Aae of the American Revolution 
eds., Ira Berlin and Ronald Hoffman (Charlottesville: 
United States Capitol Historical Society, University Press 
of Virginia, 1983), 105; and Cody, "Cycles of Work and of 
Childbearing," 63. 

66.These fines were not insignificant for those rice 
planters with large slaveholdings. For instance, in 1809, 
overseer Roswell King notified Pierce Butler that he owed 
$156 in road taxes for not sending 52 slaves to work on the 

« public road. Moreover, King warned Butler that the fine 
^ would be doubled to $312 if it was not paid in five days. 
I Roswell King to Pierce Butler, 19 August 1809, and Roswell 
; King, Jr. to Thomas Butler, 9 July 1826, Butler Papers, HSP; 
I South Carolina Commissioners of the High Road, St. Johns 
I Commissioners, 1799-1815, SCHS; and South Carolina 
I Commissioners of the High Road, All Saints Parish, 1817-
I 1859, SCHS. 
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• 67.Roswell King, Jr. to Thomas Butler, 8 August and 15 
I August 1830, Butler Papers, HSP. 
t 

! 68.William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, LC. 

[ 69.King, "On the Management of the Butler Estate," SA 
(December 1828):525; and Breeden, Advice Among Masters. 62. 

70.Black Oak Agricultural Society Minutes (typescript), 27 
August 1847, pp. 60-64, SCHS. 

71.Ibid., 61-62. 

72.Even though field hands spent a shorter number of hours 
in the fields during the winter, this does not mean that 
their work was any less difficult. In fact, as Philip 
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Morgan has pointed out, when rice planters switched from 
swamp to tidal cultivation, winter work became more 
strenuous for slaves because this was the time of year when 
the miles and miles of canals, ditches, and embankments 
needed to be refortified, cleaned out, or dug. Morgan, 
"Black Society in the Lowcountry," 105; and chapters one and 
two of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

"DON'T FOOL WID ME TODAY": SUPERVISION 
IN THE RICE FIELDS 

Scholarship on the task system leads a reader to 

believe that field hands in this regimen worked with less 

supervision than their peers in a gang system. Less 

supervision permits historians to infer that field hands 

working by the task exerted more control over their work 

routines. Granted, slaves working by the task in rice 

fields did not work in unison under the same type of 

"direct," "close," or "immediate" supervision that slaves in 

a gang system did; nevertheless, during master's time, they 

frequently came under the scrutiny of at least a slave 

driver, if not the overseer and occasionally even their 

master as well.' For these field hands, less supervision 

did not mean an "absence of supervision."^ As we shall see, 

the nature and degree of managerial supervision on rice 

plantations, especially from slave drivers, significantly 

limited field hands' ability to independently manage their 

work routines.^ 

Plantation Managers 

Most antebellum rice plantations had a three-tier 

managerial system based on a hierarchy of race, class, 

gender, and legal status. Planters, typically white men but 
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occasionally white women as well, stood at the top, followed 

by white male overseers and black male slave drivers.'* 

Lowcountry rice planters represented an elite group, for 

they dominated the one percent of slaveholders who owned 

more than one hundred slaves. Furthermore, the 1860 census 

lists the rice coast as having 20 of 74 plantations with 300 

to 500 slaves, 8 of the 13 with 500 to 1000 slaves, and the 

only plantation with over 1000 slaves. The larger planters 

frequently owned more than one plantation. In South 

Carolina, for instance, Nathaniel Heyward owned twenty 

plantations; Joshua John Ward, six; and Robert F.W. Allston, 

seven; in Georgia, Pierce Butler owned three plantations. 

The size of these slaveholdings alone precluded planters 

from managing their estates without aid. In addition, their 

absence for a season or more (at least long enough to avoid 

the malarial season that lasted from May to November) 

compounded their need for overseers.^ Out of necessity 

then, rice planters hired overseers to manage their enslaved 

labor force and to produce a profitable yield of rice. 

Lowcountry overseers typically came from the region's 

yeomanry class of whites, although planters' sons and 

relatives sometimes worked in this capacity as well.® 

Because they often worked without a resident planter for at 

least part of the year, they typically held more authority 

than their peers on plantations with resident owners in 
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other areas of the South. Their authority grew even further 

if they simultaneously managed more than one plantation.' 

Generally, planters considered a ratio of fifty slaves to 

one overseer to be the most efficient and one hundred slaves 

per overseer as the maximum number that one man could 

effectively handle on his own. On rice plantations however, 

even this ratio was exceeded at times. The assistant or 

suboverseers hired to assist the overseer were usually 

younger men who used the job to gain experience for farming 

or as a job as future head overseer.® 

Planters assigned overseers a daunting array of duties. 

Chief among them were the management, care, and discipline 

of the slaves and the annual production of a profitable rice 

crop. Other responsibilities included the cultivation of 

provision crops, maintaining plantation buildings and tools, 

ordering supplies, keeping "a faithful plantation book of 

all matters [and] transactions on the plantation," and 

corresponding regularly with the planter in periods of the 

latter's absence.' By way of managing the slave labor 

force, overseers assigned each slave a field rating (usually 

at the beginning of every new calendar year) and allocated 

the daily tasks. These decisions had a significant impact 

on the slaves' daily lives. A field hand's rating and the 

amount of land that a particular task entailed 

significantly, but not absolutely, determined how hard he or 



181 

she would have to work on any given day.'" Given the large 

number of laborers under their care and the broad scope of 

their duties, overseers, like their employers, depended on 

others to meet their contractual obligations. Specifically, 

overseers relegated a number of routine activities to the 

slave drivers. 

A profile of lowcountry slave drivers reveals that only 

adult males were employed as drivers. On rare occasions 

enslaved women might serve as forewomen over gangs of 

children or debilitated adults, but they never directed the 

plantation's prime gang of field hands." On the 

plantations with more than one driver, one man was 

designated as the head driver while the others were known as 

sub- or assistant drivers. Planters generally selected men 

from their own slaveholdings whose character, work, and 

skills were already familiar to them. Drivers ranged in age 

from their twenties through their fifties and were generally 

physically large and strong—useful qualities for persuading 

or intimidating field hands to work and follow orders.'^ 

Under the Driver's Watchful Eye 

Of the plantation managers, drivers worked closest to 

the field hands. Most rice field hands felt the oppressive 

presence of their driver more immediately than that of the 

overseer or master.'^ Slave drivers' two primary duties 
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consisted of supervising and disciplining the labor force. 

As labor supervisors, drivers awakened the slaves, got them 

to the fields on time, handed out task assignments, and 

monitored the progress and quality of their work.'" As we 

will see, these responsibilities kept drivers close to the 

field hands all day. One planter's recollections of a 

typical morning on his rice plantation underscores how even 

before the slaves had reached the fields, the driver's 

presence loomed large in the field hands' day: 

Early in the morning . . . the driver, standing in his 
door at the head of the street, would awaken the field 
hands by blowing a horn, though on some plantations a 
bell was rung. . . . [After breakfast] they all 
gathered at some central spot and started for the 
fields, the driver leading the way. . . . When the 
squares where they were to work were reached the line 
would close up, and all the Negroes would gather in a 
crowd. Many of them promptly sat down on check-banks, 
all waiting for their names to be called and to be 
"set" their tasks, the field having been laid off in 
half-acre tasks. "Fall en yeh, Lizabet. You, Scipio, 
tek dat tas' hed of Tom. Gal, ona fall en behine 
Isrul. Chillun, ona tek de tas' longside ob yo ma, and 
mine don't fool wid me today. 

Like their peers in a gang system, rice slaves in a task 

regimen had their early morning activities closely 

monitored. They could not determine for themselves when 

they would rise each day or start their work. Indeed, they 

did not even have the privilege of walking to the rice 

fields by themselves; instead, a driver escorted them to the 

fields and specified which area of the field they would work 

each day. 
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Once at work, field hands remained under the driver's 

surveillance. Four conditions aided a driver's ability to 

supervise his charges. First, slaves toiled in flat fields 

laid out in a grid pattern. Consequently, a driver, 

overseer, or master could see them, working or not, even 

though they were frequently spread out over distances of up 

to an acre apiece. Although overseers were not always able 

to grab an offending individual, their ability to observe 

the slaves "from afar" provided them with a measure of 

social control in the fields. The following description by 

Duncan Heyward illustrates this point. According to 

Heyward, the rice fields at the Rose Hill estate were in 

plain view from the Big House piazza, ensuring that the 

master: 

could always know what was taking place on the 
plantation. He could not only see the hands at work in 
every part of his rice fields, but in the squares 
nearest the house could note the progress they were 
making. . . .When the Negroes worked in these near-by 
squares, they always thought "Maussuh" was watching 
them. 

Second, and more troublesome from the slaves' 

perspective, a low ratio of field hands per driver made it 

difficult for slaves to avoid surveillance. According to 

James Clifton, the ideal ratio of slaves to drivers was 

fifty to one. Of course, planters did not conform to this 

rule so that ratios varied across plantations. 

Nevertheless, the high ratios of 159, 176, and 181 slaves 
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per driver that Clifton found on various rice plantations 

throughout the antebellum period are misleading because 

Clifton's ratios are based on a plantation's entire enslaved 

population.'^ Remove the infants, children, artisans, 

domestic servants, and superannuated from the group and the 

nximber of field hands each driver was responsible for ranges 

from the high twenties to high thirties.'* 

For example, in 1821, over three hundred slaves lived 

on the Butler's Island rice plantation. In this group of 

slaves there was 1 head driver, 5 subdrivers, and 13 7 field 

hands. Once divided among the subdrivers, the ratio of 

field hands to subdriver ranged from a low of twenty-five to 

one to a high of thirty-one to one." In 1830, the two 

drivers on James Potter's Argyle plantation in Chatham 

County, Georgia each had thirty-three field hands to 

supervise. In 1834, the driver on Hugh Fraser Grant's 

Elizafield plantation in Glynn County, Georgia, supervised 

thirty-seven rice field hands. On Charles Manigault's two 

Savannah River plantations, his two drivers Robert and 

Ishmael were each responsible for thirty-nine and twenty-

eight hands respectively.^" These lower worker to driver 

ratios simultaneously enhanced drivers' surveillance 

abilities and diminished slaves' autonomy in the fields. 

Third, drivers kept field hands under observation to 

ensure that their tasks would be satisfactorily completed by 
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day's end. To assess the quality and pace of their gang's 

work, drivers spent their days walking among the rows of 

rice or provision crops, noting the slaves' progress and 

inspecting the tasks for evidence of shoddy work.^' When 

necessary, they directed the hands to work faster or more 

diligently. Although the driver was not constantly next to 

any one field hand, field hands, nevertheless, felt their 

presence. 

Just how oppressive a driver's presence could be is 

conveyed in three descriptions of lowcountry slaves at work. 

In 1839 on the Butler's Island rice plantation, Frances 

Kemble observed that "at the head of each [field] gang is a 

; driver, who stands over them, whip in hand, while they 
'{ 
.1 

t perform their daily task, who renders an account of each 

I individual slave and his work every evening to the 

i overseer." In a diary entry, Charles Heyward, who managed 

; his family's rice plantations for two decades before 

! inheriting them in 1851, described a typical view from his 

piazza vantage point: "March [the head driver] and his gang 

; were breaking corn, and in the distance he could be seen in 

their midst, watching them closely and giving an order every 

now and then in a tone that compelled obedience." Lastly, 

during a visit to a South Carolina rice plantation in the 

early 1850s, Frederick Law Olmstead observed that "the 

tasked laborer is always watched as closely as possible—a 
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driver standing by, often with a whip in his hand, that he 

may be afraid to do his work slightingly." Elaborating 

further, Olmstead noted that "[t]he drivers would frequently 

call back a hand to go over again some piece of his or her 

task that had not been worked to his satisfaction, and were 

constantly calling to one or another, with a harsh and 

peremptory voice, to strike harder or hoe deeper, and 

otherwise taking care that the work was well done."^ 

Finally, drivers' authority to dismiss slaves from the 

field and/or punish them for poorly performed or unfinished 

tasks brought them in contact with the field hands yet 

again. For instance, once done with her day's task, a field 

hand had to wait for the driver to inspect her handiwork a 

final time before she could leave the fields. If he judged 

that she had done her job satisfactorily, he granted her 

permission to leave. On the other hand, if he considered 

the woman's work inferior, either because it had been done 

carelessly or the task remained unfinished, he could have 

her redo her task, if time allowed, or whip her as 

punishment.^ 

As labor disciplinarians, drivers did not shy away from 

using their whips on their fellow slaves. In a single 

incident, eight field hands (seven women and one man) on 

Robert Allston's Chicora Wood plantation each received 

twelve lashings for "hoeing corn bad."^"* Many former slaves 
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recalled the punishments given out for poorly done or 

uncompleted tasks. "Everybody was given a task of work," 

remembered Henry Brown. "When you finished your task you 

could quit. If you didn't do your work right you got a 

whipping." Margaret Bryant concurred: "You ain't done that 

task, man and woman lickl"^ Gabe Lance recalled what 

overseers and drivers did to the slaves who failed to finish 

their tasks; "Put 'em in barn and least cut they give'em 

(with lash) been twenty-five to fifty. Simply cause them 

weak and couldn't done task—couldn't done taskl 'Give 'em 

less rations to boot." Punishments could be so severe that 

one woman used to tell her daughter that "you rather drown 

than not done that task! 

To deter their drivers from physically abusing the 

slaves, planters sometimes stipulated limits on the timing 

and number of lashings they could inflict on an individual. 

To ward against abuse in the heat of the moment, some 

planters ordered their drivers to wait twenty-four hours 

before whipping an offending slave. In a variation of this 

method, one lowcountry planter forbade his drivers from 

carrying their whips to the fields. If someone needed 

punishment, the driver had to first walk the mile or two 

back to his cabin for the whip. This particular planter 

calculated that by the time the driver returned to the 

fields, passions would have cooled enough to deter the 
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physical abuse of the slave. Others approached the problem 

by limiting how many times a slave could be whipped." On 

the Butler's Island plantation in 1839, subdrivers could 

"inflict a dozen lashes upon any refractory slave in the 

field, and at the time of the offense." If the slave 

remained recalcitrant after the flogging, then either the 

head driver or overseer, who had the authority to inflict an 

additional thirty-six or fifty lashes respectively, assumed 

responsibility for the individual's punishment.^® 

Planters also used the threat of demotion to discourage 

driver cruelty. According to Robert Q. Mallard, the son of 

a Georgia planter, being "cast out of that favored circle 

[the ^negro aristocracy' of drivers, carpenters, carriage-

driver, and house servant] . . . was a disgrace almost more 

to be dreaded than death." Aside from the shame, drivers 

fired from their positions of power also lost the material 

benefits—most notably their superior housing, clothing, and 

food allowances—associated with the job. As a policy on 

his family's plantation. Mallard believed that demotions 

"occurred frequently enough to exercise a wholesome 

restraint upon the strong passions of [that] Negro 

official. "2'' 

In addition to cruelty, drivers lost their jobs for 

poor workmanship, conduct infractions, or for any other 

mishaps on the plantation. For example, John lost his job 
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as driver on one plantation for excessive drinking while two 

drivers on Charles Manigault's plantation were stripped of 

their jobs after a field hand, fearing punishment, committed 

suicide.^" In extreme cases of brutality, the slaves 

themselves took action against their drivers. On Christmas 

Eve, 183 7, a group of slaves on Robert F.W. Allston's 

Waverly rice plantation killed their driver, Cudjoe. In 

another incident, a mother and son from St. Thomas Parish, 

South Carolina, were sentenced to hang in 1844 for killing 

their driver.^' 

Notwithstanding these safeguards and negative 

incentives, many drivers exceeded the limits of their 

authority with little fear of reprisal. The at least 

seasonal absenteeism of planters from their plantations, 

combined with the overseer's need (or desire) to 

occasionally to absent himself as well, left drivers in 

charge and unsupervised for extended periods of time.^^ 

Moreover, drivers' knowledge and expertise in rice 

cultivation frequently surpassed that of the overseer." In 

one example. Liberty County, Georgia planter Raymond Cay, 

Jr. claimed the following about his family's former driver: 

"I know his judgment as a planter was considered unequalled 

and I have often heard my father ask his opinion as to the 

time for planting and mode of working crops. Prompted by 

their confidence in their skills and value to their owners, 
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drivers sometimes altered or ignored overseer decisions in 

the fields. 

Given these conditions and behaviors, field hands 

rightly remained wary of plantation drivers. They knew that 

even the best drivers did not always exercise their 

supervisory and disciplinary powers in a consistent way. In 

an agricultural journal article, overseer Roswell King, Jr. 

identified one way in which drivers both protected and 

exploited the field hands: 

The driver, to screen favourites, or apply their time 
to his own purposes, imposes a heavy task on some. 
Should they murmur, an opportunity is taken, months 
after, to punish those unfortunate fellows for not 
doing their own and others tasks. Should they not come 
at the immediate offenders, it will descend on the 
nearest kindred." 

Field women in particular suffered at the hands of 

slave drivers. As male supervisors over a predominantly 

female labor force, drivers deployed their masculinity as a 

labor discipline devise. Statements made by slaves and 

freedwomen and men are replete with evidence of how drivers 

(in addition to overseers and masters) used their power to 

supervise, assign, and appraise tasks to sexually exploit 

women field hands. Even though it is not possible to 

quantify the frequency with which drivers demanded sex from 

slave women, it is apparent from the narratives, 

depositions, and actions of freedwomen and men that it was 

not an uncommon occurrence. If a driver made unwanted 
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sexual overtures to a woman field hand, she could either 

submit or resist. If she resisted, the driver might still 

rape her; or he could have retaliated by giving her a task 

assignment too difficult to complete in one day. He then 

had grounds to whip her at the end of the day, ostensibly 

for not finishing her work but in reality for resisting his 

sexual advances. As former slave Ben Horry recalled, "if 

one them driver want you . . . they give you task you CAN'T 

DO. You getting this beating not for you task—for you 

flesh! 

The testimony of a slave named Sophy and a former field 

hand named Lydia Allston give compelling evidence that this 

lesson was not lost on women. Sophy, who lived on the 

Butler family's Hampton cotton plantation and had had a 

child out of wedlock with her driver Morris, explained to 

Frances Kemble why she (and other enslaved women) had sex 

with their drivers: "we do anything to get our poor flesh 

some rest from de whip; when he made me follow him into de 

bush, what use me tell him no? [H]e have strength to make 

me."^ In her deposition to government officials to prove 

herself a legitimate heir to her late husband's pension for 

his Civil War service, Lydia Allston explained why the first 

three of her eleven children were not fathered by her 

husband Murphy Allston: 
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I had a child before—I had three (3) but I never lived 
withthe man—the name of the man who was the father of 
those children was Ben Gadsen. . . . Ben had a wife, 
Mary Ann, at the time, but he was the ^Driver' 
(overseer) for Dr. Stoney & I had to giv up to him or 
he licked me & I didn't want to be whipped. I never 
lived with him in the house with him a day.^* 

Ben Gadsen's brother Amos corroborated Lydia Allston's 

story: "My brother was the ^Driver' for Dr. Stoney & the 

women had to submit to him. He never married & never lived 

with Lydia for he had his own wife at that time."^' Sophy 

and Lydia Allston's remarks make it painfully clear that 

women field hands repeatedly faced onerous choices as they 

attempted to maintain a semblance of dignity and control 

over how their bodies were used and abused by the white and 

black men on their plantations. 

Freedwomen's active, indeed even violent, participation 

in postwar labor negotiations provide further evidence that 

they harbored strong resentments against their former 

drivers. For instance, in her work on lowcountry 

freedwomen, Leslie Schwalm documents how freedwomen on one 

South Carolina rice plantation physically assaulted their 

former driver, Dennis Hazel, with their tools when local 

whites tried to reinstate him as the plantation overseer. 

While the women's specific complaints against Hazel are 

unknown, Schwalm notes that "the history of sexual abuse and 

exploitation—especially in the context of the supervision 

and assignment of women's labor—certainly provided 
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freedwomen with great motivation to defend their 

independence and autonomy from white planters and their 

agents."'"' Indeed, slave drivers' sexual exploitation of 

field women was yet another form of limitation on slave 

women's autonomy in a task system. 

Conclusion 

Although not "direct," "close," or "immediate," the 

nature and type of supervision on rice plantations tempered 

slaves' ability to independently manage their work day. A 

three-tiered management structure composed of planter, 

overseer, and at least one slave driver existed on most rice 

plantations. Of these men, the slave driver most 

immediately limited field hands' autonomy in the crop 

fields. Flat, grid-like fields, low field hand to driver 

ratios, drivers' responsibility to assess the quality of the 

slaves' work as well as their authority to dismiss or punish 

slaves based on their assessment, kept drivers within sight 

of, and close to, the field hands throughout the day. As 

labor supervisors and disciplinarians, drivers wielded a 

great deal of power over their charges. Significantly, 

slave drivers' use of their masculinity as a labor 

discipline devise makes the idea that field women had 

greater autonomy especially dubious. 

Field hands in a task system did not work unsupervised. 
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True, they regularly worked at a greater physical distance 

from their drivers and overseers than their counterparts did 

in a gang system. Nevertheless, they still toiled with 

significant restrictions and under the physical and 

psychological duress of the lash. On the issue of 

supervision, as with that of a shorter work day, the 

differences between task and gang labor have been 

exaggerated. What, then, made the task system different 

from the gang system? Field hands' responsibility for the 

completion of their own tasks remains the defining 

characteristic of task labor. How rice field hands 

struggled to take advantage of that feature in order to gain 

own time is the subject of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 

HOW FIELD HANDS GAINED "OWN TIME" 

Field hands in a task regime had plenty of incentive to 

work diligently and efficiently during master's time. On 

the one hand, they obviously wished to avoid being beaten 

for uncompleted work. On the other hand, the possibility of 

daily daylight time for themselves motivated many to try and 

finish their tasks as soon as possible. But as already 

shown, numerous obstacles made this latter goal difficult to 

achieve. Nevertheless, field hands persevered in their 

quest for any or more own time. On rice plantations 

throughout the lowcountry, bondmen and women overtly and 

covertly tried to circumvent prescribed work routines. 

(Significantly, these localized struggles explain in large 

part the nonstandard application of task labor in the 

region.') Ultimately though, many slaves simply had to 

exert tremendous amounts of physical energy in order to 

finish their tasks early; so much so that one historian 

likened the feat to passing a "test of endurance."^ Of 

course, not all slaves had the stamina to meet this 

challenge. For those field hands unable to finish their 

tasks by day's end, let alone early, assistance from family 

and friends became essential. But even here, the slave 

family, often through no fault of its own, could not 
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reliably provide the necessary aid. 

Slave Strategies 

By the early nineteenth century, field hands on most 

rice plantations knew what their day's task for a particular 

job would be.^ But as previously noted, most of these 

assignments were not standardized across plantation 

boundaries.^ This variability in assignments provides 

evidence of prior and on-going struggles between masters and 

slaves over the terms of the slaves' labor.® Even though 

the establishment of a predictable set of tasks on 

individual plantations held certain advantages for slaves, 

it did not mean that the slaves (or planters, for different 

reasons) accepted these standards as desirable or immutable. 

Field hands continually sought ways to minimize their 

coerced labor during master's time. At the very least, they 

acted to ward off any increases in their work loads. 

The methods used by field hands to challenge the labor 

customs on their own plantations varied. Overt methods 

included group protests and running away. As dangerous as 

it was, field hands nevertheless gathered in small and large 

groups to protest labor conditions.® In 1800, William Read 

spent a week tracking down seven prime male hands who had 

run off in a bid to force Read to replace his overseer. In 

1840, Richard Arnold, a prominent rice planter in Bryan 
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County, Georgia, instructed his overseer to "make a serious 

example by punishing" any who might wish to repeat the 

previous year's "group misconduct."' In 1847, Charles 

Manigault reported that "from a Real Cause of complaint 

almost every grown negro (male & female, principally the 

latter) pushed off in a body & went to Savannah to complain" 

to his business manager about the overseer. In 1860, a 

group of approximately thirty rice slaves ran off their 

Waccamaw River plantation. According to one planter, "some 

trouble about work has been the cause."* 

What sort of "trouble" could instigate such bold action 

from slaves? One explanation is that a planter (or his 

overseer) tried to systematically increase the size of his 

slaves' tasks. While slaves certainly did what they could 

to get out of work, they protested task increases not 

associated with short-term, emergency situations such as a 

break in a dam, an impending flood or freshet, or 

threatening weather.' That slaves' group protests generally 

succeeded in maintaining a ceiling on task sizes is apparent 

in the willingness of some planters not to capriciously 

increase their slaves' tasks. Each morning on P.C. Weston's 

plantation, drivers pointed out to each hand their task, 

"and this task is never to be increased, and no work is to 

be done over task except under the most urgent necessity."'" 

Even travelers to the region were aware of this practice. 



After a visit to one rice plantation in 1853, Frederick Law 

Olmstead remarked that: 

In nearly all ordinary work, custom has settled the 
extent of the task, and it is difficult to increase it. 
. . . if it should be systematically increased very 
much, there is danger of a general stampede to the 
* swamp'—a danger a slave can always hold before his 
master's cupidity. In fact, it is looked upon in this 
region as a prescriptive right of the negroes to have 
this incitement to diligence offered them." 

Of course, exceptions did occur. Olmstead had no sooner 

stated that planters did not ordinarily raise tasks when he 

added: "Notwithstanding this, I have heard a man assert, 

boastingly, that he made his negroes habitually perform 

double the customary tasks." In another example, former 

slave driver Harry Porter recalled that if field hands on 

William Martin's Liberty County, Georgia plantation "got 

through early or half an hour before sundown [Martin] would 

give them more next day." A second former slave from 

Liberty County named Joseph Quarterman concurred with 

Porter, stating that "some would give them more and 

overworked their hands. 

As effective as a "general stampede" to the swamp may 

have been, overt group protests did not frequently occur. 

More often, individual slaves openly protested by running 

away. Whether for a few days rest (truancy) or for their 

freedom, men and women took flight.'^ Obviously, they had 

numerous reasons for leaving and not all necessarily related 
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to their work. But discontent with labor arrangements 

motivated some to take this risky step. In a sermon to his 

congregation, one black minister recalled that before 

freedom, "de tass so hard to git tru'wid that some de nigger 

run way frum de wuck an tek to de bush."''* That was 

certainly the case for Louisa, a field hand who ran away 

from her Butler's Island plantation in order to avoid a 

second flogging in as many days for not finishing her 

tasks. 

Where did the field hands go? For those seeking long-

term relief, escape to one of the region's larger cities— 

Charleston or Savannah—was a desirable first destination. 

Refuge among either city's population of slaves and free 

blacks provided fugitives with anonymity while the 

availability of work afforded both men and women with a 

means for subsistence.'® For many, though, reaching 

Charleston or Savannah proved too difficult.'' For these 

slaves, escape meant fleeing into the nearby swamps. 

Because of the close vicinity of swamps to slave 

settlements, runaways were able to maintain family ties and 

receive necessary material support. But snake-infested 

swamps were not ideal places for long-term refuge. Given 

the dangers, many slave absences, especially among the 

women, were short. Planters and their managers, aware of 

the pattern, showed some patience with it. "Judy has walked 
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off, but I hope she will feel rested and walk back in a few 

days as G. Jack did," reported overseer Stephen Clark to 

Charles Manigault. Since Judy's flight occurred during the 

rice harvest, overwork was a likely explanation for her 

departure.'* But even if masters did not immediately send 

out the dogs and search parties, slaves knew their actions 

would incur some form of retribution." 

Punishments, usually in the form of floggings, awaited 

most slaves upon their capture or voluntary return. Worse, 

repeat offenders risked a visit to the workhouse or being 

sold out-of-state.In 1850, twenty-three year old Peter, 

a prime field hand on J. R. Motte's Exeter rice plantation, 

ran away three times in two months. Prior to leaving, Peter 

had spent a month ditching and cleaning out the plantation's 

canals. While not necessarily the reason for his initial 

flight, slaves loathed the onerous mud work. After being 

gone for four days, Peter returned only to run-away again 

the very next day—perhaps in reaction to being whipped. 

His second absence lasted three days. Pour weeks later, 

Peter left the plantation again. Eight weeks later, Motte 

recorded that Peter was "caught and again ran-away" on the 

same day. Peter remained "absent" for three more weeks. 

Upon his recapture, an obviously fed up Motte sent Peter to 

the Charleston workhouse for ten days before selling him 

out-of-state. In 1856, Motte sold two women field hands 
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after they ran away. While Silvy's sale was not surprising-

-she had been gone for at least nine months before being 

found "in town,"—Susannah's was. Recently returned to the 

fields after a prolonged recovery from childbirth, Susannah 

fled after only three weeks of work. Gone for only seven 

days, Motte nonetheless sold her out-of-state one month 

later 

Since overt resistance could be quite dangerous, slaves 

frequently resorted to more duplicitous means to decrease or 

hasten through their work. In many instances, field hands 

simply cut corners in order to finish their tasks more 

quickly. One planter warned his overseer that "I find it 

not uncommon for the Negros to slight their work at this 

hoeing by neglecting to pick all the grass clean. 

Another example of a slave "trick" is found in Charles 

Manigault's 1844 plantation journal. Discussing the average 

tasks for threshing rice among planters, Manigault noted 

that on his plantation, prime male hands threshed six 

hundred sheaves while the women threshed five hundred 

sheaves. According to Manigault's overseer, Mr. Bagshaw, 

Manigault could expect to obtain two (and occasionally even 

two and a half) bushels of rice seed from every one hundred 

regularly sized group of sheaves.^ After a day's threshing 

then, men and women hands should have produced a minimum of 

twelve and ten bushels of seed respectively. "But," 
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Manigault wrote: 

Negroes are cunning enough to remember that what they 
are harvesting they will have to thresh, & will tie as 
small sheaves as they can. Mr. B[agshaw] says at this 
last harvest he told them that he would give them 110 
for every 100 if they went on tieing such small 
sheaves. Well, the last weeks threshing on an average 
each man & woman's threshing when winnowed out is ten 
Bushels.^ 

Obviously, these field hands did not intimidate easily. 

Even when Bagshaw discovered their "treachery" and 

threatened to increase their threshing tasks as retribution, 

the slaves continued to defy custom and decrease their own 

work loads. On another plantation in 1853, Frederick Law 

Olmstead disclosed that, "men ordered to fill up holes made 

by alligators or craw-fish in an important embankment, 

• discovered to have merely patched over the outside, having 

f taken pains only to make it appear that they had executed 
jr 
I their task . . .By sowing seeds carelessly, leaving 
! 
t 
I grass in the trenches, not hoeing the ground deep enough, 

• not cutting the rice stalks close to the ground, improperly 

: bundling rice sheaves, or patching rather than repairing 

I irrigation embankments, slaves dispensed with their tasks in 

• less time than their masters had calculated.^® 

Of course, these tactics were not without their risks, 

for as already noted, overseers and drivers could and did 

punish slaves for shoddy work." Punishments 

notwithstanding, slaves cut corners because they understood 
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that the standards constituting a task well-done could 

change from day to day and from person to person. Duncan 

Heyward, for example, claimed that during slavery, field 

hands worried more about the quality of their hoeing when 

their master was observing them rather than their driver 

because "de grass'e git by March [the driver] but 'e ain't 

git by Maussuh." In another example, a planter commented 

that "some few persons are too strict with servants; but for 

every one who errs in this way, one hundred may be found who 

go to the opposite extreme, and let them idle away their 

time and do no more than half work."^® Heyward's paraphrase 

of his grandfather's slaves and the observations of an 

anonymous author underscore the subjective nature by which 

managers judged field hands' work. Emboldened by these 

circumstances, slaves undoubtedly risked punishment for the 

extra time off that carelessly performed tasks might gain 

them. 

When slaves wanted or needed a greater portion of the 

day for themselves than they could garner from cutting 

corners, they resorted to duplicity of another kind. 

Feigning illness was perhaps the most popular way to get out 

of a day's labor.^ When recalling his days as a slave, one 

freedman divulged some of the methods used by field hands to 

portray themselves as sick: 
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some gen cry sick wid sish awful pain in dem head tell 
dem bline an can't see how fur wuck, some wid sish 
awful painin dem lower stiunmuck, an some eben fall down 
in de rice feel an try fur mek out dat dem hab fit, an 
foam at de moutan grit dem teet an roll up de wite ob 
dem eye, lik dem hab fit sho nuff. Sum ob dem mebbe is 
sick, bu de morest ob dem is jes sick of wuck.^° 

Despite suspecting that these claims of illness were false, 

masters and overseers nevertheless often excused the 

individual from their day's work. Significantly, slave 

obstinacy rather than planter benevolence produced these 

results. In an 1830 letter to his absentee employer, 

Roswell King, Jr. candidly admitted that if he did not give 

a slave some "mild medicine and a day's rest" for complaints 

of illness, he would "lose thrice the time, even if at work, 

very little would be done, under the pretense of being sick 

[and] not allowed to lay by."^' Whether he had just 

realized the futility of trying to force a "sick" slave to 

work or he was simply informing the Butlers of a long

standing policy, King's admission affirms that slaves 

persistently contested the terms of their labor. 

This lesson may have been lost on King's successor. 

When questioned by Frances Kemble about why he had flogged a 

field slave named Harriet, overseer Thomas Oden claimed that 

Harriet's impertinence had caused her punishment. According 

to Oden, when he found Harriet at the plantation hospital 

during his morning visit there, he had ordered her to leave 

and return to the fields. Harriet refused, stating that she 
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was "ill and could not work." Since Oden "knew better," he 

"bade her get up and go to work," whereupon Harriet replied 

"Very well, I'll go, but I shall just come back againi" 

"For this reply," Oden said, "I gave her a good lashing; it 

was her business to have gone into the field without 

answering me, and then we should have soon seen whether she 

could work or not; I gave it to Chloe too for some such 

impudence."'^ Harriet's behavior (and Chloe's as well) is 

worth noting for two reasons. First, it illustrates how 

field hands continued to challenge work schedules and 

plantation order. Second, her statements are good examples 

of defiant language—a mode of resistance that one historian 

has characterized as peculiar to enslaved women." 

Feigning pregnancy was another form of resistance used 

by field women. For example, in 1822, six field women on 

the Butler's Island rice plantation endured pregnancies 

ranging from twelve to seventeen months.'^ As a strategy, 

this method seemingly made sense for slave women understood 

their reproductive value to their owners. To safeguard the 

birth of a new slave and future laborer, masters often spoke 

of making concessions in women's field work." By declaring 

themselves pregnant then, field women hoped to use their 

reproductive capacities to gain some sort of reprieve in 

their labors, be it an occasional day off, a lighter task, 

or a reduced field rating. This strategy was not without 
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its risks, however. After months of claiming herself 

pregnant, a woman named Markie was flogged when the expected 

physical evidence never materialized.^® Of course, field 

women's declarations of pregnancy (whether feigned or real) 

did not necessarily earn them what they sought, either. 

"[T]heir work was not a bit too much for them," groused one 

overseer after denying a group of women their request for 

lighter tasks. Planters' reliance on the productive labor 

of slave women—who constituted the bulk of the plantation's 

labor force in the fields—was a major factor in their 

refusal to ameliorate women's work. Still, their suspicions 

that slave women lied about their pregnancies surely 

contributed to their unwillingness to alter women's work 

until they were, at the very least, visibly pregnant." 

When actually pregnant, field women on the Butler's 

Island rice plantation petitioned their overseer, master, 

and master's wife for lighter assignments, reduced field 

ratings, and more time off from work after childbirth. 

Rarely successful, they nevertheless continued to make the 

requests individually or in small groups.'* 

When all other methods failed or proved too dangerous 

to try, those who could resorted to overexertion as a way to 

gain more own time. By working fast, field hands attempted 

to end their day ahead of schedule. During the harvest for 

instance, some slaves cut three to four rows of rice with 
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one swing of their rice hooks.Indeed, some slaves 

labored so "efficiently" or "industriously" that they 

completed two days worth of work in one.''" The autonomy 

field hands had in determining when they ate or rested 

afforded them another opportunity to finish their tasks 

earlier than normal."^ Many chose to shorten or even omit 

rest and meal breaks in their attempts to finish their tasks 

early. The effectiveness of overexertion as a strategy for 

gaining time is evident in the complaints of South 

Carolinian planter James Henry Hammond. A prominent critic 

of the task system, Hammond observed that in order to 

complete their tasks by midafternoon, his slaves frequently 

worked with "no rest until 3 or 4 o"clock." By switching 

from task to gang labor, Hammond believed that his hands 

would be less "apt to strain themselves.""^ It should come 

as no surprise that not all field hands could meet this 

physical challenge. Indeed, many slaves struggled just to 

finish their tasks by nightfall, let alone early. For these 

men and women, assistance from family and friends was 

essential. 

Nature and Limits of 
Collective Work Patterns 

Historians have claimed that family and friends 

comprised an important labor resource for field hands who 

needed assistance completing their tasks. Indeed, 
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scholarship on the task system notes that the slave family 

and community's cooperative ethos helped communalize this 

fundamentally individualistic labor regime."^ By providing 

their labor, family and friends helped loved ones avoid the 

almost certain beating that awaited anyone who did not 

finish his or her task. Hagar Brown, a descendant of a rice 

field hand, recalled how her mother's efforts saved her aunt 

Henrietta from a number of beatings; "He[r] sister sickly. 

Never could clear task—like he want. My Ma have to work 

he[r] self to death to help Henrietta so sickly. Clear task 

to keep from beat." Former slave Richard Mack recalled that 

after he had completed his task, he helped "others with 

their task so they wouldn't get whipped." Among the 

planters, James Sparkman noted that it was "customary (and 

never objected to) for the more active and industrious hands 

to assist those who are slower and more tardy in finishing 

their daily tasks." Henry Ravenel agreed, stating that 

slaves who finished their tasks first "were always generous 

enough to help out the others and they all generally left 

the field together."''^ Slaves' need for family assistance 

in completing their tasks was so prevalent that two 

historians recently concluded that: 

At day's end, only the strongest and most industrious 
slaves controlled their time. Often these men and 
women had to assist others—spouses, parents, children, 
and friends—in completing their work, keeping all in 
the fields late into the day and making a mockery of 
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the independence tasking promised.'*^ 

Though an essential resource for field hands, 

collective aid, particularly that from immediate family 

members, could nevertheless be circumscribed."*® Since slave 

households varied, we should not assume that an age- or 

skill-appropriate member of a field hand's family was 

readily available to provide assistance, especially in the 

case of those who lived either alone or in simple or 

standard nuclear households/^ The nature of life and work 

on rice plantations undermined the ability of a husband, 

wife, child or other relatives to provide predictable and 

regular assistance in essential ways. Four factors 

restrained the slave family's ability to provide such 

assistance: the slave family's vulnerability to break-up 

(most notably by death but also by forced or voluntary 

separation); a field hand's own responsibility for 

completing his or her daily task; the organization of the 

plantation labor force; and individual and family decisions 

regarding the allocation of scarce labor resources. 

Throughout the South, slave families were commonly 

reconfigured.''* On lowcountry rice plantations, high 

mortality rates, the highest among the antebelltun slave 

population, contributed significantly to these 

reconfigurations. Labor intensive work associated with rice 

production, the swampy environment, disease, and poor 
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nutrition killed slaves and with them the expectation of 

support from them."' 

For slave couples, the possibility of spousal 

assistance in the fields lasted only as long as their union. 

On the Ball family rice plantations between 1800 and 1849, 

only 35.9 percent of the men and 33.2 percent of the women 

who lived to age fifteen made it to age fifty. These low 

survival rates had a significant impact on slave unions. 

Less than half of the unions between couples married between 

the ages of twenty and twenty-four survived fifteen years. 

As a result, "single parent families and orphans were a 

common feature of slave life" on the Ball plantations.^" 

Granted, death of one's spouse did not mean that a man or a 

woman would remain single for the duration of his or her 

life, for serial monogamy was a common marital arrangement 

among slave communities. Indeed, William Dusinberre has 

noted that on Charles Manigault's Savannah River plantation 

named Gowrie, "so many adults died young, and so many 

couples split up voluntarily, that over half the women who 

reached the age of twenty-eight married at least twice, and 

not uncommonly three, four, or even five times. A 

"snapshot" view of slave family units on James R. Sparkman's 

Dirleton plantation and Robert F.W. Allston's True Blue 

plantation at mid-century reveal that many households 

contained two parents and two to four children. 
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Certainly, some of these men and women were on their second 

or third marriages. Serial monogamy notwithstanding, a 

spousal death left the surviving mate without a partner and 

helper for at least a short period of time. 

High child mortality rates on rice plantations also 

meant that adult field workers could not count on their 

offspring as a source of future aid. Like adult mortality, 

child mortality rates on rice plantations were also the 

highest among antebellum slave populations. In his study of 

slave mortality, Richard Steckel found that "the expected 

probability of death in rice cultivation [compared to that 

of sugar and cotton production] was 41% higher among 

infants, 26% higher among children aged 1-4, and 287% higher 

among children aged 5-14. Statistics from three rice 

plantations underscore how these mortality rates denied 

slave families (not to mention their masters) an important 

future labor resource. 

In his study of lowcountry rice plantations, William 

Dusinberre estimated that between 1819-1834, 61 percent of 

the children born on the Butler's Island rice plantation 

died before their sixteenth birthday.^ The findings were 

even grimmer on Charles Manigault's Cowrie plantation. 

There, Dusinberre calculated that the child (to sixteen 

years) mortality rate between 1833-1864 was 90 percent. 

Given this devastating figure, it is not surprising that 
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Cowrie's "most common nuclear grouping [was] a husband and 

wife with no surviving children."^' One such couple was 

Jack Savage, one of the plantation's carpenters, and his 

wife Amey, a field hand. Of their four children, three died 

before reaching their third birthdays, and the fourth died 

at age fourteen. In another family, Binah Currie, a field 

hand, and her husband Stephen, a miller, had eight children 

between 1820 and 1848. Of these children, all but one died 

before reaching the age of five years. The last child, a son 

named London, died at age twenty-two.^® Finally, in her 

examination of demography, family formation, and slave 

community on the Ball family plantations in South Carolina, 

Cheryll Cody found that generally, only half of all slave 

children born lived to adulthood. During the 1850s, 

however, this percentage fell even lower." These high 

mortality rates among slave children on rice plantations 

meant that parents could not depend on many (if any) of 

their children living to an age when they would have been 

old enough to provide them with help in the fields. 

Planters also disrupted and altered slave households. 

Whether from convenience or financial exigencies, planters 

broke-up families, either temporarily by leasing (hires) or 

permanently by selling individuals, or relocating them to 

the owners' other plantations. In the 1840s and 1850s, for 

example, William Ball frequently leased his adolescent slave 
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boys to other planters. Ball's action removed these boys 

from their families right at the time when they could have 

been of some help in the fields. Charles Manigault 

repeatedly broke up families on his Silk Hope plantation in 

South Carolina to replenish his work force on his Georgia 

holdings. Then, of course, planters sold slaves to control 

the slave community, which obviously disrupted innxamerable 

families. These forced and sometimes unpredictable break

ups not only traumatized slave families, they also 

eliminated a source of aid for those left behind.'* 

Slaves themselves also made themselves unavailable to 

help others. For instance, slave couples also dissolved 

their own unions as well as suffered dissolution by 

masters.In addition, running away, whether permanently 

or temporarily, and feigning illnesses were other ways in 

which men and women made themselves unavailable to family 

members. While most often used by scholars as examples of 

slave resistance, running away and feigning illness could 

paradoxically hurt slaves as well. For by removing 

themselves from the fields or plantation, even if for only 

one day, these men and women created hardships for family 

members who remained behind. In 1850, a pregnant field hand 

named Flora from Jacob Motte's plantation surely could have 

appreciated some help from her twenty-three year old brother 

Peter; but unfortunately for Flora, he was seldom around. 
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Out of 141 work days between 1 January and 8 June of that 

year, Peter was "absent" from the plantation on eighty-five 

days (or 60% of the time). Peter's behavior reminds us that 

not all slaves internalized the cooperative ethos of the 

slave family and community.®" 

Not surprisingly, these particular actions sometimes 

produced ill-will within the slave community. One freedman 

complained that when "dese lazy triflin nigger dat runway, 

and dem dat mek demself out sick," they "mek urn berry hahd" 

for the hands left to do the work. "Dem haffer do dem own 

wuck, and de wuck dem tudder good fur nuttin wun leff. Dat 

geb dem double sha to do . . ." Besides having to do extra 

work, this man also resented the fact that when it came time 

to collect their food rations or clothing allowances, "dem 

same nigger dat runway frum dem wuck an leff um fur dem 

tudder wun to do, dat hav all dem kin do to do dem own 

tass," would be first in line to collect their goods.®' 

How rice planters and their managers organized and 

divided the labor force during master's time created 

additional difficulties for slaves to provide predictable 

assistance to family and friends in the fields. The large 

number of slaves and the infrastructure required for the 

market production of rice enabled lowcountry planters to 

create a specialized and gendered plantation labor force. 

As previously noted, most adult slaves—especially women— 
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worked as field hands." A significant minority of people 

did not work as field hands. Instead, these slaves labored 

as slave drivers, artisans, domestic servants, nurses, and 

seamstresses. Although both sexes worked in the big house, 

women usually outnvimbered the men. On the other hand, 

masters almost exclusively chose men to labor as slave 

drivers, coopers, carpenters, blacksmiths, trunkminders, and 

boatmen.*" One historian has estimated that as many as one-

quarter of the adult male slave population on Frances Marion 

Weston's rice plantations worked in either a managerial or a 

skilled occupation.®* 

Only some of these occupations were tasked. Artisans 

made up the group that most often worked by the task. In 

Liberty County, Georgia, ex-slave coopers William Cassels 

and Henry Stevens testified to government officials in the 

1870s that during slavery, each of their former masters had 

worked them by the task system.®^ In Georgetown, coopers on 

Robert Allston's plantation made three barrels each day.®® 

Other artisans who also had their work tasked included 

carpenters, blacksmiths, shoemakers, and basketmakers. 

Those who did not generally work by the task included slave 

drivers, plowmen, domestic servants, boatmen, and at least 

some mill hands.®^ The presence of both tasked and 

nontasked labor on rice plantations influenced the nature 

and availability of collective aid on rice plantations. 
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Assisting others proved most difficult for the men and 

women who worked in nontasked occupations, for the length of 

these slaves' work day was determined completely by others 

and the exigencies of the job. For example, mill hands on 

the Butler's Island rice plantation scheduled their labor 

according to the tides. In a journal entry dated February 

14-17, 1839, Frances Kemble recorded that: 

About half past five I went to walk on the dikes, and 
met a gang of the field hands going to the tide mill, 
as the water served them for working then. I believe I 
have told you that besides the great steam mill there 
is this, which is dependent on the rise and fall of the 
tide in the river, and where the people are therefore 
obliged to work bv dav or niaht. at whatever time the 
water serves to impel the wheel.''* 

Whether overseeing the work of the field hands, performing 

the endless duties in the big house, rowing people and/or 

supplies back and forth from plantation to town and back, or 

operating mill machinery, the open-ended nature of nontasked 

jobs did not easily lend themselves to tasking's 

quantification. The observations of one traveler suggest 

that slaves understood this. During an 1828 visit to the 

lowcountry, Basil Hall noted that on one rice plantation, 

the house servants, "being liable to every call, early and 

late, sometimes fancie[d] [themselves] less free" than the 

field hands who labored by the task.*" 

The impediments to collective aid facing family or 

friends assigned to nontasked jobs are evident in the above 
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entry from Kemble's journal. Kemble's walk occurred during 

the winter. Since nightfall came early at that time of 

year, field hands would have been nearing the end of their 

workday by five-thirty in the afternoon. On the other hand, 

the slaves who Kemble passed heading for the mills were just 

beginning theirs. Obviously, these slaves could not assist 

anyone struggling to finish their field tasks.™ 

Even though their workdays were more predictably 

defined, slaves who labored at nonfield but tasked 

occupations—primarily the artisans—also faced obstacles in 

helping others. First, the fathers, husbands, brothers, and 

sons employed as artisans could not assist their wives, 

mothers, daughters, sisters, brothers, or sons until they 

first successfully completed their own tasks. If these men 

had spare time after finishing their own work, other 

obstacles might prevent them from aiding their relatives. 

For example, distances from the settlement where the 

artisans usually worked to the outlying fields could be 

great.'' Thus, we cannot be sure that they even knew that 

their help was needed. Moreover, given the distances and 

the fact that these men needed to complete their own tasks 

first, it could have been quite late in the day before they 

reached the crop fields. 

Finally, artisans on the largest plantations may have 

lacked the skills necessary to be of much help to field 
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hands, for once trained, many spent the majority of their 

working time at their particular occupation. Only 

infrequently did they return to the fields. For example, 

during the harvest season or when an emergency occurred, 

such as a break in a dam, all available slaves, artisans 

(and other nontasked individuals, included) could be pulled 

back to the fields. Though the demarcation between field 

hand and artisan may not have been this sharp on all rice 

plantations, overseer and planter statements suggest that it 

was distinct enough to create problems when the lines were 

crossed.'^ For instance, in 1813, overseer Roswell King 

considered it "not profitable" to assign artisans to field 

work because "they at first are awkward and not healthy." 

During his speech at the Black Oak Agricultural Society, 

chairman Peyre identified yet another "evil" of 

overplanting: "carpenters are called from their more useful 

vocations, & made to bear the brunt of a labor they are 

altogether unaccustomed to, & at a time when they can least 

endure such hardships. 

Given these characteristics of the slave labor force on 

rice plantations, the most likely and dependable source of 

aid for field hands came from other field hands.Working 

in relatively close proximity to each other, field hands 

could more easily determine who was behind or ahead in their 

work. Moreover, unlike artisans or other nonfield workers. 
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field slaves could readily step in and provide up-to-date 

skilled assistance. Still, even among field hands, 

predictable assistance could not be taken for granted. 

Field hands' responsibility for the performance of 

their own tasks represented their biggest obstacle to 

helping others.'^ In order to avoid their own punishment, 

slaves did not assist others until they completed their own 

tasks first—and the difficulties inherent in that have 

already been examined. But since they did not relish seeing 

kin or friend punished either, many overexerted themselves 

to finish their own work in order to be able to assist 

others. That was certainly the case for Hagar Brown's 

mother, who, according to Brown, regularly "had to strain to 

fetch [her sister Henrietta] up with her task."'® But not 

everyone had someone as available and willing to provide 

such regular assistance. One has only to consider the 

frequency with which slaves were flogged or otherwise 

punished for uncompleted tasks to realize that not all men 

and women were as fortunate as Henrietta to have a relative 

or friend available, willing, and able to provide such 

regular assistance. For Hagar Brown's mother, her 

overexertion may have saved her sister from a beating, but 

it also earned her the "privilege" of staying in the fields 

until late in the day. 

How drivers divided the labor force into field gangs 
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assistance to each other." Many of the gangs were sex-

integrated; therefore, drivers had the option of assigning 

family members to the same group.'® In 1821 on the Butler's 

Island rice plantation, eight out of eleven identifiable 

couples labored under the same subdriver. This arrangement 

clearly enhanced the ability of the eight united couples to 

aid one another while it hindered the efforts of the 

separated couples.'' Similarly, young teenaged children 

learning the job of field hand typically worked at tasks 

next to their mothers.*" One rice planter's recollections 

of the start of a typical morning includes the driver 

assigning men, women, and children along side of each other; 

"Fall en yeh, Lizabet. You, Scipio, tek dat tas' hed of 

Tom. Gal, ona fall en behine Isrul. Chillun, ona tek de 

tas' longside ob yo ma, . . . While slaves more than 

likely preferred this arrangement, the recollections of the 

daughter of a former Georgia field hand remind us that 

familial assistance had its drawbacks for both helper and 

helpee. According to this woman, her mother used the threat 

of punishment to spur her on in her own work. According to 

the daughter, her mother carried a "long switch an iffen I 

didn't wuk fast enuf, she switch me."®^ Pressured to 

complete her own task by a particular time in addition to 

overseeing the work of her daughter, the words and tactics 
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assistance.*^ 

Field gang compositions that favored family 

(particularly spousal) membership did not remain fixed, 

however. Seasonal work requirements and/or gendered tasks 

sometimes forced drivers and overseers to subdivide and 

reconfigure their sex-integrated gangs into sex-segregated 

units.On rice plantations, this reconfiguration of the 

labor force by gender most often occurred after the harvest. 

For instance, in November of 1844, the field women and men 

on William Sparkman's Springwood plantation did the same 

work in the same location on twenty-one out of twenty-six 

days. On the five days when the men and women labored at 

different tasks, each group worked as a unit in separate 

locations on the plantation. Two months later during the 

month of January, Sparkman or one of his managers divided 

the labor force by gender on twenty-two out of twenty-seven 

work days. The women spent the month thrashing rice while 

the men ditched. This pattern continued during February 

when field men and women labored as two distinct groups in 

different locations for seventeen out of eighteen 

workdays. 

This winter pattern of gendered work is evident on 

other plantations as well. On a rice plantation visited by 

Frederick Law Olmstead in 1853, women worked in the corn 
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fields while the men ditched. On John Milliken's plantation 

in 1854, slave men and women who worked together threshing 

rice during the winter, worked apart on those days when the 

men were in the ditches.^* Winter was also the season when 

Jacob Motte most often divided his field gang along gender 

lines.For much of the year however, and especially in 

regard to the primary jobs of rice cultivation, field men 

and women engaged in the same tasks. Therefore, family 

members of the opposite sex may have spent most of their 

time on the same gang J* Still, in a task system, where 

slaves toiled on individual plots of land, members of the 

same field gang could be dispersed over a relatively wide 

area. Therefore, gang composition was important primarily 

for who would be closest to help out if needed. 

Slave choices regarding the use of their own time also 

influenced the nature and availability of familial aid. One 

planter's observations, recorded in a letter to an 

agricultural journal, provides evidence of this dynamic. 

Field men, he claimed, often finished their tasks by two or 

three o'clock in the afternoon while field women labored 

until sundown. Yet, only as an exception, as, for example, 

when fields were overrun with grass, did he witness "with 

much pleasure[,] the husband assisting the wife." The 

irregularity of such help is underscored by his observation 

that "sometimes" in similar circumstances, "several members 
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of a family" would "unite" to aid "those who have been less 

fortunate than themselves in accomplishing their tasks."*' 

These statements reveal that despite their ability to do so, 

husbands and other kin did not always assist their wives or 

other female relatives even though they could have. 

An examination of field men's own time activities 

underscores how slaves made choices in an economically 

coercive context. According to the same planter noted 

above, when a bondman completed his task, he went "home to 

work his own field, or enjoy himself in any manner he thinks 

proper."^ At least two explanations account for such a 

man's behavior. On the one hand, he could have been 

callously disregarding his wife's needs in order to pursue 

his own interests. Given the slave community's regard for 

mutual aid however, a bondman's repeated refusals to provide 

assistance without community sanctioned "just cause" would 

likely have been met with derision. 

On the other hand, the man's actions may have reflected 

a family decision to allocate his labor in a another useful 

way. Weekly food rations rarely provided slaves with enough 

food, especially meat, to meet their nutritional needs. To 

supplement their diets, slave men frequently hunted, fished, 

and worked in their family's garden plot during their own 

time. These essential productive activities ostensibly 

benefited the entire family. So unless circumstances 
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threatened to keep a wife or other relative from finishing 

their tasks, field men would not necessarily have gone—or 

have been expected to go—to their kin's aide.'* In these 

instances, slave men's apparent "indifference" to the field 

women's plight instead reflected a familial and community 

sanctioned decision to allocate scarce resources in a 

different way. Whatever their motivation though, slave 

men's exit from the fields while kin remained behind 

underscores the fact that familial or collective aid 

depended upon the worker's choice as well as upon his 

master's policy. 

Another important and intriguing element revealed in 

the planter's letter above is the suggestion that access to 

own time was gendered and favored men. In the letter, the 

planter wrote: 

It is not reasonable, and consequently I cannot think 
it just, to require the same quantity of work from a 
delicate female and a strong man, yet we often see them 
working in the same fields together, and sometimes side 
by side, but whilst the one finishes his work by 2 or 3 
o'clock and goes home to work his own field, or 
enjoy[s] himself in any manner he thinks proper, the 
other is compelled to work on, and with difficulty 
finishes her task by sun-down. The one who least 
requires it has plenty of leisure and time to rest 
himself, whilst the other who needs this the most has 
the least. 

According to this slaveholder, field men regularly finished 

their tasks before field women did. While no doubt 

exaggerating both the "delicateness" of slave women and the 
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"strength" of slave men to make his point, the writer 

nevertheless alerts us to a pattern that, if widespread, has 

significant ramifications for the nature of slavery under 

the task system. Specifically, if field men had greater 

access to own time than field women, then the greater 

autonomy that the task system purportedly offered slaves 

applied most to slave men and not to slave women. 

The claim that slave men had greater access to own time 

is further substantiated by noting the gender and occupation 

of the slaves claiming to have completed multiple tasks in 

one day. A slave worked at such a herculean pace in order 

to earn the next day off from work.®^ Historians have often 

used this kind of slave testimony, which is corroborated by 

planter statements, to support the contention that slaves in 

a task regime enjoyed greater flexibility and control over 

their work routines and more autonomy in their lives.** But 

after examining these and other relevant sources for their 

identity and occupation, it is apparent that most of those 

who professed such capabilities were either male artisans or 

male field hands assigned to seasonal and gendered work. 

When slaves claimed to have completed two or more days' 

worth of tasks in just one day, the job they were most often 

engaged in was splitting rails. Splitting one hundred rails 

per day was the standard task for this assignment. 

Plantation journals, tool lists, and former slaves' 
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testimony before the Southern Claims Commission provide 

abundant evidence that only slave men split rails. 

For instance, in Liberty County, Georgia, carpenter 

Samuel Harris claimed that the "usual task for splitting 

rails was 100 rails in a day. Often times they would finish 

this task [sic] from 10 to 11 o'clock in the morn & the 

balance of the day belonged to them." Ex-slave driver 

Lafayette DeLegal testified that he had "known men to split 

200 rails in a day and in that way would have a day for 

themselves." Yet another Liberty County resident, former 

domestic slave Windsor Stevens concurred: "I have known 

them [field hands] to gain days works by splitting rails; 

one hundred rails was a days work and I have know them to 

split 200 rails in a day and then the next day was their 

own."®® Since none of these freedmen lived on the same 

plantation as slaves, the task of splitting one hundred 

rails in a day seems to have been standard. Finally, in one 

last example, Frederick Law Olmstead, while traveling 

through the lowcountry by train one February night, observed 

"a negro by a fire, while it was still night, shaving 

shingles very industriously. ... No doubt he was a slave, 

working by task, and of his own accord at night, that he 

might have the more daylight for his own purposes."" 

The testimony of four other ex-slaves, all from Liberty 

County, Georgia, and the recollections of a rice planter 
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further underscore the advantage men had over women in 

gaining additional own time. Cooper Henry Stevens recalled 

that "sometimes I could gain 3 days in a week for myself" by 

making piggins and pails. James Miller, a former field hand 

for Thomas Mallard, testified to the Southern Claims 

Commission that "I could finish my task sometimes in a half 

a day." Scipio King, a former field hand of Lawrence Winn, 

claimed that for "some kind of work I could do 3 tasks in a 

day." The Southern Claims Commission testimony of 

freedwomen from Liberty County (of whom there were only 

twelve compared to eighty men) is significant for its lack 

of boasting regarding the possibility of completing more 

than one task in a day. In the one instance where a woman 

does speak of "saving time" for herself, she qualifies it by 

stating that it became easier to do after her field rating 

had been reduced to a half-hand.'* Finally, in his memoirs, 

J. Motte Alston of Georgetown County, South Carolina wrote: 

"When two tasks were accomplished in one day by any hand, he 

was not expected to work the next, . . . The said hand would 

usually go to the sea shore and lay in a supply of fish and 

clams." Even if we assume that Alston used the masculine 

pronoun to describe both sexes, it is still likely that he 

was referring to men for the own time activities he 

described were those more often engaged in by men." Even 

despite these feats, most field men probably did not 



235 

regularly complete more than one task per day.'°° 

The above evidence is significant for it challenges a 

conventional wisdom regarding slaves' access to own time. 

Specifically, the evidence used to sustain claims that 

slaves gained whole days for themselves was drawn from men's 

field or artisanal work that was ancillary to rice 

production. 

Given field women's productive parity with field men, 

it is not surprising that anecdotal evidence suggests that 

they frequently finished their tasks after the men. Based 

on these work patterns, one might surmise that, in general, 

field women required aid more often than the men. In light 

of the slave family's vulnerability to break-up, a field 

hand's responsibility to complete his or her own daily task, 

the organization of the plantation labor force, and slave 

decisions regarding the allocation of scarce labor 

resources, who among the field hands provided that 

assistance? 

During the winter, when rice field labor was commonly 

gender differentiated, female relatives and friends were the 

most likely source of predictable aid for field women. This 

point is underscored by the experiences of the field women 

on J.R. Motte's Exeter plantation. From the analysis of 

labor patterns on that estate, we know that when gender 

differentiated women's field labor, it did so by both gender 
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category and in terms of their actual labor experiences. 

These findings mean that when field women labored at tasks 

defined as women's work, a majority of all women engaged in 

those activities. During this particular time then, most 

field women typically worked alongside each other and were 

in the best position to lend a hand if able. 

For the remaining three seasons of the year, however, 

the answer is less clear. On a day to day basis during the 

spring, summer, and fall, field men and women usually 

labored at the same tasks. Moreover, the evidence strongly 

suggests that during these seasons, field hands commonly 

worked in sex-integrated field gangs. Given these factors, 

help could more readily have come from either male or female 

kin or friends. Since, as a group, men often finished their 

tasks before the women, they would have been in the best 

position to lend a hand. But since they did not necessarily 

remain behind to do this, we can not assume that male aid 

was consistently offered. At a minimum, this meant that 

women, when able and willing, would again be the most likely 

source of predictable aid for other women hands. 

These patterns of gendered cooperative aid have 

implications for our understanding of slave women's 

networks. Historians of slave women have argued that the 

bonds of womanhood were forged in the fields and sealed in 

the slave quarters through gender differentiated or gender 
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segregated work."" Yet for much of the year, field women's 

labor on rice plantations did not reflect these patterns. 

On rice plantations, the female bonds of womanhood that were 

forged in the fields depended less on the sexual division of 

labor or segregated work than on the gendered access to own 

time and slave cultural values that sanctioned men's early 

departures from the fields. 

Conclusion 

In spite of the difficulties, some rice field hands 

gained own time for themselves. It was never easy, nor did 

they always succeed. Nevertheless, through some combination 

of group or individual protest, duplicity, overexertion, and 

collective aid, many men and women managed to finish their 

tasks early. For these slaves, the task system really 

offered greater autonomy. 

Despite their achievements, however, many of these 

slaves still ended up with less own time than they had 

earned. The labor needs of family and friends struggling to 

finish their own tasks compelled many of these slaves to 

stay in the fields, working for master long after their own 

obligations had been met. These patterns were especially 

true of field women. They were the ones most often 

available to assist others, for a variety of reasons 

involving changing household structures, seasonal and 
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gendered labor patterns, gendered access to own time, and 

personal decisions regarding the allocation of their 

family's labor resources. This is not to say that slave men 

did not provide assistance as well, for they did; it was 

just not always in the most obvious—or desired—manner. 

Unlike slaves in a gang system, slaves in a task regime 

did have more autonomy in determining when their work time 

for master would end. But for many, the result was the same 

as their gang labor peers: they spent the majority of their 

daylight hours working hard in their masters' fields. The 

consequences of these long hours of labor on field women's 

reproductive health will be examined next. 



239 

Chapter 5 Endnotes 

I.Julie Saville and Leslie Schwalm also make this point in 
their respective works. See, Saville, The Work of 
Reconstruction: From Slave to Wage Laborer in South 
Carolina. 1860-1870 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1994), 9; and Schwalm, "The Meaning of Freedom: African-
American Women and Their Transition From Slavery To Freedom 
in Lowcountry South Carolina" (Ph.D. diss.. University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, 1991), 53. 

2.Saville, Work of Reconstruction. 7. 

3.Philip D. Morgan, "Work and Culture: The Task System and 
the World of Lowcountry Blacks, 1700 to 1880," William and 
Mary Quarterly 3d ser., 39 (October 1982):575; Joyce E. 
Chaplin, An Anxious Pursuit: Agricultural Innovation and 
Modernity in the Lower South. 1730-1815 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina, 1993), 269; John Scott 
Strickland, "Traditional Culture and Moral Economy: Social 
and Economic Change in the South Carolina Low Country, 1865-
1910," in The Countryside in the Age of Capitalist 
Transformation: Essays in the Social History of Rural 
America eds., Steven Hahn and Jonathan Prude (Chapel Hill; 
University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 145; and Schwalm, 
"Meaning of Freedom," 29-30. 

4.See table 3.3 and the analysis of that data in chapter 
three. 

5. In his seminal article on the task system, Philip Morgan 
states that the "constant warring" that went on during the 
mid-to-late eighteenth century between master and slave over 
what constituted a fair day's labor had largely been settled 
by the early nineteenth century. Even though he 
acknowledges (in a footnote) that slaves' actions "continued 
to be significant in the evolution of the task system" 
during the antebellum era, I believe Morgan underestimates 
the degree to which the struggle continued. Leslie Schwalm 
also makes this point in her work. See, Morgan, "Work and 
Culture," 577-578, 578n; and Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 
53. 

6.For an analysis of slave group runaways in South Carolina, 
see Michael P. Johnson, "Runaway Slaves and the Slave 
Communities in South Carolina, 1799 to 1830," William and 
Mary Quarterly 3d ser., 38 (July 1981), 418-441. 



240 

7.William G. Read to Jacob Read, 12 March 1800, Read Family 
Papers, South Carolina Historical Society (hereafter SCHS), 
Charleston; and R.J. Arnold to Mr. Sanders, 19 May 1840, 
Series 1.1, Folder 4, Arnold and Screven Family Papers, 
1762-1903, Southern History Collection (hereafter SHC), 
Chapel Hill. 

8.Both quotations are cited in Schwalm, "Meaning of 
Freedom," 54. 

9.Albert V. House, ed., Planter Management and Capitalism in 
Ante-Bellum Georgia (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1954), 54. 

10.Emphasis in the original. James 0. Breeden, ed., Advice 
Among Masters; The Ideal in Slave Management in the Old 
South (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1980), 69-70. 

11. Frederick Law Olmstead, A Journev in the SeaBoard Slave 
States. With Remarks on Their Economy (New York: Dix & 
Edwards, 1856), 435-436. 

12.Ibid., 435-436; Claimant's deposition, claim of Harry 
Porter, February 27, 1874, Liberty County, Georgia, Case 
Files, Southern Claims Commission, Records of the 3d 
Auditor, Record Group 217, Records of the U.S General 
Accounting Office, National Archives, Washington, D.C. 
Hereafter, only the name and date will be given, followed by 
the abbreviation, SCC. Testimony of Joseph Quarterman, 
claim of Mack Golding, July 31, 1873, SCC. 

13.Based on his study of 2,002 runaway slaves, Daniel E. 
Meaders found that during the eighteenth century, the 
typical runaway slave in South Carolina was "male, single, 
between the ages of eighteen and thirty, and had usually 
belonged to no less than two owners" ((juotation in Johnson, 
"Runaway Slaves," 418n.) Peter Wood, who also came to a 
similar conclusion in his study of colonial South Carolina, 
notes that slave women were underrepresented in 
advertisements because planters, recognizing the women's 
tendency to return on their own after a few days of visiting 
relatives or friends on other plantations, would not place 
adds in the newspapers when they absconded. For the 
antebellum period, Leslie Schwalm elaborates on the gendered 
pattern of running away, stating; "Insisting on maintaining 
the community and family ties which planters had failed to 
respect was an important, and particularly female, 
manifestation of slave resistance." Wood, Black Majority; 
Negroes in Colonial South Carolina from 1670 through the 



Stono Rebellion (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1974) , 
241; and Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 57. Finally, even 
though rural slaves most typically ran away individually, 
small and large groups of fcimily or unrelated individuals 
sought their freedom as well. Johnson, "Runaway Slaves," 
429-436. 

14.John G. Williams, "De Parable of ^De Wuck Time,'" in "De 
Ole Plantation" (Charleston: Walker, Evans & Cogswell, Co., 
1895), 42. 

15.Frances Anne Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgia 
Plantation in 1838-1839. ed. , John A. Scott (New York: New 
American Library, 1975), 215. 

16.Bernard E. Powers Jr., Black Charlestonians: A Social 
History. 1822-1885 (Fayetteville, University of Arkansas 
Press, 1994), chapters one and two; and Betty Wood, Women's 
Work. Men's Work; The Informal Slave Economies of 
Lowcountrv Georgia (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1995), 110-121. 

17.For a description of some of the difficulties newly 
imported African slaves faced when running away, see 
Johnson, "Runaway Slaves," 436-441. 

18.James M. Clifton, ed., Life and Labor on Argvle Island; 
Letters and Documents of a Savannah River Rice Plantation 
1833-1867 (Savannah: Beehive Press, 1978), 197-198; Wood, 
Black Maioritv. 241; and Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 57. 

19.For an intriguing analysis of the role of slave dogs in 
the lives of slaves and slaveholders, see John Campbell, 
"^My Constant Companion:' Slaves and their Dogs in the 
Antebellum South" in Working Toward Freedom: Slave Society 
and Domestic Economy in the American South, ed. Larry E. 
Hudson, Jr. (Rochester, N.Y.: University of Rochester 
Press, 1994), 53-76. 

20.Roswell King to Pierce Butler, 18 June 1803, and 24 June 
1803, Butler Papers, Historical Society of Pennsylvania 
(hereafter HSP), Philadelphia; Betty Wood, "Prisons, 
Workhouses, and the Control of Slave Labour in Low Country 
Georgia, 1763-1815," Slavery and Abolition 8 (December 
1987);247-271; and Norrece T. Jones, Jr., Born a Child of 
Freedom. Yet a Slave: Mechanisms of Control and Strategies 
of Resistance in Antebellum South Carolina (Hanover; 
Wesleyan University Press, 1990), 37-46; Kemble, Journal of 
a Residence. 230. 



21.Jacob Rhett Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1846-
1871 (See entries for February-June, 1850 and January-
September, 1856), Perkins Library (hereafter PL), Duke 
University, Durham. 

22.Arnold-Screven Papers, 1840, SHC. 

23.A regularly sized rice sheaf was approximately one foot 
thick when tied in the middle. Lydia Parrish, Slave Songs 
on the Georgia Sea Islands (Farrar, Straus & Company, Inc. , 
1942; reprint, Hatboro, PA: Folklore Associates, Inc., 
1965), 225. 

24.Clifton, Life and Labor. 8-9. 

25.Emphasis in the original. Olmstead, Journey in the 
Seaboard States. 480-481. 

26.John B. Milliken Plantation Journals, 1853-1889, 
Charleston District, South Carolina, December 26, 27, 28, 
1853, Records of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations from the 
Revolution through the Civil War. Kenneth Stamp, ed., Reel 
8, Series B; and Harman Pitman to Robert F.W. Allston, May 
6, 1860 in J.H. Easterby, ed., The South Carolina Planter as 
Revealed in the Papers of Robert F.W. Allston (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1945), 263. 

27.See chapter four of this dissertation. 

28.Heyward, Seed From Madagascar. 104; and "Management of 
Servants," Farmer and Planter 3 (July 1852): 110. 

29.Kemble, Journal of a Residence. 85; Motte Plantation 
Book, 1850, 1854, 1856; and Butler's Island, Georgia 
Plantation Hospital Book, 1838-1843, Mcintosh County, 
Georgia, Record Group 100 (Louisiana State Museum),Series H, 
Reel 1 in Records of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations. 

30.Williams, "De Parable of ^De Wuck Time,'" 42. 

31.Roswell King Jr. to Thomas Butler, 24 January 183 0, 
Butler Papers, HSP. 

32.Kemble, Journal of a Residence. 85-86; and Malcolm Bell, 
Jr. Major Butler's Legacv: Five Generations of a 
Slaveholding Family (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1987), 272, 274. 



243 

33.Enslaved men's use of defiant language was too risky, 
since, as Leslie Schwalm notes, even their "verbal 
aggression . . . was construed by Southerners as embodying a 
sexual threat evoking murderous reprisals." See Schwalm, 
"Meaning of Freedom," 252. 

34.Statement of Births and Deaths for Year 1822, Butler 
Papers (Box 10, Folder 14), HSP. 

35.Throughout Frances Kemble's journal, she records how 
slave women, when introducing themselves or making requests, 
gave her their reproductive histories as one way of showing 
their worth to the master, Kemble's husband. Kemble, 
Journal of a Residence. 76, 214, 223, 229-231. For examples 
of planters claiming to reduce pregnant field women's work 
loads, see chapter six. 

36.In this particular instance, Markie had gained months of 
extra rations, rather than any reduction in her work load, 
as compensation for her pregnancy. Kemble, Journal of a 
Residence. 276-277. 

37.Ibid., 170. William Dusinberre suggests such a 
likelihood occurred on the Butler estate after Roswell King 
Jr.'s 1822 "discovery." Dusinberre, Them Dark Days: Slaverv 

J in the American Rice Swamps (New York: Oxford University 
\ Press, 1996), 505n. 

38.Kemble, Journal of a Residence. 214, 222, 245. At least 
some slave women on Butler's Island received four weeks off 
from field work after the birth of their children. A 
systematic analysis of the length of time that each pregnant 

; and postpartum slave woman spent at the Butler's Island 
Hospital is not possible due to the nature of the hospital's 

[ records (multiple spellings of the same name make it 
impossible to determine whether a particular woman is the 
same or a different person from a previous entry). 
Nevertheless, it is possible to reconstruct the records of 
some of the women "patients." In 1838, for example, seven 
women—Senna, Diana, Jubba, Hetty, Clarinda, Violet, and 

t Harriet each received at least a month off from field work. 
! These findings reinforce John Campbell's point that "many 

planters directed their slave women to stay out of the field 
for four weeks." Butler's Island, Georgia, Plantation 
Hospital Book, Reel 1, Series H, Records of Ante-Bellum 
Southern Plantations; and Campbell, "Work, Pregnancy, and 
Infant Mortality among Southern Slaves," Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History 14 (Spring 1984):806. 



244 

39.Clifton, Life and Labor, xxiv; and Heyward, Seed From 
Madagascar. 40. 

40.Arney R. Childs, ed. Rice Planter and Sportsman; The 
Recollections of J. Motte Alston. 1821-1909 (Columbia, SC: 
University of South Carolina Press, 1953) , 46-47. 

41.George P. Rawick, ed., The American Slave; A Composite 
Autobiography 19 vols. (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood 
Publishing Company, 1972), vol. 3, South Carolina 
Narratives. pt. 3, 271; and John W. Blassingame, ed., Slave 
Testimonv; Two Centuries of Letters. Speeches. Interviews 
and Autobiographies (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1977), 380. 

42.Cited in Drew Gilpin Faust, James Henrv Hammond and the 
Old South; A Design for Mastery (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1982), 74. 

43.Morgan, "The Ownership of Property by Slaves in the Mid-
Nineteenth-Century Low Country," Journal of Southern 
History 49 (August 1983):402-403; Charles Joyner, Down by 
the Riverside: A South Carolina Slave Community (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1984), 58-59; Jones, Born a 
Child of Freedom. 125; Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 29-30, 
58; and Wood, Women^s Work. Men^s Work. 21. In his recent 
work, Larry Hudson limits his discussion of the role of 
slaves' cooperative ethos to their own time activities. 
Hudson, To Have and To Hold: Slave Work and Family Life in 
Antebellum South Carolina (Athens; University of Georgia 
Press, 1997), 33. 

44.Rawick, American Slave, vol. 2, South Carolina 
Narratives. pt. 1, 110; Rawick, American Slave, vol. 3, 
South Carolina Narratives, pt. 3, 152-153; and James R. 
Sparkman to Benjamin Allston, 10 March 1858, in J. Harold 
Easterby, ed., The South Carolina Rice Plantation as 
Revealed in the Papers of Robert F. W. Allston. (Chicago: 
1945); 346. The Ravenel quote is cited in Jones, Born a 
Child of Freedom. 125. In her dissertation, Leslie Schwalm 
has suggested that masters may have exploited this 
cooperative ethos by purposely assigning difficult tasks to 
slaves they knew would be unable to complete them on their 
own. Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 45, 58. 

45.Ira Berlin and Philip D. Morgan, "Labor and the Shaping 
of Slave Life in the Americas" in Cultivation and Culture: 
Labor and the Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas, eds. 
Berlin and Morgan (Charlottesville: University Press of 



245 

Virginia, 1993), 15. 

46.With the exception of Julie Saville, who briefly notes 
that slaves' efforts to assist one another were compromised 
by their need to first complete their own work, historians 
have failed to investigate the constraints against familial 
or community aid. Saville, Work of Reconstruction. 10. 

47.In her study of the slave family and household structure 
in nineteenth-century Louisiana, Ann Patton Malone, defines 
a "simple or nuclear family" as a household with either a 
conjugal unit or one parent with children. She defines a 
"standard nuclear family" as a household with a full nuclear 
unit; that is, a mother, a father, and children. Malone 
also found that on large slaveholdings (plantations with 
fifty or more slaves), the greatest percentage of standard 
nuclear families occurred on plantations with one hundred or 
more slaves. Moreover, Brenda E. Stevenson gives compelling 
evidence that in colonial and antebellum Virginia, 
matrifocality characterized most slave family structures— 
which, using Malone's definition, would fall under the 
category of simple or nuclear family. A thorough 
examination of slave household structure on lowcountry rice 
plantations has not yet been done. Nevertheless, based on 

; the plantation household structures examined by historians 
= (see the discussion that follows) and the fact that most 
I lowcountry rice plantations were large, it is likely that 
i many rice slaves lived in simple or nuclear households. 
I Malone, Sweet Chariot; Slave Family and Household Structure 
I in Nineteenth-Centurv Louisiana (Chapel Hill; University of 
I North Carolina Press, 1992), 7, 14-18; 65-66; and Stevenson, 
! Life In Black and White; Family and Community in the Slave 
" South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 160, 222, 
I 206-225. 

• 48.In this essay, "family" refers to the immediate (nuclear) 
1 and extended kin of a field hand. 
I 

[ 49.Richard Steckel, "Slave Mortality; Analysis of Evidence 
' from Plantation Records," Social Science History 3 (October 

1979) ;92; and Joyner, Down by the Riverside. 105, 38. 

50.Cheryll Ann Cody, "Slave Demography and Family Formation: 
A Community Study of the Ball Family Plantations, 1720-1896" 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Minnesota, 1982), 239-242; 320-
321. 

51.Dusinberre, Them Dark Days. 84-85. 



246 

52.Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 83-84. 

53.Steckel, "Slave Mortality," 106, 92; Steckel, "A Dreadful 
Childhood: The Excess Mortality of American Slaves," Social 
Science History 10 (Winter 1986): 437. 

54.According to Dusinberre, at the mid-nineteenth-century 
mark, 28 percent of free children died by age fifteen. 
Among the slave population, 66 percent of children on rice 
plantations died by age fifteen compared to the Southern 
slave norm of 46 percent. Dusinberre, Them Dark Davs. 416, 
410-415. 

55.Emphasis in the original. Dusinberre, Them Dark Davs. 
51-53, 56, 84, 237-239. In her work on white and black 
families in colonial and antebellum Virginia, Brenda 
Stevenson notes that the slave child mortality rates on the 
Gatewood plantations in Loudoun County, Virginia steadily 
increased from 20 percent in 1773 to just over 50 percent in 
1854. While a high and foreboding trend, these numbers 
still fall short of the death rates for slave children on 
lowcountry rice plantations. Stevenson, In Black and White. 
248. 

56.Dusinberre, Them Dark Davs. 86, 88. 

57.Cody, "Slave Demography and Family Formation," 244. 

58.Ibid., 370, 379; Dusinberre, Them Dark Davs. 84-121; 
Jones, Born a Child of Freedom. 37-46; George C. Rogers, The 
History of Georgetown Countv. South Carolina (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, 1970), 328; Paul D. 
Escott, Slavery Remembered; A Record of Twentieth-Centurv 
Narratives (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1979), 46-50; and Peter Kolchin, American Slavery 1619-1877 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1993), 96-98. 

59.Dusinberre, Them Dark Davs. 109. 

60.Jacob Rhett Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1850, 
PL. 

61.Williams, "De Parable of ^De Wuck Time,'" 42. 

62.See chapter two for a discussion of the gender, age, and 
occupational structure of the rice plantation's labor force. 

63.See chapter two of this dissertation. 



247 

64.Joyner, Down by the Riverside. 60; Kolchin, American 
Slavery. 105; and Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love. Labor of 
Sorrow; Black Women. Work and the Family. From Slavery To 
The Present (New York: Vintage Books,1985), 22. 

65.Claimant's deposition, claim of William Cassels, February 
19, 1874, SCC; and claimant's deposition, claim of Henry 
Stevens, February 28, 1878, SCC. 

66.Easterby, South Carolina Rice Plantation. 34. 

67.For examples of tasked occupations, see claimant's 
deposition, claim of William Roberts, July 4, 1873, SCC; 
claimant's deposition, claim of Samuel Harris,July 15, 1873, 
SCC; Charles Kershaw to Charlotte Ann Allston, December 30, 
1817 in Easterby, South Carolina Rice Plantation. 3 66; and 
Arnold and Screven Papers, 1762-1903, SHC. For an example 
of a nontasked occupation, see claimant's deposition, claim 
of Windsor Stevens, July 12, 1873, SCC. 

68.Emphasis added. Kemble, Journal of a Residence. 191. 

69.Basil Hall, Travel in North America, in the Years 1827 
and 1828 vol. Ill (Edinburgh: Cadell and Co., 1829; reprint 
Graz, Austria: Akademische Druck-U. Verlagsanstalt, 19 64), 

' 192; and Jones, Labor of Love. Labor of Sorrow. 22-23, 27. 
I 
\ 70.In addition to job exigencies, other factors limited 
^ these slaves' abilities to assist field hands in the 
j completion of their tasks. They included: distance from 
i the fields, lack of knowledge that aid was needed, lack of 
i appropriate skill, and/or other obligations or desires to 
[ pursue in their own time (all of which will be discussed in 
: association with the constraints that tasked slaves faced in 
[ helping each other out). 

I 71.For instance, in her journal, Frances Kemble notes that 
< some slaves had to walk three miles to work. Journal of a 
I Residence. 248. 

72.William Dusinberre has persuasively argued that on 
Charles Manigault's Gowrie plantation, the line between 
field hands and privileged slaves was quite blurred. 
Dusinberre, Them Dark Days. 198-199. 

73.Heyward, Seed from Madagascar. 84; Roswell King to Pierce 
Butler, 8 January 1813, Butler Papers, HSP; and Black Oak 
Agricultural Society Minutes, April 13, 1843 (Typescript), 
SCHS. These factors further impeded those slaves in 



248 

nonfield, nontasked occupations who might have been in the 
unusual circxmstance of being available—and willing—to 
provide help to a field hand. 

74.Joyner, Down bv the Riverside. 59. 

75.Julie Saville also makes this point. Saville, Work of 
Reconstruction. 10. 

76.Rawick, American Slave, vol. 2, South Carolina Narrative, 
pt. 1, 112-113. 

77.As discussed in chapter four, even though field hands in 
a task regime labored at individual tasks for most jobs, the 
labor force as a whole was nevertheless subdivided and 
organized by gangs with their work overseen by assistant or 
subdrivers. 

78.From the master's perspective, it made sense to assign 
families to the same field gang. In this way, he could 
better take advantage of the slaves' collective ethos. 
Although the records for Colerain, a large Chatham County, 
Georgia rice plantation do not identify relationships 
between field hands, Betty Wood speculates that the two sex-
integrated field gangs on this Georgia rice plantation 
"might well have reflected, and reinforced, family and 
kinship ties ..." Wood, Women's Work. Men's Work. 22. 

79.Letter from Roswell King, Jr. to Pierce Butler, 18 
February 1821; 1819-1823 Slave Birth and Death Lists, Butler 
Papers, HSP. 

80.Roswell King, Jr., "On the Management of the Butler 
Estate," Southern Agriculturalist 1 (December 1828): 527; 
Heyward, Seed From Madagascar. 179; Joyner, Remember Me; 
Slave Life in Coastal Georgia (Atlanta: Georgia Humanities 
Council, 1989), 11; and Schwalm, "Meaning of Freedom," 45. 

81.Heyward, Seed From Madagascar. 179-180. 

82.Cited in Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation 
Household; Black and White Women of the Old South (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 156-157. 

83.For more on this topic, see Nell Irvin Painter, "Soul 
Murder and Slavery; Toward a Fully Loaded Cost Accounting," 
in U.S. History as Women's History: New Feminist Essavs 
eds. Linda Kerber, Alice Kessler-Harris, and Kathryn Kish 
Sklar (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 



249 

1995), 132-134. 

84.Overseers and drivers subdivided the field hands on the 
Butler family's three plantations, William Lowndes' two 
South Carolina plantations, and John Milliken's Mulberry 
plantation into sex-integrated groups that were then 
reconfigured according to need. Roswell King, Jr. to Pierce 
Butler, 18 February 1821, Butler Papers, HSP; William 
Lowndes Plantation Book, 1802-1822, Library of Congress 
(hereafter LC), Washington, D.C.; Kemble, Journal of a 
Residence. 215; and John B. Milliken Plantation Journals, 
1853-1889, Charleston District, South Carolina, Reel 8, 
Series B, Records of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations. 

85.William E. Sparkman Plantation Journal, November 1844-
February 1845, Reel 1, Series J, Pt. 3, Records of Ante-
Bellum Southern Plantations. 

86.Ralph King to Pierce Butler, 27 August 1820; and Thomas 
King to Pierce Butler, 15 October 1820, Butler Papers, HSP; 
Olmstead, Journey in the Seaboard Slave States. 43 2; and 
John B. Milliken Plantation Journals, 16 February and 11 
March, 1854, Reel 8, Series B, Records of Ante-Bellum 
Southern Plantations. For a discussion on the gendered 

j nature of mudwork, see chapter two of this dissertation. 

\ 
I 87.Based on data presented in chapter two, 74% of all field 
'i jobs on Motte's Exeter plantation during the winter of 1856 

were gendered. 
c.-

l 
i 88.It is not always evident from the sources whether men and 
I women worked in the same location when they performed gender 
I similar work. For instance, in William Sparlanan's 

plantation journal, entries for September frequently stated 
; "All Hands Harvest." Although it is not clear from this 
I entry where, among Springwood's fourteen fields, the hands 
1 were working, they were probably located no farther than 
t adjacent fields. This is because it was common practice 
I among rice planters to plant their fields sequentially over 
' a period of weeks. This method prevented the rice from 

ripening all at once. Given this and the grid-like pattern 
of tidal irrigated rice fields, if more than one field was 
drained at a time, the fields would most likely have been 
adjacent to one another. So even if this entry pertained to 
more than one field, the hands working the fields would have 
been relatively close together rather than dispersed over 
Springwood's fourteen fields (that encompassed 139 acres). 
William E. Sparkman Plantation Journal, 1844, Reel 1, Series 
J, Pt. 3, Records of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations. 
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(give) the woman a task. Didn't done it. Next day did't 
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95.Based on the 1856 reconstructed labor assignments for 
J.R. Motte's field hands, most of the men but none of the 
women engaged in the job of splitting rails. Similarly, 
only male slaves on William E. Sparkman's Springwood 
plantation ever split rails. In addition, tool lists for 
both these plantations, as well as that for Francis Withers, 
list only slave men as being given axes. Jacob Rhett Motte 
Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1856, PL. See also table 
2.6 in chapter two of this dissertation; William E. Sparkman 
Plantation Journal, September 26, 27, 1844; November 4, 5, 
1844; and December 2, 1844, Reel 1, Series J, Pt. 3, Records 
of Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations; and Francis Withers 
Plantation Book, 1842, SCHS. 
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100.1 say this for two reasons. First, for every workday, 
Monday through Saturday, for the period covering January 1-
July 7, 1850, July lO-October 15, 1854, and January 10-
December 28, 1856 on J.R. Motte's Exeter plantation, not a 
single field hand, male or female, received a day off from 
field work for completing multiple tasks in one day. The 
only reasons cited by Motte for slaves' absences from work 
included illness, running away, bad weather, and holidays. 

Second, work requirements for particular seasons made 
it almost impossible for field hands to complete more than 
one task per day. For example, during the spring, slaves 
often worked in teams rather than individually to plant rice 
seed in fields that were sequentially rather than 
concurrently planted (a method used to prevent acres of rice 
from ripening at the same time). During the summer hoeing 
season, regular tasks were so difficult to get through, 
especially if fields were in the grass, that masters 
sometimes decreased standard tasks to compensate for the 
extra work. Moreover, as another indicator of how arduous 
hoeing could be in hot and humid weather, studies of runaway 
advertisements during the eighteenth century reveal an 
increased number of field hands absconding during the months 
of May, June, and July. Finally, during the push of the 
harvest season, when acres of rice needed to be cut before 
the crop overripened or bad weather damaged it, task 
assignments kept field hands, plus other available slaves in 
the fields most of the day. Moreover, some planters went so 
far as to abandon task labor during this time, which 
obviously prevented hands from earning a day off from labor. 
Jacob Rhett Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, PL; 
William Lowndes Plantation Book, 1805, LC; Cody, "Slave 
Demography and Family Formation,"109; and chapter three of 
this dissertation. 

101.I am indebted to Karen Anderson for helpful discussions 
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CHAPTER 6 

"I'VE LOST A MANY": WORK, PREGNANCY, 
AND NEONATAL MORTALITY 

Haney, an enslaved field hand living on a Georgia rice 

plantation, gave birth to eight children between 1819 and 

1831. Two of these infants died within the first month 

after birth, three others died before their first birthdays. 

Other field hands on this plantation experienced similar 

losses. Between 1820 and 183 0, Pender bore seven infants. 

Of these, one was stillborn, two died within their first 

week of life, and a fourth died before her first birthday. 

, Betty gave birth to six children between 1821 and 1832; one 

baby was stillborn and two infants died only days after 

t their births. Judy bore five children between 1821 and 

I 
j 1828, three of whom died before they reached two weeks of 

I age. Patty's first pregnancy in 1824 ended as a stillbirth, 
I 

, as did her second in 1827. Her third infant died six days 

after birth in 1828. Riller gave birth to two children 

between 1826 and 1833. Both infants died within the first 

month of life.' Summing up the shared experiences that 

these women endured, one slave mother told her white 

mistress upon the death of her own infant: "I've lost a 

many; they all goes so."^ 

This observation made by the grieving slave mother and 

the reconstructed maternity records of other field hands. 
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all of whom lived on Pierce Butler's Butler's Island rice 

plantation, reveal that infant mortality (death within 

twelve months after birth) was a common and tragic feature 

of their lives. Unfortunately, these deaths were not unique 

to this plantation; the slave population throughout the 

antebellum South experienced a high incidence of infant 

mortality. Nevertheless, studies indicate that slave infant 

deaths on rice plantations ranked among the highest in the 

South. This was especially true of infant deaths within the 

first month after birth (neonatal mortality), when a 

correlation existed between the physical labor of pregnant 

women and their infants' survival.^ 

This chapter explores the relationship between the 

working conditions of pregnant rice field hands in a task 

system and neonatal mortality. Specifically, it will 

examine how slave women's labor patterns during masters' 

time may have contributed to neonatal deaths. By focusing 

on the work routines of pregnant women, it becomes apparent 

that despite claims from planters and overseers to the 

contrary—and the historians who have largely taken them at 

their word—many field women continued to toil intensively 

as full task hands throughout most of their pregnancies. 
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Scholars on Slave Infant 
and Neonatal Mortality 

Slave demographers and historians have long recognized 

that the slaves of the antebellum South suffered a high 

incidence of infant deaths. In their respective studies, 

Richard Steckel estimated that the infant mortality rate 

among slaves was about seventeen percent higher than that of 

the entire white antebellum population; Robert Fogel and 

Stanley Engerman placed the figure at twenty-five percent."* 

Among different slave groups, infant mortality rates varied 

from 176 to 392 per thousand live births. Slaves born on 

the lowcountry rice plantations of South Carolina and 

Georgia fared the worst. Based on his research, Steckel 

found that "the expected probability of death in rice 

cultivation [compared to that of sugar and cotton 

production] was 41% higher among infants."® 

Scholars have identified a number of interacting 

conditions that influenced slave infant deaths. Of these, 

four predominate: staple crop, environment (defined here as 

location, exposure to disease, and population density), 

diet, and maternal work patterns. Given these factors, it 

is not surprising that the highest incidence of infant 

mortality occurred among slaves living on rice plantations.® 

Of the staple crops, rice was second only to sugar in the 

arduousness of its cultivation requirements. It required a 
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warm, wet environment conducive to disease—like the semi-

tropical, malaria-infested, swampy region of coastal South 

Carolina and Georgia provided. Moreover, the large number 

of slaves required for rice production guaranteed a 

significant host population that also helped spread 

disease.^ 

The inadequate diet of slave infants and children 

increased their vulnerability to disease. Their 

susceptibility arose from their being weaned too soon and a 

diet lacking the necessary calories and nutrients to sustain 

growth and fight disease. These deficiencies existed in the 

lowcountry as well as throughout the South. Malnourishment 

was corrected only after the children had reached their late 

teens and entered the world of field labor. At that time, 

they received the same diet given to adults; a diet that was 

higher in calories and more diversified in nutrients in 

order to offset the energy requirements of heavy physical 

labor.® 

Finally, women in their prime reproductive years 

constituted a majority of the field hands responsible for 

cultivating rice.' They commonly worked at the same jobs 

and with the same field ratings as their male peers.'" As a 

result, women's contribution to rice production undoubtedly 

undermined their own health as well as that of their unborn 

children. Given field women's essential role in rice 
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production and the region's distinctive use of the task 

system, work patterns of pregnant women on rice plantations 

and their possible link to neonatal mortality deserve closer 

scrutiny. 

Several works have already explored the correlation 

between slave women's work, pregnancy, and infant mortality. 

While none of them have examined how the task system may 

have specifically and negatively influenced a pregnant field 

hand's maternity, they do provide a number of useful 

insights. Richard Steckel's research is especially 

noteworthy. 

In his work, Steckel distinguishes between neonatal 

mortality (deaths occurring within one month after live 

birth) and postneonatal mortality (deaths occurring from the 

second month through the twelfth month). By separating 

infant mortality into neonatal and postneonatal periods, 

Steckel asserts that we are better able to address practices 

of pre- and postnatal care, since stillbirths and neonatal 

deaths are primarily linked to conditions during pregnancy 

while postneonatal deaths are more often associated with 

infant care and environmental matters such as breast 

feeding, diet, and disease." He estimates that for slaves 

the number of stillbirths among all births ranged from 10 to 

15 percent, and neonatal deaths from 3 0 percent upward. 

Significantly, Steckel found that the incidence of neonatal 
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mortality among slaves was highest on rice plantations (see 

table 6.1) . 

Steckel's distinction between neonatal and postneonatal 

mortality underscores the importance of pregnant women's 

work patterns in determining their infants' chances of 

survival. He argues that "patterns of disease and diet and 

especially work expressed by season of the year and by main 

crop were important influences on newborn health." He 

Table 6.1 
Comparative Rates of Antebellum 

Slave Neonatal Mortality 

Expected Percentage 
Crop Of Neonatal Deaths 
Rice 47.2 
Sugar 35.0 
Cotton 23 . 3 
Source: Richard Steckel, "A Dreadful 
Childhoood; Mortality of American Slaves," 
Social Science Historv 3 (Winter 1986):437. 

emphasizes work habits, especially those that require 

standing, for three reasons. First, a main cause of 

neonatal death is low newborn weight (less than 5.5 pounds). 

Second, and related to the first, physical labor of pregnant 

slave women diminished fetal growth. Third, seasonal labor 

demands for field workers were greatest during the 

preparation and planting period of late winter and early 

spring, and the harvest period of late summer and early 

autumn. 
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Having identified the significance of physical labor as 

an important factor in neonatal deaths, Steckel suggests 

that varying work routines may explain the disparate 

mortality rates among different staple crop regions, 

especially because regions with similar disease 

environments, like those for sugar and rice, still had 

different mortality rates. According to Steckel: 

Unlike sugar and cotton that had episodes of heavy 
labor demands followed by lay-by periods, rice 
cultivation was characterized by a seasonal sequence of 
labor activities that were moderate and capable of 
being performed by women. Therefore the typical woman 
on a rice farm may have exerted more effort during 
pregnancy and fewer newborns my have escaped the 
adverse consequences of this work." 

In his description of work routines, Steckel focuses only on 

the ebb and flow of the various crops' production cycles. 

He underestimates the physical exertion required for 

planting and harvesting rice, as well as for the summer 

hoeing and the winter mudwork tasks. What's more, he does 

not consider how the task system's organization of slave 

laborers on rice plantations influenced women's labor. He 

does note, elsewhere, that field work by the task was 

"probably less strenuous, but nonetheless demanding."'^ As 

argued earlier, however, several factors kept women in the 

fields longer than the men each day; these factors included 

field women's productive parity with men, the gendered 

access to own time, and the gendered pattern of collective 
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assistance. Add to this that the planting and harvest 

seasons on rice plantations were periods of heavy labor, and 

it becomes clear that Steckel understates the role of 

physical labor as a factor in the region's high neonatal 

mortality. For pregnant field hands, the annual cultivation 

requirements of rice plus the labor patterns inherent in 

tasking resulted in few breaks from strenuous physical 

labor. 

In another study, Michael Johnson discusses, albeit 

briefly, the connection between work, the gang labor system, 

and infant mortality. Based on his work on "smothered" 

slave infants (a phenomenon today associated with SIDS— 

Sudden Infant Death Syndrome), Johnson suggests that "where 

the production of staple crops for market was primary and 

where gang labor prevailed, the death rates for smothered 

slave infants were highest."'® 

Johnson is implicitly asserting that under the gang 

system pregnant enslaved women's physical work was 

especially arduous. Yet, if Steckel's claim that neonatal 

deaths are primarily linked to prenatal conditions is true, 

perhaps it should not be surprising that the rice region 

with its task system had a lower incidence of SIDS cases. 

After all, most infant deaths on rice plantations occurred 

in the first month after birth, which effectively reduced 

the number of infants alive to succumb to SIDS between two 
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and four months of age—the time of its peak occurrence. In 

addition, Johnson's conclusion that "the hard physical labor 

required of pregnant slave women is the most promising 

explanation for the high incidence of SIDS among slave 

infants" needs reevaluation since the neonatal period (first 

month of life) has the stronger correlation between prenatal 

physical labor and infant death than does the period of two 

to four months for peak SIDS occurrence. In light of 

Steckel's work, Johnson needs to establish a link between 

prenatal physical labor, neonatal mortality, and SIDS.'' 

Other scholars have also noted how maternal work 

patterns influenced slave infant viability. For instance, 

in his study of a lowcountry Georgia cotton plantation, John 

Campbell found that the more time off from field work 

enslaved women had, especially during the first half of 

pregnancy, the greater the likelihood that their infants 

would survive their first year of life.'® Cheryll Cody's 

examination of the Ball family's South Carolina rice 

plantations recognizes how staple crop, plantation size, and 

seasonal work patterns influenced slaves' lives, fertility 

rates, and infant mortality. But like Steckel, she does not 

investigate what role the region's distinct form of labor 

organization may have played in slave infant deaths." 

Although these studies examined the relationship 

between work, pregnancy, and slave infant mortality, none 
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have considered in detail how the task system may have 

affected the degree to which maternal work patterns 

influenced fetal and neonatal well-being. The high rate of 

infant mortality (and more specifically neonatal mortality) 

on rice plantations and the lowcountry's distinct and 

primary use of the task system, necessitates analysis of the 

connection between the two.^° 

Prenatal Work During Master's Time 

Rice planters and overseers were well aware that slave 

infant mortality in the lowcountry was high. In his memoirs 

about growing up on a rice plantation, former planter Duncan 

Heyward recalled that "it was a well known fact that on the 

rice plantations of South Carolina and Georgia there was a 

very high mortality rate among the infants of the slaves 

during the time of Nathaniel Heyward [early nineteenth-

century]." Roswell King, Jr., overseer for the Butler 

plantations from 1819 to 1838, often mentioned this problem 

in his letters to the absentee owners. After tallying the 

number of slave births and deaths for 1826, King wrote that 

"the deaths are wholly old people [and] infants. It is 

really distressing to me to see so many infants on the 

list." Three years later, with infant deaths still too high 

to be ignored. King concluded that "little negroes must be 

tough to get along. 
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In their efforts to minimize slave infant deaths, rice 

planters expected overseers to manage the workforce in 

prescribed ways. Slaveowners outlined policies for both 

prenatal and postpartvim care.^ Their attention to the work 

conditions of pregnant field hands demonstrates that they 

recognized connections between the physical labor of a 

pregnant woman and her infant's well-being.^ For example, 

in an 1828 article for an agricultural journal describing 

his methods of managing the Butler estate, Roswell King, Jr. 

wrote that "the labour of pregnant women is reduced one 

half, and they are put to work in dry situations." 

Georgetown planter R.F.W. Allston also instructed his 

overseers to transfer pregnant field hands from the damp 

rice fields to the drier provision crop grounds. And in 

1858, Georgetown planter James R. Sparkman claimed that in 

the assignment of field ratings to the slaves, "allowance is 

invariably made for the women so soon as they report 

themselves pregnant they being appointed to such light work 

as will insure a proper consideration for the offspring. 

Despite their claims of benevolence, the economic 

realities of a plantation economy give us reason to suspect 

the prescriptions of King, Allston, and Sparkman. Women 

begin to experience the symptoms of pregnancy within weeks 

after conception, yet outward signs of pregnancy are not 

apparent for another three to four months.^ This is quite 
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a range in time. Regardless of their desire to increase the 

size of their slaveholdings through reproduction, rice 

planters, with their large field crews made up predominantly 

of women in their childbearing years, would have suffered a 

significant loss of labor power had they decreased women's 

field ratings and/or changed the type of work they performed 

as soon as the women reported themselves pregnant. Indeed, 

Roswell King, Jr. found lightening women's assignments late 

in pregnancy problematic enough. In an 1826 letter to his 

boss. King warned that "[twenty-one] of the most active 

women rather fat for active service, and the prospect on St. 

Simons such that I do not think I can assist much here, but 

carpenters and all will be pressed if required."^® 

Planter and overseer skepticism of slave women's 

pregnancies provide a second reason why we should doubt 

their claims of benevolence. Plantation managers knew that 

slaves often feigned illness to try and get a day's respite 

from work. They also knew that women would lie about being 

pregnant for the same reason. Roswell King, Jr. cited such 

behavior on an 1822 list of slave births. According to his 

notes, six women had endured unusually long pregnancies that 

year; 11 months for Tina, 12 months for Betty, 15 months 

for Dido and Eve, 16 months for Mary, and 17 months for 

Elce." Thus, the dismissive remark of the overseer who 

succeeded King was probably more indicative than King's or 
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reduced task ratings and lighter work were treated: "Their 

work was not a bit too much for them, and . . . constantly 

they were shamming themselves in the family way in order to 

obtain a diminution of their labor." Supporting this 

statement, one Georgia ex-slave remembered that pregnant 

women were not relieved of field work until they "became too 

heavy with child," while another claimed that for "most of 

the time," pregnant field women continued to do the same 

kind of work as the men.^^ By delaying changes in pregnant 

women's work routines until some time during the last 

trimester when women were undeniably pregnant, planters 

postponed costly reductions in the size and capacity of 

their labor force and minimized the effectiveness of field 

women's efforts at dissembling. 

Historians of the antebellum lowcounty who have 

addressed the nature of pregnant rice field workers' labor 

have generally accepted planters' claims that they 

ameliorated the women's work in a timely manner. For 

instance, in his important study of slave culture in the 

rice county of Georgetown, South Carolina, Charles Joyner 

used James Sparkman's testimony to conclude that while both 

men and women worked in the rice fields during planting, 

growing, and harvesting, "pregnant women were a special 

case."^' William Dusinberre used Roswell King, Jr.'s 1828 
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journal article in his study of three rice plantations to 

conclude that "the terrific infant mortality at the Butler 

estate . . . occurred despite the reduction in the pregnant 

woman's task." Content to believe that King routinely 

reduced field women's tasks either as soon as they announced 

their pregnancies or at the first visible signs of 

pregnancy, Dusinberre did not scrutinize pregnant women's 

work routines any further. As a result, his analysis of the 

plantation's infant mortality rates primarily concentrates 

on the role of disease.^® 

Two other works represent a departure of sorts from the 

above. In his recent examination of slave work and family 

life in antebellxim South Carolina, Larry Hudson addresses 

the issue of field rating reductions for pregnant women. 

Referring to Sparlcman's testimony, Hudson declares that 

"female slaves, who might normally have been considered full 

or three-quarters hands and assigned the corresponding task, 

would have had their work status reduced to quarter or 

halfhand during a pregnancy ..." Despite these rating 

reductions, Hudson goes on to note, based on a lowcountry 

cotton planter's journal and a former middle-country slave's 

recollection, that some pregnant field hands might still be 

overworked. Citing contemporary medical texts which 

recommended that pregnant women remain active for as long as 

possible, Hudson concludes that "slave owners and their 
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overseers might have struggled to distinguish between 

^working' and ^working lightly.'" While this may have been 

the case for some rice planters, Hudson's conclusion is 

based on source material that does not directly pertain to 

the work routines of pregnant rice field hands.'' Finally, 

in her dissertation on South Carolina slave women's 

transition from slavery to freedom, Leslie Schwalm notes 

that "teenagers, pregnant or nursing mothers, ill or 

debilitated slaves, and the older, declining slaves, were 

typically assigned three-quarter, half, or even quarter 

tasks." Schwalm later qualifies this statement by asserting 

that overseers eased the task of rice field women in 

advanced stages of pregnancy.'^ Like Hudson, Schwalm bases 

her conclusions primarily on the words of white planters and 

mistresses rather than on the actual work experiences of 

pregnant rice field hands." 

Rather than take King, Sparkman, and others like them 

at their word that they ameliorated pregnant women's work 

conditions in a timely manner, the nature of women's 

prenatal field labor will be explored in two ways.^ By 

collating disparate plantation records from Pierce Butler's 

Butler's Island rice plantation in Georgia and by 

reconstructing daily work assignments of pregnant women on 

Jacob Rhett Motte's Exeter rice plantation in South 

Carolina, it is possible to determine first, if and when 
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pregnant field hands on these estates received any relief in 

the type of work they performed and two, whether they 

received a reduction in their field ratings.^^ In addition, 

an analysis of family work assignments underscores the 

complexities and difficulties these women faced in receiving 

help from family members to complete their tasks. 

The first way to evaluate pregnant slave women's work 

routines is to ascertain the kind of physical labor they 

were engaged in during their pregnancies. The experiences 

of the Butler field hands will be examined first. In a 

letter to Pierce Butler dated 21 February 1821, overseer 

Roswell King Jr. listed the names of each field hand, their 

field rating, and the field gang each slave belonged to. 

After identifying that twelve women were pregnant during 

that February from a list of slave births and deaths, this 

and another of King's letters were used to determine what 

kind of work he was ordering these women to do. Even though 

King does not link each worker with a job, he does identify 

what the labor force as a whole was doing. The assigned 

jobs, which were typical for the winter season, included 

burning rice stubble, threshing rice, turning and trenching 

the ground, and cleaning out the irrigation ditches." 

Even though King does not link each worker with the 

jobs they performed, it is possible to make generalizations 

about the kind of work the pregnant women were doing by 
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analyzing the composition of the plantation's field gangs. 

Out of the five field gangs that the 137 field hands were 

divided into that year, all but one contained a majority of 

women, both in actual numbers and in task hands (see table 

6.2).'' Significantly, each of the gangs included pregnant 

women (table 6.3). The presence of women in varying stages 

of pregnancy in each of the field gangs rather than in just 

one suggests that they were expected to participate fully in 

the routine work of plantation labor.'"' Had they all been 

assigned to one group that also included other nonpregnant 

but partially-rated field hands, then one could reasonably 

conclude that King did indeed make an attempt to lighten 

pregnant women's tasks. But the distribution of the twelve 

among all the gangs argues that pregnancy counted for little 

or nothing in the assignment of field labor on Butler's 

Island."*' 

The experiences of three women on J.R. Motte's Exeter 

plantation further support the view that pregnant slave 

women continued to perform the same type of field work 

during most of their pregnancies that they did when not 

pregnant. In his plantation journal, which covers 

intermittent periods of time between 1850 and 1857, Motte or 

an overseer recorded the daily work assignments for each of 
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Table 6.2 
Field Gang Composition on 

Butler's Island Rice Plantation, 1821 

Field Number Number Total Total 
Gang of of Female Male 
Number Women Men Task Hands Task Hands 
One 15 15 12.75 13.00 
Two* 16 8 13.75 7 . 00 
Three 17 9 13. GO 7. 50 
Four 22 11 17.75 7.50 
Five' 17 10 14.25 9.25 
Totals 87 53 71.50 44.25 
Source: Letters from Roswell King to Pierce Butler, 31 
January 1813 and Roswell King, Jr. to Pierce Butler, 18 
February 1821; 1819-1821 Slave Birth and Death Lists, Butler 
Papers, HSP. 

'Gangs two and five each have an additional field hand, 
rated as a half and a full-task hand respectively, that are 
not included in the calculations because the sex of the 
slaves cannot be determined by their names. 

Table 6.3 
Pregnant Field Women's Gang Assignments on 

Butler's Island Rice Plantation, 1821 

Name Gana Number Staae of Preanancv 
Cornelia 1 3 Months 
Dice 2 3 Months 
Elce (#2) 2 5 Months 
Haney 2 4 Months 
Rose 3 9 Months 
Betty 3 6 Months 
Trasson 4 6 Months 
Lazette 4 Conception 
Cate 4 7.5 Months 
Phoebe 5 Conception 
Elce (#1) 5 Conception 
Rina 5 ConcetJtion 

Exeter's ten field hands. The notations also identified 

when women gave birth or were exempted from field work due 
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to their pregnancies. From this journal, the daily work 

experiences of three pregnant slaves have been 

reconstructed. 

In the first case, twenty-nine year old Flora gave 

birth to what was probably her second child, a daughter 

named Hetty, on 31 August 1850. If we assume that Flora had 

a nine month pregnancy, she would have conceived sometime in 

early December 1849."*' Since the first set of journal 

entries covers the period from 1 January 1850 through 7 July 

1850, the work schedule for Flora's second through seventh 

month of pregnancy can be examined."" 

Throughout her first trimester and for part of her 

second, Flora engaged in field labor typical of the winter 

season. For example, she did mud work, filled in the low 

places in the rice fields, hoed and then burned rice 

stubble, loaded boats, mended fences, heaped manure, and 

prepared the land in both the rice and provision fields for 

planting. During the remainder of her second trimester, 

which corresponded with spring planting. Flora continued to 

participate in the routine work of the season. She trenched 

rows in the rice fields, sowed and covered rice seed, 

planted provision crops such as corn and sweet potatoes, and 

even helped repair a break in an irrigation embankment. 

Flora performed all these tasks along side the other 

nonpregnant women field hands. She was not spared work in 
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the wet, damp soil. When she labored on the drier provision 

grounds, she did so with everyone else according to the 

crops' cultivation requirements. None of these jobs were 

sedentary, and all of them combined walking, standing, 

stooping, and hoeing. Despite the fact that Flora would 

have been five to six months pregnant and clearly showing 

it, she performed the same type of labor intensive tasks 

that she would have engaged in had she not been pregnant. 

During the first weeks of summer, from 3 June until 7 

July, when the journal entries for 1850 end, Flora continued 

to labor with the others in the rice and provision crop 

fields. Despite being seven months pregnant and in her 

final trimester, Flora still performed the same jobs as the 

majority of the other hands, both male and female alike. 

She was not singled out for drier or less strenuous work. 

Tasks that Flora and the others did during this time 

included cutting and stacking oats and hoeing weeds from the 

rice and provision crop fields. The hot and humid summer 

weather could only have added to Flora's burden of trying to 

complete her task by day's end. Flora's case demonstrates 

that pregnancy on the Motte plantation did not automatically 

earn a field hand a reprieve from the most physically 

demanding jobs. In the second case, which occurred four 

years later in 1854, journal entries exist to document the 

work assignments for the last trimester of a thirty-three 
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year old woman named Chambers who gave birth for at least 

the third time on 9 October. Like Flora in 1850, Chambers 

worked during her seventh month of pregnancy at assignments 

typical for the season, which in this case was siammer. 

Chambers was more fortunate than Flora, however, in that her 

seventh and eighth months coincided with the lay-by flow/^ 

Out of the 28 work days that made up Chambers' seventh 

month, field hands only had to work pulling grass from the 

flooded rice fields on eight days. Chambers participated in 

this work on all but one of these days. For the remaining 

three weeks, Chambers labored with her peers in the dry 

provision crop fields, bedding, listing, and hoeing the 

various fields and planting potato slips. 

The last two months of Chambers' pregnancy are 

noteworthy because there was a marked departure in the 

location and type of work that she engaged in compared to 

the other field hands. For the five weeks preceding the 

rice harvest which began in mid-September, the field hands 

continued to spend most of their time in the provision crop 

fields. During these five weeks, however, Chambers 

frequently worked by herself at tasks such as hoeing the 

potato fields and cleaning up the plantation avenues. When 

the harvest began. Chambers was relieved of the most labor 

intensive tasks associated with the rice harvest: cutting, 

tying, and carrying the rice sheaves back to the plantation 
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yard. Instead, she again spent most of her days working 

alone at less strenuous jobs cleaning pathways, pulling 

burrs from dry crop fields, and tying up loose rice sheaves 

that had already been moved from the fields to the yard. 

She continued such work through 7 October. Two days later. 

Chambers gave birth to a daughter."*® Based on her third 

trimester work record, it is plausible that Motte did 

alleviate pregnant field women's labor—he just waited until 

the final two months of their pregnancy to do so. 

In the third case, thirty-three year old Betsy gave 

birth to at least her fifth child, a daughter Phoebe, on 2 

December 1856. Since the Exeter plantation journal for 1856 

begins on 7 January and ends on 4 January 1857, a complete 

examination of Betsy's prenatal work history is possible."*^ 

Throughout her first seven months of pregnancy, Betsy, 

like Flora and Chambers before her, engaged in the routine 

field work characteristic of the particular season. During 

her first trimester, which coincided with the end of winter 

and the beginning of spring, Betsy threshed rice, cleaned 

out irrigation ditches, turned and trenched the ground, and 

planted the fields. Betsy's second trimester corresponded 

with the summer hoeing season. Since this was at least her 

fifth child, Betsy's pregnancy would have been clearly 

visible. Nevertheless, in the stifling South Carolina 

summer, she did the same work as everyone else—hoeing and 
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weeding in the wet, muddy ground of the rice fields. 

Unfortunately for Betsy, and unlike Chambers' 

experience, her last trimester's field work went largely 

unabated. This is significant since both women's final 

months of pregnancy coincided with the autumn harvest, a 

very labor intensive period in rice production. When the 

rice harvest began on 10 September, Betsy was approximately 

six and one-half months pregnant. For the next two months 

(or fifty-three working days) Betsy cut and tied rice and 

hauled the sheaves to the barnyard, carried in the corn, and 

dug up potatoes just like the other men and women hands. 

She even participated in the rice threshing for two days 

before finally being granted leave from field work on 17 

November, when she was eight and a half months pregnant. 

Even though Betsy spent most of her third trimester 

engaged in the most taxing of harvest work, she did receive 

lighter task assignments on eleven different days (or 21% of 

the time). These jobs included stacking rice in the barn 

(versus carrying it in from the field) and raking trash from 

the woods (instead of threshing oats). While no doubt 

helpful, these easier jobs still kept Betsy on her feet and 

in the fields all day long. The physical toll all this work 

took on her is evident from the nine out of fifty-three days 

(17%) that she was reported as "sick" or "playing possum." 

Out of the last fifty-three work days of Betsy's pregnancy 
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then, she labored at the same jobs as the nonpregnant women 

(and some of the men) on thirty-three days (62% of the 

time). Two weeks after leaving the fields, Betsy gave birth 

to a daughter she named Phoebe. 

Since the records of Flora's last trimester are 

unavailable and we know that only Chambers received a 

systematic reprieve from the heaviest assignments during her 

last eight weeks of pregnancy, we cannot assume that Motte 

routinely ameliorated pregnant women's work during their 

last trimesters. In fact, the disparity in work assignments 

between Chambers and Betsy, who both went through their 

third trimesters during the same season, indicates that 

Motte or his overseer probably did not adhere to a single 

prenatal work policy.''* 

A second way to evaluate the nature of pregnant field 

hands' work experience is to determine when and by how much 

planters or their overseers reduced the women's field 

ratings. On rice plantations, the majority of field women 

between the ages of eighteen and forty were rated as full-

task hands rather than as three-quarters, half-, or quarter-

task hands. Therefore, even when women continued to work at 

the same labor intensive jobs as men or nonpregnant women, 

receiving a field rating reduction as soon as they reported 

themselves pregnant could have alleviated their work burdens 

by at least a modest amount.*' 



Table 6.4 identifies the field ratings of the fifteen 

pregnant women on the Butler and Motte plantations. On 

Butler's Island, field hands Elce (#2), Trasson, Betty, and 

Gate, were between five and seven and a half months 

pregnant—certainly far enough along for their pregnancy to 

be obvious—yet they still labored as full-task hands. If 

overseer King had doubted their claims of pregnancy earlier, 

and therefore had refused the women's requests for a rating 

decrease, there should have been no reason to doubt the 

validity of their conditions in February. But out of the 

six women who were at least in their second trimester, only 

one had a slightly reduced rating, and that woman. Rose, 

gave birth ten days after King wrote his letter. Assuming 

that Rose began her pregnancy as a full rather than a 

partial task hand, and given Gate's full-task rating at 

seven and a half months, Rose's rating reduction probably 

did not occur until sometime during her last two months of 

pregnancy. 

Pregnant field hands on Motte's Exeter plantation had 

similar experiences thirty years later (table 6.4). Flora 

maintained her a full-task hand rating until her seventh 

month, when she received a reduction of one-quarter. She 

kept that rating through her eighth month, when the records 

for that year end. Therefore, during the first two thirds 

of her pregnancy. Flora did mudwork, trenching, and planting 
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without a reduction in her field rating. Since her seventh 

month, quarter-acre rating decrease coincided with the 

summer hoeing season. Flora probably received a reprieve in 

the amount of rows she would have had to hoe each day.^' 

Table 6.4 
Pregnant Women's Field Ratings 

On Two Different Rice Plantations 

Butler's Island Rice Plantation 
Mcintosh County. Georgia 

Field Stage of 
Year Name Aae Paritv' Ratina Preanancv 
1821 Rina 26 1 Full Hand Conception 
1821 Elce (#1) 7 1 Full Hand Conception 
1821 Phoebe 33 2 Full Hand Conception 
1821 Lazette 26 3 Full Hand 1 Month 
1821 Cornelia 31 1 Full Hand 3 Months 
1821 Dice 39 3 Full Hand 3 Months 
1821 Haney 25 2 Full Hand 4 Months 
1821 Elce (#2) 7 1 Full Hand 5 Months 
1821 Trasson 23 0 Full Hand 6 Months 
1821 Betty 24 1 Full Hand 6 Months 
1821 Gate 30 2 Full Hand 7.5 Months 
1821 Rose 20 0 3/4 Hand Confinement 

Exeter Rice Plantation 
Berkelev Countv. South Carolina 

Year Name Aae 

5-.̂  f w w w* 

Paritv' 
Field 
Ratina 

Stage of 
Preanancv 

1850 Flora 29 2 Full Hand 2-6 Months 
3/4 Hand 7-8 Months 

1854 Chambers 33 3 Full Hand 7-9 Months 
1856 Betsv 33 5 Full Hand 1-9 Months 
*The number of children previously born to each of these 
women represents a minimum only because both the Butler and 
Motte slave birth records are incomplete. 
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Unlike Flora, Chambers does not appear to have received 

any reduction in her field rating during her pregnancy." 

Still, her work load was probably not as strenuous as her 

full-hand status implies, since during her last trimester, 

she was given less strenuous tasks. In light of her altered 

assignments, Motte may have thought that a field rating 

reduction for Chambers would be superfluous. 

Betsy seems to have fared the worst among the pregnant 

hands on Exeter plantation. Throughout her entire pregnancy 

until she was relieved of field work two weeks before giving 

birth, Betsy labored in the fields as a full-task hand. 

Unlike Flora six years earlier, Betsy did not receive a last 

trimester reduction in her task rating despite her older age 

and higher parity.^' Nor did she receive a reprieve through 

the type of work she was expected to do during her last 

trimester. 

These case studies make it clear that regardless of 

their age and parity, pregnant women on the Butler and Motte 

estates did not receive automatic reductions in their field 

ratings. Indeed, it cannot even be stated that pregnancy 

insured them a rating decrease at all. And when women's 

field ratings were reduced, the changes were minimal and did 

not occur until sometime during the third trimester. 

The findings from both of these measures suggest that 

prenatal treatment among field hands varied among and even 



within plantations. Moreover, work routines did not change 

soon after a woman conceived. Indeed, even three to four 

months later, when outward physical signs of pregnancy were 

evident to any overseer or planter who cared to notice—or 

were explicitly shown—the work and field ratings of these 

pregnant women remained largely the same. As women entered 

their final months of pregnancy, many continued to work at 

the same labor intensive jobs with the same full field 

rating as their nonpregnant peers.^ Despite the planters' 

and overseers' claims to the contrary, the evidence supports 

the view that pregnant slave women on rice plantations 

continued to toil during master's time at labor intensive 

jobs as full-task hands until late in their pregnancies. 

Limitations to Slave Family Assistance 

Given the lack of amelioration in their work routines, 

pregnant field women fatigued from the many stresses on 

their bodies must have looked to family members for help in 

finishing their tasks. Besides providing these women with 

important physical relief, the extra help lowered the risk 

of their being whipped for uncompleted tasks. The journal 

of Frances Kemble, wife of the young Pierce Butler, master 

of the Butler's Island rice plantation in 1839, provides 

evidence that rice field women, despite their pregnancies, 

were still subject to corporal punishment." Kemble 
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recorded a conversation with a slave woman named Die who 

informed her that one of her four miscarriages had been 

caused by: 

having her arms strained up to be lashed. I asked her 
what she meant by having her arms tied up. She said 
their hands were first tied together, sometimes by the 
wrists, and sometimes, which was worse, by the thimbs, 
and they were then drawn up to a tree or post, so as 
almost to swing them off the ground, and then their 
clothes rolled round their waist, and a man with a 
cowhide stands and stripes them. . . . She did not 
speak of this as of anything strange, unusual, or 
especially horrid and abominable; and when I said: "Did 
they do that to you when you were with child?" she 
simply replied: "Yes, missis."^® 

With the need for help established, could slave 

families significantly ease pregnant field women's 

unmitigated work assignments? An examination of this 

question for the slaves on the Butler and Motte plantations 

reveals a host of difficulties that complicated and often 

prevented pregnant women from receiving as much familial 

assistance as they needed." 

On Butler's Island in 1821, the majority of women (ten 

out of twelve) known to be pregnant during the month of 

February were married to men who were either skilled 

artisans or otherwise employed in nonfield occupations (see 

table 6.5).^* As a result, most of the women worked in 

different locations from their husbands. In at least four 

ways the different occupations and working locations of 

these ten men complicated their ability to help their wives 
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finish their daily tasks. 

First, artisans on the Butler estate also had their 

work tasked, and therefore could not help their wives until 

they had first successfully completed their own work. 

Second, if husbands did have spare time after finishing 

their own work, other obstacles might prevent them from 

aiding a pregnant wife, for example, distances to the 

outlying fields could be great. Third, artisans may have 

lacked the skills and the strength necessary to be of much 

help to their wives. Once trained, artisans spent the 

majority, if not all of their working time at their 

particular occupation. Only infrequently did they return to 

Table 6.5 
Likelihood of Pregnant Field Women 
Working in the Same Gang as Husbands 
on Butler's Island Rice Plantation, 

February 1821 

Woman's 
Name 

Husband's 
Name 

Husband's 
Occuoation 

Did Couple Work In 
The Same Field Gana 

Rina Sunday Carpenter No 
Elce(#l) Lisbon Field Hand No 
Phoebe Guy Field Hand Yes 
Lazette Glasgow Carpenter No 
Cornelia George Carpenter No 
Dice Sampson Carpenter No 
Haney Titus Carpenter No 
Elce(#2) Toney Painter No 
Trasson Jeffrey Carpenter No 
Betty Frank Carpenter No 
Gate William Carpenter No 
Rose Bob Sailor No 
Source: 1821 Slave Births and Deaths List (Box 10, File 13; 
Letter from Roswell King, Jr. to Pierce Butler, 18 February 
1821 (Box 3, Folder 17), Butler Papers, HSP. 
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fields. From Roswell King, Jr.'s perspective, assigning 

artisans to field work "is not profitable . . . [because] 

they at first are awkward and not healthy."^' 

Finally, some non-field occupations were not tasked, so 

that the length of these men's work day would have been 

determined completely by others and the exigencies of the 

job. Rose's husband Bob, a sailor whose vocation was not 

tasked, probably worked many long days since he sometimes 

transported people or supplies the ten miles (four hours 

round trip) between Butler's Island and St. Simons Island, 

where the Butler family owned a large cotton plantation, or 

from Butler's Island to the town of Darien. For these 

women, assistance from their husbands came either late in 

the day or not at all, suggesting that many of them spent 

long days engaged in high levels of physical activity. 

Spousal assistance from husbands who labored as field 

hands could also be problematic. In this case study, only 

two of the women, Elce(#l) and Phoebe, had partners who were 

also field hands (table 6.5). Of these, only Phoebe worked 

in the same gang as her husband Guy. Even so, given slave 

men's greater access to own time, we can not be sure Guy 

remained in the fields to help Phoebe out. He and Phoebe 

may have decided that his time might be better spent in 

other productive pursuits that would, for instance, 

supplement Phoebe's increased dietary needs. Elce(#l) and 
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her husband Lisbon each labored under different slave 

drivers in different field gangs. While the gangs may have 

been assigned similar tasks, their work in different 

locations precluded Lisbon's ability to know readily how 

Elce was faring or to help her until he had completed his 

own task. Of course, the ability of these or any of the 

other men to provide their spouses with assistance depended 

on their efforts not only to complete their own tasks in a 

timely manner, but to do so satisfactorily as well.®" 

The above examples from the Butler estate serve as an 

important reminder that we can not just assume that spouses 

could, would, or did regularly assist each other in their 

daily work, even in the case of a woman's advanced 

I pregnancy. Despite the lack of guaranteed spousal aid, 

i however, these twelve pregnant and married women could at 
f 
i 

i least hope for occasional help from their mates, as could 
) 

most pregnant field women on the Butler's Island plantation 

between 1819 and 1834. Only eight (7%) of the 109 pregnant 

[ women in this period had no recorded partner.®' This small 
i 

I minority depended on aid from extended family members or the 
[ 

community at large. 
f 

The records from J.R. Motte's Exeter plantation enable 

a broader examination of the role of familial assistance to 

pregnant field hands than is possible for the Butler slaves, 

since they identify slave family composition and daily field 
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work routines. We can assess the ability of the women's 

husbands as well as of their parents, siblings, and children 

to help ease their work loads. 

According to Motte's records, family members who lived 

with twenty-nine year old Flora at Exeter in 1850 included 

her mother Nancy (age sixty), brother Peter (age twenty-

three) , daughter Celia (age five) and son Joseph (age two) . 

Flora had no apparent mate on the plantation during her 

pregnancy nor at the time of emancipation." 

Given his age and full-task field rating, brother Peter 

was perhaps the most likely family member to have been in a 

position to help Flora complete her day's task if she was 

having difficulty doing so. Unfortunately for Flora, this 

did not prove to be the case. Out of 141 work days between 

1 January and 8 June, Peter and Flora performed the same job 

in the same location on only twenty-two days (16% of the 

time). On thirty-four days (24% of the time), they worked 

at separate jobs, usually in different locations on the 

plantation. If Peter helped Flora on these days, it would 

not have been until after he completed his own assignment. 

Where was Peter on the other eighty-five days (or 60% of the 

time)? "Absent." Between 11 February and 8 June, Peter 

liberated himself from Exeter four times. His final capture 

on 29 May earned him a spot at the Charleston workhouse from 

which he was "Sold for $600 to go to Mississippi" on 8 June. 



Peter's predilection for running away suggests that he did 

not internalize the cooperative work ethos common among 

slave families and their communities. 

Mother Nancy was the only other family member available 

to assist Flora. Despite her sixty years, Nancy still 

labored in the fields as a half-task hand. Out of 161 work 

days between 1 January and 7 July, Nancy and Flora worked 

together at the same assignment in the same location on 109 

days (68% of the time) . But given Nancy's age and field 

rating, it is doubtful that she assisted Flora with her 

field work very often. The more likely situation was that 

Flora, at least until she entered her last trimester, 

frequently helped her mother out. For the remaining fifty-

two days (32% of the time), Nancy and Flora had different 

jobs that were often in different locations. On these days, 

Nancy rather than Flora, performed the less strenuous jobs. 

These tasks included keeping the birds out of the rice 

fields, "minding" the potato fields, and being pulled from 

the field altogether to cook for either the slaves, the 

overseer's family, or for Motte's family. 

In another case, thirty-three year old Chambers lived 

with her thirty-seven year old husband, Paul, and her 

children, sixteen year old Cuffee, twelve year old Hannah, 

and seven year old Abram.'" Both Paul and Cuffee worked in 

the fields; Paul as a full-task hand and Cuffee no higher 
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than a half-task hand.®^ 

As previously noted. Chambers' last trimester work 

routine was significant for the type of work performed. 

Although she retained a full-task hand field rating. 

Chambers' assignments were lighter and she was not assigned 

any of the normal harvest duties. Therefore, she did not 

often work in the company of either her son or husband. Of 

the eighty-four possible work days between 10 July (when the 

1854 journal entries began) and 9 October (when she gave 

birth) , Chambers worked on all but four. Out of those 

remaining eighty days, she was assigned tasks different from 

both Paul and Cuffee on fifty-four occasions (or 67.5% of 

the time) . She worked at the same task and in the same 

location as both Paul and Cuffee on twenty days (25% of the 

time), and with either Paul or Cuffee six other days (7.5% 

of the time) . The lighter assignments Chambers received may 

have made it easier for her to finish her day's task without 

much assistance. If so, then working apart from both her 

husband and son may not have been such a hardship, although 

the fatigue and physical discomforts of an advancing 

pregnancy often make even light work difficult to complete. 

The final case pertains to the field hand named Betsy. 

At the time of her pregnancy in 1856, Betsy's known family 

living on the plantation consisted of her thirty-six year 

old husband Tommy and their four children. The couple's 
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children were really too young to be of much help to Betsy 

in the field. The two oldest, Cornelia and Affey, aged 

eleven and eight respectively, were not old enough to be 

field hands although they may have been assigned light tasks 

elsewhere on the plantation. Therefore, Betsy could 

probably expect help only from her husband." 

Despite his occupational listing as a cooper. Tommy 

spent the majority of 1856 in the field or helping the 

carpenters. In fact, by this time he may have been 

considered a field hand because there is little evidence 

that he worked as a cooper at all. But even though he 

worked largely as a field hand, the gender division of field 

labor prevented Tommy from giving direct aid to Betsy on a 

regular basis. Out of a possible 251 working days between 

10 January and 15 November, Betsy and Tommy labored at 

different assignments on 131 days (52% of the time) and at 

the same tasks on 120 days (48% of the time) . 

Not surprisingly, similar assignments for the couple 

occurred most often during the spring planting season, when 

field labor between men and women on Motte's plantation was 

most integrated. During the difficult summer hoeing season, 

however, when field labor was also less gendered. Tommy and 

Betsy worked apart more often than together. Once the 

autumn rice harvest began though, Betsy and Tommy were back 

together, working at a greater number of similar than 
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different assignments, so Tommy might have been able to 

provide her some assistance during her last month or two of 

pregnancy—assistance she needed since she had received no 

type of amelioration in her work assignments or field 

rating. Overall however, for the majority of her pregnancy, 

Betsy could not rely on her husband to assist her. 

These cases raise serious doubts that familial 

assistance could compensate for masters' tardy and limited 

prenatal policies. Clearly, spouses, parents, siblings, and 

children were circiamscribed in their ability to provide 

pregnant family members with predictable and reliable help. 

While welcome, whatever assistance was forthcoming would not 

have been enough to offset the negative impact that heavy 

physical labor had on maternal and fetal health. Moreover, 

given women's numerical supremacy in the fields, the 

gendered access to own time, and the gendered nature of 

collective assistance on rice plantations, at a minimum, the 

most consistent source of assistance came from other field 

women. This pattern of aid underscores how the organization 

of work influenced all enslaved women's physical and 

reproductive health.®® 

Pregnant Field Women's Initiatives 

Pregnant field hands did not suffer these working 

conditions silently. They too understood that their long 
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hours of hard work during master's time contributed to the 

frequent deaths of their newborns. In addition, they knew 

that they could not depend on immediate or even extended 

family members to provide help whenever they needed it. As 

a result, pregnant women sometimes acted individually and/or 

as a group to try and ameliorate their working conditions. 

These women's attempts to redress their task assignments 

further supports my contention that masters did not 

ameliorate their work in either a timely manner or by a 

significant amount. It also signifies the value field women 

placed on their roles as mothers." 

One tactic used by pregnant field women trying to 

reduce their work load was to "petition" their overseer or 

master for lighter assignments.®* During her sojourn on her 

husband's plantations in 1839, Frances Kemble recorded 

numerous visits to the "big house" by pregnant slaves making 

these requests. Of one such visit, Kemble wrote: "Mr 

[Butler] seemed positively degraded in my eyes as he stood 

enforcing upon these women the necessity of their fulfilling 

their appointed tasks." Rejection did not easily deter 

these women, however. Drawing on their shared experiences 

as mothers, and hoping that as mistress of the house, Kemble 

might have some influence with her husband, they implored 

her on another occasion to help them. "[T]hey said they had 

already begged ^massa,' and he had refused, and they 



thought, perhaps, if *missis' begged 'massa' for them, he 

would lighten their task." Unfortunately for the Butler 

slaves, and much to Kemble's chagrin. Pierce Butler 

repeatedly refused to alter the women's assignments.®' 

Requesting a "sick" day off from work was a second way 

in which pregnant field women tried to alleviate their work 

loads. Since some of the early symptoms of pregnancy like 

vomiting and fatigue are easy to detect, planters, 

overseers, and drivers sometimes granted women a brief 

reprieve from field labor. Indeed, they probably considered 

women's occasional day or two release from work, especially 

in the early months of pregnancy, as less harmful to their 

purses than a regular easement of the women's work. 

Although less desirable from the field woman's point of 

view, even the occasional day off from field work could 

promote fetal well-being. As John Campbell's research has 

shown, the more time off from work a woman received, 

especially in the first half of pregnancy, the greater the 

likelihood that her infant would survive its first year of 

life.™ 

Of course, plantation managers did not always grant 

women the time off that they requested. On Motte's Exeter 

plantation. Flora received only one day off of work from her 

second through her seventh month of pregnancy. During her 

last trimester (when her tasks were lightened), Chambers 
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labored every day in the fields.'* Information about "sick 

leave" for the pregnant women from Butler's Island in 1821 

are unavailable. However, records from the Butler's Island 

hospital book for 1838 list a number of pregnant women as 

"patients." Significantly, many of these sick days came at 

the end, rather than at the beginning, of the women's 

pregnancies. 

Although frequently unsuccessful, pregnant field 

women's efforts to get their work lightened occasionally 

bore fruit. We know from data presented earlier in the 

chapter that in 1821, pregnant women on this plantation did 

not work in "trash" gangs. Instead, they toiled in the 

regular field gangs at labor similar to their peers. Yet 

overseer Roswell King Jr.'s 1828 claim that he reduced 

pregnant women's work by "one half" and had them work only 

in "dry situations" suggests otherwise. Was King lying or 

did his statement reflect a recent change in policy? 

Evidence suggests the latter. 

Probably in response to concerns raised by the Butlers, 

King's letters in the late 1820s became increasingly 

defensive regarding pregnant women's field work and infant 

deaths. In January 1827, he wrote: 

[I]t is really distressing to me to see so many infants 
on the list [of slave deaths]. [H]ow to rectify it I 
am at a loss. You see what a number of births which 
clears my conscience of the charge of severity, for 
every reasonable indulgence on my part is allowed them, 



293 

when in a family condition, almost to an extreme. I 
always have alot of small chaps that are puny.^ 

Seven weeks later, King complained that "[i]n consequence of 

a number of women in the family way there being on this 

place 14 hands from which we shall get only half work and 

many more that may sing out before the season is over."''' 

Regardless of whether the "half work" comment meant that 

King had already reduced the women's field ratings, or that 

the women themselves either refused to or physically could 

not do anymore than a half task, it is the first indication 

that pregnant women were performing less work. Even with 

this change, however, King continued to feel compelled to 

defend himself. "[C]an attribute the immense mortality among 

the Infants to nothing else but their own neglect," he wrote 

in early 1828. "I allow for every indulgence, never expose 

to bad weather or heavy work," he proclaimed one year 

later." 

Although King's claims can not be tested empirically, 

his letters strongly suggest that he did make some 

alterations in pregnant field women's work. In 1829, King 

started sending pregnant women from the Butler's Island rice 

plantation who were close to confinement (or delivery) to 

the family's hospital on St. Simons Island where their 

cotton plantation was located.'® King hoped the climate and 

environment on St. Simons would be less detrimental to the 
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women's and their offspring's health. In addition, King 

exempted the women from field labor for the duration of 

their stay on St. Simons. But after only one year, and 

despite their advanced pregnancies. King cancelled the 

women's brief respite from field work. "[L]ost too much 

time with the mothers this last year," he wrote regarding 

the events of 1829. "I shall adopt a plan this year that 

will save some time, shall have a field near the hospital in 

corn pease, [and] potatoes."'^ Five months later King had 

pregnant women cultivating provision crops on a thirty acre 

field with plans to increase the field by another twenty 

acres. 

King's short-lived plan provides a good example of the 

ongoing tension between rice planters' needs for field 

women's productive and reproductive functions. Planters 

wanted their slaveholdings to increase naturally (as 

evidenced by their claims of benevolence towards pregnant 

slaves and their custom of giving additional rations and 

blankets to new mothers and their offspring). But they also 

wanted to make as large a profit as possible. That planters 

and overseers opted to keep pregnant women as active as 

possible for as long as possible is a strong indicator of 

the primary value they placed on the women's productive 

labor. It also explains why pregnant field women's own 

efforts to decrease their tasks were largely unsuccessful. 
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One other change in pregnant women's work routines on 

Butler's Island may have been more long-lasting. Sometime 

during the late 1820s, King apparently started using a 

"trash" gang, for in an 1830 letter to Thomas Butler, he 

discussed the work of a "third gang of pregnant women and 

ailing hands." While encouraging, there is some reason to 

doubt how helpful this gang really was for pregnant field 

women. First, there is no information to determine at what 

stage of their pregnancies women were switched to this third 

gang. Second, the evidence does not allow us to determine 

whether King consistently placed all pregnant women in the 

gang. Third, while the work required of slaves in "trash" 

gangs was considered to be lighter, it could still be 

physically taxing. For example, in his letter to Butler, 

King boasted that the third gang "cut down nearly 100 acres 

of stubble from the fields . . .To do this job, 

pregnant women had to bend over in order to grasp the 

stubble left from the rice harvest. Grasping the stubble 

with one hand, they cut it off as close to the ground as 

possible with their rice hooks. An uncomfortable posture 

for anyone, let alone someone in the advanced stages of 

pregnancy, pregnant field women maintained this position all 

day as they walked up and down rows of rice. 

Pressure from the Butler's no doubt forced King's hand 

in these changes to pregnant women's labor. Nevertheless, 
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slave women's persistence in petitioning for lighter tasks, 

requesting "sick days" off from work, and engaging in work 

slow-downs, should not be ignored or discounted either. 

The Fate of Newborn Slaves 

While some pregnant women on lowcountry rice 

plantations received some form of amelioration in their 

field work, be it less arduous work or a field rating 

reduction, the evidence strongly suggests that relief was 

not readily forthcoming. Moreover, the month or two of 

belatedly relieved duties would not have been enough to 

offset low fetal birth weights—one harmful consequence of 

months of coerced and taxing physical labor. 

The fate of infants born to the women on the Motte and 

Butler plantations support the view that pregnant field 

women's work routines undermined fetal well-being and thus 

contributed to the region's high neonatal mortality rate. 

On the Motte estate. Flora's and Betsy's daughters both 

survived their first month and year of life. Unfortunately, 

the records are unclear as to the fate of Chamber's 

daughter. Since the baby's name and birth are not recorded 

in the plantation's slave birth list, the possibility is 

strong that she may have died soon after birth. 

One other field hand from the Motte estate, a twenty-

three year old woman named Susannah, may also have lost her 
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son soon after birth.*" According to Motte's journal 

entries, Susannah gave birth to a son on 28 January 1856. 

Since the plantation journal for 1855 has not survived, 

Susannah's prenatal work routine is not available. Still, 

it is known that she was relieved of field work on 7 

January, three weeks prior to the birth. Given the 

experiences of Flora, Chambers, and Betsy, it is likely that 

Susannah labored up to or soon before her departure from the 

field as either a full or three-quarters-task hand. Since 

both her parents died in 1854, and her only other recorded 

family member, a sister named Clarissa, was just eight years 

old, Susannah could not have counted on receiving much 

family assistance. Her protracted recovery of seven weeks 

suggests that the physical toll of all this work was 

significant. Moreover, like Chambers, Susannah's son's 

birth appears only in the daily work journal and not in the 

yearly list of slave births. Although not conclusive of 

neonatal death, the missing entry and the fact that Susannah 

ran away three weeks after returning to the fields, suggests 

that she may have lost her son. She may also have been 

trying to visit a husband who lived abroad. In either case, 

shortly after her capture a week later, Susannah was sold 

out-of-state for $650. No mention was made of an infant 

being sold with her.®' 

On the Butler plantation, four of the twelve babies 
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(33%) born to the women pregnant during 1821 died within the 

first year of life. Of those, two died before the end of 

the neonatal period. Betty's infant was stillborn. 

Lazette's baby died nine days after birth. Elce's (#2) 

child died thirty-three days after birth. Phoebe lost her 

daughter Rose three months after her birth. 

By themselves, these sixteen case studies suggest that 

field women's largely unrelieved field labor had negative 

implications for their unborn offspring. The extent to 

which women's work during master's time (and their own time) 

impaired fetal well-being is more readily apparent when a 

larger data set is examined over a longer period of time. 

Such an examination is possible for the Butler's Island rice 

plantation. Table 6.6 shows the number of stillbirths, 

neonatal, postneonatal, and infant deaths for 161 women and 

their 330 pregnancies calculated from the lists of slave 

births and deaths that Roswell King Jr. kept from 1819 to 

1834. 

These findings are indicative of the high loss of life 

within the first month and year after birth on rice 

plantations. For instance, the neonatal mortality rate on 

the Butler's Island rice plantation for the years 1819-1833 

was 185 per thousand while the slave infant mortality rate 

was 376 per thousand. Based on his study of slave mortality 

on eleven antebellum plantations that produced either 
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cotton, rice, or sugar, Richard Steckel estimated that 

"neonatal mortality rates were at least 150, and possibly as 

high as 250 per thousand" while infant mortality rates 

ranged from 176 to 392.*^ Of all the infant deaths recorded 

between 1819-1833 on Butler's Island, 49 percent occurred 

within the neonatal period.*^ Similarly, in her 

Table 6.6 
Slave Stillbirths, Neonatal, Postnatal, 
and Infant Deaths on Butler's Island 

Rice Plantation, 1819-1833 

Number Number Number Number Total 
Of Of Of Of Post- # Of 
Live Still- Neonatal Neonatal Infant 

Year Births* Births Deaths' Deaths Deaths 
1819 25 0 4 5 9 
1820 16 0 3 2 5 
1821 13 1 1 2 4 
1822 15 0 1 4 5 
1823 16 1 2 1 4 
1824 21 3 4 3 10 
1825 10 1 3 2 6 
1826 24 2 4 3 9 
1827 23 2 6 11 19 
1828 23 2 8 0 10 
1829 20 0 5 1 6 
1830 29 2 4 6 12 
1831 28 0 2 8 10 
1832 23 0 3 8 11 
1833 28 2 8 4 14 
Totals 134 16 58 60 134 
Source: Slave Birth and Death Lists, 1819-1834, Butler 
Papers, HSP. 

'The number of infant births for 1834 were not used because 
the rate of survival could not be determined for 1835. 
'The number of neonatal deaths within one calendar month of 
birth is calculated only for those births and deaths for 
which month, day, and year of the events are given. 



300 

examination of slave infant mortality on eight Ball family 

rice plantations in South Carolina from 1800-1864, Cheryll 

Cody found that the percentage of neonatal deaths for 375 

infants ranged from 35.8 percent to 72.0 percent. For the 

group as a whole, 56 percent died within the first month 

after birth.These figures for Butler Island's and the 

Ball plantations were well above the 30 percent mark that 

Steckel estimated slave neonatal deaths began at.®® 

Despite the high incidence of neonatal deaths, the 

travails of pregnant field women during master's time cannot 

be fully appreciated until stillbirths, which are not 

included in figures on neonatal mortality, are taken into 

account. Because stillbirths are primarily linked to 

conditions during pregnancy, their inclusion in this 

discussion is important. As noted earlier, estimates for 

the number of stillbirths among the slave population as a 

whole ranged from ten to fifteen percent. Given the low 

percentage of stillbirths (5.1%) documented on Butler Island 

between 1819-1833, it is likely that many went unreported.*' 

But even with this low percentage, for ten of the fifteen 

years surveyed, the combined total of stillbirths and 

neonatal deaths either equalled or surpassed the number of 

postneonatal deaths. If the number of stillbirths suffered 

by women on Butler's Island had actually fallen within the 

range for the slave population at large, then the total 
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number of infant deaths with links to a mother's prenatal 

period (i.e. stillborns and neonatal deaths) would have far 

outniambered postneonatal deaths. 

As grim as the situation on Butler's Island was for 

field women and their newborns, the situation could have 

been worse. Even though pregnant field hands on this 

plantation did not receive timely work or rating reductions, 

their typical work allotment—when measured by the task 

acre, task-unit, rows per task-unit, and task assignment— 

was one of the more favorable recorded.** For instance, 

during the harvest season, when field hands spent their 

entire day cutting rice stalks, the task assignment on 

Butler's Island was to cut one-half acre of rice. Since the 

Butlers had their slaves divide each quarter-acre task-unit 

into 70 rows, a full-task hand cut 140 rows of rice for her 

day's task. This assignment, while not easy, compared 

favorably to that of the field hands working on T.F. 

Goddard's plantation. There, even though Goddard also used 

the same type of task acre and task-unit measures as the 

Butlers to survey his land, he had his slaves divide each 

quarter-acre into ninety rows rather than seventy. 

Therefore, a similar task assignment of cutting one-half 

acre of rice meant that Goddard's field hands could not 

leave the fields until they had cut 180 rows of rice, 40 

more than the Butler slaves.To similarly rated pregnant 
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women living on the different plantations, the cvimulative 

effect of having or not having to work those extra forty 

rows could have been quite significant for their newborns' 

well-being. 

Conclusion 

Even when not pregnant, women field hands in a task 

regime had to exert themselves a great deal in order to 

finish their assignments by day's end.®" As the evidence 

from the Butler and Motte plantations demonstrates, 

pregnancy often exacerbated rather than ameliorated these 

working conditions. Pregnant field hands on these 

plantations frequently did the same type of labor as their 

nonpregnant peers until sometime during their last 

trimester. The work was physical rather than sedentary and 

required standing, bending, hoeing, cutting, carrying, and 

threshing. If pregnant field hands received reductions in 

their field ratings, they most often did not occur until the 

last month or two of their pregnancies. But whatever their 

field ratings, and regardless of whether they worked on wet 

or dry land, pregnant women's tasks during master's time 

were still calculated to take a minimum of eight to ten 

hours each day." Assistance from family or friends may 

have been forthcoming, but it was often not as soon or as 

frequent as was needed. Moreover, pregnant field women's 

own efforts to systematically ameliorate their working 
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conditions were usually unsuccessful. 

As dismal as it is, this analysis of pregnant rice 

field slaves' labor is incomplete. The task system's 

contributory role to neonatal mortality also needs to be 

considered beyond the scope of women's labor in staple crop 

production. Limiting the discussion of the relationship 

between pregnant slave women's work and neonatal mortality 

to master's time activities, as most historians have done, 

assumes that these women labored only during master's time. 

They did not. The task system influenced enslaved women's 

own time activities as well as the hours they toiled 

directly for master. If field women earned extra daylight 

time under tasking, they spent the time working, not 

resting. They participated in the slave economy by 

cultivating crops and raising livestock for both consumption 

and for sale.'^ Moreover, the gender division of labor in 

the slave family ensured that bondwomen, regardless of when 

they finished their tasks, worked into the night at domestic 

chores that benefitted the master as well as provided 

additional dietary, material, and emotional support for 

their families.While one historian has labeled slave 

women's subsistence and domestic work as a "labor of love," 

another scholar argues that such activities amounted to a 

"superexploitation" of slave women. 

Modern medical research illuminates the ill-effects 



that pregnant slave women's own time labors had on fetal 

growth. To study the interaction between diet, work, and 

pregnancy, N. Tafari, R.L. Naeye and A. Gobezie monitored 

the diet and physical activity of 131 Ethiopian women with 

low caloric intakes throughout their pregnancies. They 

defined physical activity as high or heavy if a "woman was a 

housewife without domestic help or if her work outside the 

home demanded strenuous physical labour." Tasks considered 

as strenuous physical labor included carrying water long 

distances and grinding grain. A low physical activity 

rating was given to a woman who was a "housewife with 

domestic help or when a mother's work outside the home was 

sedentary and domestic help was available at home." The 

researchers observed that "mothers who engaged in heavy 

physical labour during pregnancy had much smaller pregnancy 

weight gains, independent of the weights of their fetuses, 

than did less active mothers," and that "such growth 

retardation did not take place when undernourished mothers 

had lower levels of physical activity during pregnancy." 

They concluded their study with the remark that "while 

restricted diet is a known limiting factor in fetal growth, 

its effects are increased by heavy physical work during 

pregnancy. 

The implications of Tafari, Naeye, and Gobezie's 

findings are clear for pregnant rice field hands. Not only 
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did these women labor strenuously during master's time in 

order to finish their tasks by the end of the day, if not 

early, it is obvious that, if we use Tafari's criteria for 

high physical activity, they also engaged in heavy physical 

work during their own time as well. While it is true that 

pregnant enslaved women may have received assistance in the 

rice fields, their garden plots, or in their homes from 

family or friends, their work outside the home could never 

be considered sedentary nor could the help they received 

from others within the home qualify them as having domestic 

help that released them completely from daily arduous 

domestic toil. 

When pregnant slave women's largely unrelieved field 

work is considered in conjunction with their hard-earned own 

time activities and their on-going domestic 

responsibilities, the task system emerges as a significant 

contributor to the lowcountry's high neonatal mortality 

rates. The amount of own time labor that these rice field 

women engaged in is not intended to claim that enslaved 

women in other regions of the South did not work as hard or 

as long. Rather, what needs to be considered is the subtle 

yet cumulative effect of slave women's labor under the task 

system, with its triple burden of work, on her reproductive 

health. Over the course of nine months, these long work 

days, especially during master's time but also during the 
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slaves' own time, compromised maternal and fetal well-being. 

Pregnant slave women's labor, in conjunction with the high 

neonatal mortality rates it arguably helped cause, should 

lower our assessment of any relative benefits putatively 

enjoyed by rice slaves working in a task regime. 
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men and women in the fields, than most of the slaves were 
rated as prime or full-task hands. 

40.Planters and overseers may also have decided against 
placing pregnant women in "trash" gangs to further exploit 
slaves' cooperative work patterns. 

41.These findings (and those of the Motte slaves that 
follow) raise doubts about Deborah Gray White's supposition 
that "the trash gang, to which women were assigned in the 
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latter stages of pregnancy, did relatively lighter work than 
that done by other hands." White, Kr'nt.' I a Woman?: 
Female Slaves in the Plantation South (New York: W.W. Norton 
& Company, 1985), 100. On nineteenth-century Jamaican sugar 
plantations, pregnant field women also received little work 
amelioration. Richard S. Dunn, "Sugar Production and Slave 
Women in Jamaica," in Cultivation and Culture; Labor and 
the Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas, eds., Ira Berlin 
and Philip D. Morgan (Charlottesville: University Press of 
Virginia, 1993), 62, 66. 

42.Although Motte's daily journal notations encompass the 
years 1850-1857, the entries are not continuous. Therefore, 
only the prenatal histories of three women are complete 
enough to provide more than a glimpse into the work 
experiences of pregnant women on this particular plantation. 
Slave birth and death lists provided additional information 
on these women's reproductive histories. 

Motte bought the Exeter plantation in St. John's 
parish, Berkeley County, South Carolina in 1848. In 1850, 
Motte owned fifty-one slaves, nine of whom were documented 
in the plantation workbook as field hands. Of the nine 
field hands, six were female and three were male. Two other 
men, a carpenter and a cooper, also had their work itemized 
in the journal. Cooper Tommy often joined the others with 
field work but carpenter Frederick did so less frequently. 
A slave driver supervised the labor of the field hands. In 
January 1856, Motte still had a basic field crew of six 
women and three men, plus a carpenter and a possible cooper. 
These slaves cultivated rice as a staple crop, and grew 
corn, peas, and potatoes as provision food for Motte. J.R. 
Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1846-1871. 

43.1 assume a nine month pregnancy for each of the three 
women discussed on the Motte plantation. 

44.J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1850 journal 
entries. 

45.The lay-by flow was the last and longest of the rice 
field floodings. Typically, the fields remained irrigated 
from mid-July through August. Only occasionally would field 
hands have to enter the flooded fields to remove grass or 
accumulated trash. The fields were drained the day before 
the rice harvest began. For more detail, see chapter one. 

46.The lack of any time-off from field work before delivery 
suggests that the birth of Chambers' infant may have been 
early. 
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47.J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1856 journal 
entries. 

48.Cheryll Cody's most recent work, which underscores the 
productive and reproductive tensions facing rice planters, 
provides one explanation for why multiple prenatal work 
policies existed on single plantations. Between 1800-1864 
on the eleven Ball family rice plantations in St. John's 
Berkeley Parish, South Carolina, Cody found that 
approximately one-third of all children were conceived in 
the months after the fall harvest. As a result, Cody 
concludes that "many slave women faced the final trimester 
of pregnancy at a time when their labor would be of greatest 
value in the fields." See Cody, "Cycles of Work and of 
Childbearing," 72-73. 

49.For instance, based on the evidence presented in chapter 
three, table 3.2, we know that the Butlers used the "sea-
island" quarter-acre as their basic task-unit model. They 
also divided each quarter-acre unit into seventy rows—a 
small number relative to other planters. If we use the task 
assignments from the only jobs standardized across 
plantation boundaries as an example, a prime or full-task 
field hand on the Butler estate would have received the 
following daily assignments; during the siammer, hoe 140 
rows of rice in wet and muddy ground; during the harvest, 
cut, tie, and carry 70 rows of rice back to the plantation 
yard; and during the winter, thresh 500 sheaves of rice 
(chapter three, table 3.3). Since the data from table 6.2 
suggests that pregnant women on the Butler's Island 
plantation continued to perform the same type of seasonal 
field work as the other prime hands until the final month or 
two of their pregnancies, a prompt reduction in their field 
ratings acquires more significance. For a rating decrease 
of even just one-quarter as soon as she reported herself 
pregnant would have meant that a pregnant slave "only" had 
to hoe 105 rows of rice, cut, tie and carry 52.5 rows of 
rice back to the yard, and thresh 375 sheaves of rice. 
While still a significant amount of work, it was less than 
what she otherwise would have had to do each day. Over the 
course of a pregnancy, the smaller number of rows to be 
worked each season could have spared women a fair amount of 
labor. 

50.By collating a February 1821 list of field hands on the 
Butler's Island rice plantation with the corresponding 
record of slave births, it is possible to identify the field 
ratings of the twelve women in their varying stages of 
pregnancy during that month. The list of field hands 
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designated the gang composition, field rating, and age of 
each slave while the slave birth list recorded the names of 
both parents and the day and month of their child's birth. 
Classification of the field ratings for the three women on 
J.R. Motte's Exeter plantation are based on Motte's 
notations made in the journal. Changes in field ratings 
were noted by the slave's name in the weekly work journals. 
Since Motte only recorded a slave's rating when he or she 
was ranked less than a full-task hand, I assume that all 
field hands unless otherwise noted were full-task hands. 
Roswell King Jr. to Pierce Butler, 18 February 1821, Butler 
Papers, HSP; and J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book. 

51.Unfortunately, Motte's journal does not disclose the type 
of task acre, task-unit, or number of rows per task-unit 
that he divided his land into. Therefore, the exact 
quantity of work each pregnant women on Motte's plantation 
performed per task assignment cannot be determined. 

52.1 say this because there is no journal notation that 
Chambers received any deduction in her field rating during 
her last trimester. Since rating reductions for other 
pregnant field hands on Motte's plantation occurred (if they 
occurred) sometime during the last trimester, I am assuming 
that Chambers retained her rating as a full task-hand 
throughout her pregnancy. 

53.A higher parity or multipara woman refers to a woman who 
has had two or more births regardless of whether the infant 
is born alive or dead. Sally B. Olds, Marcia L. London, and 
Patricia W. Ladewig, Maternal-Child Nursing; A Family-
Centered Approach. 4th ed. , (Redwood City, CA: Addison-
Wesley Nursing, 1992), 317. 

54.This evidence further undermines Deborah Gray White's 
position that pregnant field women "usually did less work . 
. ." While true for some women, the evidence from the 
Butler's Island and Exeter plantations suggests these 
women's work loads continued unabated until the very end of 
pregnancy. Moreover, there is no evidence from these 
estates to support White's statement that "in some cases 
women, anywhere from five to nine months pregnant, were put 
to work sewing, weaving, or spinning in the company of 
elderly, pregnant, or nursing women." White, Ar'n't I a 
Woman?. 99, 110. 

55.For evidence of pregnant women on Sea Island cotton 
plantations being flogged for uncompleted tasks, see 
Margaret Washington Creel, "A Peculiar People"; Slave 
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Religion and CommunitY-Culture Among the Gullahs (New York: 
New York University Press, 1988), 192. Historians have 
docximented that pregnant slave women in other regions of the 
South also received floggings. One method cited entailed 
forcing a woman to "lie face down in a specially dug 
depression in the ground." The hole in the ground 
accommodated a pregnant woman's enlarged abdomen, thus 
protecting the fetus from the whipping. Jones, Labor of 
Love. Labor of Sorrow. 20. 

56.Kemble, Journal of a Residence. 240-41. 

57.Due to the nature of the Butler records, "family" in this 
particular instance is limited to the spouses of each 
pregnant woman. For the Motte slaves, "family" might 
include spouses, children, siblings, grandparents. 

58.Since it has been estimated that approximately one out of 
four or five men on rice plantations worked outside of the 
fields, this niomber of artisan husbands is high. Joyner, 
Down bv the Riverside. 60. 

59.Heyward, Seed From Madagascar. 84; Roswell King to Pierce 
Butler, 8 January 1813, Butler Papers, HSP. 

60.Slave men's help also depended on their belief that 
assisting their wives was the best way to help during a 
pregnancy. It is possible that a man or the couple might 
decide that the own time activities of hunting or fishing, 
which would provide additional food, might be a better way 
for the mate to help. Also, a husband may just not have 
seen the need to provide assistance to a pregnant wife. For 
these observations, I am indebted to Penny Waterstone for 
useful conversations. 

61. This does not mean that these eight women were not 
married. Slave Birth and Death Lists, 1819-1834 (Box 10, 
Folders 13, 14, 15), Butler Papers, HSP. 

62.J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1846-1871; 
Hudson, To Have and to Hold. 83. Given the high mortality 
rates on rice plantations, the father of Flora's daughter 
Hetty may have died shortly after conception. He also could 
have been an unidentified male slave living on Exeter or 
some other plantation, Motte himself, the overseer, or some 
other white male. In this discussion, I am assuming that 
Flora's partner was not available to assist her with her 
task work. 
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63.A sixth family member, a fifty-seven year old woman named 
Rose, may also have lived with Chambers. Rose was purchased 
along with Chambers' family in 1852. Perhaps a mother or 
aunt of Paul or Chambers, Rose worked as the plantation 
nurse. Given her age and occupation, she would not have 
been available to provide much field assistance to Chambers. 
J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1846-1871. 

64.At sixteen, this was probably Cuffee's first or second 
year in the field. Usually young teens were rated as either 
a quarter- or half-task hand until they had acquired more 
experience and physical strength. Cuffee's rating was 
increased to the unusual rating of a two-thirds hand in 
March 1856. J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, 1854 
and 1856 journal entries. 

65.When Motte bought Exeter plantation in 1848, he purchased 
Tommy, a cooper, without the rest of his family. Betsy and 
the couple's then two children did not come to Exeter until 
the following year, when their owner, a Mrs. C.G. Morris, 
made a gift of them to Motte. It is not known whether Tommy 
had been previously owned by Mrs. Morris as well, or if he 
or Betsy had other family members living with either Mrs. 
Morris or on Motte's plantation. 

66.See chapter two of this dissertation for an examination 
of the nature and extent to which field labor was gendered; 
see chapter five for a discussion on the gendered access to 
own time and the gendered nature of collective aid. For a 
discussion on the nature of enslaved women's networks, see 
White, Ar'n't I a Woman?. 119-141; and Schwalm, "Meaning of 
Freedom," chapter two. 

67.Kemble, Journal of a Residence. 95, 157. The strategies 
cited here were largely specific to pregnant women. Of 
course, the overt and covert acts discussed in chapter five 
that slaves in general resorted to in their efforts to gain 
an advantage over their work routines were also available to 
pregnant field hands. 

68.The slaves' "petitions" were verbal requests. 

69.Kemble, Journal of a Residence. 114, 170-71, 222-23. 

70.By calculating the number of days from probable 
conception to the first day off from field work because of 
sickness, Campbell found that higher-parity women tended to 
have a shorter duration between the two dates than first-
time mothers. This meant that higher-parity women more 
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familiar with the symptoms of pregnancy could attempt to get 
released from field labor sooner, and therefore more 
frequently, than first-time mothers less acquainted with the 
early signs of pregnancy. Campbell, "Work, Pregnancy, and 
Infant Mortality," 802-803. 

71.J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book, journal 
entries for 1850, 1854. 

72.Analysis of how much time pregnant field women from the 
Butler's Island plantation spent in the hospital instead of 
the fields (for if sick. King insisted that slaves spend the 
day in the hospital) is difficult because of inconsistencies 
in the way slaves were identified. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to identify several women who spent more time in, 
rather than out, of the hospital during their last few weeks 
of pregnancy. Records from the Butler's Island Plantation 
Hospital Book, 1838-1842 (Record Group 100, Louisiana State 
Museum) Series H, Reel 1, Records of Ante-Bellum Southern 
Plantations. 

73.Roswell King Jr. to Thomas Butler, 4 January 1827; HSP. 

74. Roswell King Jr. to Thomas Butler, 25 February 1827, 
HSP. 

75.Roswell King Jr. to Thomas Butler, 6 January 1828 and 5 
January 1829; HSP. In 183 3, King still blamed slave mothers 
for the deaths of their infants. Roswell King Jr. to Thomas 
Butler, 6 January, 183 3, HSP. 

76.King did not specify how close to confinement the women 
needed to be. Given the evidence already presented, it is 
likely that he waited until the women were within weeks of 
their expected confinement. 

77.Roswell King Jr. to Thomas Butler, 3 January 183 0, HSP. 

78.Roswell King Jr. to Thomas Butler, 23 May 183 0, HSP. 

79.Roswell King Jr. to Thomas Butler, 21 November 1830, HSP. 

80.J.R. Motte Papers, Exeter Plantation Book: "Births Among 
Negroes at Exeter;" "List of Negroes owned by Motte when 
emancipated by U.S. Government 24 February 1865." 

81.Ibid. There is a discrepancy in the Motte papers as to 
when Susannah was sold. The journal entries in the work 
book, which were presumably made on a daily basis, identify 
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20 May 1856 as the date of sale. In the list of family 
groupings, however, Motte or some other party noted the year 
as 1855. Given that Susannah's presence was noted daily 
during the first months of 1856, I am assviming that the 20 
May 1856 sale date is accurate. In his work, Larry Hudson, 
who refers to Susannah as "Insannah," uses the 1855 date of 
sale, significantly, Hudson's use of the earlier date 
results in a narrower interpretation of the reasons behind 
Susannah's sale. Hudson, To Have and To Hold. 82-83. 

82.Slave Birth and Death Lists, 1821, 1822 (Box 10, Folder 
13), Butler Papers, HSP. 

83.My figures were derived from the following calculations: 
neonatal mortality rate = (58 neonatal deaths/ 314 live 
births) X 1000; infant mortality rate = 118 infant deaths/ 
314 live births) x 1000. Steckel, "Excess Mortality," 
430-31. 

84.The percentage of infant deaths occurring within the 
first month after live birth was derived from the following 
calculation: (58 neonatal deaths/ 118 infant deaths) x 100. 

85.Cody, "Slave Demography and Family Formation," 210-211. 
Because the data for the Butler plantations are limited to 
fifteen years, it is not possible to document change in 
infant mortality rates over time. For studies that address 
this issue but offer differing explanations, see Ibid., 
chapter 4; Jack E. Eblen, "New Estimates in the Vital Rates 
of the United States Black Population During the Nineteenth 
Century," Demoaraphv 11 (May 1974): 301-302; and Steckel, 
Slave and Southern White Fertilitv. 87-90. 

86.Refer back to the beginning of this chapter for a review 
of Steckel's findings. 

87.Based on his estimates for the years 1819-1834, William 
Dusinberre also found the percentage of stillbirths on the 
Butler rice plantation to be a low 5.1%. Dusinberre, Them 
Dark Davs. 504, n. 10. See also Hudson, To Have and to 
Hold. 93. 

88.Refer to chapter three for a discussion on how these 
agronomic factors contributed to a nonstandard task system 
that created work load disparities for slaves. See 
especially, tables 3.1-3.4 and 3.7. 
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89.Roswell King, "Queries on the Culture of Rice" ̂  1 
(September 1828);410, 412; and T.F. Goddard, "Queries" ̂  1 
(November 1828): 499, 501. For examples of plantations with 
work loads heavier than that on the Goddard plantation, see 
table 3.7 in chapter three. 

90.For a discussion of the barriers that field hands 
routinely faced in completing their tasks on time or even 
early, see chapters three and four. 

91.For an examination of how long planters expected their 
slaves to work during master's time, see chapter three. 

92.Claimant's deposition, claims of Nancy Bacon, Lydia 
Baker, Silvy Baker, Susan Bennett, Francis Brown, Patsey 
Campbell, Jane Holmes, Eliza James, Boson Johnson, Linda 
Jones, Lucy Mclver, and Clarinda Porter, all in Liberty 
County, Georgia, Case Files, Southern Claims Commission, 
Records of the 3d Auditor, Record Group 217, Records of the 
U.S. General Accounting Office, National Archives, 
Washington, D.C.; Morgan, "The ownership of Property by 
Slaves in the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Low Country, " Journal 
of Southern History 49 (August 1983):399-420; Hudson, To 
Have and To Hold: Betty Wood, Women's Work. Men's Work; The 
Informal Slave Economies of Lowcountrv Georgia (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1995); Schwalm, "Meaning of 
Freedom," 77-122; and Campbell, "As *A Kind of Freeman'?: 
Slaves' Market-Related Activities in the South Carolina Up 
Country," 243-274, and Joseph P. Reidy, "Obligation and 
Right: Patterns of Labor, Subsistence, and Exchange in the 
Cotton Belt of Georgia, 1790-1860," 138-154, both in 
Cultivation and Culture. 243-274. 

93.For instance, depending on the season, examples of 
subsistence work that slave women engaged in with family 
members included: trenching, planting, hoeing, and 
harvesting their own garden plots; processing their crops 
(threshing and pounding rice and shucking and milling their 
corn by hand) ; and feeding, killing, and curing any 
livestock they might own. During the weekend and evening 
hours, examples of gendered household productive work 
included cooking, preserving food, making soap and candles, 
washing and sewing clothes, making quilts, and otherwise 
caring for their families. See SCC, passim; Schwalm, 
"Meaning of Freedom," 91-95, 100, 104; Jones, Labor of Love. 
Labor of Sorrow. 29-43; White, Ar'n't I a Woman?. 122-125; 
and Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household. 177-178. 
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94.Jones, Labor of Love. Labor of Sorrow. 29; and Claire 
Robertson, "Africa into the Americas?: Slavery and Women, 
the Family, and the Gender Division of Labor," in More Than 
Chattel. 23. 

95.N. Tafari, R.L. Naeye, and A. Gobezie, "Effects of 
Maternal Undernutrition and Heavy Physical Work during 
Pregnancy on Birth Weight," British Journal of Obstetrics 
and Gynaecology 87 (March 1980):223, 225-226. 
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CONCLUSION 

This study has examined the nature of slaves' field 

work under the task system on nineteenth-century lowcountry 

rice plantations. The empirical and gendered analysis of 

the social organization of production and slaves' field 

labor provides compelling evidence that we need to lower our 

assessment of the relative benefits putatively enjoyed by 

slaves who worked in a task regime. 

In a task system, field hands had some input into how 

long they labored for their masters each day. But as this 

analysis has revealed, their degree of control over that 

time was profoundly circumscribed. The fundamental ways in 

which planters calculated time, organized their land, and 

grew rice kept most slaves in the fields for most of each 

work day. Moreover, slaves' opportunities to gain whole 

days for themselves were limited by season, occupation, and 

gender. Finally, the oversight of plantation managers, 

especially slave drivers, further encroached upon field 

hands' autonomy. Flat, grid-patterned fields, low field 

hand to driver ratios, and driver responsibility for the 

quality and quantity of slaves' daily work kept drivers 

close to the field hands all day. At the end of the day, 

these field hands had worked just as hard, and for many, 

just as long, as their peers in a gang system. 
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Significantly, field hands did not experience these 

limits to own time and autonomy equally. Since rice 

planters did not adhere to one uniform model of rice 

cultivation or task labor, task assignments and labor 

routines varied across plantations. This heterogenous 

organization of task labor meant that slaves' ability to 

realize tasking's potential for greater slave autonomy was 

disproportionate across plantations. 

Gender also affected slaves' access to own time. Field 

women's control over the length of their work day and hence 

over access to own time was particularly circumscribed. The 

origins of these limits can be found in how rice planters 

organized their labor force and allocated field work. In 

the crop fields, slave women generally outnumbered the men. 

As such, they constituted an important labor resource for 

planters. But numbers alone do not illuminate field women's 

essential role in rice production. In the allocation of 

field work, planters minimized gender distinctions between 

their slaves. Planters' use of a gender-blind field rating 

system, their expectation that similarly rated men and women 

perform the same amount of work for the same job, and that, 

for at least three seasons out of the year, women and men 

did the same type of work on a day to day basis, meant that 

productively, field women were the qualitative and 

quantitative equals of their male peers. Significantly, 
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these labor patterns often kept women in the fields for a 

longer period of time each day than the men. 

Given these external constraints, slaves clearly did 

not gain own time easily. To circvimvent prescribed work 

routines in order to shorten their work day, field women and 

men ran away, performed their work carelessly, feigned 

illnesses and pregnancies, overexerted themselves, and 

sought assistance from others. Historians have touted this 

last one as one of the most important. While there is some 

truth to this, a critical examination of collective aid 

patterns reveals that such aid was complex, circumscribed, 

and sometimes gendered. Importantly, these constraints 

originated from inside as well as from outside the slave 

community. Specifically, the slave family's vulnerability 

to break-up, a field hand's responsibility to complete his 

or her own daily task, the organization of the plantation 

labor force, and slave decisions regarding the allocation of 

scarce labor resources affected who received and provided 

help. At a minimxim, field women depended on other field 

women for help. 

The cumulative effect of these labor and collective aid 

patterns were especially harmful to field women. Because 

planters depended so heavily on field women's productive 

labor for their own wealth, they commonly slighted slave 

women's reproductive health needs. Contrary to their claims 



325 

otherwise, rice planters and overseers did not ameliorate 

pregnant women's task work to any significant degree. 

Consequently, these women continued to toil throughout most 

of their pregnancies as full-task hands at labor intensive 

jobs. In addition, once their tasks were completed, 

pregnant field women continued to labor at physically 

demanding, time-consiaming jobs on behalf of their families. 

In their own time, pregnant slave women cultivated food 

crops, raised livestock, made and repaired clothing, sewed 

quilts, cooked, and cared for their children. Given these 

work routines, and given the correlation between the 

physical labor of pregnant women and their infants' 

survival, it is not surprising that neonatal mortality rates 

were so high on rice plantations. 

The potential for extra own time inherent in the tenets 

of task labor pushed many slaves to overexert themselves 

daily. For many, their herculean efforts were a matter of 

necessity rather than choice. Slaves needed this time to 

produce essential foodstuffs and material goods not provided 

to them by their masters. But planter manipulation of task 

labor profoundly limited slaves' control over the length of 

their work day. Just as in a gang system, field hands 

worked long hours at arduous tasks. The key distinction 

between task and gang labor—that tasked slaves enjoyed some 

input into how long they worked each day—did not alleviate 
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slaves' exploitation or suffering. Indeed, for slave women, 

with their triple burden of work, all the time was work 

time. 

Further questions still remain to be addressed. First, 

given the finding that access to own time was gendered and 

favored men, it would be worthwhile to investigate how slave 

women's field work and own time domestic work shaped their 

participation in the slaves' internal economy. Also, that 

access to own time was gendered also raises some interesting 

questions regarding relationships between and among slave 

men and women. For instance: did the gendered access to 

own time and slave decisions regarding use of that time 

produce conflict within the slave family?' Were slave men's 

resources as available to slave women as the women's were to 

the men? And finally, what types of relations of dependency 

and deference were created as a result of field hands' 

reliance on family and friends for help with their tasks? 

As Clarence Walker has asserted in his critique of the slave 

community/culturalist paradigm, oppressed people are not 

inevitably generous to their peers.^ This study has at 

least aimed to lay the groundwork for future investigation 

of these and like issues. 
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1. Feminist theory posits that the family is the site of 
struggle and conflict among its members, as well as a locus 
of cooperation. Yet the dominant historical model of the 
slave family as portrayed by Herbert Gutman, John 
Blassingame, and Jacqueline Jones continues to assxime that 
racial slavery produced consensus among its members. The 
result has been the conception of a harmonious, egalitarian 
slave family that functioned as a haven from the cruelties 
of slavery, an institution of resistance, and a transmitter 
of African American culture. This model, however, needs to 
be reconsidered in light of work by Karen Anderson, Susan 
Mann, and Claire Robertson who identify slave families not 
only as cooperative but also as hierarchical and patriarchal 
centers of conflict. In addition, Evelyn Brooks 
Higginbotham has called for a general reexamination of black 
gender relations that does not minimize gender conflict. In 
one such work, Brenda Stevenson examines gender conflict 
within the slave family and community of Loundoun County, 
Virginia. Significantly though, she argues against defining 
slave husbands as patriarchs. 

For work representing the dominant view of the slave 
family, see Herbert Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and 
Freedom. 1750-1925 (New York: Random House, 1976); John W. 
Blassingame, The Slave Community; Plantation Life in the 
Antebellum South. Revised and Enlarged Edition (New York: 
Oxford University Press,1979); Jones, Labor of Love. Labor 
of Sorrow: and White, Ar^n^t I a Woman?. 158. For work on 
the family as the site of cooperation and struggle, see 
Belinda Bozzoli, "Marxism, Feminism, and South Africa," 
Journal of South African Studies 9 (Spring 1983):139-171. 
For work that specifically examines power relations within 
the slave family, see Karen Anderson, "African American 
Families," in American Families: A Research Guide and 
Historical Handbook, eds., Joseph M. Hawes and Elizabeth I. 
Nybakken (New York: Greenwood Press, 1991), 259-290; Susan 
Mann, Slavery, Sharecropping, and Sexual Inequality," Signs 
14 (Summer 1989):774-798; and Claire Robertson, "Africa into 
the Americas?: Slavery and Women, the Family, and the 
Gender Division of Labor," in More Than Chattel: Black 
Women and Slavery in the Americas eds., David Barry Gaspar 
and Darlene Clark Hine (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1996), 9-20. For Brenda Stevenson's description of 
strife within the slave family see, Life in Black and White. 
254-257. 



2.1 would like to thank Karen Anderson for helpful 
discussions on this issue. Clarence E. Walker, 
Peromanticizing Black History; Critical Essays and 
Reappraisals (Knoxville: University of Tennessee, 1991) 
xvi. 
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