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This dissertation examines the environmental history of slavery in Maryland and 

attends specifically to the ways enslaved people’s relationship to their environment 

manifested in their everyday lives. In this project, I advance an ecological analysis that 

privileges networks of relation between slaves, slaveholders, soils, plants, animals, and 

cold weather. Grounding my analysis in the everyday world of slavery, my dissertation 

employs a framework I call material ecology, which utilizes object-oriented analysis as a 

means of thinking through, unpacking, and rendering the ecology of slavery in 

antebellum Maryland.  

Utilizing this approach, I organize each of my chapters around a class of objects 

that materialize different ecological relations. As the points at which such relations 

converge, cast-iron plows, enslaved people’s shoes, slave-made charms, as well as stews 

and similar one-pot meals disclose distinctive interactions between the enslaved and their 

environment. From my analysis of the relationships that cohere around these objects, I 



argue that in antebellum Maryland slaves and slaveholders differently mobilized elements 

of their environment against one another in their multiform contests over power. 

Examining the ecological networks informing these contests illustrates the extent to 

which the environment in enslaved people’s lives was simultaneously antagonistic and 

empowering. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction – Framing a Material Ecology of Slavery 

 
 
We started about 8 o’clock in the evening. After travelling about three miles, we saw many horses feeding 

near the road, and concluding that four legs were better adapted to speed than two, we took one apiece. We 

went to a barn and took two blankets, but while hunting for bridles, were routed and chased some distance 

by the faithful watch dogs of the farm. Then we concluded to go to nature’s manufactory; so we cut grape 

vines, made for ourselves bridles, mounted our horses, and rode at full speed until day-break, after which 

we turned them loose, leaving them to shift for themselves, and thanking them for their aid to us. I think we 

must have travelled at least forty miles that night; yet, strange to say, did not meet a single person. 

 

–John Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave (1856) 

 
 

When John Thompson and his escaping companion “concluded to go to nature’s 

manufactory,” they were confident the natural environment contained a material solution 

to the problem facing them.1 Unable to obtain ready-made bridles, Thompson and his 

unnamed counterpart fashioned two from grapevines they located, secured, and modified 

by moonlight, if the moon was out that night. While these informed acts suggest much 

about their relationship to the biophysical world, the field of suggestion expands upon 

considering this resourcefulness in the larger constellation of environmental phenomena – 

natural and people-made – Thompson references in the passage above.  

Here readers encounter a road, a farm, and a barn, as well as blankets, horses, 

dogs, and the night. More significant than the narrative presence of these diverse entities 

are the relations between people and the environment towards which they gesture. Who 

made this road and to what extent did it facilitate movement of slaves and slaveholders, 

                                                 
1 John Thompson, The Life of John Thompson a Fugitive Slave: Containing His History of 25 Years in 

Bondage, and His Providential Escape (Worcester: J. Thompson, 1856). Though now an archaism, the 19th 

century usage of “manufactory” to denote a place where products are manufactured, a factory, was not 

uncommon. Thompson’s use of this term is telling not only in what it suggests about his relationship to the 

natural environment but also in its conceptual compression of the natural and the industrial or cultural. 

Thompson wrote this narrative in a period when the very language of mid-19th century manufacturing was 

shaped by the mass production and processing of natural resources. Ideologically, nature became a 

veritable factory in which valuable products were manufactured, at times with human intervention and at 

others without. 
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cattle and crops, knowledge and news? If both the barn and the blankets it contained were 

principally made from plant- or animal-derived materials, were the original organisms 

located locally in Maryland, or did they come from another part of North America, or the 

Caribbean, or South America, or from across the Atlantic? To whom were these dogs 

“faithful” but the horses unfaithful, the latter so much so that these escaping slaves, after 

traveling a great distance, thanked the horses for their help? Who cultivated the crops on 

this farm and what kind of knowledge regarding the weather, seasons, the landscape, 

draft animals, insects, and the soil did they acquire as a result of this labor? Were 

Thompson and his co-conspirator unafraid of the dark? None of the preceding questions 

can be easily answered but nevertheless retain significance as each speaks to complex 

relations between humans and nonhuman phenomena. That said, it is important to note 

that (1) each question is oriented around an everyday environmental formation; and, (2) 

these questions reference varied spatial and temporal scales that differently frame 

relations between people and the environment they inhabit. 

Similarly, in this project I foreground the everyday as it registered on varying 

ecological scales, my purpose being to assess how human-nonhuman networks informed 

the daily lives of enslaved people in antebellum Maryland. Employing a framework I call 

material ecology, I cast four everyday formations as ecology materialized, or, more 

accurately, ecological relations physically embodied and referenced. These nodal points 

are plows, shoes, charms, and stews. By analyzing the ecological relationships organized 

in and around cast-iron plows, enslaved people’s shoes, charms slaves made and used, as 

well as stews and similar one-pot meals, I investigate different dimensions of enslaved 

people’s relationship to their environment. 
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The following questions sit at the core of this project. How did the weight of 

enslavement inform the nature of enslaved people’s relationship to their environment? 

How did enslaved people’s relationship to their environment compare to that of 

slaveholders? By the end of this study, I find that among the enslaved slavery encouraged 

an at times empowering embrace of the environment, even as the latter manifested or was 

made to manifest hostility towards them. I also find that the dynamic and multiform 

environment stood as the primary arena of power from which the enslaved drew in order 

to assert their will over and against that of slaveholders. This drawing on of environment 

by the enslaved often took the form of the latter leveraging a range of environmental 

forces and phenomena for their purposes (as they were also subject to the same being 

mobilized against them by slaveholders as well as by fellow slaves and others). These 

findings together point to a complex relationship between the enslaved and the dynamic 

environment, one that uniquely informed their everyday lives. Before detailing how I 

arrive at these conclusions and presenting how my argument unfolds across the chapters 

of this project, I must first provide an account of material ecology, which stands as the 

conceptual infrastructure of this study. 

Material Ecology as Method 

Situated in the overlapping area between studies of slavery and studies of the 

environment, this dissertation occupies an area ripe for deep analysis yet one few scholars 

have begun to mine – particularly from an ecological point of view. Many historians of 

American slavery only marginally integrate elements of the environment in their 

research, oftentimes because their primary focus is elsewhere. Among environmental 

historians, there are only a handful of sustained analyses of slavery. As few studies have 
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considered questions concerning enslaved people in relation to the environments they 

inhabited, my research addresses a need to begin historicizing and more thoroughly 

understanding the vexed but longstanding relationship between African Americans and 

the spiritually dynamic and culture-infused natural world.2 Among the relatively few 

works that explore the latter, most utilize traditional approaches of environmental history 

scholarship; I do so from a distinctly ecology-based standpoint.3  

                                                 
2 Although these areas of focus have been neglected, the emerging sub-fields of southern environmental 

history and African American environmental history are home to some scholars who have recognized these 

gaps and have worked to address them. Southern environmental history emerges from corresponding 

silences in environmental history and history of the American South, silences generally attributable to 

environmental historians considering the scholarship of southern historians too anthropocentric, and 

southern historians considering the work of their environmental counterparts too ecocentric. The genesis of 

African American environmental history is different in that it emerged out of and helped coalesce what 

Richard White calls “the cultural turn” in environmental history, which was characterized by greater 

attention to (counter-) discourses and narratives as well as hybrid (natural and cultural) rather than pure 

landscapes. Texts from this emerging field include: Dianne D. Glave and Mark Stoll, To Love the Wind and 

the Rain: African Americans and Environmental History (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 

2006) (one of the first, if not the first, edited collection dedicated to African American environmental 

history); Carolyn Merchant, “Shades of Darkness: Race and Environmental History,” Environmental 

History 8.3 (2003): 380-394; Daegan Miller, “At Home in the Great Northern Wilderness: African 

Americans and Freedom's Ecology in the Adirondacks, 1846-1859,” Environmental Humanities 2 (2013): 

117-46; Kimberly K. Smith, African American Environmental Thought: Foundations (Lawrence, KS: 

University Press of Kansas, 2007).  

For texts in southern environmental history, see: Mart A. Stewart, “If John Muir Had Been an 

Agrarian: American Environmental History West and South,” Environmental History and the American 

South: A Reader (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2009); Mart A. Stewart, “‘Let Us Begin with 

the Weather’: Climate, Race and Cultural Distinctiveness in the American South,” Nature and Society in 

Historical Context (Cambridge, GB: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Avery Craven, Soil Exhaustion as 

a Factor in the Agricultural History of Virginia and Maryland, 1606-1860 (Columbia, SC: University of 

South Carolina Press, 2006); S. Max Edelson, “Clearing Swamps, Harvesting Forests: Trees and the 

Making of a Plantation Landscape in the Colonial South Carolina Lowcountry,” Environmental History 

and the American South: A Reader (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2009); Virginia DeJohn 

Anderson, “Animals into the Wilderness: The Development of Livestock Husbandry in the Seventeenth-

Century Chesapeake,” Environmental History and the American South: A Reader (Athens, GA: University 

of Georgia Press, 2009). 

 
3 There are three texts that I would describe as offering instructive ecological analyses of slavery, all of 

which either focus on the Lower South or the Caribbean, leaving the Chesapeake region largely unattended: 

Walter Johnson’s River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (2013), particularly 

his chapters “Dominion,” “‘The Empire of the White Man’s Will,’” and “The Carceral Landscape,” 

Monique Allewaert’s Ariel’s Ecology: Plantations, Personhood, and Colonialism in the American Tropics 

(2013), and Mart A. Stewart’s ‘What Nature Suffers to Groe’: Life, Labor, and Landscapes on the Georgia 

Coast, 1680-1920 (1996). 
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The Princeton Guide to Ecology (2009) defines ecology as “the science of the 

interactions between living organisms and their environment.”4 The authors of this text 

go on to explain that ecology approaches biological systems or ecosystems as wholes 

rather than independent parts, with one of the field’s larger aims being then “to elucidate 

how these wholes emerge from and affect their parts.”5 Hermann Remmert offers further 

insight into the contours of ecology as a field by noting its three primary subdivisions, the 

last of which, research on ecosystems, is of primary importance for my purposes.6 This 

division focuses on the cycling of matter and energy flows within ecosystems as well as 

on how the latter function, which includes investigating their (in)stability and elasticity at 

various scales.7 

Begon, Harper, and Townsend in Ecology: Individuals, Populations, and 

Communities (1990) also note the importance of scale to the field of ecology but frame 

matters differently. They explain that ecology explicitly deals with “three levels of 

biological hierarchy,” which consists of organisms, populations of organisms, and 

communities of populations. They define ecology as the study of “the interactions 

between organisms and their physical, chemical and biological environments” at the three 

scales noted. However, they are also careful to say – a point significant to my thinking 

                                                 
 
4 Simon A Levin and Stephen R. Carpenter, The Princeton Guide to Ecology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2009) 253. 

 
5 Ibid., p. vii. 

 
6 Remmert explains that autecology and population ecology make up the two other subdivisions. The 

former, according to Remmert, is the study of the requirements of particular organisms for particular 

conditions and the latter is the study of why populations of microorganisms, plants, and animals do not 

reproduce without limit, but rather maintain certain approximately constant numbers. Hermann 

Remmert, Ecology: A Textbook (Berlin, DE: Springer-Verlag, 1980) 2. 

 
7 Ibid. 
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and use of ecology – that this field must also account for “the pervading influences” of 

history in addition to evolution and geology.8 In this and other reference texts, many note 

(or demonstrate) that ecology is moving away from a strictly ecocentric viewpoint and 

thinking about people, history, and culture much more. 

With this relatively basic conception of ecology (as a scientific field), some of its 

express – and for my purposes beneficial – differences from environmental history come 

to the fore. First, rather than foregrounding an element or dimension of the natural world 

– such as a class of plants or animals, a dimension of the weather, or formations such as 

soil or waterways – ecology tends to work more holistically without neglecting such 

elements but considering these in view of the whole. Moving from units to the unity, 

elements of ecosystems to the ecosystems themselves is a characteristic move in ecology.  

Related to this are express considerations of scale. Whereas environmental 

analysis oftentimes must be relegated to the scale most relevant to the aspect of the 

environment being isolated, ecological approaches must necessarily understand local and 

global dimensions of the natural world as they work to account for microorganisms in a 

single ecosystem as well as other phenomena in the larger biosphere (earth), which has an 

important geological, climatic, and biological history. Ecology not only considers the 

micro, macro, and intermediary scales but provides frameworks, approaches, and 

language for framing and moving between these scales.  

Another important difference between ecology and environmental history 

concerns conceptions of the environment. In environmental history, the environment is 

                                                 
 
8 Michael Begon, John L. Harper, and Colin R. Townsend, Ecology: Individuals, Populations, and 

Communities (Boston, MA: Blackwell Scientific Publications, 1990) vii. 
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often treated as a place, setting, scene, or stage in or on which things happen. Ecology 

privileges the term “ecosystem” over “environment” in an effort not to flatten and thus 

obscure the various living and non-living (biotic and abiotic) entities that get collapsed 

together in many conceptions of the environment.9 The “system” portion of “ecosystem” 

also points to ecology’s focus on theorizing relationships across a range of biotic and 

abiotic elements (which increasingly includes people). These complex networks of 

interaction animate ecosystems rendering them dynamic and perpetually in flux, realities 

that are often flattened in many environmental historical conceptions of the 

environment.10 

Now, articulating these challenges to environmental history and, by relation, 

environmental historical analyses of American slavery is not to suggest such approaches 

lack value. On the contrary, such analysis has laid a centrally important foundation on 

which coming research, including mine, regarding the natural world and enslaved 

people’s relation to it must be situated. I should also note that environmental history and 

ecology may exist as different fields but their shared investments bring them into close 

proximity with one another, so much so that ecological analysis in many ways enriches 

environmental history. In other words, although I critique characteristic approaches in 

environmental history, this is not to say that environmental histories cannot rely on 

                                                 
9 Despite this I employ “environment” far more in this project than “ecosystem,” but do so in an ecological 

sense, i.e. ecosystemically. 

 
10 David Demeritt affirms the critiques of environmental history appearing above but also adds another. He 

notes that environmental historians too often assume the givenness of the natural world and rarely critically 

parse this assumption. Demeritt not only rejects said givenness but contends that the most productive 

means of examining the natural environment in relation to people is when it is casted as a discursive 

formation produced by scientists and others. While I am at this point unwilling to primarily engage the 

environment discursively, Demeritt’s point is important to take into account. David Demeritt, “Ecology, 

Objectivity and Critique in Writings on Nature and Human Societies,” Journal of Historical Geography 

20.1 (1994). 



 

 8 

ecology-based analyses. In fact, because ecology only formally exists as a field in the 

sciences, my project would be more accurately characterized as an environmental history 

that deploys an expressly ecological framework to achieve its objectives.11  

The material in “material ecology” is significant in that it refers to material 

culture studies and its emphasis on objects that are oftentimes a part of people’s ordinary, 

everyday lives, objects that ultimately anchor analyses in the everyday. Further, in 

featuring a range of scholarship that parses the production and consumption side of such 

objects, material culture studies (within the larger context of cultural studies) provides a 

framework to not only think about objects but with, through, and in ranging proximities 

to them. As material culture scholars commonly turn to objects in order to gain insights 

into culture and cultural relations in a given context, I turn to objects to gain insights into 

the ecology and ecological relations of slavery in Maryland.  

While the “material” aspect of material ecology most directly invokes material 

culture approaches, I frame it as also referencing, to a lesser extent, historical materialism 

as well as new materialism. In Marx's Ecology: Materialism and Nature (2000), John 

Bellamy Foster compellingly retrieves and reinstates the critical ecological dimension of 

Marx’s thought. According to Foster, “Marx’s worldview was deeply, and indeed 

systematically, ecological,” a point Foster reinforces by parsing Marx’s materialist 

                                                 
 
11 At this point I can refine my critique of environmental history generally, and environmental histories of 

American slavery in particular, while also directly framing the problem my dissertation works to resolve. 

Environmental history is a relatively new field that continues to grow as it critically evaluates its traditional 

points of focus, its genealogy, and its newer horizons. My critique of environmental history has far less to 

do with the field and its aims than with methodological approaches that have commonly been employed 

under its banner. Ecology and ecological analysis, then, do not replace environmental historical approaches 

in my view but rather complement by complicating and reconfiguring them. Thus, this dissertation provides 

an ecological analysis of slavery in order to thoroughly examine the under-explored subject of enslaved 

people’s relationship to the culturally informed natural world as this is an area historians of slavery and 

historians of the environment have in many ways neglected. 
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conception of nature, which Foster argues is too quickly relegated to the margins of 

Marxist thought and historical materialism.12 In fact, Foster contends that Marx and 

Engels’ very notion of historical materialism is predicated on the dialectical relationship 

between natural history and human history, a point that is well taken in my thinking.13 

So too are several of the larger ideas that have emerged out of new materialism, to 

which Jane Bennett has substantively contributed. The latter’s Vibrant Matter: A Political 

Ecology of Things (2010) examines the confederate or distributive agency of human-

nonhuman assemblages. Bennett argues that the world is full of micro and macro things, 

forces, entities asserting themselves in relation to people, oftentimes in ways 

unconsidered by people. This emerges as a problem when subject-object dualities 

singularize or individualize the person and thereby divorce her from the many 

assemblages of which she is a part. As a result, in Bennett’s framework matters of agency 

are often wrongly attributed to units of larger networked relations (assemblages) rather 

than the unity.  

                                                 
 
12 John B. Foster, Marx's Ecology: Materialism and Nature (New York, NY: Monthly Review Press, 2000) 

viii. 

 
13 The full argument Foster lays out in Marx’s Ecology is founded on a relationship he examines in Marx 

and Engels’ thought between historical materialism as predicated on a materialist conception of history and 

nature. Foster argues that in order to understand the very origins of ecology and ecological ways of 

thinking, one must understand the views of nature that were emerging during the same period in which 

Marx was renovating and recalibrating Enlightenment materialism during the 19th century. Foster contends 

that the development of both materialism and science during this period made possible and promoted 

ecological thinking, and he credits Marx, and to a lesser extent Darwin (as a fellow materialist), with laying 

this ground. In Foster’s reading of Marx, the alienation of human labor was closely connected to the 

alienation of human beings from nature, which made this dual alienation the very thing Marx sought to 

account for historically. Thus, Marx posits the notion of metabolic rift, which largely speaks to the 

alienation of human beings from the immediate means and modes of production as it concerns subsistence. 

With York and Mancus and others, Marx in Foster’s treatment holds that an important dimension of the 

human-nature dialectic is nature delimiting the conditions of possibility for human existence and thus 

directly informing how humans both survive (subsist) and live. 
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In step with contemporary thinking in environmental history, I am reluctant to 

attribute agential force to phenomena such as soil, weather, rocks, plants, etc.14 However, 

I agree that these and other nonhuman phenomena inform, impact, exert force, initiate 

change, and otherwise shape cultural and natural phenomena in ways that are integrally 

important to ecological analysis.15 Moreover, I also find new materialist notions of the 

assemblage instructive, particularly the conceptual and theoretical insights emerging from 

engagements with this formation. Thus, although I may not subscribe to new materialist 

perspectives wholesale, they nevertheless have much to offer studies like my own that 

privilege the ecological. 

To now offer an expanded definition, material ecology draws directly from 

material culture studies and in many ways runs parallel to the latter. In much the same 

way scholars of material culture utilize object-oriented analysis to examine the cultural 

lives of people, I frame material ecology as a mode of utilizing object-oriented analysis to 

examine ecological relations, relations in environments that contain people, natural and 

made phenomena, as well as natural, cultural, and supernatural forces.16 In this way, the 

                                                 
 
14 For a summative discussion of contemporary understandings of agency in environmental history see Paul 

S. Sutter, “The World with Us: The State of American Environmental History,” Journal of American 

History 100.1 (2013) 97-99. 

 
15 Tim Ingold, Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture (London; New York: Routledge, 

2013) 21. 

 
16 There are a couple of characteristics of material ecology that gesture towards Bruno Latour’s treatment of 

actor-network theory. The most consequential of these are the conceptualization of things as having the 

capacity to be formative actors in expansive webs of relation and the understanding of networks themselves 

as dynamic formations that also have the capacity to function as actors (i.e., the human body or weather 

systems as such network-actors). The critical difference between material ecology and actor-network theory 

(ANT) concern the object or objective of their tooling. While Latour frames ANT as a method for 

describing rather than explaining relations in a given meaning-producing network, material ecology at its 

core represents a mode of (re)organizing the scholarly gaze. In its effort to study relationships between 

people and the environments they inhabit, material ecology encourages centering the gaze on neither. 

Instead, it recommends fixing this gaze initially on objects, as the materialization of inter-actions between 

people and environments (or environmental resources), and from there to focus on the particular sets of 
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class of objects at the center of each of my chapters represent materializations of 

ecological relationships and thereby stand as material formations in and around which 

such relationships cohere. Thus, by looking at cast-iron plows, enslaved people’s shoes, 

slave-made charms, as well as stews and other one-pot meals, I examine enslaved 

people’s relationship to the land and landscape, cold weather, supernatural environments 

and forces, and biophysical energy, respectively, across my chapters. 

In thinking about the relations that cohere in and around the material ecology of, 

for example, cast-iron plows – specifically those concerning enslaved people’s 

knowledge of the land and landscape –  it becomes important to not only have a 

definition of material ecology in mind but also a sense of its conceptual workings. To 

reiterate, in my framing the cast-iron plow is not a point of focus but rather a point of 

orientation, which means that the progression of my ideas does not follow a through-line 

connected immediately to plows. Rather, the cast-iron plow marks a starting point in my 

analysis and situates this analysis in a particular contextual arena. The relations I discuss 

radiate outward from the central location of the cast-iron plow in my thinking and do so 

to the point where even in my intermediary considerations the immediacy of the cast-iron 

plow falls away. Thus, if we think about the ecological relations organized both in and 

around the plow as a series of concentric circles, the plow stands at the center of my 

thinking. However, as my analysis progresses it comes to orient my ideas without being 

the exclusive or even primary subject of them. I say this to say, the following analysis is 

not about the cast-iron plow – nor is it about shoes, charms, and stews – but about the 

                                                 
people, environmental resources as well as other things and forces that converged in the production of the 

centered object. Finally, material ecology also encourages the scholarly gaze at some point to move from 

those relations referenced by the material production of the object to relations the centered object 

references on symbolic as well as metaphorical planes. 
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range of relationships between slaves and their environment that come into immediate 

and peripheral view if we fix our gaze initially on a particular object. 

Contributions of this Project 

Methodologically, this project is significant in that material ecology represents an 

approach to studying the history of slavery and the history of the environment 

simultaneously. As most studies of slavery focus on people and most environmental 

histories focus on what one can broadly term things, material ecology facilitates unified 

analyses of people and things. This facilitation is important in light of the fact that many 

environmental historians have considered studies of slavery and other major subjects 

treated by historians as too anthropocentric, while historians have commonly critiqued 

the scholarship of environmental historians as too ecocentric.17 Although my study is 

ultimately about people – enslaved people specifically – I organize it around objects that 

themselves bring into view a range of relationships between people and what I frequently 

refer to as environmental phenomena, but what I now refer to as things. 

                                                 
17 As Christopher Morris and others note, scholarship in environmental history tends to isolate a single 

dimension of the environment in analyses that attempt to articulate how nature impacts the human world. 

Historians have been critical of such work because foregrounding any element of the environment in such a 

manner threatens foci traditionally the center of historical analyses, namely subjects such as war, politics, 

industrialization, slavery, and Jim Crow. Privileging geography, animal life, or soil makeup often means 

de-emphasizing traditional centerings of people in historical analysis. On the other hand, environmental 

historians have resisted some of the more characteristic elements of historical analyses that have emerged 

since scholarship on slavery began to gain momentum about forty years ago. One of the primary 

dimensions of (new) social history was considering history from the ground, from “the people” and the 

diverse cross-section of individuals this entailed. With the momentum around social history and the ways in 

which various social movements and social justice initiatives informed this approach to historical analysis, 

a focus on human agency, particularly among those often left out of dominant historical narratives, was 

established. The agency of enslaved people, for example, is one of the pervading themes across histories of 

slavery that have emerged since the rise of social history as a methodological approach. Yet, human agency 

as it has been articulated in recently pervasive historical narratives is something many environmental 

historians are ambivalent about; while no one really wants to take anything away from groups largely 

under-represented in historical analyses prior to the 1960s, environmental historians also tend to subscribe 

to perspectives in which the active force (sometimes casted as agency) of the natural world is centered in 

analyses, rather than people as the prime agents. Christopher Morris, “A More Southern Environmental 

History,” The Journal of Southern History 75.3 (2009) 597. 
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My approach to studying the environmental history of slavery also carries 

significance in that no study in this admittedly small body of scholarship foregrounds 

material culture investments in the (hi)stories objects have the capacity to tell. In fact, 

slavery studies and environmental history as separate fields would only be enriched by 

more material culture-based approaches to germane subjects, especially as objects need 

not reign supreme – as I will show – to accomplish the task of writing history through 

them. Such history, whether of slavery, the environment, or another point of focus, tends 

to come into unique but substantive light when one variously considers the production 

and consumption of the object, in addition to how the object registers culturally on 

material, symbolic, and metaphoric levels. Even if they are only to be used as starting 

points (which is how I use them), accounting for objects in these ways represents a 

difficulty for single disciplines. Thus, interdisciplinary approaches, when properly tooled, 

are suited well for such analyses. In my project, my methods, theoretical frames, modes 

of analysis, and evidence pools are variously rooted in history, environmental history, 

material culture, cultural studies, archaeology, ecology, and English. To date no study of 

the environmental history of slavery has utilized an interdisciplinary approach assembled 

in this way. 

In utilizing said fields and disciplines to bridge slavery studies and environmental 

history, this project makes several important contributions to current scholarship in these 

fields. To historical analyses of slavery in the U.S., my project makes two central 

contributions. First, the third chapter of this project is dedicated to analyzing how cold 

weather informed slavery in the Upper South. To my knowledge, a sustained analysis of 

slavery in the winter has not been given scholarly treatment in the area of slavery studies. 
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Secondly, this project features alternative modes of reading traditional records. Whereas 

historians have turned to journals, newspapers, and court records with frequency in the 

study of slavery, commonly overlooked are the rich stores of information regarding 

people’s conception of, relation to, knowledge of, and modes of inhabiting their 

environment available in such sources. In many cases, instructive information pertaining 

to the environment hides in plain sight in these records. As is the case in most people’s 

everyday lives, that which pervades almost all experiences – as environmental 

phenomena do – tends to be the most easily overlooked, largely because it exists in the 

realm of the mundane. This tendency to look past the ordinary – often in search of the 

extraordinary – appears to have informed how scholars have read such sources; I read 

these same sources looking particularly for the mundane, everyday presence of the 

environment in them. 

Similarly, my project makes two related contributions to environmental history. 

Despite the ongoing effort to pinpoint precisely what the environment is and what 

constitutes it, over the course of my analysis I conceptualize environment not in 

alignment with contemporary understandings but as it registered for the enslaved. In fact, 

I situate each chapter in a different dimension of the environment as the enslaved 

experienced it, namely the landscape environment, the climatic environment, the 

supernatural environment, and the proximate environment. The latter is an original 

formulation that describes the environment constituted by what is nearby, what is readily 

accessible, that to which is in close proximity to oneself. This environment exists and 

shifts based on someone’s location in space and time. For the enslaved in antebellum 

Maryland, the environment of what stood in close proximity to them became the 
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environment they came to know, trust, distrust, rely on, etc. For environmental histories 

that attend to people who were or were compelled to be itinerant in localized spaces and 

who also embraced their surroundings, the concept of the proximate environment may 

prove useful. 

Finally, to the small body of scholarship on the environmental history of slavery, 

the contributions of this project revolve around the lens of labor. In much of the 

scholarship in this area, enslaved people’s labor is casted as the primary factor that 

informed their relationship to the environment, particularly field labor. In the second 

chapter of this project, I expand this lens and consider the types of environmental 

knowledge the enslaved developed on cultivated landscapes such as fields as well as on 

uncultivated and built landscapes. As skilled and gendered labor occurred on a range of 

landscape formations, enslaved people generated and applied environmental knowledge 

differently, which necessarily informed relations to their environment. That said, in the 

latter portion of this chapter and over the course of the succeeding chapters, I move 

beyond the arena of labor to account for different modes by which the enslaved 

developed knowledge of and a relationship with their environment. Because enslaved 

people were much more than laborers and because much of their lives was lived outside 

the realm of labor, their relationship to the environment is cast in new and revealing light 

when approached from multiple vantage points beyond labor. 

I situate this project in Maryland for several reasons. In terms of studies on 

slavery in the Chesapeake, far less scholarship exists on slavery in Maryland compared to 

Virginia, the only other viable point of focus in the Upper South. Further, Baltimore as an 

important local and global port city facilitated substantive in-state, regional, 
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hemispherical, and trans-Atlantic trade networks, which heavily influenced ecological 

relations across the state. In this and other ways, Baltimore enhances the appeal of basing 

my work in Maryland. Geographically, Maryland also has more northward territory than 

any antebellum slave state and its positioning allows for an ecological analysis of slavery 

that seriously considers the effect of cold weather on the everyday lives of slaves. This 

remains a critically under-examined dimension of American slavery as it is commonly 

produced discursively as a warm-weather institution, which was not the case for extended 

periods in the Upper South, particularly in Maryland.18 Additionally, Maryland allows me 

to anchor my material ecological analysis in an area where slavery took different forms 

including urban slavery in Baltimore City, industrial slavery on the extended periphery of 

the city (largely in iron forges), and agricultural slavery in more rural areas.  

Chapter Outline 

Chapter two of this dissertation details the rise of cast-iron plows in the U.S. 

beginning in the late eighteenth century and situates this in relation to the broader agro-

environmental history of Maryland. In this section I focus on the transition from tobacco 

to grain cultivation in the state and the role cast-iron plows played in this process. I then 

move to consider how this technology organized specific experiences common to the 

                                                 
18 One of the only studies that considers slavery during Maryland winters is Seth Rockman’s Scraping By: 

Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

2009). For an extended analysis of southern planters’ discursive production of a homogenous southern 

climate, see Stewart’s “‘Let Us Begin with the Weather’: Climate, Race and Cultural Distinctiveness in the 

American South.” A few scholars have acknowledged the significance of the distinct climatic environment 

of the Chesapeake region. As Christian Warren has shown, rates of slave mortality increased the further 

north they lived (at least in urban locales) and as Warren, Richard Steckel, and Ted Rathbun have shown, 

disease and illness among the enslaved increased during the winter. Exposure was also a constant threat 

every winter when the enslaved were working outdoors, sleeping in poorly insulated quarters, or running 

away in late December. Christian Warren, “Northern Chills, Southern Fevers: Race-Specific Mortality in 

American Cities, 1730-1900,” The Journal of Southern History 63.1 (1997); Richard H. Steckel, “A 

Dreadful Childhood: The Excess Mortality of American Slaves,” Social Science History 10.4 (1986), 433-

8; Richard H. Steckel and Ted A. Rathbun, The Backbone of History: Health and Nutrition in the Western 

Hemisphere, ed. Jerome Carl. Rose (Cambridge, GB: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
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enslaved that accounted in part for the environmental knowledge they developed, 

exchanged, and repurposed according to their needs. In this chapter I argue that forced 

labor in fields and elsewhere contributed much but not all of what enslaved women and 

men came to know of their environmental world. At the same time, I emphasize areas of 

environmental knowledge that were gender-specific as informed by diverging labor- and 

non-labor-based experiences among enslaved women and men. The aim of this chapter is 

to highlight both the environmental knowledge that emerged in the sphere of agricultural 

labor and other forms of such knowledge that emerged outside the realm of labor 

altogether. While the enslaved utilized this knowledge in acts of self-determination and 

subversion, they also utilized it to protect themselves when elements of the environment 

were leveraged against them.19 

                                                 
19 My consideration of enslaved people’s environmental knowledge shapes much of the analysis in this 

project, whether explicitly or implicitly. The matter of knowledge among the enslaved, particularly 

knowledge of the environment that developed in part from indigenous and European influence, invokes a 

rather large body of scholarship on what can be termed indigenous knowledge. For my purposes, I draw 

inspiration from texts that richly consider cyclings and circulations of knowledge between indigenous 

peoples, Africans (and eventually African-Americans), and Europeans. Although points and distributions of 

focus are uneven across these accounts for such movements of environmental knowledge, this literature 

collectively represents a part of the foundation on which this project builds. Texts on the place of 

indigenous knowledge in the increasingly African and European world of the Atlantic include: Miruna 

Achim, “From Rustics to Savants: Indigenous Materia Medica in Eighteenth-Century Mexico,” Studies in 

History and Philosophy of Science Part C: Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical 

Sciences 42.3 (2011); Kat Anderson, Tending the Wild: Native American Knowledge and the Management 

of California's Natural Resources. (Berkley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005); 

Michael J. Balick and Paul Alan Cox, Plants, People, and Culture: The Science of Ethnobotany (Scientific 

American Library, 1996); Allison Bigelow, “Incorporating Indigenous Knowledge into Extractive 

Economies: The Science of Colonial Silver,” Journal of Extractive Industries and Society 3.1 (2016); 

Allison Bigelow, “Imperial Translations: New World Missionary Linguistics, Indigenous Interpreters, and 

Universal Languages in the Early Modern Era,” American Literature and the New Puritan Studies, ed. 

Bryce Traister (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Vera S. Candiani, Dreaming of Dry Land: 

Environmental Transformation in Colonial Mexico City (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014); Judith 

A. Carney, “African Traditional Plant Knowledge in the Circum-Caribbean region,” Journal of 

Ethnobiology 23.2 (2003); Judith Carney and Richard Nicholas Rosomoff, In the Shadow of Slavery: 

Africa’s Botanical Legacy in the Atlantic World (Berkley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 

2011); James McCann, Maize and Grace: Africa's Encounter with a New World Crop, 1500-2000 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009); Kathleen S. Murphy, “Translating the Vernacular: 

Indigenous and African Knowledge in the Eighteenth-Century British Atlantic,” Atlantic Studies 8.1 

(2011); Miles Ogborn, “Talking Plants: Botany and Speech in Eighteenth-Century Jamaica,” History of 

Science 51.3 (2013); Raymond Pierotti and Daniel Wildcat, “Traditional Ecological Knowledge: The Third 
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Enslaved people’s relationship to Maryland’s comparatively colder climate is the 

focus of my third chapter. In it I briefly discuss the production of enslaved people’s shoes 

and then focus on the ecological relations they disclosed when it was cold outdoors, 

especially when these provisions were materially lacking or absent. Thus, in the face of 

inadequate or non-existent shoes I read the cracked and frostbitten feet of enslaved 

women and men as an index of their larger vulnerability to the cold. In this reading, I 

specifically explore how both slaves and slaveholders found different ways of mobilizing 

cold weather for their respective purposes. Slaveholders in Maryland and other parts of 

the Upper South oftentimes recognized enslaved people’s vulnerability to the cold and at 

times integrated exposure and the threat of exposure into the regimes of violence visited 

on the enslaved. The enslaved, on the other hand, often embraced their vulnerability to 

the cold in order to take advantage of the threat the latter posed to white people and 

realize self-determined objectives, which commonly involved matters of escape. In this 

way, the enslaved relied on their abilities to direct forces originating beyond human 

institutions towards specific ends and this emerged as a principal arena of power from 

which they drew. 

My fourth chapter foregrounds the material ecology of charms in the physico-

spiritual environments from which the enslaved drew in matters of healing, harming, and 

protecting. In the first section of this chapter I articulate how and the extent to which 

charms, spirit bundles, conjure-related caches, and related formations afford insights into 

                                                 
Alternative (commentary),” Ecological applications 10.5 (2000); Neil Safier, “Global Knowledge on the 

Move: Itineraries, Amerindian Narratives, and Deep Histories of Science,” Isis 101.1 (2010); Londa 

Schiebinger, Secret Cures of Slaves: People, Plants, and Medicine in the Eighteenth-century Atlantic 

World (Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2017). 
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enslaved people’s relation to otherworldly (i.e., dark) environments. I then discuss Judeo-

Christian spirituality vis à vis the conjuring arts and posit a relationship between that 

points to more nuanced dimensions of enslaved people’s relationship to their “spiritually-

enlivened” surroundings. In the final portion of this chapter I draw insights from 

preceding sections to parse a politics of the dark concerning slaves and the nighttime 

environments to which many urgently turned, even on haunted and hallow ground. 

Across this chapter I argue that the dark environments enslaved people encountered – 

from the spiritual to the diurnal – elicited a variety of embraces and denials. A manifold 

conception of darkness eventually emerges in this chapter, one that points to a 

heterogeneity of experience among the enslaved not established on axes of identity. 

In the fifth chapter of this dissertation I highlight the extent to which my project at 

bottom is an investigation of the ecology of energy in the world of slavery. This chapter 

centers the food enslaved people consumed in an effort to further analyze the ecological 

relationships of which they were not only a part but on which their lives depended. I first 

argue that the different ways enslaved people supplemented food provisions contributed 

to their unique relation to their environment. In this analysis, I examine scenes in which 

food in the world of enslaved people discloses telling relations between them and their 

environment. From here I provide a sustained analysis of enslaved people’s foodways at 

Wye House plantation foregrounding both accounts offered by Frederick Douglass as 

well as recent archaeological findings, including those that speak to the production of 

stews and other one-pot meals among the enslaved on this plantation. I close this analysis 

considering the cyclings of energy in the environments slaves inhabited, focusing in 
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particular on the production of fertilizers, those made from animal excrement as well as 

the excrement of people. 

I conclude this project by filtering my findings through Orlando Patterson’s 

concept of social death. Here I disrupt Patterson’s notion of sociality by exploring how 

the latter could more successfully account for enslaved people’s experience with a range 

of environmental phenomena if sociality extended beyond the realm of the human to the 

nonhuman. I then move to think deeply about death in relation to this expanded notion of 

sociality and ultimately posit the thinghood of humans – of slave and slaveholder alike – 

as inaugurated in the post-death and pre-life protocol of bodily decomposition. Over the 

course of these concluding thoughts I chart how the relationship between slaves and their 

environment was deepened by their abjection rather than being constituted by it. At its 

core, their relationship to the environment was congruent with all people’s relationship to 

their environment. What differed in the lives of the enslaved was their coerced embrace 

of this relationship, which came to stand in stark contrast to slaveholders and others who 

frequently denied their dependence on and proximity to their environmental world. 

 



 21 

Chapter 2 – “[B]ut when he returned I had fled to parts unknown to him”: The    

         Cultivation of Landscape Knowledge Through and Beyond Labor 

 

At the start of the Civil War slavery as a formal institution had existed in 

Maryland for nearly two-hundred years. During this period ethnically diverse peoples 

from Africa and of African ancestry labored and lived in such ways that over time they 

accumulated rich knowledge of the Maryland environments in which they were enslaved. 

This knowledge was the product of cultural heritage melded with the kind of learning 

compelled by hard circumstance; over generations pieces here and bits there were 

adapted, taught, refined, shared, lost, and tested. While no enslaved woman or man could 

know individually all that the community of Maryland slaves knew collectively, many 

nevertheless understood that the knowledge they carried – so light and so certain – was of 

distinct value both in general and, as it turned out, in war time. 

 Slaves who escaped from plantations in Union-allied slave states such as 

Maryland to territories under the authority of the Union Army often did so in hopes of 

finding protection. To the chagrin of many Maryland slaveholders, Union soldiers and 

their superiors frequently welcomed these fugitive slaves into their camps, especially 

those that could aid the cause.1 Brigadier General Abner Doubleday, who commanded the 

Defenses North of the Potomac, was particularly adamant about admitting runaway 

slaves into Union camps and specified why: “[T]hey bring much valuable information, 

                                                 
1 Barbara Fields provides fascinating insights into interactions between members of the Union army and 

escaped slaves, focusing especially on the former’s anti-slavery sentiments. Barbara Jeanne Fields, Slavery 

and Freedom on the Middle Ground: Maryland during the Nineteenth Century (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1985), 100-111. Stephanie Camp also touches on similar interactions in the final chapter 

of Closer to Freedom. Stephanie M. H. Camp, Closer to Freedom: Enslaved Women and Everyday 

Resistance in the Plantation South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 117-138. 
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which cannot be obtained from any other source. They are acquainted with all the roads, 

paths, fords, and other natural features of the country, and they make excellent 

guides…They will not, therefore, be excluded.”2 While a heavy price had been paid for 

this unique knowledge of the landscape, the point at which the enslaved utilized it during 

the Civil War marked the final acts in a long history of slaves leveraging such knowledge 

against those with vested interests in their enslavement. 

 Doing much to anchor this history – which affords insight into enslaved people’s 

relationship to their environment – the cast-iron plow emerges here as a useful formation 

through which to think, specifically as it materialized ecological relations between slaves 

and the land(scape). Most broadly, the cast-iron plow as technological innovation 

symbolically references important shifts in Maryland’s agro-environmental history as a 

slave state. More narrowly, this agricultural implement – when in use and when not – 

metaphorically organizes a range of experiences rooted in the laboring and non-laboring 

lives of the enslaved, experiences in which the latter deployed environmental knowledge 

in ways that reveal the contours of their relationship to the world at hand. In their 

laboring lives slaves often experienced (or were made to experience) the more hostile 

aspects of slavery’s landscapes as manifested in unmovable trees, unforgiving earth, and 

demanding crops. Outside the arena of labor the enslaved developed a relationship with 

fields, woods, bushes, swamps, mountains, and the night characterized more by a 

knowing reliance than hostility. In short, what enslaved women and men came to know of 

the land was born of heterogeneous encounters that made no promise of being benign.3  

                                                 
2 Quoted in Fields, Slavery and Freedom, 110. 

 
3 At its core this chapter explores how enslaved women and men occupied space in antebellum Maryland. It 

draws part of its inspiration from both Stephanie Camp’s notion of geographies of containment and Cheryl 
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Thinking historically, symbolically, and metaphorically, the plow materialized 

multiple dimensions of enslaved people’s relationship to the landscape.4 Among the more 

important insights I derive from parsing this relationship over the course of this chapter 

are: (1) experiences with the land and various landscapes as environmental phenomena 

were necessarily gendered, which does not mean, however, that there was no overlap in 

the experiences of enslaved women and men; (2) for the enslaved to navigate 

multidimensional landscapes effectively, they not only needed to have a keen knowledge 

of these environments but also at least a sense of what slaveholders and others knew of 

these environments, specifically the limits of what they knew; and, (3) much of the 

knowledge the enslaved developed and applied as it concerned the land manifested itself 

on visual planes where unperceived movement, being hidden, and transgressive watching 

on the part of slaves were achievable due to a rich understanding of their environment. In 

order to critically parse enslaved people’s complex relation to the landscapes of 

antebellum Maryland, it is first worth providing a relatively brief agricultural and 

environmental history of the state with a view towards the rise of the plow in this 

history.5  

                                                 
LaRoche’s geography of resistance. Camp, Closer to Freedom; Cheryl Janifer LaRoche, The Geography of 

Resistance: Free Black Communities and the Underground Railroad (Urbana, Chicago, and Springfield: 

University of Illinois Press, 2014). 

 
4 Drawing loosely from scholarly dialogue on cultural landscapes, in this study I conceive of landscape as 

the composite formation produced by the integration of cultivated, uncultivated, and built environments 

that come into being by way of natural, cultural, and supernatural forces. In relation to the environment, the 

landscape is a composite physical environment the kinetic nature of which is rooted in the dynamism 

inherent in the environment. Later in this project I will problematize this notion of “the environment” in 

order to render it a more expansive and elastic concept. 

 
5 Here I join Mart Stewart in attesting to the utility of foregrounding landscapes in environmental historical 

analyses invested both in human and nonhuman narratives, especially in relation to one another. On the 

rationale for centering landscapes in such studies, he writes: “Landscapes occupy the nexus of interactions 

between humans and the environment, between culture and nature, and an analysis of them and how they 

change will also explain these interactions and how they change. Such an analysis will study and measure 
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Object on the Horizon – An Agro-Environmental History of Maryland and the Rise 

of the Plow 

 

In the decades following 1634 – the year the province of Maryland was founded – 

European colonists’ most formative encounters were with waterways, forests, and the 

indigenous peoples of the Chesapeake who had been living in this region long before new 

faces appeared on their shores. Beyond facilitating the means by which colonists arrived 

in the territory that became Maryland, waterways provided access to the interior of this 

area initially by way of the Chesapeake Bay and thereafter via the extensive system of 

rivers and tributaries that flowed into it. Much of the freshwater that mixed with Atlantic 

saltwater in the Bay made its way from mountains in the westernmost parts of Maryland 

and other states.6 These waters cut and coursed through the gorges of the Appalachian 

Plateau to the Valley and Ridge Province and from there to the Blue Ridge region, which, 

with numerous and still relatively high mountains, became a formidable barrier to 

colonists migrating westward.7 

                                                 
change in nature according to past changes and will determine changes in landscape according to past 

landscapes, rather than attempting the virtually impossible task of measuring nature in history against 

nature outside of history.” Mart A. Stewart, “What Nature Suffers to Groe”: Life, Labor, and Landscape on 

the Georgia Coast, 1680-1920 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996), 12. 

Elsewhere Stewart speaks to the important relation of agricultural history to environmental history 

as it concerns studying “nature” and the American South. He asserts that the history of people and the 

natural world in the South yielded a sense of “nature” diverging from the dominant conception in 

environmental history that privileged wilderness. According to Stewart, nature in the South was an 

agricultural conception and thus one from which people cannot be excised. From this he contends that 

agricultural history is a useful lens for examining environmental history and I apply this lens in the first 

portion of this chapter. Mart A. Stewart, “If John Muir had been an Agrarian: American Environmental 

History West and South,” in Environmental History and the American South: A Reader, eds. Paul Sutter 

and Christopher J. Manganiello (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2009), 197-8. 

 
6 The Chesapeake Bay watershed stretches beyond Maryland into New York, Pennsylvania, Delaware, 

Virginia, and West Virginia. Philip D. Curtin, Introduction, Discovering the Chesapeake: The History of an 

Ecosystem, eds. Philip D. Curtin, Grace S. Bush, and George W. Fisher (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2001), xviii. 

 
7 George W. Fisher and Jerry R. Scubel, “The Chesapeake Ecosystem: Its Geologic Heritage,” in 

Discovering the Chesapeake: The History of an Ecosystem, eds. Philip D. Curtin, Grace S. Bush, and 

George W. Fisher (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 5-7. 
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Here the landscape of Maryland changed from the decreasing elevations of the 

mountain and valley zones to the rolling upland of the Piedmont Province, which 

contained thick soils developed on a variety of hard and resistant sedimentary rocks. This 

province stood as the intermediary region between the higher mountains in northwestern 

Maryland and the flat-lying Coastal Plain Province. Also described as Tidewater country 

and home to fertile forests as well as tidal marshes and swamps, the Coastal Plain served 

as the site of settlement for many early colonists on either shore of the Chesapeake, due 

in part to the Fall Line where small falls indicated the water’s transition from the harder 

and less erodible rocks of the Piedmont to the much softer beds of the Coastal Plain. The 

Fall Line marked the limit for ocean-going vessels and thus the point where the goods 

they carried had to be unloaded and transported by land. As a result, many ports and 

eventually cities developed along the Fall Line, including Baltimore and Washington, 

D.C.8 

Prior to the founding of any city, town, or settlement, colonists and others had to 

contend with an expansive deciduous forest, which not only covered most of colonial 

Maryland (across regions) but stretched from the Great Plains to the Atlantic and from as 

far north as Maine to as far south as the Gulf of Mexico.9 This humid forest was home to 

an incredible variety animals and plants including broad-leaved trees and similar 

vegetation. At the time of this early colonization, England’s forests had been largely 

stripped, particularly of large old-growth trees ideal for construction and other uses. 

                                                 
 
8 Fisher and Scubel, “The Chesapeake Ecosystem,” 7-8; Carolyn Merchant, The Columbia Guide to 

American Environmental History, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 40-1. 

 
9 Timothy Silver, “A Useful Arcadia: European Colonists as Biotic Factors in Chesapeake Forests,” in 

Discovering the Chesapeake: The History of an Ecosystem, eds. Philip D. Curtin, Grace S. Bush, and 

George W. Fisher (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 151. 
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Maryland had vast stores of such trees and eventually became a central exporter in the 

Atlantic timber trade having a considerable market in the Caribbean. Locally, however, 

most of the wood cut in Maryland’s forests was used to heat homes and for cooking; as 

the population grew over time, the demands on this forest grew exponentially, 

particularly when iron forges entered the scene.10 But before any of this could happen, the 

land on which it would had to be cleared and this was no easy task for early settlers and 

their proxies. 

While many European settlers came to North America with culturally specific 

knowledge and skills regarding cultivation, upon their arrival they quickly learned that 

the land, the weather, the water, and the animals in this unfamiliar territory were different 

from what they knew. For this and other reasons it was in their best interest to observe, 

interact with, and learn from indigenous peoples living along the Chesapeake and its 

tributaries who thrived in this region for thousands of years prior to European and 

African contact. Having shifted from hunting and foraging practices to more agriculture-

based forms of settlement, Native Americans throughout the Chesapeake region 

developed and refined a range of techniques for clearing land, growing crops, hunting, 

fishing, and otherwise ensuring their survival, if not prosperity. From these peoples early 

settlers adopted girdling and slash-and-burn methods for clearing the land of trees and 

undergrowth (respectively), long fallow crop rotation, and hoe culture, all of which 

became central practices through the seventeenth century into much of the eighteenth.11 

                                                 
 
10 Silver, “A Useful Arcadia,” 150-1, 156-8; S. Max Edelson, “Clearing Swamps, Harvesting Forests: Trees 

and the Making of a Plantation Landscape in the Colonial South,” in Environmental History and the 

American South: A Reader, eds. Paul Sutter and Christopher J. Manganiello (Athens: University of Georgia 

Press, 2009), 124. 
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Additionally, and perhaps most importantly, early colonists embraced the primary 

cultivation of maize and tobacco based largely on the model of indigenous people.12 As a 

food crop maize was a useful complement to the market crop tobacco, which soon 

became a staple in light of growing demand in Europe for the dried, smokeable leaves of 

this plant. As land for early settlers was “abundant and cheap,” most acquired far more 

than they could cultivate having intentions of growing tobacco for a period of three or 

four years, followed potentially by a couple years of growing corn, and then “resting” 

said fields for about twenty years or so, successively clearing and rearing crops on new 

land while long fallows restored the fertility of older fields.13 Whether new or old, these 

fields were often pocked with the large stumps and radiating roots of mature trees that 

had been girdled and eventually died.14 Importantly, both maize and tobacco could grow 

on the partially cleared lands of the colonial era. In order to protect these crops, many 

planters fenced these fields – likely with wood from the trees that once grew there – as 

they at the same time allowed cattle, hogs, and other livestock to roam the woods and 

swamps to forage. What Virginia DeJohn Anderson calls “free-range husbandry,” this 

                                                 
11 Lorena S. Walsh, “Land Use, Settlement Patterns, and the Impact of European Agriculture, 1620-1820,” 

in Discovering the Chesapeake: The History of an Ecosystem, eds. Philip D. Curtin, Grace S. Bush, and 

George W. Fisher (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 235; Curtin, Discovering the 

Chesapeake, xix-xxi; Walsh, “Land Use,” 234-5; Anne E. Yentsch and James L. Reveal, “Chesapeake 

Gardens and Botanical Frontiers,” in Discovering the Chesapeake: The History of an Ecosystem, eds. Philip 

D. Curtin, Grace S. Bush, and George W. Fisher (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 255; 

David O. Percy, “Ax or Plow?: Significant Colonial Landscape Alteration Rates in the Maryland and 

Virginia Tidewater,” Agricultural History 66.2 (1992): 70. 

 
12 Walsh, “Land Use,” 234-5. 

 
13 Ibid., 234, 222. 

 
14 Girdling a tree consisted of cutting away a ring of bark from near its base preventing the flow of life-

sustaining sap. Though it took some time, a successfully girdled tree would eventually fall to the ground 

having died. For the old, mature-growth forests of Maryland containing very large trees, girdling saved 

tremendous time and energy that would have otherwise gone into chopping trees down. 
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seventeenth- and eighteenth-century practice was and remained common in areas where 

land was plentiful but labor “scarce and dear” – too scarce to devote any portion to 

animal husbandry.15 

As tobacco markets continued to grow in the first decades of settlement, what 

labor there was typically took the form of indentured servants who made up about three-

quarters of those who arrived in Maryland.16 By the 1660s the flow of English servants 

was dwindling and planters increasingly turned to non-English servants and slaves as 

labor sources. Thus, one could find tobacco being planted, attended to, harvested, and 

cured by mixed labor forces of white women, children, Irishmen, convicts, the poor, 

Native Americans, and Africans.17 

As the number of indentured servants continued to fall and, as a result, the price 

for such labor increased, many turned to slaves as their primary source of labor, 

particularly wealthy planters who could afford to purchase humans. While peoples of 

African ancestry had been in Maryland since the first decade of its founding, their status 

was fluid and thus unspecified; though some lived as free people, others more like 

servants, and others still like slaves, racialized slavery in the state was not codified until 
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1664.18 By the time the eighteenth century began, African slaves were the primary labor 

force cultivating Maryland’s tobacco crops. Their lives and the life of slavery was so 

intimately tied to this staple that, as Lorena Walsh explains, “the price of tobacco and the 

general nature of the tobacco market dictated the shape of the slave trade” to the point 

where in the first half of the eighteenth century surges in the trade in people correlated 

directly with booms in the market for plants.19 

After the transition from indentured servants to slaves as the primary labor force 

in colonial Maryland, a second formative shift occurred on the socio-agricultural 

landscape. Almost as soon as tobacco markets came into their own they began stagnating 

in the late seventeenth to early eighteenth centuries. The market eventually rebounded but 

continued to fluctuate well into the nineteenth century as tobacco became less profitable 

over time. As this market experienced acute volatility, by the mid-eighteenth century 

international markets for grains, particularly wheat, began to grow. In an effort to 

capitalize on this growth as well as to make up for diminishing returns on tobacco, some 

planters began diversifying their crops by adding wheat and sometimes maize as new 

revenue generators. As a result of such shifts, production of wheat and corn rose toward 

the middle of the eighteenth century with the wealthiest planters making the first moves 

into diversification. By the 1770s wheat joined tobacco as a staple crop and between 
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1790 and 1820 most planters had stepped away from large-scale tobacco cultivation 

towards either mixed-crop or primarily wheat production.20 

 With some at the time heralding modern “high farming” replacing the outdated 

agrarianism of a dying generation, shifts from the latter to the former could be relatively 

quick, as it was on lands owned by Charles Carroll of Annapolis and then by his son, 

Charles Carroll of Carrollton. As Carville Earle and Ronald Hoffman note, “In deciding 

the best ways to manage the lands on which their fortunes depended, the Carroll father 

and son came to radically different conclusions.”21 The elder Carroll appeared to 

recognize that although he owned some 30,000 acres of land on which a few hundred 

enslaved people as well as tenant farmers labored, the fertility of this land was by no 

means limitless nor were other natural resources beyond soil. Thus, Charles Carroll of 

Annapolis – relying on his own experience as well as that of those working his land – 

embraced tobacco cultivation, hoe culture, fallow periods, the protection of timber 

resources, and limits to the amount of laborers on fields.22 

Charles Carroll of Carrollton went the way of “enlightenment-inspired 

agricultural reforms” and the advocates of these approaches who held that “plows should 

replace hoes, fields should be totally cleared and clean-tilled, and a more continuous 

system of cultivation using fertilizers should replace the primitive system of land 
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rotation.”23 In this approach intensive cultivation was privileged over extensive 

cultivation and aesthetically pleasing fields over those riddled with stumps and thus only 

partially cleared. By the mid-1790s, after he succeeded his father who had died years 

before, the younger Carroll dramatically reduced tobacco production on his lands and 

invested heavily in growing wheat and other row crops planted ideally in even, congruent 

furrows.24 If the hoe was the tool most identified with the agrarianism of his father’s 

generation, the plow occupied similar ground for Charles Carroll of Carrollton and those 

who subscribed to enlightened agricultural values.25 

Object in Full and then Receding View – Introducing the Cast-Iron Plow as 

Material, Symbolic, and Metaphorical Stitching Point 

 

Fundamentally and simply, the function of a plow is to “prepare the soil for the 

germination of plants.”26 While the plow has a long, non-linear history spanning 

continents and millennia, its history in the U.S. corresponded with the rise of wheat. 

Unlike tobacco which was planted in small mounds, wheat was a broadcast crop best 

suited for growth in furrows. Thus, plows were used on Maryland farms and plantations 
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throughout the eighteenth century but it was not until wealthy planters first and then their 

less wealthy counterparts later transitioned to mixed-crop and wheat agriculture that the 

plow became a mainstay on the Maryland landscape.27 

 

 

 Image 2.1 – Parts of a plow, including the moldboard and share. 

 

Plows, particularly those made only of wood, were not well-suited for colonial 

fields in which stumps and root systems hindered making straight furrows and where 

slash-and-burn techniques yielded non-geometric fields. However, as time progressed 

and as slaves and planters employed more successful means of clearing land, the plow 

became an increasingly viable tool.28 When the first cast-iron plow was patented in the 

U.S. in 1797, it marked the beginning of new agricultural standards in wheat production, 

particularly since the durability of casted iron allowed for deeper furrows made in less 

time, most likely because whoever was guiding the plow could allow whatever draft 
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animal pulling it to use more of its strength with less worry that coming upon a thick root 

or rocks would damage the instrument.29 

It is important to note that cast-iron plows came to mean plows on which the 

moldboard, landside, and share – the primary earth-slicing and -turning mechanisms that 

were often removable and thus replaceable – was made of casted iron. As the Chesapeake 

region was the leading producer of American iron for much of the colonial period into the 

early national period, many of the cast-iron moldboards used in the region were made in 

local or regional ironworks.30 Charles Ridgely owned one such ironworks located in 

Baltimore County and by 1813 the mixed labor force of slaves, indentured servants, 

hirelings, and free laborers – common for ironworks at the time – regularly produced 

cast-iron moldboards of varying apparently standardized sizes.31 Like others, Ridgely’s 

Northampton Ironworks was situated just north of Baltimore City where there was ready 

access to trees as well as roads for easy transport into the city. The furnaces at many 

Maryland ironworks relied heavily on timber for fuel, which led to dramatic deforestation 

as iron production progressed over time.32 
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Image 2.2 – Depiction of a 19th-century cast-iron plow, The Complete Farmer and Rural 

Economist (1835). 

 

 

Because enslaved women and men made up critical masses, if not the majority, of 

the labor force in many Chesapeake ironworks, they were involved in the various stages 

of producing iron whether chopping down trees and hauling timber to the furnace, or 

extracting iron ore in an area mine, or smelting said ore in the ironworks furnace, or 

casting iron in molds such as those for moldboards, or transporting loads of casted pig 

iron for export to England.33 Providing various skilled and unskilled labor at ironworks, 

the enslaved there played a significant role in mining, smelting, casting, and transporting 

the iron moldboards of plows used by their counterparts in not so distant wheat fields. 

While the generic plow symbolically references the agro-environmental history of 

Maryland, the principle iron elements of the cast-iron plow materially bring together the 

labor of those responsible for its production and the labor for which the plow was used. 

The wide transition to wheat cultivation by the beginning of the nineteenth 

century was not without consequences in antebellum Maryland, some of which were 
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particularly severe environmentally and otherwise. With the rise of wheat came increased 

use of durable, cast-iron plows as well as draft animals used for pulling these plows. As 

labor was more abundant than land – a reversal of circumstances from the seventeenth 

century – and as manure was increasingly used to return nutrients to decreasingly fertile 

soil, draft animals and other livestock were no longer left to forage in the woods. Thus, 

acres heavily populated by trees were cleared for pastures and meadows with some of the 

unsold timber being used to fence these areas. This effort of clearing the land for pasture 

coupled with the fact that wheat had a smaller yield per acre than tobacco – which 

inclined planters to clear more land in order to grow it – contributed to timber shortages 

across Maryland. Further, clean-tillage practices – achievable in part due to the increase 

in draft animals strong enough to pull deeply rooted stumps from the ground – resulted in 

lands more conducive for plowing.  

However, these dead tree stumps and their roots played an important ecological 

role in mitigating soil erosion. When it rained on fields cleared of tree stumps – many of 

which were situated close to rivers given settlement patterns and common modes of 

transport – the water carried both plant nutrients as well as soil away. Extensive soil 

depletion and erosion also led to rivers so silted by runoff that many navigable by ship in 

the 1770s were no longer so by the early 1800s. As many planters utilized manure and 

other fertilizers to restore depleted soils, when it rained portions of the Chesapeake Bay 

also experienced nutrient pollution from land runoff, which changed the chemical 

composition of these waters and oftentimes had a negative impact on aquatic life there.34 
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In addition to marked environmental consequences, the shift from tobacco to 

wheat agriculture also had a pronounced and gendered impact on the community of 

slaves. Wheat and tobacco required different cultivation practices most clearly evidenced 

in less human labor needed for producing the grain, due in part to the labor-saving 

technology of the plow. An immediate result of this was slaveholders in Maryland 

trimming their slave labor forces at times by freeing but more commonly through sale. 

Ironically, the move to growing wheat as a staple or as one of several crops resulted in 

year-round labor for the enslaved, which diverged from tobacco’s intense seasonal 

demands complemented by shorter periods of reduced, less demanding labor. Finally, 

cultivating a new crop meant maintaining new processing equipment, repairing new tools 

and means of transport, as well as attending to the increased numbers of draft animals 

that required pens, barns, harnesses, saddles, and bridles, as well as general upkeep. 

Much of the emerging demand for “skilled” or specialized labor – in blacksmithing, 

millwrighting, woodworking, and elsewhere – was filled by enslaved men, some of 

whom were previously field laborers. Thus, enslaved women and girls who were not 

among the proportional few laboring in domestic spaces were increasingly left to perform 

much of the year-round, “unskilled” manual labor in fields. In her work on enslaved 

women’s labor in North America and the Caribbean, Jennifer Morgan asserts that in light 

of such shifts “in some places, the field became a female space.” There were certainly 

some locales in antebellum Maryland where this was undoubtedly true, especially as such 

space needed not be devoid of men to be constituted as female.35 
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Image 2.3 – Black woman behind ox-drawn plow. Another black woman and two black girls 

beside her (Alabama, 1915). Though taken well after emancipation, this photograph nevertheless 

represents by way of approximation what an enslaved woman plowing may have looked like. 

Wisconsin Historical Society. 

 

 

 There may not be another image that more compellingly ties the cast-iron plow as 

material ecology to the discursive representation of slaves as close to “nature” than that 

of an enslaved woman plowing a field. Here the plow stitches together the enslaved, the 

draft animal, the soil, and the not-yet-sown plant seeds and thereby realizes the purported 

proximity of the slave to the nonhuman world of organisms and objects. While Monique 

Allewaert might see in this entanglement “disabled taxonomies distinguishing the human 

from the animal from the vegetable…revealing an assemblage of interpenetrating forces 
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[she calls] an ecology,” I would integrate the gaze of the slaveholder in this scene and 

attend to the very space between him and this human-nonhuman assemblage.36 Walter 

Johnson details the “visual mastery” slaveholders and their proxies utilized as they 

watched, oversaw, and supervised enslaved laborers in efforts of surveilling and 

policing.37 However, the sight of the enslaved plowing also realized and thus materially 

supported the slaveholder’s dear delusion that held the person behind the plow as so 

unlike self and subject as to be closer to ox and other, earth and object.  

 While displacing labor onto slaves often facilitated collapsed distinctions between 

them and the nonhuman, such moves effectively foreclosed possibilities of relation 

between slaveholders and their environment, and this at the same time they disclosed and 

multiplied unique possibilities for the enslaved.38 Returning to our image, the slaveholder 

standing off watching the enslaved woman plow models his detachment from the 

nonhuman (and, significantly, the human), while the act of plowing displaced onto this 

woman models a forced and consequential proximity to the nonhuman. Gendered male, 

the farmer as husbandman undergoes a potentially severe destabilization when the one 

“husbanding the soil” is the very same woman whose own seed – even when sown by the 

planter – is as fungible as the ones she is tasked with planting and rearing in no-longer-

virgin land.39 Although this coerced proximity to both earth and Euro-agrarian manhood 
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often compromised enslaved women’s normative femininity, it also invited distinctive 

modes of understanding and situating self in relation to a world many were compelled to 

know intimately.40 

 Although enslaved women and men often had diverging experiences of 

enslavement, there was notable overlap in their relationship to the world at hand. Born 

into slavery on the Eastern Shore in 1807, James Pennington recalled a telling stage of his 

escape at nineteen: 

Almost immediately on entering the wood, I not only found myself embosomed in 

the darkness of the night, but I also found myself entangled in a thick forest of 

undergrowth, which had been quite thoroughly wetted by the afternoon rain. 

I penetrated through the wood…to the distance I should think of three 

miles. By this time my clothes were all thoroughly soaked through, and I felt once 

more a gloom and wretchedness; the recollection of which makes me shudder at 

this distant day.41 

 

Pennington’s encounter with the uncultivated environment – in which he is embosomed 

in the night and deeply penetrates the woods – is expressly sexual but not positively so. 

His intercourse with the nighttime forest reads as a necessary but unwelcome embrace, 

one that he was compelled to initiate not for the sake of this embrace but as means of 

pursuing freedom. This dark, cold, rugged environment was one he knew well enough to 

navigate by night; however, his interaction with it nevertheless prompted feelings of 

gloom and wretchedness, so much so that even recalling it so many years later made him 

shudder as he wrote of his escape. Like enslaved women who labored in plantation fields 
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in antebellum Maryland, Pennington and other enslaved men too had their own 

experiences of unsolicited intimacy with their environment. 

Although important, enslaved people’s coerced and undesired intimacy with the 

land only begins to chart their unique relationship with this element of their 

environmental world. That said, the preceding analysis does much to anticipate what 

follows as it introduces both cultivated and uncultivated land as integral parts of enslaved 

people’s everyday environmental world and as it gestures towards their laboring and non-

laboring lives as arenas central to what they came to know of their environment and how 

they deployed this knowledge. Specifically, in the proceeding sections I examine a series 

of scenes in which the enslaved put their environmental knowledge to use attending to 

moments beyond the realm of escape but eventually focusing on the latter and the 

complex role enslaved people’s environment played in such acts. As Mart Stewart 

asserts, “Nearly every aspect of [slaves’] experience put them into contact with the 

natural environment, and gave them a knowledge that was both detailed and practical.”42 

Affirming this, in moments when the enslaved utilized their environmental knowledge 

towards a self-determined objective, further contours of their relationship to the land 

emerge. 

 Given its distinctive role and relation to the Maryland landscape, the cast-iron 

plow as an agricultural implement does much to symbolically cohere the agro-

environmental history of the state. In another dimension of its materializing a range of 

ecological relations, the same plow metaphorically points to the broader agricultural 
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laboring of the enslaved and more immediately references labor directly related to the 

land. Although the plow often falls out of the theoretical frames it organizes in what 

follows, it need not be present in order for analyses to be conducted on the ecological 

relationships that converge both in and around it; its primary purpose is to orient a 

particular course of my analysis and to introduce the planes on which this analysis 

travels. Further, the plow in this context also invites attention to enslaved people’s 

everyday lives, when cultivating land and using tools such as plows or in their lives when 

they were not laboring, when the plow, perhaps, was left leaning against a wall in a barn 

and the enslaved were in their quarters, in their gardens, in the woods, or elsewhere living 

their nighttime or Sunday lives. 

Object as Absent Referent (I) – Labor-Based Knowledge of the Cultivated, 

Uncultivated, and Built Landscape 

 

 As material ecology, the first plane on which the cast-iron plow operates as an 

absent referent concerns different forms of labor enslaved people provided. When 

conceptualizing the plow in use, it metaphorically signifies not only all field labor but, 

less immediately, skilled and domestic labor as well. Its absence on this plane 

materializes in relation to kinds of labor that do not rely on the plow but still are caught in 

its metaphorical orbit. 

As the site of cultivation the field was certainly the domain of slaveholders and 

those protecting their interests. However, labor in this domain facilitated important 

relations between field and slave. Before he made his escape, John Thompson was hired 

out to a one-time rich planter who had lost much of his holdings, of which only remained 

poor land and a few slaves. Beginning his hire on the first day of January that year, 

Johnson saw a farm “upon which every thing seemed in an unprosperous condition; 
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fences broken down and fields overrun with weeds,” after which he “went to work and 

soon had things in better order.”43 There is no way to know if the slaves on this farm 

could have restored order there (but were unwilling to do so); however, the slaveholder to 

whom Thompson was hired clearly had a vested interest in salvaging his dwindling 

holdings and cultivating prosperous crops. Yet, the means by which to accomplish this 

appear to have escaped him. This slaveholder was “so much pleased” by what Thompson 

was able to do with his land that “he made [him] foreman on the plantation.”44 By 

utilizing the agricultural knowledge he attained elsewhere in forced labor, Thompson was 

able to translate this into higher status on this no-longer-failing farm, status which was 

usually accompanied by greater protection from the lash. Given prior experiences with 

other slaveholders and employers, Thompson had determined in himself that he would no 

longer be subject to suffering in such ways and found a reliable way of doing so, resting 

on accumulated agricultural and thus environmental knowledge. 

 Isaac Mason had a similar experience but under different circumstances. As a 

young enslaved man, Mason worked as a domestic servant and field laborer, effectively 

blurring the porous line between these plantation spaces. He found one day that he would 

no longer be continuing his domestic duties because the man who owned him had a sixty-

acre farm on which Mason was to work. As this farm contained “very poor land” and was 

about a mile away from the primary plantation, Mason and another enslaved person had 

to transport manure from the latter to the former several times a day. Of his experience 

Mason wrote: “I continued to work on this farm a little over five years. When we 
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commenced reaping the first year it yielded only from five to six bushels of corn and 

wheat to the acre; after five years it yielded thirty bushels to the acre. The last three years 

I worked on the farm it was under my charge.”45  

While the fact that Mason and whomever he worked with were able to restore the 

fertility of the soil is important to note, most telling is the tone of this recollection written 

many years after this experience. After noting that he only worked on this farm for a little 

more than five years, Mason establishes the dramatic increase in output from the first 

year to the last. Specifically pointing to his role among those who achieved this feat, 

Mason was sure to inform readers that the farm was under his charge for the last three 

years he was there. Here is a clear sense of pride in what he was able to accomplish, pride 

not described in the moment of this experience but pride emanating from the written 

recollection of said experience decades later. While this may appear curious – a formerly 

enslaved man exhibiting pride in the accomplishments of his labor as human chattel – 

other enslaved people provide insights that usefully contextualize the complex impact of 

such labor on the laborer. 

 Writing about one of the keenest consequences of slaveholders displacing labor 

onto the enslaved, Douglass negatively formulates what this meant for the enslaved. In 

My Bondage and My Freedom he explained: 

It is the interest and business of slaveholders to study human nature, with a view 

to practical results….They have to deal not with earth, wood, or stone, but with 

men; and, by every regard they have for their safety and prosperity, they must 

study to know the material on which they are at work. So much intellect as the 

slaveholder has around him, requires watching.46  
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In offering another reason why mastery of the visual was critical to slaveholders, 

Douglass points to two significant but related recognitions on the part of slaveholders: the 

humanity of the enslaved and the intellect of the enslaved. Thus, it was expedient for 

slaveholders to be students of human nature and intellect in order to protect themselves as 

well as to achieve their financial objectives. But in specifying the human “material” on 

which slaveholders work and must therefore study and know well, Douglass tacitly marks 

the environmental material of earth, wood, stone, and all else these signify as that which 

the enslaved “must study to know,” but under different circumstances.  

 A few scholars who have broached the topic of the environmental history of 

slavery have pointed to the broad knowledge slaves accumulated as laborers.47 For 

example, Mart Stewart explains, “Slaves had a more intimate and ranging relationship 

and/or knowledge of the environment than slaveholders because the latter did not work as 

closely to the ground as consistently as the former” and follows this later stating, 

“Knowledge the enslaved derived from working the land became useful materially, 

socially, and politically.”48 Like others, Stewart rightly points to labor as one source of 

the environmental knowledge enslaved people developed, but also like many he leaves 

much of the emotional and psychological nuances tied to the enslaved having this 

knowledge unattended, possibly because his focus lies elsewhere.49  

                                                 
 
47 Among this group are Monique Allewaert, Kimberly Smith, Stephanie Camp, Walter Johnson, Diane 

Glave, Mark Stoll, and Mart Stewart.  

 
48 Stewart, “Slavery and the Origins,” 10-11. 

 
49 Elonda Clay, Kimberly Smith, Monique Allewaert, Stephanie Camp, and Walter Johnson varyingly 

discuss enslaved people’s environmental knowledge but none directly attends to the ambivalent status of 

this knowledge as enslaved people framed it. 
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 With plans of flight ready to be carried out, Josiah Henson sought permission 

from the one who owned him to leave the plantation under the false pretense of taking his 

son to see his mother on another plantation. As Henson’s request was assented to, he 

began to make his way home to his family who would be escaping with him. “As I 

trudged home,” he wrote, “I took an affectionate look at the well-known objects on my 

way. Strange to say, sorrow mingled with my joy; but no man can live anywhere long 

without feeling some attachment to the soil on which he labors.”50 Here one begins to see 

how the very land on which enslaved men and women were forced to labor could be at 

the same time that from which they hoped to escape and that which they regarded with 

affection. As a product of his labors, Henson came to know the land and landscape 

separating the slaveholder’s home from his quarters and thus directed his affection to “the 

well-known objects” on his way. Importantly, Henson notes that this affection did not 

emerge arbitrarily; he casts his bonds to whatever he beheld as he walked home as the 

inevitable consequence of laboring on the land. Although he labels the presence of these 

feelings strange, he neither curtails them nor reproaches himself but allows them to 

mingle with the joy and excitement prompted by the imminence of his and his family’s 

escape. 

 Pointing to one enslaved person’s attachment to the land that served as the site of 

his and loved ones’ and others’ subjugation is not meant to suggest all enslaved people 

who labored in fields felt such attachment. However, joined with examples of other 

slaves establishing their value by means of restoring order to disorderly farms or 
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expressing pride in having returned a slaveholder’s farm to prosperity, Henson’s 

circumstance plays an important role in multiple ways. First, to my preceding point, as 

his emotions appear curious it would be unreasonable to utilize it as the basis for making 

generalizations about enslaved communities. Hence, this narrative moment almost 

compels the disruption of any notion that the community of slaves experienced their 

environmental world congruently. More, this moment significantly points to the viability 

of strange and striking elements of enslaved people’s relationship to the land and their 

environment more broadly. While it may not inspire the kind of discomfort often 

precipitated by enslaved people expressing affection for and attachment to slaveholders, 

mistresses, or their children, Henson’s and others’ connection to the primary site of their 

oppression appears to stand on similar, complexly human ground. 

 The field was one of several land-based sites on which the enslaved were forced 

to provide labor. Skilled laborers tended to have a different experience of the land and 

landscape, one in which the local specificity of the field was replaced by the same of the 

shop or the broad variability of roads. Isaac Mason, who expressed pride concerning the 

farm he helped restore, worked for the same man – a cabinetmaker, undertaker, and 

agriculturalist – as a driver. Of this labor that took him out of the field, Mason wrote: 

Besides attending to the work of the farm I had to drive the hearse which 

conveyed the dead to the grave….I had to attend the funerals of all the prominent 

men and women within a radius of twenty miles of that place. My boss had so 

much confidence in me that he would send me twenty miles alone with a coffin to 

bury some great person, and I would be gone, sometimes, as long as two days.51 

 

As individuals who died did not do so in the same direction from the farm, the 

randomness of death certainly provided Mason with a firm sense of the land’s layout, 
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likely in every direction. Not only this, but Mason’s travels throughout these parts of the 

Eastern Shore would have familiarized people with his presence. While this could 

actively work against him, for example, if alerts of his having escaped beat him to these 

places, until that point his person was not likely to arouse the suspicion of those he 

encountered. Although he had established his value as both field laborer and driver, 

Mason’s owner later sought to sell him south. Mason caught wind of this and disabused 

the former of his project by escaping to Delaware, which was not far from where he was 

enslaved on the Eastern Shore. 

 Formerly enslaved, Tom Randall recalled an enslaved man on the plantation 

where he spent part of his childhood who “was a good mechanic and wheelright.” 

According to Randall, “These accomplishments made him very valuable to Rogers farm, 

as wagons, buggies, carriages, plows and other vehicles and tools had to be made and 

repaired.”52 The presence of the plows and wagons alone coupled with an enslaved man 

whose primary responsibility appeared to be making and repairing these and other 

equipment points immediately to a moment well into the antebellum period. Randall 

continued:  

When I was about eight or nine years old Joe ran away, everybody saying to join 

the Union Army. Joe Nick drove a pair of horses, hitched to a covered wagon, to 

Ellicott City. The horses were found, but no Nick. Rogers offered a reward of 

100.00 for the return of Nick. This offer drew to Ellicott City a number of people 

who had blood hounds that were trained to hunt negroes.53 

  

Here animals enter both the scene of escape in relation to the skilled laborer and the scene 

of pursuit in relation to slave catchers. Many skilled laborers who specialized in making 
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carriages, wagons, plows and anything else that required the use of an animal often 

worked closely with these animals and thus gained a familiarity with them that those 

working exclusively as field hands would not have had (outside of those who plowed and 

frequently interacted with draft animals). The enslaved man, Joe Nick, of whom Randall 

spoke, appears to have made the most of whatever comfort he had with plantation horses, 

hitching the latter to a wagon he likely made and escaping in full view of any passersby 

on the roads to Ellicott City. To the extent that animals were a common feature on the 

landscape enslaved people came to know especially well, it is no surprise that these were 

enlisted in efforts of freedom and subversion. 

 The behavioral modification of dogs as well as horses was consistent with the 

general ways animals – and other environmental phenomena – were utilized by slaves 

and slaveholders in their struggles with one another.54 In the example of John Thompson 

and his escaping companion, they enlisted the aid of horses they saw feeding after they 

had made their escape and in that moment decided to commandeer them. After searching 

a barn for bridles and being chased off by the dogs on that farm, these enslaved men 

resorted to fashioning bridles made of grape vines they located in the dark. While their 

decision to turn to “nature’s manufactory” has been treated in the introduction, their 

ability to make bridles strong enough to withstand riding at “full speed” for miles is 

worth unpacking. 

                                                 
54 In many studies of slavery that privilege the violence visited on the enslaved at the hands of slaveholders, 

animals (mobilized by slaveholders) are often rapidly and categorically grouped as antagonists to the 

enslaved, and if not antagonists, then certainly complicit combatants. It is important to note that enslaved 

people frequently interacted with animals and at times developed relationships with them, all of which 

contributed to a wide store of knowledge regarding animal behavior and the best means of modifying or 

adjusting this behavior. 
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 For much of John Thompson’s life as a slave, he worked closely with horses. As a 

boy when his slaveowner’s son received from his uncle “a beautiful little pony, saddle, 

and bridle,” Thompson was tasked with waiting on “this young gentleman” and 

“attend[ing] to his horse.”55 One can imagine the twelve-year-old Thompson relishing 

every opportunity he had alone with this “beautiful” animal, interacting and playing it, 

wishing it his. But even if none of this occurred, as the body servant of a child to whom 

the pony belonged, Thompson would have had innumerable experiences retrieving the 

pony from its stable, saddling and bridling it, adjusting these as need be, and removing 

these when this boy was finished riding. Later in life, Thompson was let to a different 

slaveholder’s son “to attend his horse” as he was a doctor and presumably made much 

use of this animal traveling about to different people’s homes.56 Whatever relationship 

Thompson developed with the first animal and the knowledge derived from it was likely 

reinforced here. Thompson continued working with horses having the responsibility of 

attending to and feeding them as he grew older. All of these experiences and relations 

cannot be divorced from the seeming ease with which he and his counterpart later secured 

the horses that would aid their escape, fashioned durable bridles for them, and rode them 

through the night. Perhaps the most indicative sign of his relationship to these animals 

that never belonged to him but were perpetually present in his everyday life was the act 

of “thanking [the horses] for their aid” before he released them from their service.57 
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 The environmental knowledge derived from the work skilled laborers provided 

was rooted in their working with leather, metal, and wood, their ability to make, mend, 

and modify, as well as their familiarity with roads, animals, and distant places. In the 

examples above, various forms of skilled labor yielded knowledge and understanding that 

could be armed in an instant for whatever purposes or designs the enslaved intended. 

That escape emerges as a primary effort toward which slaves mobilized such knowledge 

should not come as a surprise; maybe more unexpected, certainly for slaveholders, were 

the manifold ways skilled laborers as well as other slaves repurposed their labor-derived 

expertise to subvert slaveholder authority. Unwittingly, many slaveholders forced an 

education on the enslaved that solidified the latter’s status as chattel, even as it increased 

the store of what could be drawn on in time of desperate action. These stores of know-

how were necessarily invisible to slaveholders and often facilitated enslaved people’s 

ability to move invisibly within the plantation landscape. 

The environments in which the enslaved labored and learned and moved in secret 

extended beyond the cultivated and uncultivated landscape. The built environment of 

houses and quarters were also important sites in which enslaved individuals accumulated 

distinctive environmental knowledge that when channeled for purposes of clandestine 

acts, often highlighted the fluidity between outside and inside. For many enslaved people 

in and beyond antebellum Maryland outside was often inside. Take for example the 

prevalence of earthen floors in many enslaved quarters. Here the outside world intruded 

indoors and constituted that on which many moved, ate, and slept. Douglass’ descriptions 

of the “sleeping apartment” on Lloyd’s plantation pointed at “Old and young, male and 
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female, married and single” sleeping on the “common clay floor.”58 His grandmother’s 

cabin, the home of his earliest years, also featured packed earth functioning as the floor.  

 Thus, when enslaved women and men knowingly yet secretly moved about 

domestic spaces of the built environment – in ways many navigated woods and other 

outdoor places – it was often with intention of imperceptibly crossing the threshold 

between inside and outside. Born into slavery in Prince George’s County but freed at 

thirty, Thomas Smallwood described a telling scene taking place not in slave quarters but 

in the main house, and worse, in the bedroom of a slaveholder and his wife. As he had 

helped several enslaved people from Maryland escape and make their way north, he was 

called on by a man desperate to escape with his family. After hearing the man’s story, 

Smallwood was all but certain he could facilitate this escape, except that the man’s 

daughter, “between five and six years of age,” had the task of sitting by the cradle of her 

owners’ infant in order to rock the waking child back to sleep and thereby prevent a 

disturbance of master and mistress. Smallwood left the retrieval of this girl to one best 

equipped for it: “To get that child was the work of its mother, and to do it required some 

skill and caution. However, she did it admirably…she went into their bed chamber as she 

informed me since and took her child from the side of the cradle, without a stir on their 

part.”59  

As it is virtually impossible to move making no sound, this enslaved mother had 

to know the nighttime soundscape of the house well enough so as to make no sound that 

greatly departed from its normal aural environment. Still, she must have moved almost 
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specter-like slipping through the home, every step increasingly egregious, making her 

way to the bedroom of master, mistress, and child so vulnerable to anyone or -thing 

moving as quietly as this mother seeking only her daughter. When this slaveholder and 

his wife eventually awoke, they would have been incapable of establishing when the little 

girl fled; in the seeming instant between falling asleep and waking she vanished from 

their plantation and never returned. 

 As Smallwood helped in several escapes, he was privy to another circumstance in 

which enslaved women invisibly and skillfully moved between indoor and outdoor 

spaces. Smallwood had an enslaved woman “concealed in [his] house” whom he wanted 

to help. He wrote: 

I had made arrangements with confidential friends to take and keep her until a 

way of escape could be made. But to get her out of the house unperceived was a 

matter of great importance. However, that was speedily accomplished by some 

females, who took her through a back door into the garden, and concealed her in 

some corn.60 

   

Here again Smallwood relied on the expertise of enslaved women who speedily moved 

this woman to an intermediary hiding place in order to ensure she made it to the home of 

Smallwood’s friends. Getting this woman from an indoor space to one outside was of 

critical importance but so too was where she would reside for the period she was outside. 

Knowing the ways in which slaveholders and others surveilled the landscape, these 

women were confident and correct in their estimation that this garden – likely cultivated 

by one or a combination of them – would be a place no one looking for this woman 

would search. Enlisting the aid of corn tall and thick enough to conceal an adult woman, 

these women ensured a counterpart remained cloaked in invisibility, at least in relation to 
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whoever may have pursued her. To do so they had to trust their knowledge of this 

environment as well as this environment itself.61 

Object as Absent Referent (II) – Slavery’s Landscape and Matters of Visibility 

Beyond Labor 

 

 As material ecology, the second plane on which the cast-iron plow functions as an 

absent referent concerns life and living among the enslaved beyond the arena of labor. 

When conceptualizing the plow as not in use, for example at night, it metaphorically 

signifies enslaved people’s non-laboring lives. The significance of this dimension of 

slave life is that relations to the cultivated, uncultivated, and built landscape were also 

formed and reinforced outside of the labor slaves provided. The absence of the plow in 

this arena is actualized in the material absence of the plow in enslaved people's non-

laboring lives, despite the arena of non-labor also being caught in the metaphorical orbit 

of the plow, albeit its peripheral orbit. 

Many enslaved people relied on what they came to know of built, cultivated, and 

uncultivated environments to move about unperceived by the hyper-vigilant collectives of 

slaveholders, overseers, patrollers, and anyone else who may have been a potential alarm-

signaler. At one point in their journey of escape, John Thompson and his counterpart 

were aided by enslaved people on an unfamiliar plantation who tucked them away in a 

kitchen to hide them from an overseer looking for them. “The slaves expressed great 

astonishment,” Thompson wrote, “that we had come so far without getting taken up, but 

                                                 
 
61 However much trust these women and other enslaved people had in their environment, the latter carried a 

perpetual threat to endanger, to render one uncomfortable, or to scare. For example, in the account above 

the woman who was hidden in the corn fields achieved a measure of invisibility due to the sight-obstructing 

presence of the corn stalks, but who knows what she encountered in those corn fields. Perhaps a phobia of 

insects or rodents kept her on edge, maybe a recent rain left the earth wet, muddy, and uncomfortably cold, 

what if an allergy to the fibers in the corn husks induced recurring urges to sneeze? In these and other ways 

the unstatic environment could antagonize even as it aided. 
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told us to keep still, and they would take care of us.” Further exhibiting a politics of care 

and risk-taking for two escaping strangers, these people solicited the aid of a free man of 

color who, that night, led the two men “through unfrequented paths, to escape the 

vigilance of the overseer.” Like many enslaved people, free people of color had 

distinctive relationships to their environment, particularly those once enslaved. In this 

instance, the free man of color aiding Thompson and his companion knew enough to 

know where the “unfrequented paths” were and how to find them at night. These paths 

appear sparsely traveled specifically in relation to being off the overseer’s grid of 

knowledge and thus vigilance. As such, they were turned to and helped facilitate the next 

stage of travel for these escaping slaves. 

 Prior to being led through these less worn paths, Thompson himself established 

the existence of landscape spaces situated off the plane of surveillance. Having been 

forced to work outdoors in the biting cold of winter for much of the day, Thompson built 

a fire to warm himself before he commenced feeding the livestock in the evening. 

Angered by this, the man to whom Thompson had been hired proceeded to physically 

reprimand him. Thompson further recollected: 

I tried to explain the reason of my delay, but he would not listen, and continued 

beating me. At last I caught hold of the stick, wrenched it from his hands, struck 

him over the head, and knocked him down, after which I choked him until he was 

as black as I am. When I let him up, he ran for his gun; but when he returned I had 

fled to parts unknown to him. I kept away about two weeks, staying in the woods 

during the day, and coming to the quarters at night for something to eat.62 

 

Having demonstrated to this man that it was well within his power to choke the life from 

him, Thompson did not wait for the same to threaten or attempt to take his. Instead, he 
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did not simply flee but “fled to parts unknown” by his adversary. More striking than the 

existence of such parts is the implication of Thompson’s confident remark. Exhibiting a 

personal understanding of the landscape, Thompson suggests also having a clear 

knowledge of the landscape as it existed for and was known by the man with whom he 

fought. As these two pools of knowledge were different, Thompson made his way 

immediately to locales that were nearby and yet beyond the knowledge of his white 

employer. He signals that he remained in close proximity to the place from which he fled 

noting that while he would stay in the woods during the day, he went to the slave quarters 

at night to have something to eat. Here Thompson establishes one of the most important 

environmental formations the enslaved utilized when mobilizing what they knew of their 

world against slaveholders: the woods.63 

 Prior to delving into this analysis it is worth noting that enslaved people were not 

born with a ready-made relationship to or understanding of their environment. Whatever 

comfort they came to feel in relation to it and all of what they came to know of it was 

born of familiarity facilitated by counterparts or by direct experience with their 

surroundings. As a child Frederick Douglass manifested two diverging responses to his 

environment. Towards its tamer elements Douglass developed a sincere connection that 

inclined him to lay claim to the areas “of almost Eden-like Beauty” surrounding the 

Lloyd plantation house. Of the sweeping vistas of the lawns that looked more like parks 

and the rabbits, deer, black birds, and other animals as well as the poplar trees located 

there, Douglass wrote, “These all belonged to me, as well as to Col. Edward Lloyd” but 
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certainly in quite different ways.64 Closer to where he spent more of his early life, 

Douglass held an unabashed passion for his grandmother’s cabin, which he described as 

“the only home he ever had.” He “loved it, and all connected with it. The old fences 

around it, and the stumps in the edge of the woods near it, and the squirrels that ran, 

skipped, and played upon them, were objects of interest and affection.”65 

 Despite this affection and peculiar but telling ownership of the environmental 

world as he knew it, there remained parts of it for which Douglass the boy did not have 

such feelings, particularly the woods:  

Releasing dear grandmamma from carrying me, did not make me altogether 

independent of her, when we happened to pass through portions of the somber 

woods which lay between Tuckahoe and Wye river. She often found me increasing 

the energy of my grip, and holding her clothing, lest something should come out of 

the woods and eat me up. Several old logs and stumps imposed upon me, and got 

themselves taken for wild beasts.66 

 

The easy comfort Douglass the young man came to find in the environment of the woods 

was unformed when he was a child. The “somber woods” were menacing and harbored 

creatures that meant him no good. At some point Douglass resolved these anxieties 

inspired by the woods – or was forced to resolve them – but it would be unreasonable to 

assume that his mode of easy interaction as an adult had always been the case for him. In 

fact, one would do well to reject constructions of any enslaved person’s relationship to 

their environment casted as given, static, or one-dimensional. In many ways, these 

relationships were as dynamic as the ever-animate environment itself and the complex 

formations that constituted it such as the woods. 
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 In his work on Mississippi, Walter Johnson establishes that the field of visual 

mastery for slaveholders and others ended at the edges of cotton fields. The woods and 

swamps that lay beyond and constituted the edge of such fields became for the enslaved 

“a refuge from the mean dominion of cotton.”67 While Johnson parses some of the 

nuances registered in this refuge of slaves many homogenize and hence flatten the 

multiform environment signified by “woods.” The area beyond the edge of fields to 

which many enslaved people had telling encounters and interactions with their 

environment was richly diverse and thus conceived, known, relied on, utilized, and 

mobilized in multiple, uneven fashions. 

  The antebellum Maryland woods did not consist simply of trees and waterways but 

caves, mountains, swamps, bogs, and, importantly, bushes.68 For many enslaved people 

escaping into the woods, trees provided poor hiding places as trunks could only conceal 

from limited lines of sight. Of greater aid were bushes and other such undergrowth into 

and under which enslaved people could venture and thereby benefit from being concealed 

from all vantage points. Thompson and his enslaved counterpart on several occasions 

found themselves “resting under the bushes” or “lay[ing] concealed…under the 

bushes.”69 Others have described being “snugly secreted in the bush” and making use of 

formations such as mulberry thickets to hide themselves.70 Even concealing oneself in 

                                                 
 
67 Johnson, River of Dark Dreams, 230. 

 
68 The dynamic variability of the physical landscape was a great aid to the enslaved. As Cheryl LaRoche 

explores in depth, free people of color invested in aiding the enslaved escaped also made repeated and 

strategic use of the multiform landscape environment. In so doing, the landscapes of slavery also became 

geographies of resistance. LaRoche, The Geography of Resistance. 
 
69 Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, 88, 95. 

 
70 Smallwood, A Narrative, 23; Mason, The Life of Isaac Masson, 26. 



 

 58 

fallen leaves “to prevent discovery” achieved the kind of cloaking that upright tree 

trunks, however big, simply could not provide.71 The cover of trees was most 

advantageous at longer distances where the collective trunks, branches, and leaves of 

multiple trees effectively obscured fields of vision. However, when the enslaved needed 

to rest or “defy detection” when pursuers were nearby, bushes and similar undergrowth 

were much preferred.72 

 When large trees fell in the woods, these too made for quality places in which to 

tuck oneself away. In another example, Thompson and his unnamed companion found 

immediate and necessary refuge under one such fallen tree upon seeing, from the woods, 

a group of slave catchers venturing down the road in pursuit of them: 

We fell back farther into the woods, but it being large timber, with few bushes, we 

had little chance of concealment, and were truly in a bad fix. 

         We at last found an old tree, which had fallen so that the trunk was supported 

by the limbs about two feet from the ground. Under this we crawled and lay flat 

upon our faces, as being the safest place we could find.73 

 

Upon seeing an immediate threat on the road, these men “fell back farther into the 

woods” – as if this apparently old-growth forest pulled them into itself – and with little 

hope of finding a hiding spot ideal in such circumstances (for lack of bushes), they turned 

to a fallen tree. Watching “the huntsmen and their dogs” come within ten yards of them, 

Thompson and his friend remained undetected. Though the tree was in plain view of 

them, their pursuers did not see it as a potential place of hiding, evidenced by one stating 

near the escaping yet so still slaves, “‘I think they have gone farther into the woods. 
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There is no place of concealment.”74 Even after the catchers left, these men remained 

under “the friendly tree” for hours, well after dark.75  

 While much could be parsed from this moment in Thompson’s account, the 

visibility of the slave catchers and their dogs coupled with the visual and olfactory 

imperceptibility of the enslaved men is particularly illustrative. While Walter Johnson 

and others have demonstrated how the woods substantially limited the field of vision for 

slaveholders and those protecting their interests, these same woods effectively expanded 

the field of vision for the enslaved. Under what other circumstances could the enslaved so 

freely and intently watch slaveholders except when they themselves were not seen? 

Though the forests obstructed long lines of sight as it did for those pursuing slaves, when 

the latter found sufficient hiding places by which hopeful captors passed, their local 

environment enabled a perspective that was certainly rare on the landscapes of 

enslavement. 

 A few examples highlight the extent to which being hidden in the periphery of the 

woods even further extended the possibility of slaves transgressively appropriating fields 

of visual power. In one of the bouts Douglass had with Edward Covey, the latter did his 

best to subdue the young man he had already badly wounded days before: 

I should have been an easy prey, had he succeeded in getting his hands upon 

me….I, however, darted back into the woods…and buried myself in a thicket, 

where he lost sight of me. The cornfield afforded me cover, in getting to the 

woods. But for the tall corn, Covey would have overtaken me, and made me his 

captive. He seemed very much chagrined that he did not catch me, and gave up 
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the chase, very reluctantly; for I could see [my emphasis] his angry movements, 

toward the house from which he had sallied, on his foray.76 

 

With little to no strength for dueling with Covey again, Douglass buried himself in a 

thicket at the edge of the woods. Douglass did not venture deep into the woods as that 

would have prevented his watching Covey’s next movements. That Covey did not pursue 

Douglass into the cornfield or woods despite the latter being in a weakened state speaks 

to a seeming awareness that such an effort would have likely been unfruitful. Here Covey 

appears to indicate that alone and without aid in the form of dogs or people, locating 

Douglass in the tall corn or woods would be a taller task – or possibly an unnecessary 

risk of life given the cover both provided. 

On a different plane, Rev. Thomas Henry, a former slave who was freed at 

twenty-seven, reported another telling scene. In a moment of unrest born of tension 

between white and enslaved laborers at Antietam Ironworks, the area militia was sent for 

to presumably subdue the enslaved there. However, upon seeing this militia arrive the 

slaves “fled to the hills and mountains” of western Maryland “and could not be seen.”77 

Yet, these enslaved workers themselves could see and watched things closely. With their 

higher vantage point and under the cover of trees, these individuals waited and watched 

for the return of the one who owned both them and the ironworks in order to state their 

case against their white counterparts. When he appeared they emerged from the hills and 

mountains to which they fled having exhibited little difficulty remaining concealed yet 

vigilant prior to his arrival.78 
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 In a final instance, during an attempted escape James Watkins also made use of 

the higher vantage point of a wooded mountain to assess his strategy of foiling the efforts 

of his pursuers:  

I was concealed in the side of a mountain, when I heard the voice of blood-hounds 

on my track along with the noise of a number of negro-hunters. I had taken the 

precaution…to make a circle by trampling the ground, and then strewed it with a 

good quantity of snuff and ground cayenne pepper. When the dogs came up [full] 

tilt to this place they began sneezing terribly, which caused them to lose scent of 

me entirely, although I was only about three hundred yards from them. I distinctly 

saw [my emphasis] the men and dogs; all of them appeared to be at a loss, and I 

was very glad to see them move off.79 

 

Having a strategy for thwarting the slave catchers’ dogs and thus the slave catchers 

themselves, Watkins carried out his plan and watched for its effect as he was concealed 

away at a distance of about three-hundred yards.80 From where he was situated, Watkins 

remained hidden and yet could “distinctly” see the men and dogs. Undoubtedly enjoying 

the satisfaction of seeing his plan work, Watkins was also hiding in a place where if 

something went wrong and the dogs followed his scent through what must have been a 

flatter, moderately wooded area compared to the mountain where he was, he could have 

seen this and still under the cover of trees flee those after him. This was not necessary, 

however. Like Douglass and the enslaved laborers at Antietam, he found places of 

                                                 
78 Henry, Autobiography, 25-26. 

 
79 James Watkins, Narrative of the Life of James Watkins, Formerly a "Chattel" in Maryland, U.S: 

Containing an Account of His Escape from Slavery, Together with an Appeal on Behalf of Three Millions 

of Such "Pieces of Property," Still Held Under the Standard of the Eagle (Bolton, England: Kenyon and 

Abbatt, 1852), 21. 

 
80 Before this moment in his narrative, Watkins detailed having reached New Market, MD the day prior to 

when the incident above took place. Not appearing to have travelled especially far from this area, it would 

have made sense that Watkins could find a mountainside in which to conceal himself after having passed 

through what must have a been a flatter much less wooded locale. As New Market and the area around it 

lay at the point where the Blue Ridge Province gives way to the Piedmont, Watkins was likely situated in a 

transitional landscape between the two in which characteristic features of both appeared. 
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concealment in the environment from which he could not only see but watch without 

himself being seen. 

 With these drier elements of the woods, enslaved people also made use of swamps 

and waterways in efforts to secret themselves or move invisibly through their 

environment. Monique Allewaert provides rich insight into enslaved people’s relation to 

swamp environments noting that “it was rebellious Africans who most clearly made 

swamps revolutionary.”81 As spaces that rebuked cultivation and thereby settlement, 

swamps became helpful places in which enslaved people hid and at times lived. Thomas 

Foote, a formerly enslaved man, described a circumstance in which catchers pursued an 

enslaved man along the Deer Creek river. When they found him he was in a swamp with 

“several other colored men” who had also run away at different times and presumably 

from different places.82 “Old Pete the mechanic,” who provided skilled labor on a 

plantation in Charles County, was reported to have escaped into land swamped by rainfall 

and the Potomac River after learning that he was to be whipped by the Charles County 

sheriff. According to another former slave, this enslaved man – “known by some as the 

herb doctor and healer” – evaded capture for several weeks in this swamp before 

escaping for good.83 

 In ways different than swamps, waterways facilitated escape both when the 

enslaved commandeered boats or followed a river that would take them north. According 

to Douglass, for a time slaveholders considered the Chesapeake Bay “a wall of security” 

                                                 
 
81 Allewaert, “Swamp Sublime,” 345. 

 
82 Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives 8, 15. 
 
83 Ibid., 24. 
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that spelled trouble for escaping slaves. With irony, Douglass remarked that also for a 

time the enslaved “never dreamed of profaning and abusing the waters of the noble 

Chesapeake” in their efforts to escape.84 While he and others with him had designs to do 

just this, they would not be realized due to their plan being revealed by way of a betrayal. 

However, this “highway…a broad road of destruction to slavery” remained a far less 

demanding route – taken even part of the way north – than traveling entirely by land.85  

When a boy, Jim Taylor found himself among a band of escaping slaves who 

travelled part of the way by the Bay. However, their primary reason for appropriating a 

boat and crossing the Bay was in order to locate and follow “a stream Harriet Tubman 

had told them about” that would lead them to Pennsylvania and at least quasi-freedom.86 

Marking an important occurrence when environmental knowledge had been exchanged 

among the enslaved and subsequently relied on in a successful enterprise, this 

recollection foregrounds the extent to which a morsel of information – so easily 

transferable – could dramatically and positively impact the lives of the enslaved. This, 

however, is not to suggest that such knowledge effectively mitigated the hostility slaves 

found in the environment of the woods, even as it facilitated subversive acts.  

 As much as the woods with its bushes and trees and mountains and swamps and 

rivers and streams and other features facilitated the means by which the enslaved could 

apply recently acquired or long-held knowledge, this diverse formation was not always 

benign and commonly precipitated anxiety, discomfort, and fear among the enslaved. 

                                                 
 
84 Douglass, My Bondage, 202. 

 
85 Ibid. 

 
86 Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives 8, 63. 
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Prior to his escape, John Thompson found himself laying out for an extended period but 

this was not something he relished. He soon grew “tired of his life in the woods” and 

returned home not long after.87 During his first escape, James Watkins recollected that 

despite being “armed with a walking stick and an old [knife],” he remained fearful of 

what- and whoever may have been lurking about, “being alarmed at the slightest noise 

[he] heard” as he journeyed through the woods at night.88  

Like Watkins and Thompson, Douglass also had fraught encounters with the 

woods. After escaping from Covey in the scene described earlier, Douglass eventually 

went deeper into the woods and remained there, “buried in its somber gloom.”89 

Describing an entombment of sorts, Douglass casts this moment as one where his 

environment embraced him – like it had many others – but not unto life. The redundancy 

of “somber gloom” here registers the dual prospective deaths (1) of himself, one to whom 

“Life, in itself, had almost become burdensome,” and (2) of his faith, threatened by “the 

sham religion which everywhere prevailed” among slaveholders, including Covey.90 

Despite the extent to which the complex formation of the woods was frequently complicit 

in acts that challenged slaveholder authority, the enslaved often had to navigate 

corresponding tensions created by moments of environmental hostility. This hostility 

reached its peak when the enslaved lost their lives in the woods from any number of 

                                                 
 
87 Thompson, The Life of John Thompson, 54. 

 
88 Watkins, Narrative of the Life, 15. 

 
89 Douglass, My Bondage, 154. 

 
90 Ibid., 155, 154. 
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causes including being mauled by dogs, being bitten by a poisonous animal, drowning, or 

freezing to death. 

Object as Point of Orientation – Radial Relations 

 In the preceding analysis, enslaved people’s relationship to the built, cultivated, and 

uncultivated landscape has manifested important contours that radiate outwards from the 

plow materially, symbolically, and metaphorically. Examining these radial relations 

yielded several insights: coerced intimacy with the land informed the experience of both 

enslaved women and men though at different registers; differences within the community 

of slaves – along lines of gender and types of labor – contributed to diverging 

environmental experiences; strange affinities sometimes emerged between the enslaved 

and landscapes of labor; environmental knowledge derived from labor could be armed 

and repurposed at will; this knowledge often facilitated the enslaved moving unperceived 

in and between shifting materializations of the landscape; many enslaved people 

exhibited trust in their knowledge of their environment as well as in their environment 

itself; enslaved people’s confidence in clandestinely inhabiting their environment was 

predicated in part on their awareness of gaps in slaveholders’ knowledge; the enslaved 

were not born with innate relationships to the world at hand but developed these over 

time through mediated and unmediated experiences; and finally, that the woods slaves 

encountered were not homogenous formations but multiform environments that often 

enabled unique modes of inhabiting, watching, and moving while at times simultaneously 

prompting fear and anxiety. 

Enslaved people’s environmental lives extended between and beyond arenas of 

labor, were lived in built, cultivated, and uncultivated spaces, and took on transgressive 
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form in corn fields, on mountains, along streams, under bushes, within trees, in boats, in 

quarters, on horseback, in gardens, and in the homes of slaveholding families. What the 

enslaved knew of the landscapes they inhabited heavily informed how they lived on 

them. Many developed general and practical knowledge of their physical environment 

due in part, but not solely, to their forced labor in a range of spaces. Though the 

relationship to their environment was coerced, enslaved women and men commonly 

embraced the world at hand, developing connections to it through distinctive ways of 

knowing and moving in it. Yet, because it was coerced, this relationship was rarely 

predicated on romance and enslaved people’s knowledge rarely on desire. That romance 

and desire were, nevertheless, still manifested in – though not at the foundation of – 

enslaved people’s relation to the world at hand speaks to the complexities and 

ambiguities this project works to assess within the analytical contours established in this 

chapter. 

In the small body of scholarship on the environmental history of American 

slavery, labor has been the primary lens through which scholars have come to understand 

the relationship between the enslaved and their environment. One of the primary 

objectives of this chapter was to enrich analyses of labor’s relation to the development of 

environmental knowledge. Pushing beyond studies with similar aims, the preceding 

analysis demonstrates how gendered labor informed enslaved people’s relation to the 

landscape environment, it considered areas of knowledge-producing labor beyond the 

field, including the built landscape, and it extended ongoing conversations on 

enslavement and matters of visuality. 
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While utilizing the lens of labor to examine the distinctive elements of enslaved 

people’s relationship to their environment has proven useful in this and other analyses, to 

only use this lens is to unnecessarily constrain one’s viewpoint. Thus, even in this chapter 

I explored how the enslaved developed and applied knowledge of the landscape beyond 

their laboring lives. Moving outside the labor lens and approaching the study of enslaved 

people’s relationship to their environment from multiple vantage points allows one to 

more thoroughly account for the characteristics, problems, paradoxes, and nuances of this 

relationship. While enslaved people’s labor on the multiple landscapes of slavery 

certainly gave shape to their relation to the world at hand, these people were more than 

laborers and their environment was made up of more than the cultivated, uncultivated, 

and built landscape. In the following chapter I move away from labor and the landscape 

to privilege another approach to analyzing how enslavement informed enslaved people’s 

relation to the environment of antebellum Maryland. 
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Chapter 3 – “Their heels would be cracked open jus’ like corn bread”: Frosted Feet and 

         the Frigid Terrain of Slavery 

 

Before he reached sixteen, Lewis Charlton’s body had been mangled twice by 

frostbite, his first bout with the Maryland cold occurring when he was only an infant. 

Owned by an especially demanding mistress and with no one to care for him in her stead, 

Charlton’s mother regularly left her baby by himself from early morning until she 

returned, often late at night. On one such occasion at the end of a bitterly cold day, this 

enslaved mother returned to the poorly insulated quarters where she lived only to find the 

child with “feet frozen stiff as stones.” The following morning, all of his toes detached as 

she removed the dressings she used to doctor the boy’s feet.1 

 Several years and a few owners later, the young and hobbled Charlton again 

experienced the violence of exposure during a Maryland winter. Working in the woods 

and in deep snow on a frigid day, Charlton’s owner denied the teenager any opportunity 

to warm himself by the fire around which the other (non-enslaved) hands were working. 

Forced to continue his tree trimming away from the group of men, by the time the work 

had been completed Charlton’s “feet and legs were frozen to the knee.” Incapacitated, 

Charlton was eventually taken to his mother – who by that point had gained her freedom 

– and she again nursed him back to health, this time over the course of “nine long 

months.”2 

                                                 
1 Lewis Charlton, The Life of Lewis Charlton: A Poor Old Slave Who, for Twenty-Eight Years, Suffered in 

American Bondage (Fredericton, N. B.: Pitts & Crocket, 188-?), 6. 

 
2 Ibid., 9-10. 
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 Experience was written into Lewis Charlton’s body. His head, his face, his back, 

his arms, his hands, his buttocks, and his legs were variably marked by labor, violence, 

and neglect, as well as by love. The topography of his body – skin, joints, flesh, and the 

healed interruptions of these – expressed some of what it meant to be human chattel in 

the U.S. In the narrative of his life from which the accounts above are drawn, Charlton 

utilizes autobiography to highlight and contextualize the exo-biography of his body, 

thereby inviting those removed from him in space and time to read this embodied text, 

particularly that of his feet.3 

 Of the different scripts etched into Lewis Charlton’s feet, that pertaining to cold 

weather and the threat it posed was perhaps the most unique, not because he was 

exceptional in his encounters with the cold but due to the common representation of 

American slavery as a hot-weather institution. The cracked, scarred, frostbitten, and at 

                                                 
3 As it concerns theorizations of the body, there are a few foundational texts – particularly from gender and 

sexuality studies as well as aligned areas of inquiry – that have richly informed my conceptualization of the 

enslaved body in and as text. These include: Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of 

“Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993); Anne Fausto-Sterling, Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the 

Construction of Sexuality (Basic Books, 2000); Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: 

Figuring Physical Disability in American Culture and Literature (Columbia University Press, 1997); Judith 

Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New York University 

Press, 2005); Patricia Hill-Collins, Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, and the New Racism 

(New York: Routledge, 2005).  

In addition, among studies of slavery there are several texts that have engaged matters of the slave 

body to varying degrees. These texts present different approaches to taking up the enslaved body, at times 

directly and at others, indirectly. Nevertheless, these represent generative analyses among a larger class of 

important work on the body of the slave. Among these are: Monique Allewaert, Ariel’s Ecology: 

Plantations, Personhood, and Colonialism in the American Tropics (Minneapolis, MN: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2013); Edward E. Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of 

American Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 2014); Daina Ramey Berry, The Price for Their Pound of 

Flesh: The Value of the Enslaved from Womb to Grave in the Building of a Nation (Boston, MA: Beacon 

Pres, 2017); Vincent Brown, The Reaper's Garden: Death and Power in the World of Atlantic Slavery 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008); Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the 

Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1999); Molly Rogers, Delia's 

Tears: Race, Science, and Photography in Nineteenth-Century America (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 2010); Todd L. Savitt, Medicine and Slavery: The Diseases and Health Care of Blacks in Antebellum 

Virginia (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1978); Vincent Woodard, The Delectable Negro: Human 

Consumption and Homoeroticism within U.S. Slave Culture, eds. Justin A Joyce and Dwight A McBride 

(New York: NYU Press, 2014). 
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times toeless feet of enslaved women and men who fell victim to exposure indexed their 

larger vulnerability to cold weather. Although most enslaved individuals of working age 

received annual shoe provisions, these oftentimes proved inadequate during the coldest 

portions of the year. That said, even the lowest-quality shoes mediated encounters with 

frigid cold, ice, snow, and frozen or freezing earth. As a result, these articles facilitate a 

discussion of the enslaved and their relationship to colder climates as read through feet. 

Moreover, as material ecology enslaved people’s shoes bring into view both the 

relationship between the enslaved and cold weather as well as – in moving away from the 

object – other intermediate and peripheral relations involving slaveholders, animals, and 

plants. 

In what follows I briefly discuss enslaved people’s shoes as material referents and 

the process by which animal skin (primarily) as well as metals, wood, and other 

(in)organic elements were made into footwear. Turning to the primary analysis of this 

chapter, I then focus my attention on slave shoes and the ecological relations they 

disclose when considered in relation to the cold, especially when these provisions were 

materially lacking or absent. In the face of inadequate or non-existent shoes, I read the 

cracked and frostbitten feet of enslaved women and men as an index of their larger 

vulnerability to the cold. This vulnerability emerged as centrally important in two ways: 

slaveholders often recognized this environmental vulnerability and integrated exposure 

and the threat of exposure into the regimes of violence visited on the enslaved; in 

response to such acts, the enslaved at times embraced their vulnerability to the cold in 

efforts of relying on the undiscriminating forces of the latter in order to realize specific 

objectives, which often involved matters of escape. 
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Anticipating the Object – Enslaved People’s Vulnerability to the Cold 

Compared to the Caribbean and South America, cold weather uniquely informed 

slavery in the U.S., touching the lives of the enslaved far beyond inhibiting agricultural 

production during the winter. Despite this, the cold remains one of the least explored 

environmental phenomena in the historiography of American slavery.4 In the lives of 

enslaved people in antebellum Maryland and beyond, cold weather was both an afflicting 

as well as empowering force. By first detailing the heightened vulnerabilities of the 

enslaved during the colder parts of the year – initially on a larger scale and ultimately 

through readings of their feet – and then by describing the various ways enslaved people 

leveraged cold weather against slaveholders, in what follows I highlight how slave and 

slaveholder differently mobilized the cold against one another in contests over power.5 I 

argue that in the lives of enslaved women and men frigid weather indiscriminately 

disabled and enabled, empowered and disempowered, discouraged and encouraged. The 

failing presence or striking absence of slave shoes provides a generative entry point into 

this experience. 

                                                 
 
4 Among the relatively few texts that provide substantive analyses of slavery and weather, scholars tend to 

focus on either hot weather or changing seasons. Included in this group are: Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, Life 

and Labor in the Old South (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1929); Max L. Grivno, Gleanings of 

Freedom: Free and Slave Labor along the Mason-Dixon Line, 1790-1860 (Urbana: University of Illinois 

Press, 2011); Darrett B. Rutman, Charles Wetherell, and Anita H. Rutman, “Rhythms of Life: Black and 

White Seasonality in the Early Chesapeake,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 11.1 (1980): 29-53; Mart 

A. Stewart, “‘Let Us Begin with the Weather’: Climate, Race and Cultural Distinctiveness in the American 

South” in Nature and Society in Historical Context, eds. Mikulas Teich, Roy Porter, and Bo Gustafsson 

(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997); For a discussion of climate in the 

historiography of American slavery and the shortcomings of many approaches see: Christopher Morris, “A 

More Southern Environmental History,” The Journal of Southern History 75.3 (2009): 581-598. 

 
5 On the subject of people recognizing forces exerted by nonhuman things and channeling these forces for 

their own purposes, I draw directly from Tim Ingold’s conception of makers and vital materiality. Tim 

Ingold, Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture (London; New York: Routledge, 2013), 

21. 
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Significantly, Maryland was comparatively colder during the antebellum period 

than it is now, as was the U.S., as was most of the northern hemisphere from the fifteenth 

until the mid-to-late nineteenth century. This period roughly marks what earth scientists 

call the Little Ice Age, during which North America, Europe, and northern Asia 

experienced significant climatic volatility, the colder extremes of which lowered average 

annual temperatures.6 Thus, what would be cold-weather anomalies now – such as the 

New York harbor and Chesapeake Bay freezing solid or a ‘Year with No Summer,’ 

during which snow and frosts in the summer months killed crops from Maine to Virginia 

– were less so before and during the antebellum period in the U.S.7 

Speaking in the 1930s, one formerly enslaved person from Louisiana recalled:  

We made much better crops back in the 1800s than we do now. The winters was 

much harder and you know the harder the winter the better the crop year you 

                                                 
 
6 Average temperatures during the Little Ice Age were about 2-4°F lower than average annual temperatures 

from the mid-to-late twentieth century. While this difference may appear minute, it had a dramatic impact 

on weather systems during the period. Thus, “Between c. 1300 and c. 1850 A.D. the world became, on 

average, slightly but significantly colder.” Sam White, “The Real Little Ice Age,” Journal of 

Interdisciplinary History 44.3 (Winter 2014): 327-352. Two other points regarding the Little Ice Age are 

worth noting. Its periodization varies depending on the geographical and temporal bases of measurements 

as well as the types and combinations of measurements. J. M. Grove concludes that the Little Ice Age 

began prior to the fourteenth century while John Matthews and Keith Briffa draw a distinction between 

“Little Ice Age” glacerization and “Little Ice Age” climate, the former occurring c. 1300-1950 and the 

latter c. 1570-1900. T. M. Cronin et. al. draw a distinction between the early Little Ice Age (1450-1530 

A.D.) and the late Little Ice Age (1720-1850 A.D.). J. M. Grove, “The Initiation of the ‘Little Ice Age’ in 

Regions Round the North Atlantic,” Climatic Change 48 (2001): 53-82; John A. Matthews and Keith R. 

Briffa, “The ‘Little Ice Age’: Re-Evaluation of an Evolving Concept,” Geografiska Annaler. Series A, 

Physical Geography 87.1 (2005): 17-36; T. M. Cronin et. al., “Medieval Warm Period, Little Ice Age and 

20th Century Temperature Variability from Chesapeake Bay,” Global and Planetary Change 36 (2003): 17-

29. In addition to differences in periodization, there is a small segment of those who question whether the 

Little Ice Age took place. For a challenge to the general acceptance of this event, see: Morgan Kelly and 

Cormac Ó Gráda, “Debating the Little Ice Age,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 45.1 (2014): 57-68. 

 
7 Michael E. Mann, “Little Ice Age,” in The Earth System: Physical and Chemical Dimensions of Global 

Environmental Change, eds. Michael C. MacCracken and John S. Perry, in Encyclopedia of Global 

Environmental Change, ed. Ted Munn (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2002); John E. Kutzbach and 

Thompson Webb III, “Climate and Climate History in the Chesapeake Bay Region,” in Discovering the 

Chesapeake: The History of an Ecosystem, eds. Philip D. Curtin, Grace S. Brush, George W. Fisher 

(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001); “The Season,” Salem Gazette (Salem, MA), June 

18, 1816. 
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have. We always plowed and turned our ground over in the hard of winter – that 

was in order for the cold to kill all insect and germs in the ground.8 

 

The entire country felt the effects of the Little Ice Age, illustrations of which appear 

throughout other recollections of enslaved people. In these accounts one finds 

descriptions of life during “awful cold weather” in South Carolina, “cold, frosty weather” 

in Arkansas, “powerful cold” in Missouri, “cold, bitter winter nights” in Georgia, 

“turrible cold” in Virginia, as well as memories of bodies of water freezing in North 

Carolina, snow lying “deep on the ground” in Kentucky, and “shovel[ing] de snow many 

a day” in Texas.9 

With proportionally more northward territory than any other slave state, Maryland 

provides rich ground on which to examine the myriad ways enslaved women and men’s 

everyday lives were informed by winter weather.10 Among slave states Maryland’s colder 

climatic environment was one of the more hostile for enslaved individuals, evidenced 

both by rates of mortality and common causes of death.11 While people of European 

descent were much more likely to die from malaria and yellow fever (in summer 

months), respiratory illnesses and diseases caused significant health problems for black 

                                                 
 
8 Federal Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives: A Folk History of Slavery in the United States from Interviews 

with Former Slaves 2.3 (Washington: Library of Congress, 1941), 161-62. 

 
9 Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives 14.3, 56; Ibid., 2.1, 169; Ibid., 16.1, 26; Ibid., 4.2, 81; Ibid., 1, 196; 

Ibid., 11.1, 20; Ibid., 7, 95; Ibid., 16.2, 209. I have chosen to keep the original text the WPA interviewers 

recorded, including their interpretations of African-American vernacular. While this speech is rendered 

unevenly and at times arbitrarily throughout the interviews – including those from the same states and 

regions – the politics of transcription in these documents speaks as much to history and culture as the 

content of the interviews. 

 
10 I invoke “winter” throughout this paper in view of the characteristic variability in climate during the 

Little Ice Age and thus do not mean to suggest that such weather occurred only during the winter season. 

What many today would consider winter weather consistently manifested itself in the fall and spring in 

antebellum Maryland. 

 
11 Christian Warren, “Northern Chills, Southern Fevers: Race-Specific Mortality in American Cities, 1730-

1900,” The Journal of Southern History 63.1 (1997). 
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Americans, which commonly resulted in death particularly in the winter and spring.12 In 

1850 by far the highest proportion of slave deaths in Virginia – which had a climate 

comparable to Maryland’s – were attributable to respiratory diseases.13 Over a quarter of 

all such deaths were caused by tuberculosis (or consumption) and other respiratory 

sicknesses, which slaves had the highest chance of contracting in cold weather. This was 

the result of a combination of factors, one of which concerned genetics.14 In addition to 

genetics, outdoor labor in frigid weather, inadequate clothing, insufficient food, poorly 

insulated quarters, and, perhaps most importantly, the increased likelihood of being 

closely confined indoors with a sickly person for sustained periods, together contributed 

to the comparatively high rates at which slaves contracted and died from respiratory 

illnesses in colder months.15 

 While illness and disease were perpetual concerns, the vulnerability of Maryland 

slaves to cold weather was compounded by the more immediate threat posed by 

exposure. Although labor regimes on plantations tended to relax somewhat during 

                                                 
 
12 Warren, “Northern Chills, Southern Fevers, 48; Susan E. Klepp, “Seasoning and Society: Racial 

Differences in Mortality in Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia,” The William and Mary Quarterly 51.3 

(1994): 479; Rutman, Wetherell, and Rutman, “Rhythms of Life,” 45. 

 
13 Todd L. Savitt, Medicine and Slavery: The Diseases and Health Care of Blacks in Antebellum Virginia 

(Urbana: University of Illinois, 1978), 143. 

 
14 It is not enough to say that African Americans fared worst in northward areas because, being from 

Africa, they were not acclimated to the cold. Yet, bio-historians and others, albeit carefully, have affirmed 

that the differences in European and African continental environments accounted for at least some of the 

racial disparity in susceptibility to illness. Respiratory sicknesses were one class of illness slaves did not 

have robust genetic protections against. Warren, “Northern Chills,” 46. 

 
15 Richard H. Steckel and Ted A. Rathbun, The Backbone of History: Health and Nutrition in the Western 

Hemisphere, ed. Jerome C. Rose (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 210; Klepp, “Seasoning 

and Society,” 478; Savitt, Medicine and Slavery, 51, 143. Savitt draws a distinction between tuberculosis 

and other respiratory diseases given how deadly the former was. Thus, though listed as the second highest 

cause of slave deaths in Virginia, tuberculosis was in fact the most deadly respiratory illness slaves 

contracted. 



 

 75 

December, January, and February, enslaved people encountered frigid weather in 

antebellum Maryland prior to and after these months.16 Moreover, reductions in intensity 

of work varied depending on the types of crops grown on a particular plantation.17 For 

example, the seasonal planting, harvesting, and preserving cycles for tobacco was less 

demanding during winter months. However, on mixed-crop plantations, labor was often 

required year-round in an effort among Maryland slaveholders to maximize profit, 

usually after having transitioned away from tobacco monoculture.18 

George Cooke was a Maryland slaveholder who transitioned from primarily 

growing tobacco to growing a range of other crops. Cooke kept detailed records of the 

labor his human chattel provided on a daily basis and the weather conditions in which 

they worked. In accounts spanning years, enslaved people working in bitterly cold 

weather was common; on days when it was below freezing, Cooke’s enslaved women 

and men could be found clearing land, plowing, chopping down trees and hauling wood, 

making and mending fences, and performing a range of other smaller tasks.  

On January 14, 1831 one of the biggest winter storm systems of the nineteenth 

century hit the Atlantic seaboard of the United States, the impact of which extended from 

                                                 
 
16 Slaveholders as well as the enslaved were well aware that biting cold was often manifest prior to and 

after the winter season. Speaking to ways fellow slaveholders could protect their investment in human 

chattel, one physician in Mississippi noted that cold weather posed a threat to the enslaved “in the fall, 

winter and spring.” James O. Breeden, Advice Among Masters: the Ideal in Slave Management in the Old 

South (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1980), 163. 

 
17 While there were different forms of enslavement in antebellum Maryland, plantations and smaller farms 

remained the dominant sites of enslavement. For this reason I focus primarily on these formations in this 

chapter.  

 
18 Lois Green Carr and Lorena S. Walsh, “Economic Diversification and Labor Organization in the 

Chesapeake, 1650-1820,” in Work and Labor in Early America, ed. Stephen Innes (Chapel Hill: UNC 

Press, 1988), 144-47, 158-60, 176-77; Lorena S. Walsh, “Slave Life, Slave Society, and Tobacco 

Production in the Tidewater Chesapeake, 1620-1820,” in Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the Shaping 

of Slave Life in the Americas, eds. Ira Berlin and Philip D. Morgan (Charlottesville: University of Virginia, 

1993), 181-84, 193-95. 
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its southernmost to its northernmost regions, depositing record snow across the mid-

Atlantic states. On the day the storm hit George Cooke noted that it was “very cold and 

snowing,” and that his slaves were “hauling ice” to his icehouse. On the next day, 

January15th, he made another note of the “violent snowstorm,” and on the 16th of January 

described the snow as “drifting in every direction.” Although a Sunday, Cooke 

nonetheless had his slaves “clear away snow” from portions of his house. On January 17th 

Cooke wrote, “The deepest snow in my recollection,” and ended by stating that 

“attending to the [animals]” was all his slaves could do.19 

 Although they often felt the brunt of the cold’s afflicting force, those who were 

tasked with working outdoors when it was snowing, or with snow and ice on the ground, 

or when temperatures were sub-freezing and the wind chill severe, these were not the 

most vulnerable in the community of the enslaved; whether in regard to respiratory 

illness or exposure, enslaved infants and children were by far the most vulnerable to the 

direct and indirect threats posed by Maryland’s colder climate. Figure 3.1 represents the 

average (from 1850 and 1860) incidents of death by month for enslaved people in three 

age groups: ten and under, eleven to fifty, and over fifty. The mortality of young slaves 

remained the highest of all groups throughout the year and peaked following the winter, 

most likely due to lost bouts with sicknesses contracted earlier and the increased demands 

on potential caretakers during the planting season. The long and comparatively steep 

upward trend in deaths among those under ten from November to April points to the 

acute vulnerability of the youngest given their oftentimes compromised immune systems, 

                                                 
 
19 George Cooke, The Diary of George Cooke: Twenty-Three Years on a Maryland Plantation: 1826-1841, 

1845-1849: Typed Transcription of a Handwritten Diary, ed. Donna L. Hoyert (Beltsville, MD: National 

Agricultural Library, 1984). 
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the inevitable result of regularly being indoors, under-nourished, and insufficiently 

clothed. 

 

 
 
 

*This graph was created from the Slave Mortality Schedules in the 1850 and 1860 Maryland Censuses.  

 

Note: The division of age falls in line with three primary labor groups among slaves. Also, the months on 

the x-axis begin in October as I have divided the year into the colder half and the hotter half based on 

almanacs and plantation diaries. 

 

 

It was a common practice among slaveholders across the U.S. to provide minimal 

clothing to enslaved children until they reached working age, which usually ranged from 

eleven to fourteen with variation between girls and boys. The only clothing most 

enslaved children received was a long shirt, a smock of sorts, made from a range of 
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coarse, drab fabrics collectively called Negro cloth, slave cloth, or plantation cloth.20 

Frederick Douglass noted that children on the plantation where he grew up were only 

allotted two shirts per year and were thereby subject to the biting cold. He recalled: 

I suffered much from hunger, but much more from cold. In hottest summer and 

coldest winter, I was kept almost naked – no shoes, no stockings, no jacket, no 

trousers, nothing on but a coarse tow linen shirt, reaching only to my 

knees….[T]he coldest nights, I used to steal a bag which was used for carrying 

corn to the mill. I would crawl into this bag, and there sleep…with my head in 

and feet out. My feet have been so cracked with the frost, that the pen with which 

I am writing might be laid in the gashes.21 

 

As the violent employment of whips and lashes scarred the backs of enslaved people, the 

blistering cold of antebellum Maryland also scarred feet, particularly of those who 

contributed least to the economic viability of the plantation. 

Object in View – The Production of Slave Shoes and the Emerging Relations They 

Disclose 

 

 The plantation complex where Douglass spent part of his youth spanned 

thousands of acres on which hundreds of slaves lived and worked.22 The enslaved 

population of this “little nation” included shoemakers whose forced labor saved 

expenditures on what would have been massive shoe orders from Baltimore or 

elsewhere.23 Like other skilled laborers, the vast majority of these shoemakers as well as 

                                                 
 
20 Madelyn Shaw, “Slave Cloth and Clothing Slaves: Craftsmanship, Commerce, and Industry,” Journal of 

Early Southern Decorative Arts 33 (2012), http://www.mesdajournal.org/2012/slave-cloth-clothing-slaves-

craftsmanship-commerce-industry/; Shane White and Graham White, “Slave Clothing and African-

American Culture in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries,” Past and Present: A Journal of Historical 

Studies 148 (1995): 149-186; Patricia K. Hunt, “Osnaburg Overalls, Calico Frocks and Homespun Suits: 

The Use of 19th Century Georgia Newspapers Notices to Research Slave Clothing and Textiles,” Clothing 

and Textiles Research Journal 14.3 (1996): 200-203. 

 
21 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass: An American Slave (Cambridge, MA: 

Belknap, 1960), 51-2. 

 
22 Dickson J. Preston, Young Frederick Douglass: The Maryland Years (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1980), 48; Archaeology in Annapolis Project, “People of Wye House – Database,” 

http://wyehousedb.host-ed.me/database.php 
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their assistants were likely men. That said, if enslaved people at the Lloyd plantations and 

farms were like their counterparts elsewhere, some who were not formally trained as 

shoemakers knew something of crafting shoes, particularly mothers for their often 

shoeless children.24 It is unclear if the Lloyds owned a tannery where shoe leather was 

produced, if they purchased tanned hides from Baltimore, if they supplied one of the 

several tanneries in Talbot County with the skin of cattle they slaughtered to be tanned, or 

if the shoemakers they owned, who by necessity were also leatherworkers, cured and/or 

tanned the leather on site.25 However leather made it to the shoemakers’ shop, it was 

certainly of low quality – which usually meant it underwent a short tanning process or no 

tanning at all – and contributed to “shoes of the coarsest description.”26  

 Across the Chesapeake Bay in Baltimore County, Charles Ridgely utilized slave 

labor and that of indentured servants to make shoes for workers on his plantation and at 

his ironworks. In their most productive years these men produced close to 500 pairs of 

shoes annually, typically as one of only two shoemakers. Between 1810 and 1829 there 

were about nine different shoemakers who at different times held this position. One of the 

                                                 
23 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, ed. Jim Manis (Hazleton, PA: The Electronic 

Classics Series, 2004), 41; Shane and Graham White address enslaved people’s “plantation-made shoes” as 

part of the clothing ensembles through which they read agency and resistance by way of style. Shane White 

and Graham White, “Slave Clothing and African-American Culture in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth 

Centuries,” Past and Present 148 (1995), 172. 

 
24 Accounts of enslaved mothers making shoes for their children appear in: Helen Bradley Foster, New 

Raiments of Self: African American Clothing in the Antebellum South (Oxford: Berg, 1997), 131; Katie 

Knowles, “Fashioning Slavery: Slaves and Clothing in the U.S. South, 1830-1865” (PhD Dissertation, Rice 

University, 2014), 131. 

 
25 Prentiss Ingraham, Land of Legendary Lore: Sketches of Romance and Reality on the Eastern Shore 

(Easton, MD: The Gazette Publishing House, 1898), 252. 

 
26 Douglass, My Bondage, 66. Untanned leather still underwent a preservation process to prevent 

decomposition. Rawhide was a common alternative to leather and was the product of an animal hide being 

preserved through a drying process. 
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longest tenures was that of an enslaved man who began consistently working as a 

shoemaker in 1818 at the age of twenty-four. Working alongside others whose labor was 

owned for a term or in perpetuity, Yellow Henry made and mended shoes for fellow 

slaves, indentured servants (whether immigrants or convicts), free people of color, 

neighbors of Ridgely, slaves belonging to neighbors of Ridgely, and the Ridgely family 

themselves.27 The largest group to receive shoes made by Henry and his counterparts 

were slaves; however, of the indentured servants who belonged to an increasingly small 

community at Hampton and Northampton during the first quarter of the nineteenth 

century, most also received what one described as “negro shoes,” that is unless they paid 

for higher quality footwear.28 Charles Ridgely had leather made on site as well as 

purchased leather from one of several tanners in Baltimore.29 Most likely, the higher 

quality leather came from this tannery and was used for the boots and shoes made for the 

Ridgely family and their neighbors, in addition to the shoes they purchased in Baltimore. 

 On average Ridgely’s shoemakers made one pair of shoes a day and this it 

appears was the general expectation (evidenced by the fact that explanatory notes were 

consistently included on days when this quota was not met). Across the different men 

who worked as shoemakers for Ridgely, their time was not devoted exclusively to 

making and mending these articles; they were often tasked with other labor for days, 

sometimes weeks, at a time, including: sheering sheep, taking cattle to Baltimore, making 

                                                 
 
27 Special Collections (G. Howard White Collection) Ridgely Account Book, 1810-1829, MSA SC 1898-1-

14. 

 
28 R. Kent Lancaster, “Chattel Slavery at Hampton/Northampton, Baltimore County” 95.4 (2000): 410; R. 

Kent Lancaster, “Almost Chattel: The Lives of Indentured Servants at Hampton-Northampton, Baltimore 

County” 94.3 (Fall 1999): 351. 

 
29 Lancaster, “Almost Chattel,” 351. 
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hay, beating out corn, picking apples, killing hogs, treading wheat, harvesting crops, 

making bridles, mending saddles, loading straw, picking chestnuts, fixing sifters at the 

Ridgely mill, making straps for threshing machines, making furnace gears, mending 

harnesses (for horses), and otherwise generally working out, i.e. working outside of the 

shoe shop.30 The operations at the Hampton plantation and Northampton Ironworks were 

extensive and these shoemakers, as skilled laborers, were often called on to aid in areas 

having nothing to do with shoes. 

 Unlike Edward Lloyd and Charles Ridgely, most slaveholders owned far fewer 

slaves and therefore commonly purchased shoe provisions rather than devoting labor to 

making them. Prior to and during the nineteenth century the center of general shoe 

manufacturing and the manufacturing of shoes for the enslaved overlapped in New 

England, particularly Massachusetts. Wholesale production of enslaved people’s shoes 

first began in this state during the middle of the eighteenth century, and by the nineteenth 

century towns such as North Brookfield came to specialize in the production of the type 

of shoe most commonly purchased for slaves in the South, namely the brogan. While the 

brogan described a range of shoes that had different classifications based on how or by 

whom they were made, brogans as a group were typically of poor construction and made 

of coarse, hard leather with soles made of thick leather or wood. By the time the Civil 

War began, the brogan was commonly associated with slaves and others of low social 

and economic status. These shoes were often reddish brown, distinctions between a right 

and left shoe did not begin until well into the nineteenth century, and they were one of the 

few unisex articles of clothing during this period.31 

                                                 
 
30 Special Collections, Ridgely Account Book, MSA SC 1898-1-14. 
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 As a standard of sorts for enslaved people’s shoes, brogans or brogan-esque shoes 

were most likely what the Lloyd and Ridgely shoemakers made for enslaved people. For 

those slaveholders with smaller holdings in human chattel, brogans would have been 

what most purchased for their slaves, either from local shoemakers or from retailers in 

Baltimore. While the production of shoes in Baltimore predated the Revolutionary War, 

the latter stimulated shoemaking in the city and set it on a course of significant growth in 

the decades after the war.32 By 1810 Baltimore was home to over sixty shoe 

manufacturers, which accounted for close to fifty percent of such operations in Maryland 

at the time.33 Another factor that prompted the growth of the shoemaking business in 

Baltimore was the increasing demand for cheap shoes, particularly for a growing slave 

population in the Deep South as well as for poor farmers. As a result, the master 

shoemakers who ran these businesses turned away from the more skilled journeymen 

shoemakers who were their traditional workers to child apprentices, indentures for whom 

were most often secured through the orphans court. This cheaper form of labor allowed 

many Baltimore shoemakers to better compete with towns such as Lynn – shoes from 

which were regularly sold to Baltimore retailers and other consumers – as brogans and 

other low-quality shoes did not mandate the skillset of one who was formally trained as a 

                                                 
31 Seth Rockman, “Innovation, Alienation, and the Russett Brogan: Plantation Provisioning and New 

England’s Industrial Revolution” (unpublished); Ross Thomson, The Path to Mechanized Shoe Production 

in the United States (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1989); Anthony Barthelemy, 

“Brogans” in Footnotes: On Shoes eds. Shari Benstock and Suzanne Ferriss (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 

University Press, 2001) 179-196; Knowles, “Fashioning Slavery.” 

 
32 Tina Hirsch Sheller, “Artisans and the Evolution of Baltimore Town, 1765-1790” (PhD Dissertation: 

University of Maryland, College Park, 1990), 237. 

 
33 Charles G. Steffen, The Mechanics of Baltimore: Workers and Politics in the Age of Revolution, 1763-

1812 (Urbana, Il: University of Illinois Press, 1984), 34. 
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shoemaker.34 By 1809 the production of lower-quality shoes in Baltimore was further 

supported by the twenty-two tanneries shoemakers and others relied on in the city.35 

 

  

Image 3.1 – Wood and leather slave shoe. Description: “Hand carved wooden sole and leather upper 

attached with nails. Iron heel and toe plates attached to bottom of sole with large nails.” North Carolina 

Museum of History.  

 

 Examining the process by which animal hides were made into leather provides 

important inroads into analyzing the ecological relationships organized around enslaved 

people’s shoes. Tanning is the process by which leather is made from animal hides and 

skin when the latter are steeped in an astringent solution that preserves, shrinks, and 

toughens them.36 Although there were several ways of making this solution, the process 

most widely used in the nineteenth century was vegetable tanning from which the term 

“tanning” derives its name given the tannin naturally occurring in plants.37 At the time 

                                                 
 
34 Steffen, The Mechanics of Baltimore, 33-34. 

 
35 Sheller, “Artisans and the Evolution of Baltimore Town,” 269. 

 
36 Frederick J. Allen, The Shoe Industry (New York: Holt, 1922), 82; David S. Rotenstein, “From Farm to 

Factory: Craft Dynasties and Leather Tanning in Nineteenth Century Pennsylvania” (PhD Dissertation: 

University of Pennsylvania, 1996), 47. 
 
37 Rotenstein, “Leather Tanning,” 47. 
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when post-Revolutionary tanneries were increasing leather production – including cheap 

leather – to meet growing demand, tannin was most commonly extracted from tree bark, 

particularly the bark of hemlocks and oaks as both contained relatively high 

concentrations of this organic compound.38 Many types of these trees were native to 

Maryland. During the antebellum period were among the state’s principal tree species, 

including the eastern hemlock, which tanners across eastern states valued given its 

abundance, tannin content, and the color it gave to leather.39 By the middle of the 

nineteenth century, hemlock bark had become the most popular source of tannin as it was 

cheaper for tanneries to acquire and was therefore preferred for rougher, heavier, and 

cheaper types of leather the demand for which was high.40 

Most hides used in leather production came from animals killed for their meat and 

given the high demand for beef as well as the thick skin of cattle, the latter were popular 

among tanners, especially in the production of the heavy leather required for the soles of 

shoes.41 With sole leather, the other primary class of leather made by tanneries was upper 

leather, which was a thinner material used for the upper portions of the shoe. As many 

preferred cattle hides, given their thickness they required slicing when being used to 

make upper leather.42 Whether meant for the upper or lower part of the shoe, the tanning 

process for the two classes of leather was similar. 

                                                 
 
38 Jonathan S. Kays, “Maryland’s Forests: Past, Present, and Future” (College Park, MD: Maryland 

Cooperative Extension, University of Maryland, 1998), 2; “The Importance of Maryland’s Forest: 

Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow” (Annapolis, MD: Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 2003), 5; 

Rotenstein, “Leather Tanning,” 53-54. 

 
39 Rotenstein, “Leather Tanning,” 53. 

 
40 Ibid., 54. 

 
41 Ibid., 73, 76. 
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Once animal hides arrived at a tannery and were cleaned, the first step in the 

tanning process consisted of removing hair using either a liming method – in which hides 

were immersed in vats filled with lime made from calcined limestone – or sweating – 

which consisted of placing hides in pits or trenches and allowing them to partially 

decompose in order for hair to fall from follicles in the epidermis. After most of the hair 

was removed, the next step involved workers removing any lingering “waste byproducts” 

using unhairing and fleshing knives. Once this was completed, the hides were then 

submerged in large vats containing the tanning liquor made from steeping the ground 

bark of hemlock and oak trees in water. While in these vats, the hides had to be 

constantly agitated, most often manually making this one of the most labor-intensive 

parts of the process. After short or long periods of tanning – depending on the desired 

quality of the leather – the hides were rinsed and allowed to dry. Higher quality leather 

often underwent rounds of rolling, oiling, or bleaching in order to make sure they 

measured up to desired standards.43 

The material ecology of enslaved people’s shoes manifests itself most broadly in 

the very production, or making, of these articles. The brogans most enslaved people wore 

stood as the material byproduct of many ecological interactions informing and informed 

by the institution of American slavery; the upper and sole leather, the wood commonly 

used in lieu of sole leather, the wooden pegs, metal wiring, or nails used to attach the 

upper portion to the sole, and the many people involved in the various stages of 

production and pre-production of the shoe collectively point to distinctive relationships 
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between plants, animals, metals, and people. Seth Rockman rightly identifies the brogan 

as a complex assemblage that materially discloses multifaceted networks of relation.44 In 

the case of the russet brogans produced in Massachusetts for enslaved people in the 

South, Rockman describes different forms of relation – correspondence, exchange, 

transaction, use, criticism – between a range of human actors – wholesalers, factors, 

storekeepers, planters, slaves, inventors, entrepreneurs, shoemakers, abolitionists, 

politicians, cattle ranchers, and custom officials – that produced and thus converged in 

these shoes.45 When considering how and where plants, animals, metals, and items 

derived from them factor into the many dimensions of these relationships, it quickly 

becomes clear that the interactions producing enslaved people’s shoes were part and 

parcel of relations that are especially difficult to parse; at bottom the networks of relation 

disclosed in these shoes point to ecological entanglements that prove unforgiving due to 

their many knots, a lack of linear beginnings and endings, and the overall mess of large-

scale cultural production. 

That said, there are useful ways to broadly conceptualize these relationships that 

point directly back to enslaved people’s everyday lives rather than away from them – a 

potential danger if one adheres too closely to the complexities of their shoes as physical 

expressions of ecological relationships. If one pictures the enslaved person’s shoes on 

their feet (i.e., after all the stages of production and transaction) at the site of the shoe is a 

convergence worth noting. Here the shoe serves as another stitching point, bringing the 

relations from which it was produced to the arena of its consumption. This brogan, as 
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principally made of leather and as worn by an enslaved person, materializes the econo- 

and eco-historical logic embedded in the etymological relationship between cattle, 

chattel, and capital. The linguistic bonds of these terms – here organized in and around 

slave shoes – gesture towards an ecology-inflected conceptualization of enslavement in 

the U.S., one that usefully contextualizes important relations between slaves and their 

environment.  

The process by which enslaved people’s shoes were made was representative of 

larger processes driving American slavery. In many ways the brogan marks and 

facilitates the convergence of ecological relations as much as it marks and facilitates a 

conversion of biological energies into capital. On the production side, the brogan requires 

the channeling of human power to intervene in the biological processes that produce the 

epidermis of cattle and its equivalent in a tree. From the creation of leather to the making 

of shoes, the end game is to convert the workings of biology into currency of some form. 

Once on the feet of an enslaved person, the shoe is designed to protect the feet of one 

forced to channel their labor power towards the creation of capital for slaveholders, in 

admittedly general terms. Field laborers in particular were tasked with tapping into the 

biological processes of staple crops by manipulating and managing their growth in order 

for them to be sold in return for currency, goods, services, animals, and additional human 

chattels.  

This conversion principle buttressed associations between slaves and animals, the 

latter valued as food sources and for their labor power, the former for their labor power 

and, importantly, their intelligence (with both commonly referred to as stock). The same 

conversion principle also energized an institution in which capital took many forms 
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including people, animals, and plants. The conversion of biological energies and 

processes into capital was a mainstay in American slavery as it was in agriculture more 

broadly. However, the unique elements of human property and forced labor not only 

distinguished this institution but also allows for a clarified understanding of the power 

struggles between slaves and slaveholders, struggles for power often over power, i.e. 

enslaved people’s biological power – how they used it, to what ends, when, where, and 

under whose authority. 

If considering the production side of slave shoes affords insight into some of the 

broader discursive and material currents circumscribing the lives of the enslaved, 

attending to the consumption of slave shoes by enslaved women and men casts direct 

light on one of several dimensions of their relationship to their environment, namely their 

relation to cold weather. Now, two points are worth making and pursuing. First, to speak 

of consumption regarding shoes in this context includes considering the non-consumption 

of absent shoes as well as the consumption of failing shoes. More than this, it is the 

absent or inadequate shoe that brings the ecological relation between the enslaved and 

cold weather into view at the site of slaves’ feet. The second point follows directly from 

the first: although the cold and enslaved people’s relation to it is the primary focus here, 

examining this relationship discloses a range of responsive practices on the part of 

slaveholders and the enslaved that further highlight how both conceptualized and 

interacted with their environmental world. While many of the practices of the enslaved 

concerned protection and survival, some were directed towards subversion and resistance, 

and of the latter enslaved people leveraging the cold against slaveholders is perhaps the 

most fascinating. 
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Object Falling from View (I) – Slaveholders Enlisting the Cold in their Subjugation 

of the Enslaved 

 

The vulnerability of the enslaved to the cold was not lost on slaveholders and 

many were deliberate in their efforts to exacerbate this vulnerability. William Green 

detailed a striking account in which a slaveholder mobilized harsh winter weather in 

Maryland against an older enslaved woman “almost past work” whose job it was to 

attend to the sheep and cows on the plantation.46 On a particularly cold evening Green’s 

owner sent this woman to search for some sheep that had wandered off. She went and 

looked for some time but could not locate them. Explaining this upon her return, the 

slaveholder, according to Green:  

swore and cursed her and told her she should find them. She told him she was 

almost frozen with the cold; he told her to be gone or he would make her…she 

went, and the next morning she was found frozen to death under the fence.47 

 

This account bears resemblance to another wherein a slave owner acted with similar 

indifference but with more antipathy. In 1823 Maria Massey of Queen Anne’s County 

was charged with manslaughter for whipping an enslaved woman named Ritty, forcing 

her outdoors for three hours in the winter with no clothes on, and throwing several 

buckets of cold water on her once she was outside. Ritty died from her injuries and 

Massey was convicted of the crime but was subsequently pardoned.48 

John Thompson provided a telling account of a similar nature regarding a frigid 

day when he was sent a mile from the main house of the plantation to cut wood. On this 

                                                 
 
46 William Green, Narrative of Events in the Life of William Green (Formerly a Slave), (Philadelphia, PA: 

Rhistoric Publications, 1969), 8. 
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“very cold day” when there was about six inches of snow on the ground, Thompson 

explained, “I had shoes and stockings, but still, as I had no chance to warm my feet from 

break of day until night…my feet were nearly frozen, and I was completely chilled.”49 

Thompson chopping wood with snow on the ground from sunup to nightfall under the 

watchful gaze of an overseer, and the only one doing so, has the look and feel of 

protracted subjection. Not allowed to start a fire or to venture to his quarters for any 

reason, Thompson was forced to comply, and this was neither an isolated incident nor the 

most striking in his account.  

Thompson at one point ventures away from his personal narrative and asserts that 

in cold weather enslaved men and women on a neighboring plantation were often sent to 

cut wood in the snow wearing no shoes at all. One enslaved woman “was thus sent out to 

cut wood, until her feet were so frozen and cracked, that she could be tracked by her 

blood.”50 Thompson does not explain if the absence of shoes in these moments was due 

to the enslaved never receiving such provisions or if these women and men were 

instructed not to wear shoes they had. Given how valuable this form of chattel was, the 

disregard of this slaveholder appears to have been rooted in a desire to punish the 

enslaved or perhaps to render them docile. 

It is also worth noting that such experiences were not unique to those enslaved in 

Maryland. Slaves across the antebellum South would have recognized much in these 

accounts from their counterparts in the Upper South. The following assembly of slave 

testimony is rooted in experiences from North Carolina to Texas, from Missouri to 
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Georgia: “I fell in the hands of some mean people. They worked me on the frozen ground 

barefooted. My feet frostbit”; “My feet never saw a shoe until I was fourteen. I went 

barefoot in ice and snow”; “I ‘member one time de snow wuz a foot deep an I had tuh 

gathuh corn. I wuz barefooted an’ barehanded….Dat night mah feet crack open an’ nex’ 

mahnin’ when I had tuh make de fires I lef’ a track o’ blood across de’ flo’”; “My mother 

plowed in the fields, and hauled wood in de snow. We had no shoes and made tracks of 

blood in de snow”; “[Went] barefoot summer and winter till the feets crack open”; 

“Somewhere on the road it went to snowin’ and massa wouldn’t let us wrap anything 

round our feet. We had to sleep on the ground, too, in all that snow”; “I have seen some 

marsters make their slaves walk in snow knee deep, barefooted. Their heels would be 

cracked open jus’ like corn bread.”51 

These examples speak to the ways in which the absence of shoes affords insight 

into the vulnerability of the enslaved to the cold, enslaved people’s cracked and bleeding 

feet as an index of this vulnerability, and into the deliberate actions of slaveholders that 

often magnified said vulnerability. At the core of slaveholders mobilizing already 

dangerous wintry environments against the enslaved lies steely logic. By enlisting the aid 

of sub-freezing temperatures, biting wind chills, as well as snow, ice, and frozen or 

freezing earth, slaveholders effectively displaced the direct enactment of violence onto 

the hostile environment and exerted far less energy in doing so than would be required, 

for instance, in meting out a hundred lashes. Such acts and their motivating rationale 
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urges a reconsideration and expansion of the spectrum of violence enslaved people 

encountered across the U.S.  

As material text, the body of the enslaved continues to bear witness to widely 

recognized and unrecognized modes of harming deployed by slaveholders. That said, 

while enslaved people’s feet testify both to the threat posed by the cold and the acts of 

slaveholders channeling the afflicting force of the cold against them, these same cracked 

and bleeding feet also object to one-dimensional readings that singularly highlight the 

pain, precarity, and vulnerability that came with being enslaved. These feet attest as much 

to the antagonistic elements of frigid weather as they do to the various ways slaves relied 

on their environment for protection, survival, and even liberation.  

Object Falling from View (II) – Slaves Relying on their Environmental Knowledge 

to Reckon with the Cold and Slaveholders 

 

 In the face of threatening weather and slaveholders, slaves leaned on ingenuity, 

community, and the world at hand in acts of self-preservation and the preservation of 

loved ones. For example, two formerly enslaved people separately recalled the common 

use of what both referred to as “program shoes” on their respective Maryland plantations. 

These were shoes enslaved women and men modified by stuffing them with discarded 

programs and other unwanted papers.52 Materially, these shoes represent the 

resourcefulness of slaves who looked to the world around them for solutions to a range of 

problems, including inadequate footwear that failed to keep their feet warm and dry 

during the colder portions of the year. While all enslaved people’s shoes were the result 

of a making process, most were not made well, leaving the enslaved to expand Tim 

                                                 
 
52 Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives 8, 62, 76. 
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Ingold’s notion makers as modifiers, as those who intervene in that which has been 

poorly made in an effort to more successfully realize its basic function. As this and other 

similar interventions rested on turning to what was available in the immediate world, the 

enslaved utilizing unwanted paper points to larger tendencies regarding their interactions 

with their environment. 

In addition to repurposing what was undesired for their own objectives, the 

enslaved also kept themselves, in particular their feet, warm by enlisting the aid of 

animals and byproducts directly derived from animals. In several recollections one finds 

enslaved women and men who would wrap their feet in wool rags or fur hides to keep 

them from freezing, who drove pigs away from the bogs in which they were relaxing in 

order to put their feet in the warmed mud, who, upon returning from driving cows from 

the pasture due to sleet and snow, ventured to the pig pens and roused a couple from their 

sleeping spots in order to warm their feet, who would sleep with the dogs on cold nights 

in order to stay warm.53 In an example not involving animal- but plant-based means of 

keeping warm in the winter, an enslaved person recalled two men who escaped together 

and lived in the woods: “In winter they would put cotton seed in the fields to rot for 

fertilizer and lay in it for warmth.”54 Whether shoes were absent or insufficient, enslaved 

individuals utilized that to which they had immediate access and of which they had 

considerable knowledge in order to make up for the lack. This often meant relying on 

nature’s manufactory. 

                                                 
 
53 Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives 16.2, 250, 16.1, 182; Ibid., 5, 73; Ibid., 4.4, 181; Ibid., 2.3, 172. 

 
54 Ibid., 3, 14. 
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Quilt making was a more common means by which communities of the enslaved 

sought to protect themselves during cold nights. As many slave quarters in Maryland and 

beyond were inadequately insulated, enslaved women in particular commonly turned to 

making quilts for the well-being of family and community alike, quilts made of animal- 

and plant-derived fabrics – i.e. wool, cotton, hemp, flax, and other materials that usually 

constituted “recycled cloth.”55 Quilting parties were relatively common across slave 

states during the antebellum period and usually began in the fall as the weather cooled. 

Oftentimes enslaved women – usually after a full day’s labor – would gather at night and 

quilt communally. The quilting parties would cease to occur once everyone who needed 

added protection against the cold had a quilt. The talking, singing, storytelling, and other 

modes of sharing that occurred during these gatherings highlights one way in which a 

sense of community developed within sub-groups of the larger enslaved community.56 

This does not mean, however, that these practices were always equitable, altruistic, and 

that no one ever went without. Modes of exchange including purchase and trade were 

likely manifest in the distribution of these articles, as would have been deliberately 

excluding some in acts of retribution and recompense. 

 In addition to enslaved women and men finding various means of protecting self, 

family, and community in the face of threats posed by the cold, they often utilized the 

                                                 
 
55 Floris Barnett Cash, “Kinship and Quilting: An Examination of an African-American Tradition,” The 

Journal of Negro History 80.1 (1995), 32. 

 
56 Gladys-Marie Fry, Stitched from the Soul: Slave Quilts from the Antebellum South (Chapel Hill: UNC 

Press, 2002); Maude S. Wahlman, Signs and Symbols: African-American Quilts (Atlanta, GA: Tinwood, 

2001); Deborah Gray White, “Female Slaves in the Plantation South,” in Before Freedom Came: African-

American Life in the Antebellum South, eds. Edward D. C. Campbell, Jr. and Kym S. Rice (Charlottesville: 

University of Virginia Press, 1997); Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives 4.3, 187; Ibid., 4.2, 296; Ibid., 4.2, 

132. 
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afflicting force of the wintry environment to their advantage, particularly when it 

afforded opportunities to subvert slaveholder authority. When Josiah Henson was 

learning how to read the process was rather painstaking, thus doing so during winter 

nights was prudent.57 After much trying, his and his teacher’s perseverance “conquered at 

last, and in the course of the winter [he] did really learn to read.”58 Frederick Douglass, 

working as a hired hand with other slaves, instigated “a strong desire to learn how to 

read” in his peers. In order to teach these people, Douglass established his Sabbath school 

in the house of a free man of color who lived in the vicinity. “I kept up my school nearly 

the whole year,” Douglass wrote, “and, beside my Sabbath school, I devoted three 

evenings in the week, during the winter, to teaching the slaves at home.”59 While neither 

Henson nor Douglass directly explains why winter nights were well suited for reading 

lessons, it was likely due to a combination of factors including the enslaved having more 

energy from shorter workdays, the elongated winter night providing more time for this 

practice, and the cold discouraging prolonged surveillance by slaveholders and overseers.  

Taking nothing away from the significance of learning to read, escape was 

perhaps the most pronounced mode of resistance enslaved people enacted. As Figure 3.2 

illustrates, although most slaves in Maryland escaped in the June to September period, a 

substantial number chose to flee bondage from October to March. While escaping slavery 

                                                 
 
57 While Maryland was one of only four states that did not make it illegal to teach slaves to read and write, 

many slaveholders in the state nevertheless considered literate slaves a threat and teaching them to read 

dangerous. 

 
58 Josiah Henson and Samuel Atkins Eliot, The Life of Josiah Henson, Formerly a Slave (Boston: Arthur D. 

Phelps, 1849), http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/henson49/henson49.html. 

 
59 Douglass, Narrative of the Life, 115. 
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during the coldest portions of the year may at first glance appear curious, in more careful 

consideration its compelling rationale emerges.  

 

*This graph was created from the over 12,000 runaway advertisements in the Legacy of Slavery in 

Maryland databases created by the Maryland State Archives.  

 

Note: Although the runaway advertisements include decades prior to the Revolutionary War, the vast 

majority of the ads are from the antebellum period. On average ads for enslaved people were posted within 

2-3 weeks of escape. 

 

 

First, the Christmas holiday was typically the longest break from labor of the year 

and it was not uncommon for the enslaved to travel to other plantations during this 

period, both of which made it difficult to clearly assess if a slave was missing. With 

surveillance often disrupted during the holiday, escaping slaves could get a several-days 

head start before anyone recognized they were gone, which may account in part for the 

higher numbers of runaway advertisements in January (many of which appeared early in 
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the month) compared to December and February. Further, the Christmas holiday typically 

marked when most slaves received their annual shoe provisions; while many enslaved 

people had to dedicate time to softening and stretching the leather of newly provisioned 

shoes, these commonly low-quality articles were at their most durable when first 

received.60 Finally, January was a common period for slaveholders to buy, sell, and hire 

out slaves, which made many enslaved people dread the new year.61 As slaves tended to 

be on alert during this time of year, some, upon learning or even sensing they or a loved 

one was going to be sold far away, would flee the plantation. 

Though important, neither the Christmas holiday nor the threat of sale directly 

speak to how cold weather could positively inform prospects of escape, at least not as 

much as other factors. First, the cold discouraged people from spending prolonged 

periods outdoors. As there tended to be fewer people and potential alarm signalers out in 

frigid temperatures escaping at such times appealed to many. Further, the coldest parts of 

the year increased the likelihood that enslaved people could quickly traverse solidly 

frozen waterways and thus cover ground rapidly, that is if considerable snow had not 

fallen. While more evidence exists of the enslaved crossing the Ohio River when it froze, 

given the extensive tributary system of the Chesapeake watershed and how often the 

enslaved would have to wade or swim through water to make it from Maryland to 

                                                 
 
60 Shauna Bigham and Robert E. May, “The Time O’ All Times? Masters, Slaves, and Christmas in the Old 

South,” Journal of the Early Republic 18.2 (1998), 271, 273. 

 
61 Rev. Silas Jackson, formerly enslaved in Maryland, recounted how “[o]n New Year’s day we all were 

scared, that was the time for selling, buying, and trading slaves. We did not know who was to go or come.” 

Another person once enslaved in Maryland recalled, “[o]n New Year’s Day everybody was scared as that 

was the day that slaves were taken away or brought to the farm.” Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives 8, 33, 

40. 
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Pennsylvania via the land, I suspect this contributed to why slaves risked life and limb 

during winter escapes.62  

According to one contemporaneous with her, Harriet Tubman preferred venturing 

into Maryland to retrieve slaves during the winter – particularly during the Christmas 

holiday – as the nights were longer and as the cold inclined people to stay indoors.63 

Thomas Garrett of Wilmington, Delaware was an anti-slavery Quaker who assisted 

Tubman in several ventures into and out of Maryland. In many instances Garrett’s mode 

of aiding Tubman and those fugitive slaves with her was to provide them with shoes or 

money to buy shoes. In late December 1854, Tubman arrived at Garrett’s place with one 

woman and six men with her. Both Tubman and another “had worn their shoes off their 

feet” and needed another pair, for which Garrett gave them two dollars.64 According to 

the latter, he was “in the habit of furnishing [Tubman], and those who accompanied 

her…with new shoes.”65 In the world of escaping slaves and those who aided them, shoes 

were never mundane, run-of-the mill articles; their importance was recognized by 

Tubman, Garrett, and many others who heard, witnessed, or experienced what the cold 

could do to one’s feet. 

                                                 
 
62 Crossing frozen waterways also meant the enslaved could avoid heavily surveilled points such as bridges 

and boat docks. Instead of arriving at such places and lying in wait for the right time to cross, enslaved 

people could find any number of points to cross a frozen river and so in such a way where little time would 

be lost and when it was highly unlikely that they would be seen. 

 
63 This individual noted that “[Tubman] always came in the winter, when the nights are long and dark, and 

the people who have homes stay in them.” Commonwealth, July 17, 1863; “Moses,” Freedmen’s Record, 

March 1865. 

 
64 Jean McMahon Humez, Harriet Tubman: The Life and the Life Stories (Madison, Wisconsin: University 

of Wisconsin Press, 2003), 288. 

 
65 James A. McGowan, Station Master on the Underground Railroad: The Life and Letters of Thomas 

Garrett (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2005), 192. 
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While winter escapes were in some ways desirable, the enslaved weighed 

whatever positive benefits there were against dangers beyond those posed by slave 

catchers, patrollers, and their dogs. In one account from a man who escaped into the cold, 

he noted there were “many others” on his Maryland plantation who were willing to flee 

but decided against it being “afraid of getting frost bitten.”66 Elizabeth Williams 

successfully escaped from a plantation in Baltimore County with her brother during the 

winter. However, “[f]our days and nights out in the bitter cold weather without the 

chance of a fire left them prey to the frost, which made sad havoc with their feet 

especially.” Although her escape was successful, Elizabeth lost all of her toes as a result 

and for seven months was unable to walk.67 A group of slaves fleeing from another 

Maryland plantation also found themselves subject to severe cold during their trek. The 

weather became such a threat that “the young men, one cold night, when they were 

compelled to take rest in the woods and snow, in vain strove to keep the feet of their 

female companions from freezing by lying on them,” but this was to no avail. “[T]he 

frost was merciless and bit them severely.”68 

The cold did not direct its mercilessness towards certain individuals or particular 

groups; it posed a level of threat to everyone. Enslaved women and men who chose to 

escape during the coldest parts of the year often did so making an implicit wager – that 

they could endure the hostility of the climatic environment longer than those who had 

interest in their re-enslavement (i.e., slaveholders, overseers, patrollers, and other unallied 

                                                 
 
66 William Still, The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narrative, Letters, &C. 

(Philadelphia: Porter and Coates, 1872), http://www.gutenberg.org/files/15263/15263-h/15263-h.htm. 

 
67 Ibid. 

 
68 Ibid.  
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individuals). As it was common for slaves who escaped into the cold to suffer from 

exposure, many nevertheless recognized that the same cold weather that posed a threat to 

their bodies likewise discouraged outdoor traffic in ways beneficial to them. In this way, 

these enslaved women and men took the democratically afflicting force of frigid weather 

and bent it to their advantage. Thus, while the cracked and frostbitten feet of the enslaved 

speak to how slaveholders maliciously and negligently exacerbated the vulnerabilities of 

the former to the cold, these same cracked and frostbitten feet also speak to the extent to 

which some slaves were willing to withstand harshly cold weather in order to be free(r). 

Object in Absence – The Problem and Promise of Cold Weather 

Enslaved people’s relationship to Maryland’s comparatively colder climate was 

the focus of this chapter. In this analysis, I discussed the production of enslaved people’s 

shoes and the means by which they materialized the etymological relationship between 

chattel, cattle, and capital, which at the very least gestures towards the larger conversion 

principle that characterized the emerging capitalisms of racial slavery in the U.S. From 

here I provided an analysis of the ecological relations slave shoes disclosed when they 

were inadequate or absent and it was cold outdoors. In this light I read the cracked, 

scarred, and frostbitten feet of enslaved people as an index of their vulnerability to the 

cold. I also examined the ways slaveholders took advantage of this vulnerability and the 

ways in which the enslaved embraced the cold in liberatory acts despite their 

vulnerability. 

The implications of this analysis point to its larger significance. As slaves and 

slaveholders found different ways of mobilizing cold weather for their respective 

purposes, these acts ultimately reveal principles of how each – outside the lens of cold 
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weather – generally interacted with their environment. While slaveholders tapped 

environmental forces in order to advance particular goals, they did so uncommonly and in 

limited ways being that the primary arena of power from which they drew was built on 

laws, (emerging) tradition, and imperial logics. This power was most frequently 

actualized in acts of physical, psychological, and emotional violence, as well as violence 

that combined these such as sexual violence, acts that for their immediacy and potential 

diversity became the chief expression of slaveholders’ power.  

Because such spheres of power were largely (but not absolutely) inaccessible to 

the enslaved, the latter were more likely to embrace acts wherein they leveraged forces 

exerted by environmental phenomena, including cold weather, in efforts to assert their 

wills. As I will demonstrate more acutely in the next chapter, the enslaved relied heavily 

on their abilities to direct environmental forces originating beyond human institutions 

towards specific ends and this emerged as the principal arena of power from which they 

drew. That said, this power struggle with slaveholders certainly did not consume every 

waking moment of the enslaved; there was much of life that though circumscribed by 

their enslavement was lived by the enslaved beyond this struggle. Such living manifested 

itself in spite of both slaveholders and potentially antagonistic or empowering 

environmental phenomena such as frigidly cold weather. 

Betty Hodge of Hazen, Arkansas knew a fellow slave by the name of Billy Hill 

and he would often visit her family on the plantation where they lived. She told the 

following story of this man:  

He was the hostler [a horse keeper] for his old master. The colored folks was 

having a jubilee. He wanted to go. He stole one of the carriage horses out – and 

rode it. It started snowing. He said he went out to see bout the horse and it seemed 

be doin’ all right. After a while here come somebody and told him that horse he 
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rode was dead. He didn’t believe it, but went out there and it was sho dead. He 

said he took that horse by the tail and started runnin’ up the road. They drug that 

horse home and put him in the stable where he belong at. It was snowing so hard 

and fast they couldn’t see their hands ‘fo em he said. It snowed so much it covered 

up where they drug the horse and their tracks. He said the snow saved his life.69 

 

While much could be said of the snow saving this enslaved man’s life, the other striking 

element in this story is the wintry jubilee attended by slaves and perhaps others. Whether 

a corn shucking, quilting party, holiday dance, or a smaller Saturday night frolic, such 

gatherings tended to last into the early hours of the morning, food and liquor were often 

enjoyed with the music and dancing, and enslaved people from nearby plantations were 

frequently present. These affairs were common in the colder months, due most likely to 

fewer labor requirements as well as shorter periods of daylight and correspondingly 

longer nights.70  

 Far more poignant than having an occasion to dance, however, was that the 

enslaved had reason to dance; whether out of hopefulness or hopelessness, grief or 

jubilee, romance or loneliness, an urge to remember, an urge to forget, enslaved people in 

Maryland and other slave states danced, “danced until daybreak” at times, and many did 

so on cracked and cracking feet. One can imagine what these scenes looked like as they 

unfolded in cold and quiet nights – where the dance took place, the sounds of the fiddles 

and banjos, the food, the drink, the presence of the slaveholder, the absence of the 

slaveholder, the space so much warmed by bodies in motion, the sweat, the dimming 

light from the dying fire. And the people, laughing and dancing and playing, moving 

                                                 
 
69 Writers’ Project, Slave Narratives 2.3, 282. 

 
70 Ibid., 4.2, 348; Ibid., 4.3, 63; Ibid., 11.2, 233; Ibid., 11.1, 201. D. Wiggins, “Good Times on the Old 
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History 4.3 (1977), 269-270. 



 

 103 

strong bodies and sore feet, celebrating deft moves and, at one point late into the night, 

watching as those two who always steal the show find each other. They dance in a style 

as strange as their awkward gaits but not so strange that those who know nothing of them 

can pinpoint how, or better, why they move as they do. Every time these two dance, there 

is always a few among those who know them well who wonder, to themselves, if the frost 

had bitten their own infant feet and caused their toes to fall away, and if they had lived 

unable to remember a time when their feet looked like everyone else’s, if they too could 

quiet the frolic, commanding the attention of those who otherwise pitied them. 
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Chapter 4 – “[D]eeper into the black”: Parsing a Politics of the Dark 

 

 When Harry Middleton Hyatt traveled throughout Maryland interviewing black 

Americans about their knowledge of “witchcraft and allied magic practice,” he 

encountered a formerly enslaved man named George who was willing to speak with him.1 

In a hotel not far from where the events to be described took place, George recounted an 

experience in which he found himself subject to the workings of what Hyatt variously 

termed witchcraft, hoodoo, conjuration, or rootwork. Detecting that someone was at work 

on him, George sought the services of a local conjure woman known throughout the 

southern Eastern Shore.2 Upon George asking “Miss Zippy” to tell his fortune, she agreed 

and proceeded to go over her cards as he silently watched. ‘“George,’ he recalled her 

saying, ‘there’s a big dark woman…that don’t like your mother an’ don’t like your father 

– an’ she poisoned your dog,’” which he confirmed to Hyatt. “‘Well…it’s workin’ on 

you,’” she determined.3 His suspicion confirmed, George asked Zippy Tull if she could 

help him, which she agreed to if he followed her instructions.4 

                                                 
 
1 Harry Middleton Hyatt, Hoodoo, Conjuration, Witchcraft, Rootwork: Beliefs Accepted by Many Negroes 

and White Persons, These being Orally Recorded among Blacks and Whites, vol. 1 (Hannibal, MO: 

Western Publishing, 1970), i. Harry Middleton Hyatt was a white Episcopalian priest and a folklorist. 

Having particular interests in the folk beliefs of black Americans, Hyatt traveled from Maryland to 

Louisiana, Tennessee to Florida interviewing upwards of 1500 people (all but one of whom were African-

American) and compiling the subsequent narratives, spells, and other shared content into the five volumes 

making up Hoodoo, Conjuration, Witchcraft, Rootwork. 

 
2 Hyatt, Hoodoo, 6. 

 
3 The “it’s” George attributed to Zippy Tull is certainly ambiguous as it could refer to the “poison” already 

noted (which was often associated with a range of conjuring practices) or some other, unmentioned 

conjure-related element. Whether this is George’s ambiguity or Zippy Tull’s is unclear; however, what 

needed to be conveyed to George in this moment was successfully accomplished and contributed to the 

series of events that unfolded. 

 
4 Hyatt, Hoodoo, 923-4. 
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 After his interviewee glossed over his subsequent actions, Hyatt interjected and 

asked him what the conjure woman told him to do to which George explained he was not 

supposed to share (though this was many decades later and well after Zippy Tull had 

died). George proceeded to detail the effects of his unmentioned acts, how in a few days 

the “dark woman” appeared at the door of his mother’s house in a fit of sorts, all but 

confessing her deeds. As George explained to Hyatt, Zippy Tull had turned the woman’s 

spell against her and she was dying. “An’ whut I done,” George began before pausing, “– 

as that stuff wasted away, she wasted away; when that stuff wus all gone, she went.”5 

After another brief exchange, Hyatt again inquired into what exactly Zippy Tull 

instructed him to do and George, after hesitating, acquiesced: 

She tole me to git some new needles, pins, an’ some of my own water [urine] – 

an’ I fergit now the other t’ings I take, been so long. I fergit the other odd t’ings 

that she tole me aboat, but some five or six diff’rent. But I know these new 

needles an’ these new pins, an’ I think some shot; put it all into a bottle, an’ some 

of my own water into the bottle, an’ dug a hole in de fahplace [fireplace] – taken 

up a brick an’ dug a hole in de fahplace in my home. An’ I buried this bottle, put 

it [upside-]down….6 

 

According to George, Zippy Tull explained to him that when the bottle “‘leaks 

out…she’ll die…she’ll waste away dat way same as dat bottle.’”7 Having provided what 

he apparently considered a then complete accounting of his experience, George stopped. 

Believing the latter had left out what was perhaps the most crucial bit of the narrative, 

Hyatt asked: “Did she die?” Although he expressed that the woman had “pined away,” 

                                                 
 
5 Hyatt, Hoodoo, 925. 

 
6 Ibid. In Hyatt’s travels across the southern U.S. he encountered many accents among the black Americans 

he interviewed. He sought to account for these differences and nuances in the transcriptions of his 

interviews and I have chosen to retain his representations of the speech he heard.   

 
7 Hyatt, Hoodoo, 925. 
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that she had “wasted away,” that “she went,” and though he relented and clarified 

precisely what Zippy Tull instructed him to do and what she said the effect would be, 

George nonetheless answered his question – a question, perhaps, someone more inclined 

to believe in the powers wielded by black conjure women and their proxies would not 

have asked. 

 Whatever her powers and abilities were, they afforded Aunt Zippy Tull – as she 

was known by black and white people across Somerset, Wicomico, Dorchester, and 

Worcester counties – a strong reputation as a conjure woman of high order. In fact, the 

account offered above was the first of several Hyatt heard from different interviewees 

regarding this woman. These recollections describe Zippy Tull working, unworking, and 

reworking conjurations for a range of individuals including: a white woman who “had 

practically gone crazy and lost her mind” after a spell was put on her by a counterpart 

seeking her fiancés affections; an older black woman who was threatened with and then 

subject to the malevolent workings of an associate, which resulted in the former being 

unable to walk, unable to keep food down, and “barkin’ an’ howlin’ like a dog; as well as 

“an old Indian” seeking information and, subsequently, vengeance after his wife “left 

him” for another man.8  

Though Zippy Tull helped many people in the counties on the southern Eastern 

Shore of Maryland, by virtue of doing so she also disarmed as well as harmed many. 

Thus, a white woman from Wicomico County recorded in her journal that “Zippy Tull 

was feared by everyone” and that stories of her casting spells on people and bewitching 

them circulated in and beyond the community in which she grew up in Maryland.9 

                                                 
 
8 Hyatt, Hoodoo, 5-6, 925-8. 
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Strikingly, Zippy Tull’s legacy continues to be recognized in the present. On a website 

devoted to the paranormal in Maryland, Zippy Tull (Worcester County, Maryland) is 

dubbed “the witch” and described as one “feared in life and moreso in death.”10 

Introducing the Object – Charms, Caches, and Spirit Bundles as Points of 

Orientation 

 

 While much will be said of conjure women and men who practiced hoodoo in 

antebellum Maryland, returning to the account above, the “odd t’ings” Zippy Tull 

directed George to assemble, place in a bottle, and bury upside-down provide a useful 

starting point towards conceptualizing the material ecology of charms. In the first section 

of what follows I articulate how and the extent to which charms, spirit bundles, conjure-

related caches, and similar formations afford insights into enslaved people’s relation to 

their environment, particularly as it concerned otherworldly (i.e., dark) phenomena. In the 

subsequent section, I transition to a discussion of Judeo-Christian spirituality vis à vis the 

conjuring arts and posit a relationship between these in which a range of affinite-tensions 

disclose further, more nuanced dimensions to enslaved people’s relationship to their 

“spiritually-enlivened” surroundings.11 In the final portion of my analysis I carry insights 

from the previous sections with me to briefly comment on slaves and the nighttime 

environment as well as the problem and power of hauntings in their world. Across the 

broader analysis of this chapter I parse a politics of the dark and argue that the varying 

forms of environmental darkness enslaved women and men encountered – from the 

                                                 
9 Etha Parsons Yohe, “A Witch and Some Old Remedies,” The Journal of Etha Parsons Yohe (Alwyn 

Wootten, 1997). http://astral.tripod.com/yohe.html. 

 
10 “Summary: 50 Hot Haunts in Maryland” (2011) http://eastghost.com/Files/egq/EastGhost-20110730.pdf. 

 
11 Sharla M. Fett, Working Cures: Healing, Health, and Power on Southern Slave Plantations (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2002),199. 
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spiritual to the diurnal, all of which stood apart from but never beyond the horizon of 

racialized darkness – yielded experiences that ranged, across these constructions, from 

those predicated on embrace to those on denial. Within these expanded and at times 

overlapping arenas of environment emerge a manifold conception of darkness as well as, 

more importantly, a view of the heterogeneity of experience in the enslaved community 

not established on axes of identity. 

Although scholars continue to complicate and refine notions of “the environment” 

– increasingly disentangling it from conflations with nature, another term undergoing 

consequential reconfigurations – contemporary understandings persist in demonstrating 

how difficult it remains to capture our world in ideas, much less in language. In recent 

expressions of what constitutes the environment, scholars have described a hybrid 

formation yielded by fusions of natural and cultural forces.12 While such advances matter 

– particularly in the commitment to interdependent constructions of (a more nuanced) 

nature and culture – these revisions fall short of describing the environment inhabited by 

enslaved diasporan peoples in the U.S. and elsewhere.  

In the world of slaves throughout the western hemisphere, the environment as 

they encountered it stood as an aggregation of natural, cultural, and supernatural 

phenomena. Though many would be reluctant to integrate the latter in contemporary 

notions of the environment as we see it, the important point here is that however we 

continue to retool and reshape our understandings, we must be careful in reading our 

                                                 
 
12 Parsons and Strang discuss some contemporary dimensions of the environment in relation to early 

American history. Christopher M. Parsons and Cameron B. Strang, “Old Roots, New Shoots: Early 

American Environmental History,” Early American Studies. 13.2 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 2015), 279-84. For a more detailed account of the recent cultural turn in environmental history and 

hybridity’s place in the field, see Paul S. Sutter, “The World with Us: The State of American 

Environmental History,” The Journal of American History 100.1 (2013): 94-119. 
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evolving conceptions backwards historically. In other words, though we might 

accomplish much moving toward conceptions of enslaved people’s environment that 

attends to the cultural along with the natural, space must still be carved out for 

contemporary notions of their environmental world being refined in directions that 

diverge from courses in which we take understandings of “our” present environment. 

Only some of our conceptual innovations fit bygone times.13 

However scholars go about navigating present and historical conceptions of 

environment, that which slaves encountered on a daily basis was shaped as much by 

spiritual forces as physical, the physical emanating from natural and cultural sources. 

Given the extent to which the enslaved utilized charms to tap spiritual forces and this 

coupled with the organic and inorganic, natural and people-made objects that became 

charms, the latter materially reference and thereby represent the natural, cultural, and 

supernatural dimensions of enslaved people’s world, particularly when part of a larger 

assemblage termed spirit bundle or cache. Thus, in reading the deployments of charms, 

caches, and the related materialities used by black conjurers, elements of enslaved 

people’s relation to their environment emerge that invariably remain obscured if that 

environment is only understood as the product of entwined natural and cultural 

phenomena. 

 

 

 

                                                 
 
13 Although I use “we” liberally in my juxtaposition of enslaved people’s environment with “our” own, this 

grouping suggests that those of us living in the present inhabit a single coterminous environment, which 

certainly is not the case. Thus, even in our contemporary constructions of what the environment is, it seems 

appropriate to render it as a multiform entity capacious and flexible enough to withstand diverging – if not 

competing – conceptions, e.g. conceptions that would leave little to no space for the spiritual and those that 

would prioritize the spiritual over the natural or cultural. 
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Contextualizing the Object – A Brief History of Practice in African-American 

Conjuring 

 

While the conjuring traditions some slaves practiced and many more respected 

were informed by indigenous and European cultures in the Americas, the origins of this 

tradition were deeply rooted in Africa, specifically sub-Saharan west Africa and western-

central Africa. When enslaved people from sub-Saharan Africa arrived in the Americas 

as slaves, the alienation from family, community, village, civilization, tribe, clan, and 

culture did not carry with it a temporal equivalent; though home was now far removed 

spatially, these African women and men were often only months removed from life as 

they knew it. Their forced migration to the Americas did not precipitate amnesia 

concerning the values, ideals, and convictions developed across generations of a people’s 

existence and over the years of a person’s life. That said, the new and strange and hard-

to-believe circumstance in which these peoples found themselves compelled important 

adaptations of the parts of home housed in them.14 

According to Albert Raboteau, “One of the most durable and adaptable 

constituents of the slave’s culture, linking African past with American present” was their 

religion, i.e. the religions of the Fon, Yoruba, Ewe, Mande, Kongo, and more. He 

continues, “It is important to realize, however, that in the Americas the religions of 

Africa have not been merely preserved as static ‘Africanisms’ or as archaic ‘retentions.’ 

The fact is that they have continued to develop as living traditions putting down new 

                                                 
 
14 Jeffrey E. Anderson, Conjure in African American Society (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 

Press, 2007), 25, 49; Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum 

South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 4, 92; Yvonne Patricia Chireau, Black Magic: Religion 

and the African American Conjuring Tradition (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 2003), 36-7, 

41; Carolyn Morrow Long, Spiritual Merchants: Religion, Magic, and Commerce (Knoxville, TN: 

University of Tennessee Press, 2001), 3; Robert Voeks, “African Medicine and Magic in the Americas,” 

Geographical Review 83.1 (1993): 67-76. 
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roots in new soil.”15 Contributing important nuance to the debate regarding the presence 

of African survivals among African-Americans, Raboteau and others, many of whom 

draw on him, frame the religious moorings of newly arrived Africans in the Americas as 

persisting and circulating in their new cultural environments but not without being 

influenced and reshaped by indigenous, European, and other African beliefs. 

Here an important question emerges: what accounted for the durability of African 

religions in the Americas? In response to this query, attention must be directed to the 

experiences of Africans on either side of the Atlantic. Despite there being a wide range of 

ethnic groups represented among enslaved Africans forced to the Americas and although 

religious beliefs varied considerably across and even within these groups, there were 

some broad similarities between groups that proved important to the durability of certain 

African belief systems.  

Among the most fundamental beliefs shared by many sub-Saharan African 

peoples concerned a spirit world that played an active role in the physical world. Many 

African peoples subscribed to a hierarchy of deities in this spiritual world that had at the 

top “a High God, or Supreme Creator of the world and everything in it.”16 Though the 

latter was often viewed as removed from the affairs of man, lesser deities and ancestral 

spirits wielded spiritual power that people on this side – with the right abilities and gifts – 

could channel and direct on their or others’ behalf. Further, many believed that the 

spiritual world manifested itself “within organic and inorganic objects, in the elements of 

                                                 
 
15 Raboteau, Slave Religion, 4. 

 
16 Ibid., 8. 
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nature, and in the bodies of all animate beings.”17 Such manifestations were also tied to 

conceptions of humans across many African religious cultures as consisting of both 

“physical and nonphysical portions.”18 These cosmological congruencies ultimately 

provided for “similar modes of perception, shared basic principles, and common patterns 

of ritual” in enough African slaves that common ground often existed despite the myriad 

belief systems to which they subscribed.19 This ground facilitated further cultivation of 

shared religious convictions among the enslaved, particularly in relation to fundamental 

understandings of the spiritual world. 

The durability of African cosmologies in the Americas was effected primarily by 

the flexibility that characterized them. With some of the more specific elements of 

different faith systems among enslaved Africans eventually disappearing over 

generations, what proved most persistent were broader cosmological conceptions of the 

supernatural, including those that had valences with or corollaries in indigenous and 

European religious systems. Fundamentally, the fact that the vast majority of the African, 

indigenous, and European peoples who variously found themselves in the Americas 

subscribed to beliefs in the supernatural in many ways ensured the lifespan of African 

cosmologies, despite mixing with and being reshaped by other cosmologies.20 Moreover, 

that Europeans and indigenous peoples also contained within their ranks women and men 

                                                 
 
17 Chireau, Black Magic, 38. 
 
18 Anderson, Conjure, 43. 

 
19 Raboteau, Slave Religion, 7. 

 
20 Anderson, Conjure, 51, 57, 62, 64, 71-4; Carolyn Morrow Long, Spiritual Merchants, 13; Chireau, Black 

Magic, 43-5; Katrina Hazzard-Donald, Mojo Workin’: The Old African American Hoodoo System (Urbana, 

IL: University of Illinois Press, 2012), 7. 
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– however they were regarded – who communed with otherworldly spirits, cast spells, 

performed magic, trafficked in ritual, and told fortunes contributed to the specific 

endurance of the conjuring arts among the enslaved in the Americas and certainly in the 

U.S.21 

While scholars have identified several African groups whose cosmologies have 

heavily informed conjure culture in the U.S., that of the Kongo in west-central Africa 

provides a helpful example.22 Having their most considerable impact along the Atlantic 

coast from Maryland to Georgia, Kongolese spiritual beliefs recognized a range of 

spiritual beings including one that was supreme, several types in the class of ancestors, 

those that “occupied specific territories, localities, villages, and even physical objects 

such as bridges, bends in roads, and rivers,” a class of malevolent spirits who were 

previously witches in the land of the living, as well as a final group called minkisi, which 

inhabited charms made by priests and other practitioners.23  

According to Theophus Smith, “minkisi…are containers within which are placed 

materia medica that, in combination with the living entity or spirit of the charm, create its 

phenomenal power.”24 A Kongolese nkisi (singular) usually contained what Robert Farris 

                                                 
 
21 Anderson, Conjure, 52-6, 60-1, 78. 

 
22 On the spelling of “Kongo” and its geographic span Robert Farris Thompson writes: Spelling Kongo 

with a K instead of a C, Africanists distinguish Kongo civilization and the Bakongo people from the 

colonial entity called the Belgian Congo (now Zaire) and the present-day People’s Republic of Congo-

Brazzaville, both of which include numerous non-Kongo peoples. Traditional Kongo civilization 

encompasses modern Bas-Zaire and neighboring territories in modern Cabinda, Congo-Brazzaville, Gabon, 

and northern Angola. Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and 

Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1983), 103. 

 
23 Anderson, Conjure, 26-30. 

 
24 Theophus H. Smith, Conjuring Culture: Biblical Formations of Black America (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1994), 40. For a detailed description of the role of minkisi in BaKongo or Kongolese 

religious practices see Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit, 117-131. 
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Thompson refers to as a “spirit-embodying” portion, which could be made of leaves, 

cloth, shells, wood or any kind of packet or bag, as well as “spirit-directing” elements 

that could include items derived from mineral, botanical, and/or animal sources.25 Those 

seeking the protection an nkisi provided would typically wear it on the body, hang it in a 

house, bury it in a yard, or place it in a garden depending on the specific protections 

sought.26 Jeffrey Anderson considers the protection minkisi provided the benevolent side 

of matters and situates the malevolent dimension as the practices of witches and others 

having ill-intentions. Importantly, Anderson outlines this dual potential of these charms 

as he gestures towards relations between Kongolese and black American practices: 

A common means by which witches harmed their victims was stealing their souls 

and imprisoning them inside a bottle. Similar practices persisted in conjure. 

Stopping bowels by sealing someone’s excrement in a tree was an American 

derivation of such Kongo witchcraft. Another was the practice of placing 

materials representing particular people, such as names or fingernails, in bottles or 

packets that were then thrown in running water, buried in graves, turned upside 

down, or similarly manipulated in order to cause death.27 

 

Anderson is one of several scholars who have accounted for Kongolese spiritual beliefs 

and practices prior to the forced migrations of many thousands of Kongolese people to 

the Americas. Minkisi stand as one of two significant influences on African-American 

conjuring arts with origins in the Kongo. 

 In the places where Kongolese slaves were brought in the greatest numbers – 

including Cuba, Haiti, St. Vincent, Brazil, and the U.S. – scholars have identified related 

signs and markers that continued to appear well after the first forced arrivals. Of them the 

                                                 
 
25 Thompson, Flash of the Spirit, 117-118. 

 
26 Long, Spiritual Merchants, 7. 

 
27 Anderson, Conjure, 39. 
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Kongolese cosmogram is perhaps the most prominent, if not pervasive. Drawn as a cross 

sometimes within a circle, this cosmogram was sacred and central to Kongo beliefs. 

Representing the four positions of the sun (i.e., dawn, noon, sunset, and midnight), this 

sign – what Robert Farris Thompson describes as “the master icon of [the Kongolese] 

religious and philosophic world” – symbolized the movement of people through four 

stages of life and death.28 Carolyn Morrow Long explains matters with more detail: 

The right-hand arm of the cross represented dawn – the birth of the individual. 

The summit connoted noon – the peak of that person’s strength on earth. The left-

hand arm was evening – physical death. The bottom [arm] symbolized midnight – 

the power of the dead. The spirit was believed to make this journey in an 

everlasting cycle. The intersection of the two crossed lines symbolized the point 

of concentrated power where the realm of the living intersects with the realm of 

spirits.29 

 

Long goes on to note that the Kongolese cosmogram was incorporated into some minkisi 

and was at times drawn on the ground where one stood to swear an oath. This symbolic 

sign as well as the minkisi of those from the Kongo had a marked impact on conjuring 

traditions among African-Americans, both enslaved and free. 

Conjure-based rituals and customs in the world of African-American slaves have 

been variously termed rootwork, spirit work, black magic, witchcraft, and, most 

commonly, hoodoo.30 The latter gave name to the conjuring arts, which I define as an 

asymmetric system of African-American folk beliefs and practices in the upper and lower 

South that emphasized herbalism, healing, divination, and spirit-channeling in efforts of 

helping and harming specific people. Hoodoo practitioners, or conjurers, or conjure 

                                                 
 
28 Thompson, Flash of the Spirit, xvi, 108-111. 

 
29 Long, Spiritual Merchants, 8. 

 
30 Hazzard-Donald, Mojo Workin’, 4, 9; Fett, Working Cures, 85. 
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doctors, or conjure women and men most frequently attended to the spiritual side of 

illness, particularly when (white) medical workers including doctors were of no help.31 

As such individuals “possessed the power to manipulate the web of social and spiritual 

forces underlying affliction,” they were also diviners, fortune-tellers, charm-makers, and 

“witch hunters,” those who aided in identifying and overcoming spells casted by 

witches.32 

For example, someone who was “fixed,” “tricked,” “afflicted,” or otherwise felt a 

spell had been cast on them would seek the help of a conjure woman or man having basic 

expectations of this person who was typically compensated with money, goods, or 

services. Such expectations usually included being told who placed the hoodoo spell on 

them, whether the conjurer felt they had the ability to overcome the spell, and if the spell 

could be turned back against the one who casted it.33 Those women and men, regardless 

of whether they were enslaved or free, who were sought out the most, were those who 

others in their community and beyond deemed most powerful. Undoubtedly, the 

reputations of these “supernatural practitioners” rested in part on how powerfully their 

charms were said to work in the everyday lives of slaves and others.34 

                                                 
 
31 Many times such names were region- and even state-specific. For example, Jeffrey Anderson notes that 

black Americans in Maryland commonly referred to conjurers as high men or women. Thus, from Harry 

Middleton Hyatt’s travels in Maryland, he came to know both Zippy Tull and another man named George 

Jackson as “former celebrities of the high-man or witchcraft world of the Eastern Shore.” Anderson, 

Conjure, 28. Hyatt, Hoodoo, 923. 

 
32 Chireau, Black Magic, 50; Fett, Working Cures, 85, 95, 100-1; Smith, Conjuring Culture, 43; Anderson, 

Conjure, 42; Herbert C. Covey, African American Slave Medicine: Herbal and Non-Herbal Treatments 

(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2007), 56. 

 
33 Fett, Working Cures, 94-5, 100-1. 

 
34 Chireau, Black Magic, 113. 
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Conjure-related charms and caches considered in relation to their many African 

antecedents (including as well as beyond those of the Kongolese) may be the most 

enduring African survivals in the U.S., due in part to their essential materiality and their 

continued use in contemporary hoodoo practices. These charms consisted of a range of 

biotic and abiotic elements (including people-made items) such as: gravel, dirt from a 

person’s footprint, gravesite soil, rabbit’s feet, animal bones, roots, powders, herbs, 

bottles, pins, cloth, beads, minerals, animal hair and fur, clay, glass, figurines, buttons, 

cord, as well as human hair, nail clippings, and effluvia such as urine or excrement. In 

many instances, several of these items would be combined together – depending on a 

practitioner’s ultimate objective – in a conjure bundle or packet that, according to Sharla 

Fett, “was more than the sum of its parts.” She writes, “A conjure packet was a 

‘bricolage,’ a stunning array of mutually referential materials combined to embody and 

direct spiritual force.”35 The power of such packets was activated by incantation, spell, or 

ritual by the spirit worker, the rootworker, the high man, the conjure woman. 

In short, hoodoo and the conjuring traditions it encompassed afforded enslaved 

people the protection or healing needed to mitigate a variety of ills in their daily lives, 

ranging from slaveholder violence to conflict with other slaves. On this Yvonne Chireau 

writes: 

Conjure enabled African Americans to gain power in order to address their 

particular circumstances and effect immediate transformations in an individual’s 

world. For slaves, these traditions provided sources of knowledge that were 

unavailable to slave masters and offered confidence to those who found 

themselves in adverse and unpredictable circumstances.36 

 

                                                 
 
35 Fett, Working Cures, 104. 

 
36 Chireau, Black Magic, 56. 
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This power conjure afforded to practitioners and their patrons, power to which 

slaveholders had little to no access, rested fundamentally on the extent to which the life-

shaping forces in the spiritual environment could be intervened in and (re)directed by 

conjurers. These were the men and women in the world of slaves who “bridged the 

physical realm and the invisible” and who in many ways constructed such bridges out of 

as well as directed traffic on them with charms. Once “energized by the activation of their 

internal components,” these seemingly and certainly quotidian materials became 

enhanced and thus deeply valued.37  As such, charms were often worn under clothes, 

carried in pockets, or buried indoors or outdoors, all of which “signaled a hidden material 

culture of conjuration” that archaeologists and others have only begun to excavate.38 

Charms as used by the enslaved in antebellum Maryland stand as the 

materialization of ecological relations in two ways. First, charms have their very basis in 

the everyday world of enslaved women and men. Whether plant-related elements such as 

leaves, roots, sticks, and seeds or animal-related items such as fur, bones, skin, and feet 

or inorganic elements such as rocks, dirt, metals, and crystals or people-made elements 

such as beads, cloth, coins, and pins or people-derived elements such as nails, hair, urine, 

and saliva, to have trafficked in the making of charms and conjure packs was to traffic in 

the world of the ordinary, often with the aim of effecting extraordinary outcomes.39 

                                                 
 
37 Chireau, Black Magic, 8, 37. 

 
38 Fett, Working Cures, 97. 

 
39 Such outcomes became extraordinary because most enslaved women and men were not authorities on 

what I term the socio-spiritual or socio-supernatural, which refers to the common duality manifest in the 

conjuring arts where social conflict or antagonism was mediated by spiritual means. When the enslaved 

found themselves subject to a spell cast on them, this was something most individuals including traditional 

doctors were unable to correct. Of all the environmental knowledge the enslaved developed by virtue of 

being enslaved and as ones determined to create lives worth living for themselves and loved ones, 
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Having a range of natural and cultural origins, charms always referenced the 

environments from which they came; when organized in a pack or bundle or cache, such 

assemblages materially reconstituted and thereby represented on smaller scale ecological 

worlds created by interactions of natural and cultural phenomena. 

 Housed in the fundamental materiality of charms were channels that connected 

the physical to the spiritual. As the use of charms and spirit bundles almost always were 

modes of mediating social conflict by socio-spiritual means, the former materialized 

ecological relations that necessarily included supernatural environments along with the 

natural and cultural. In this way charms materially direct attention to enslaved people’s 

conceptions of their environmental world as full of natural, cultural, and supernatural 

forces that, with the proper knowledge, could be tapped and directed in strategic ways. 

Fortunately, the archaeological record contains artifacts widely held to be charms and 

conjure packs relied on by slaves as well as their descendants. These artifacts provide a 

material glimpse into the ecological world of the enslaved, a world these objects continue 

to reference today, a world full of spirits and spiritual forces. 

Unearthing the Object – Conjuring Artifacts in Situ and At the Fore 

 In each of the following three sites where archaeologists have excavated 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century conjure artifacts, the latter were buried by unknown 

persons for unknown reasons. Such was the nature of the conjuring arts that the 

practitioner usually worked secretly, often at night, and would rarely, if ever, disclose 

where they buried such charms or identify themselves as the maker of the charm or 

bundle. As it was for the general public of the time – as well as the slaveholders and their 

                                                 
knowledge of channeling spiritual forces for social purposes was only narrowly distributed in the 

community of slaves. 
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descendants who owned the properties where charms were buried – caches stand as 

assemblages never meant for wide consumption or scholarly attention. In the world of 

conjuring, charms were to be primarily felt and generally hidden, whether that meant 

buried beneath floors or outdoors in the ground or tucked away under clothes or in 

pockets. For these and other reasons, both conjurers and conjure-related articles resist 

representation in the archive; when either appear, developing specific knowledge 

concerning them is oftentimes difficult. That said, drawing from a range of scholars and 

sources, enough can be established, suggested, and gestured towards so as to gain insight 

into enslaved people’s relationship to their spiritually dynamic environment. 

The Charles Carroll House is a brick mansion in Annapolis, Maryland that was 

built in 1721 by Charles Carroll of Annapolis. After the death of his father, Charles 

Carroll of Carrollton – who was a signer of the Declaration of Independence and a framer 

of the Maryland Constitution – became the sole owner of the house and property in 1782, 

where he and his family lived until 1821. In 1783 Carroll owned nineteen slaves (adults 

and children) who worked at the house and other parts of Carroll’s holdings. While some 

of these enslaved women and men worked at the Carroll House, it is unclear if they lived 

there as well, which appears most likely given (1) that no evidence of slave quarters on 

the property has been found; and, (2) being in Annapolis, an urban environment, it was 

far more common for enslaved people – particularly those who labored in the homes of 

slaveholders – to live in parts of these homes.40 

                                                 
 
40 Lynn Jones, “Crystals and Conjuring at the Charles Carroll House, Annapolis, Maryland,” African 

Diaspora Archaeology Newsletter 1.2 (2000): 1-2; George C. Logan, Thomas W. Bodor, Lynn Jones, 

Marian C. Creveling, and Mark P. Leone, “1991 Archaeological Excavations at the Charles Carroll House 

in Annapolis, Maryland 18 AP 45,” prepared for Charles Carroll House of Annapolis Inc. by Archaeology 

in Annapolis (1992), 20-3. 
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 From June to October of 1991 a team of archaeologists leading fieldschool 

students and volunteers excavated several portions of the Charles Carroll House’s ground 

story.41 In the East Wing of the Carroll House, several objects generally held to be 

conjure-based charms and caches were discovered. Utilizing archeological methodologies 

for distinguishing garbage and things lost from other material remnants, those conducting 

the excavation along with other archaeologists and a broad range of scholars tied these 

remains to African and African-American conjuring traditions through (1) the types of 

objects recovered, (2) the appearance of similar objects in other sites where enslaved and 

free people of color lived in the nineteenth century, and (3) the deliberate orientations of 

these objects, including where in the working/living space they were buried. 

 Several caches were discovered in adjoining rooms in the East Wing, where 

African and/or African-American slaves may have lived but more certainly carried out a 

range of domestic duties, to which most of the ground floor of the East Wing was 

devoted. One cache included twelve quartz crystals – ranging from transparent to 

“smoky” – along with “several reworked quartz flakes,” a smooth black stone, two coins, 

several white bone discs (about 1.5 inches in diameter), several nails, animal and fish 

bones, copper buttons, and a transparent glass bead. These items were found near a door 

to the outside in the northeast corner of the East Wing under an English-made pearlware 

ceramic bowl turned upside down, covering them. The cache was found grouped together 

                                                 
 
41 These individuals and the excavation itself were affiliated with Archaeology in Annapolis, which, 

according to the Charles Carroll House site report, “is a research program sponsored jointly by Historic 

Annapolis Foundation and the University of Maryland, College Park (UMCP). With support from both 

institutions, staff members conduct fieldwork and operate two year-round laboratories – one in the 

Victualling Warehouse and Maritime Museum on Main Street in Annapolis and one in the Anthropology 

Department at UMCP. The program has been conducting summer excavations at the site designated 

18AP45 [the Charles Carroll House] since 1987.” Logan, Bodor, Jones, Creveling, Leone, “1991 

Archaeological Excavations,” 1. 
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in an area six inches in diameter. Just south of this cache another smaller one was located 

containing two quartz crystals, a piece of an ivory ring, and a bubble shell “native to 

Florida or the West Indies.” On the opposite end of this same room was found the largest 

crystal recovered, which was 4 by 3.5 by 6 inches and weighed about four pounds. This 

crystal was situated by itself, buried near another doorway under the kitchen hearth. 

Found in the same layers of earth were ceramics, coins, and other items which together 

establish a date range for these caches of 1790-1820.42 

 

 
 
Image 4.1 – Select items from the Charles Carroll House caches. Archaeology in Annapolis, University of 

Maryland, College Park. 

 

 

                                                 
 
42 Jones, “Crystals and Conjuring,” 1-2; Logan, Bodor, Jones, Creveling, Leone, “1991 Archaeological 

Excavations,” 137-140; Mark P. Leone, The Archaeology of Liberty in an American Capital: Excavations 

in Annapolis (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2005), 200-5. 
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 In an effort initiated by Gladys Fry and Mark Leone, Jane Cox conducted a 

survey of thirty-four excavation and site reports for Virginia-based locales connected to 

slaves, including quarters, field houses, slave pens, and plantation houses. In this survey 

and a close examination of the charms and caches recovered, several important trends 

emerged. First, beads, bones, buttons, ceramics, coins, crystals, discs, nails, and pins were 

among the most heavily represented items in these caches. Second, “the survey showed 

that caches were found in only three locations: (1) northeast corners, (2) hearths, or 

chimney bases, and (3) thresholds or bottoms of staircases or steps.”43 In a corresponding 

effort “to establish the universe of materials used for spirit purposes and their meaning” 

in enslaved people’s lives, Timothy Ruppel, working with Leone and Fry, conducted 

another survey of conjure-related articles appearing in the Federal Writers’ Project WPA 

interviews with former slaves. From this a list of items and the various healing, 

protecting, harming purposes they were used for was developed by Ruppel.44 This table 

as well as others related to it that were developed outside of Leone and Fry’s efforts cast 

some light on what was going on in and beyond the ground story of the Charles Carroll 

House. 

 Drawing on these sources, the ways in which the Carroll House caches may have 

mediated matters between physical and spiritual arenas begin to emerge. Crystals and 

other items that reflect, refract, or otherwise flash light – such as mirrors, ceramics, 

transparent articles, etc. – were immediately tied to the movings of spirits. According to 

Robert Farris Thompson and others, such objects effectively held and directed spirits 

                                                 
 
43 Leone, Archaeology of Liberty, 220-1. 

 
44 Ibid., 220-31. 
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according to the particular objectives of the ritual practitioner. The two coins included in 

the cache were a 1773 George III Virginia half penny and an 1803 Liberty Head one-cent 

piece. Such coins, as noted, were common in nineteenth-century spirit bundles, 

particularly dimes and pennies. The latter were used to prevent sickness, bring luck, and 

protect from conjure. Discs, buttons, and other circular items were often utilized for 

symbolic matters as it concerned cycles of life including the movement of spirits from the 

world of the living to that of the dead and back. Four-hole buttons were of particular 

import given their relation to Kongolese cosmograms (which will be discussed in more 

detail later in relation to archaeological excavations). Animal bones were generally held 

to bring good luck, especially those of certain shapes (e.g., a wishbone). Finally, nails, 

pins, and needles were often relied on in order to harm, injure, and otherwise torment 

someone.45  

That the main cache was situated by a doorway as was the large crystal (which 

was also close to a hearth and thus chimney), and with the smaller cache located at the 

threshold leading to a small room, close hypothesizing (as opposed to reading) can be 

reasonably ventured. Being that in the world of African and African-American conjuring 

spirits entered spaces through doors, doorways, windows, chimneys, stairs (i.e., structures 

that facilitated movement outside inside, inside outside, and within the inside), the 

placement of the three Carroll House charms suggests that together the person or people 

who buried them sought to channel or direct the movement of spirits and spiritual forces 

                                                 
 
45 Leone, “Table 12. Artifacts in caches from archaeological sites in Virginia tied to African spirit 

traditions, 1702-1920,” Archaeology of Liberty, 225; Leone, “Table 13. Textual references in the Federal 

Writers’ Project composite autobiographies listing purposes and placement of artifacts tied to African spirit 

traditions,” Archaeology of Liberty, 226-9; Anderson, “Table 3. Some materials common in or peculiar to 

conjure and their origins,” Conjure, 69-70; Covey, “Appendix A: Plant and Herb Treatments,” Slave 

Medicine, 151-80; Covey, “Appendix C: Non-Plant or Herbal Treatments,” Slave Medicine, 183-94. 
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in this house. Further, such elements of the supernatural were in many ways invited or 

encouraged into the interior space given the discs and buttons that themselves signified 

the movement of spirits between the worlds of the living and dead. The crystals, ceramics 

as well as the transparent glass bead and possibly the smooth black stone would have 

contained and controlled the stirrings of these spirits once they entered the space. The 

luck and good fortune the coins as well as animal bones tended to bring may have been a 

means of making sure whoever buried these charms was protected from the afflicting 

forces summoned by the nails. Unfortunately, such analyses cannot go beyond 

speculative interpretation, however, what remains clear is that these objects, in these 

assemblies, in their spatial orientations, served some purpose for the certainly black 

person or persons who made and/or buried these present-day artifacts.46 

Beginning in May of 1998, archaeological investigations similar to those at the 

Carroll House were initiated in and around the James Brice House in Annapolis, 

Maryland. This was another eighteenth-century home of prominent Maryland 

slaveholders, with James Brice at one point serving as acting governor for the state. With 

construction of the home beginning in 1767, the house remained in the Brice family into 

the 1870s when it was purchased by another prominent wealthy family. Between the 

Brice and Martin families, several enslaved and then free people of color labored in the 

Brice House.47 While the striking Brice House caches have been dated to the postbellum 

                                                 
 
46 If we think back to the narrative that opens this chapter, one cannot assume those who buried the charms 

beneath the floor of the Carroll House were those who made them. It is possible that whoever felt the need 

for such charms contacted a conjure woman or man and the latter directed them in the making and placing 

of the bundles. 

 
47 Timoth Ruppel, Jessica Neuwirth, Mark P. Leone, Gladys-Marie Fry, “Hidden in View: African Spiritual 

Spaces in North American Landscapes,” Antiquity 77.296 (2003): 326-7; James M. Harmon, Jessica L. 

Neuwirth, “Archaeological Investigations at the James Brice House (18AP38): A National Historic 
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period, the ritual space tied to the artifacts recovered there speak to traditions and 

practices that were a part of a long history of African and African-American religious 

culture in and beyond Maryland. 

The Brice House caches were excavated in two adjacent rooms that were once 

connected by a door in the middle of the wall that divided them. Located in the East 

Wing of the Brice House, these rooms were once the main kitchen and laundry areas 

where enslaved and free people of color worked. On either side of the door that joined the 

two rooms – as well as beneath the created threshold – was a massive circular cache that 

spanned about 8 feet in diameter, was 2-3 inches deep, and contained hundreds of items. 

This cache and the “extensive materials deliberately placed beneath individual bricks in a 

floor” contained near its center a small bottle filled with soil and a lone seed with a 

stopper at its mouth. Surrounding the bottle was a collection of seashells, buttons, large 

amounts of faunal and floral articles, and over a dozen matches that had been lit and 

quickly extinguished. Around this concentration of objects was a larger one containing 

hundreds of items including over fifty glass buttons and beads, pieces of red fabric 

including one that was particularly large, many pins and pin fragments, several seeds, a 

moderately sized root mass, two polished black stones, three coins dating from 1870-

1900, a pen knife, a large black glass bead, two rings, and one large rib bone.48  

 At one end of the length of the dividing wall – at the center of which was this 

large cache – were stairs to an upper floor and at the other end was a door. Near this door 

that led outdoors archaeologists recovered a pierced one-cent piece, “perhaps the most 

                                                 
Landmark Site,” prepared for the International Masonry Institute by Archaeology in Annapolis (2000), i, 

37-43; “James Brice House,” Historic Annapolis. http://www.annapolis.org/contact/james-brice-house. 

 
48 Ruppel, Neuwirth, Leone, Fry, “Hidden in View,” 326; Leone, Archaeology of Liberation, 216-7. 
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documented of all Hoodoo charms” and through which string or other cordage was often 

run in order for it to be worn around the neck or ankle (under one’s clothes).49 Bisecting 

the east-west axis established by the dividing wall were two fireplaces located opposite 

one another on either end of each room that together established a north-south axis. This 

axis also ran through the centrally located main cache. A clump of feathers was found 

buried beneath the hearth of the southern fireplace (laundry room) near a portion that was 

undisturbed when the fireplace had been reconstructed. Under what was left of the 

original hearth in the kitchen, two arms and two legs of a porcelain doll were recovered. 

 

 
 
Image 4.2 – Selected items from the Brice House caches including a small bottle containing soil as well as 

the pictured seed and stopper (1), arms and legs of a porcelain doll along with two buttons (2), and feathers 

found buried under the kitchen hearth. In the middle of the image is a layout of where the caches were 

discovered (the main one represented by the large circle in the middle of the diagram). To the right is a 
photograph of the Brice House and specifically of the part where these caches were found. Archaeology in 

Annapolis, University of Maryland, College Park. 

 

 

                                                 
 
49 Harmon, Neuwirth, “Archaeological Investigations,” 316. 
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 The archaeologists at Brice House never excavated the area around the stairs at 

the end of the east-west axis in light of the stairs having once been moved and the general 

area around them having been disturbed. Despite this Mark Leone and several others – 

including those with expertise in west and west central African (historical) religious 

cultures – have identified the bisecting axes with caches at their ends (except for at the 

stairs) as well as a major cache at the central point where the axes intersect as a 

cosmogram akin to that of the Kongolese people and diasporan west central Africans in 

the Americas. Drawing on the conclusions debated and arrived at by several scholars, 

Leone writes in reference to the Brice House spirit formation: 

A cosmogram is not representational, like most uses of a cross. It facilitates. A 

cosmogram made up of bundles, mojos, or hands, controlled the passage of spirits 

who came and went. Spirits pass up and down chimneys, in and out of doors, up 

and down stairs, and caches control their intent and action.50 

   

The vertical line of the cosmogram ties the worlds of the living and the dead together, 

while the horizontal line (from right to left) ties together the birth and death of a person in 

the cycle of life as well as the thresholds through which spirits pass from the world of the 

living into the world of the dead and back. Thus, the point of intersection of these lines in 

the Kongo cosmogram is centrally important, which may speak to why the main and 

central cache at Brice House was so large and why items were added to it for over four 

decades. Having precedents at other sites in the U.S. and beyond as well as corollaries in 

the colonoware on which Leland Ferguson has written, the Brice House cosmogram 

would have rendered the space in which it was marked a sacred, ritual space that 

channeled and directed spirits and the powers they wielded.51 At the very least the Brice 

                                                 
 
50 Leone, Archaeology of Liberty, 218. 
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House caches speak to African diasporan spirit traditions that relied on charms and 

bundles that were created to shape life circumstances by means of informing the 

movements and devices of spirits in physical and often interior space. 

 The Wye House Plantation lies on the Eastern Shore of Maryland and is better 

known than most Maryland plantations as it was the site where Frederick Douglass was 

born and spent years of his childhood. While the main plantation house dates back to the 

late eighteenth century, it is the greenhouse that is of significance here. Like other 

wealthy slaveholders at the time, having a greenhouse on one’s plantation where exotic 

and other non-native plants could be grown year-round was a mark of status. However, 

like most of the labor invested into this plantation, the Wye greenhouse – which still 

stands today and was in use when Douglass was a boy – was maintained by enslaved 

people who also likely lived in the quarter that was attached to the larger structure.52 

Archaeologists have identified this domestic space as having been occupied between 

1790 and 1840. 

                                                 
51 Leland G. Ferguson, Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African America, 1650-1800 

(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992). 

 
52 Beth Pruitt, “Reordering the Landscape: Science, Nature, and Spirituality at Wye House” (Ph.D. 

Dissertation, University of Maryland, College Park, 2015), 112-3, 132. 
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Image 4.3 – This photograph shows the back of the Wye greenhouse with an arrow identifying the attached 

slave quarter and the doorway facing the Lloyd family cemetery. Library of Congress. 
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Image 4.4 – Buried in a row under the greenhouse slave quarter’s door were found this chert projectile 

point, a quartzite projectile point, and a brass or copper button. Archaeology in Annapolis, University of 

Maryland, College Park. 

 

 

In 2008 excavations of interior as well as exterior portions of the Wye greenhouse 

began. Beneath the threshold of the slave quarter’s doorway (leading outside), 

archaeologists recovered a small collection of artifacts that appear to be a cache. The 

three items buried under the doorway were a chert projectile point, a colorless quartzite 

projectile point, and a button. These items were buried flat and in row, and, importantly, 

the two pointed objects were facing away from the quarter.53 A possible purpose of this 

small cache emerges when considering these quarters faced the Lloyd cemetery, which 

Douglass himself described as a place many slaves at Wye House Plantation were afraid 

                                                 
 
53 Pruitt, “Reordering the Landscape,” 134, 141-4; “Collections,” Wye House Archaeology. 

http://www.wyehousearchaeology.org/collections.html. 
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of given the “strange sights” seen and “horrid sounds” heard by the enslaved on these 

grounds.54 Thus, this cache consisted of a circular object that could have facilitated the 

movements of spirits as well as other objects that could contain and/or direct these spirits 

away from the slave quarter. Considering that the enslaved considered the cemetery 

haunted by the spirits of former slaveholders, only further supports their apparent need to 

redirect malevolent spirits away from the quarter. 

Relatedly, in Kongolese cosmograms the horizontal line dividing the world of the 

living from that of the dead also divided day and night, the former being associated with 

the living and the latter the dead. Here the world of spiritual activity and power – which 

crosses into the world of the living – is immediately tied to physical or diurnal darkness. 

Examining the material ecology of charms specifically invites study of the relations 

between the enslaved and multiple environments of the dark, those that concern conjuring 

and those beyond such considerations. Here, I invoke darkness as the enslaved 

encountered and interacted with it and as a concept that carries significant historical 

baggage. In analyzing enslaved people’s relationship to the dark, configurations of the 

latter emerge that variously disrupt stigmas associated with darkness and at others leave 

them intact – there being utility in both depending on the circumstance. The following 

brief example more precisely illustrates what I mean and anticipates the broader analysis 

of the remaining sections of this chapter.55 

                                                 
 
54 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, ed. Jim Manis (Hazleton, PA: The Electronic 

Classics Series), 44. 

 
55 Douglass and Wye House Plantation figure prominently in these sections given the variety and depth of 

related extant records. Wye House is one of the few plantations in the U.S. for which there exists extensive 

literary and archival accounts as well as instructive secondary literature and archaeological projects. As a 

focal point of mixed scholarly production, Wye provides a unique opportunity to engage Maryland’s 

environmental past. 
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At one point in My Bondage and My Freedom Frederick Douglass referred to the 

practices of conjure women and men as “the black arts.” While the invocation of 

blackness here aligns with broader discursive associations between darkness, the deviant, 

and the demonic, it also gestures towards an important consideration. The “black” in 

Douglass’ appellation for conjuring reinforces problematic conflations at the same time 

that it points to a particular unknown and unknowable element of African-American 

conjuring. Returning to the cases above to illuminate things, whoever assembled and 

buried the charms recovered in the Charles Carroll House, the James Brice House, and at 

the Wye Plantation greenhouse did so outside the knowledge of the slaveholders and, 

later, employers who owned these properties. By mediating the movements of spiritual 

forces in ways unknown to their white counterparts, these African and African-American 

individuals cultivated a certain illiteracy among their owners and others that provided for 

an illegibility of the black conjuring arts. Thus, when glass or pottery broke, buttons on 

shirts were lost, insulting pence handed out as reward for forced labor, when trash was 

discarded, or toys broken, or when enslaved women and men were sent to dig up fields, 

unsuspecting slaveholders rarely knew enough to police what the enslaved might do with 

articles they appropriated or found in such moments. The same darkness that enveloped 

those who owned or employed black labor and was tied to their ignorance of hoodoo was 

critical to practitioners’ interaction with dark spiritual environments. In the way such 

darkness had the capacity to hinder sight, awareness, and knowledge (however 

problematic this construction may be), it thereby protected, encouraged action, and was 

ultimately relied on by conjurers and those who believed in their power. 
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 One of the principal means by which spirit workers ensured slaveholders and 

others remained ignorant of their workings was by burying – or directing a client to bury 

– the charms and bundles that would effect the desired outcome in the earth. Thus, these 

caches often facilitated the movings of spirits in subterranean darkness; their very 

vitality, then, being closely tied to multiple environments of darkness and this being 

carried over into conjure-related directives calling for enslaved women and men to wear 

particular charms on the body. When carried on one’s person, charms were commonly 

worn under shirts, beneath pants, in pockets, or sometimes in shoes. When these charms 

did the work they were intended to do, they did so in dark and darkened spaces, 

sometimes in close proximity to – at times immediately – to dark flesh. Considering the 

spatial orientations of charms and caches in the world of conjuring, whether buried 

beneath a hearth or deep in a pocket, these objects indirectly tied the dark arts, dark earth, 

and dark bodies together. In what follows, I continue to articulate the multiform dark 

environments on which some slaves relied, at which others balked, and with which others 

still stood in tension. In this one encounters enslaved people’s relationship to 

environmental phenomena that instructively reinforces and reimagines manifold 

deployments of darkness. 

The Fading Object – The Art of Darkness in Christian Practice 

 

 Although belief in conjuring in the community of slaves varied from wholesale 

acceptance to adamant denial, many fell somewhere between these poles, including those 

who identified with Judeo-Christian theology. Among the latter conjuring and 

Christianity often existed in affinite-tension, a concept that frames proximity and thus an 

initial affinity as conditions of possibility for the emergence of tension between differing 
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elements. The heavy weight of slavery brought the conjuring arts and Christian theology 

into affinite-tension as both offered modes of drawing on the spiritual in order for 

interventions to be made in the physical – which accounted for the affinity between them 

– yet the processes and corresponding beliefs for accomplishing this certainly varied. 

 Analyzing two moments in what led to Frederick Douglass’ well-known 

confrontation with the overseer Covey illustrates the affinite-tensions between conjuring 

and Christianity I am describing. After suffering a brutal attack by Covey and gaining no 

sympathy from the one who owned him, Douglass found himself in the quarters of an 

enslaved spirit worker and his wife unsure of whether he should go back to Covey or 

attempt an escape. 

I found Sandy an old advisor. He was not only a religious man, but he professed 

to believe in a system for which I have no name. He was a genuine African, and 

had inherited some of the so called magical powers, said to be possessed by 

African and eastern nations. He told me that he could help me; that, in those 

woods, there was an herb, which in the morning might be found, possessing all 

the powers required for my protection.56 

 

For Douglass and others Sandy’s being “a genuine African,” one from a place of intrigue 

and mysterious power, initially lent legitimacy to his abilities and recommendation. As a 

root worker and conjure man, Sandy had knowledge Douglass did not and therefore 

sought to help the sixteen-year-old slave in the hard circumstances of his immediate 

predicament. Douglass appears to have readily listened to his older counterpart as the 

latter spoke of an herb – specifically the roots thereof readers later learn – that wielded 

powers of protection if worn on one’s right side, about the body. Doing so, Sandy 

explained, would prevent any slaveholder from whipping Douglass. That such a solution 

                                                 
 
56 Douglass, My Bondage, 157. 
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to his problem existed in the surrounding woods, “a root, by the way, over which 

[Douglass] walked every time [he] went into the woods,” instigated conflicting feelings 

in this young slave. 

 Although Douglass carried a strained relationship to Christianity into adulthood, 

due in large part to the extent slaveholders subscribed to this belief system, he 

foregrounded his Judeo-Christian moorings both in his internal response to Sandy as well 

as in the subsequent steps he takes. Upon hearing what Sandy offered, Douglass 

described that the talk about the root struck him as “very absurd and ridiculous, if not 

positively sinful.” He later, criticizing divination, associates this act as having “dealings 

with the devil.” Despite his reluctance Douglass eventually relents but does so in a way 

that frames his openness as being toward Sandy and not that in which Sandy believed. 

Sandy was so earnest, and so confident of the good qualities of this weed, that, to 

please him rather than from any conviction of its excellence, I was induced to take 

it. He had been to me the good Samaritan, and had, almost providentially, found 

me, and helped me when I could not help myself; how did I know but that the 

hand of the Lord was in it? With thoughts of this sort, I took the roots from 

Sandy, and put them in my right hand pocket.57 

 

As Sandy entreated him “with flashing eyes,” the confidence and earnest encouragement 

of the conjure man inclined Douglass to take the root but only to please him – as he tells 

it – and not because he believed in its power. There appears to be more to Douglass’ 

decision than what he wrote as he not only accepted the root but kept it specifically in his 

right pocket throughout his ordeal and victory over Covey. Once out of Sandy’s presence 

Douglass did not part ways with the root, which suggests some level of acceptance if not 

belief, which could have certainly coexisted in tension with his doubt and dismissal.  

                                                 
 
57 Douglass, My Bondage, 157-8. 



 

 137 

Ultimately, Douglass rationalized his taking the root by drawing on a Biblical 

parable in which Jesus frames the Samaritan, one deemed as other in the Jewish 

community, as hewing more closely to the dictates of God than the two adherents to 

God’s law who saw and did nothing for the man who had been robbed, wounded, and 

was dying on the side of a road. Douglass associated this Samaritan with the root doctor 

and wondered whether God had been working through Sandy to help him. The 

significance here lies specifically in how Douglass mobilized his Christian sensibilities in 

his effort to dispute and then accept Sandy’s root; his religious convictions accounted for 

his resistance and framed his subsequent concession to going “deeper into the black art” 

of conjuring, being led as he was by a Samaritan spirit worker. 

Beyond navigating the affinite-tensions between conjuring and Christianity, 

enslaved individuals who subscribed to a Judeo-Christian faith system also had unique 

relationships to different constructions of the dark and darkened environments. For 

example, many enslaved Christians, if the opportunity presented itself, attended revival 

and camp meetings that often took place in the shades and shadows of the woods. 

Thomas Henry noted several instances when he and other enslaved people in Maryland 

attended camp meetings in darkened environments, one of which he referred to as “a 

bush meeting in the woods.”58 It was at one such meeting, in the woods, where Henry 

“first felt the Spirit of God moving upon [him].”59 And Henry was not alone in 

encountering God in the woods, under the cover of light-obstructing trees, in the 

shadows, and at times in even darker environs. 

                                                 
 
58 Thomas W. Henry, Autobiography of Rev. Thomas W. Henry of the A.M.E. Church, (Baltimore: Thomas 

Henry, 1872), 23. 

 
59 Ibid., 7. 
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Against the wishes of the man who owned him, James Watkins attended a camp 

meeting held by the Methodists near Cockeysville, Maryland. According to Watkins, 

these camp meetings would last for six to eight days and nights with “prayer and praise” 

reverberating throughout the woods. Enslaved people typically attended religious camp 

meetings at night given the labor they were forced to provide during the day and due to 

venturing away from their quarters being easier during night, particularly if they did not 

have permission to go.  

As mentioned, on a particular occasion Watkins was not given permission to 

attend a Methodist camp meeting, but he was determined to go nevertheless. Having 

waited for the one who owned him to fall asleep, Watkins set-off for the meeting around 

ten o’clock at night and walked the four miles to its site in the woods. There he found “a 

very large company” of black and white people – in segregated seating – listening to one 

“preaching in a very powerful manner.” Something in Watkins was so stirred by the 

words of the preacher who spoke of miracles, and freedom, and healing that this enslaved 

man eventually “burst into a flood of tears.” 60 Soon after this Watkins left the grounds of 

the camp meeting, “proceeded to some considerable distance, where, kneeling down at 

the foot of a very large tree [he] poured out [his] soul to the Almighty” and remained in 

this state for hours.  

Away from those congregating at the camp meeting and under the cover of night 

as well as any vegetation interrupting the light from celestial bodies, Watkins sought an 

audience with the Christian God and found a large tree where he desired to have this 

                                                 
 
60 James Watkins, Narrative of the Life of James Watkins, Formerly a "Chattel" in Maryland, U.S: 

Containing an Account of His Escape from Slavery, Together with an Appeal on Behalf of Three Millions 
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encounter. It is unclear whether this was the same “large tree” Watkins mentioned earlier 

in his narrative, the place where he prayed to God daily “for about six months” prior to 

the Methodist camp meeting. Regardless, this encounter under the branches and leaves of 

a tree in the dark hours of the morning would be different. Here Watkins described his 

interaction as “wrestling with God” and doing so until his prayers were answered “in a 

very unmistakable manner.”61 Relying on different modes of accomplishing his objective, 

Watkins not only effectively summoned power originating in the supernatural 

environment but also directed it towards a specific purpose, in this case conversion. 

Through different means but still very much enclosed by darkness, Watkins changed a 

then-present circumstance by means of spiritual intervention. 

Yet, there remains more to be said on the subject of the enslaved encountering 

God in the darkened environments of shadow-filled woods. After Covey’s violent attack 

but before he met Sandy, Douglass, having transitioned to a present-tense mode of story-

telling, wrote: “I am in the wood…hid from all human eyes; shut in with nature and 

nature’s God, and absent from all human contrivances.” Josiah Henson noted a couple 

circumstances in which he turned to the woods in order to encounter God. In one of these 

instances he was pondering some ideas he heard someone express and “became so 

excited that [he] turned aside from the road into the woods and prayed to God.”62 In 

another instance Henson spent an entire Sunday, his Sabbath, “in solitary reflection in the 

woods…in secret meditation and prayer.”63 Thomas Henry who, as noted, first felt “the 

                                                 
 
61 James Watkins, Narrative of the Life of James Watkins, 18-19. 

 
62 Josiah Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life (New York: Barnes 

& Noble, 2008), 29. 
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Spirit of God” moving on him in the woods, in another moment when he thought he 

would be able to steal away for a bit to pray, lamented not having “some chance to talk 

with the Lord behind some tree in the woods.”64 While scholars such as Albert Raboteau 

have explained enslaved Christians’ tendency to venture into the woods to pray, worship, 

and otherwise interact with God by pointing to the vision-obstructing capacity of trees 

that enabled the enslaved to act in secret, it appears there may have been a bit more this 

environment provided than a hiding place. 

As pointed to in the preceding examples, to be in the woods was to be close to 

God for many enslaved people. While the trees and bushes of the woods certainly 

disrupted vision and muffled sound, some enslaved Christians seem to have identified or 

at least felt a particular accessibility of God in the woods. Speaking on the plight of the 

enslaved in the U.S., William Green asserted, “The land of our birth and of our fathers, 

we cannot repose under the spreading wing of the eagle; but we turn to the king of the 

forest and under his shaggy mane we can repose in safety!”65 Here Green initially pointed 

to the precarity of life for ones who were both slaves as well as individuals born in the 

U.S. with lineages in the U.S. This precarity rendered the land of the country – what 

Green earlier called the “boasted land of Liberty” – as well as the animal symbolizing its 

virtue sites of promises made and unmade in the same motion. Thus, the enslaved “turn 

to the king of the forest,” rather than the jungle, and take refuge “under his shaggy 

mane.” Here the land of (un)promised liberty is juxtaposed with the forest, a quasi-

wilderness, and the eagle with the lion, one of a couple animals Biblically associated with 
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65 William Green, Narrative of Events in the Life of William Green (Formerly a Slave) (Philadelphia, PA: 
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Jesus. In drawing together the forest landscape, the animal, and the spiritual, Green 

recognized the very leaves of trees as the shaggy mane of his maker. In this moment 

God’s manifestation in the shadowy environmental world of the forest signals the slave’s 

safety, possibly because the shaggy mane can hide the enslaved but more likely because 

of God’s presence and power. When praying in the woods or at the base of trees, under 

shadows or enveloped by night, enslaved Christians ventured into the darkened and the 

dark in order to encounter the Spirit of God, nature’s God, the king of the forest. 

The Faded Object – The Art of Darkness Among the Cursed, Haunted, and People 

of the Night 

 

The nighttime environment – whether in the woods, quarters, or elsewhere – was 

the site of great activity among the enslaved in antebellum Maryland as it was for the 

enslaved in other states. Darkness not only welcomed spiritual encounters but a host of 

other happenings as well. For example, during the night slaves in Maryland would 

interact with and feed counterparts who had escaped, attempt their own escapes, they 

would assemble in quarters and sing, they would pursue means of earning money 

including by chopping wood or making items such as foot mats, horse collars, and 

brooms to sell, they would catch oysters and fish by night, clandestinely teach someone 

or learn how to read, they would work out plans for escape, and they would visit lovers, 

loved ones, and other counterparts on different plantations.66 “[C]oncealed as [they] were 

by the darkness” of the nighttime environment, the latter became the arena in which the 
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enslaved exercised an autonomy that however circumscribed afforded opportunities for 

self-determination and -actualization. Thus, enslaved people’s relation to the night and its 

encouraging darkness was often marked by desire, comfort, and a sense of possibility. 

In light of this, for many enslaved people the night was an active force that 

facilitated far more than it hindered. When Thomas Cooper fled his Maryland plantation 

for the second time, he variously found himself in the woods, concealed in some bushes, 

and then in a swamp, as his pursuers were steadfast about recapturing him. As it was 

daytime when Cooper escaped their clutches, they aggressively continued their pursuit 

“until the darkness of the night released him from the chase.”67 In another example, 

during his escape James Pennington found himself in an “extremely precarious” hiding 

place where he had to squat for most of the day. Experiencing acute discomfort for a 

prolonged period, Pennington was rescued in ways when “[n]ight came again to [his] 

relief, and [he] sallied forth to pursue [his[ journey.”68 In both moments when night fell it 

exerted a releasing and relieving force given the cover it provided. The very activity of 

darkness aided these enslaved individuals and allowed them to escape precarious 

circumstances. Because darkness had the capacity to conceal and thereby enable, a 

variety of enslaved figures – the “solitary wanderer,” “night rovers,” and “the night 

rambler in the woods” – emerged on Maryland’s nighttime landscape. While other slaves 
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who were quite comfortable in the dark may have experienced some anxiety or fear upon 

hearing or barely seeing the forms of such figures moving in the night, for others less 

acquainted with darkness, the almost imperceptible sights and sounds these individuals 

produced may have been far more coldly haunting. 

Before returning to the subject of the haunted landscape, it is important to note 

that many enslaved people considered slavery a curse that necessarily cursed the land and 

slaveholders alike. Described throughout the recollections and testimony of individuals 

enslaved in Maryland are “the curse of slavery,” “the untold curses of slavery,” “the God-

defying curses of slavery,” “the terror and curse of Slavery,” American slavery as “an 

awful curse,” slavery as a “cursed institution,” “the accursed relation between 

slavemaster and slave,” and those who bought and sold human chattel as “accursed man-

stealers.”69  

Douglass further illustrates matters concerning the curse of slavery, specifically in 

relation to the impact of slavery, as cursed, on and across the land:  

In thinking of America, I sometimes find myself admiring her bright blue sky, her 

grand old woods, her fertile fields, her beautiful rivers, her mighty lakes, and star-

crowned mountains. But my rapture is soon checked, my joy is soon turned to 

mourning. When I remember that all is cursed with the infernal spirit of 

slaveholding, robbery, and wrong; when I remember that with the waters of her 

noblest rivers, the tears of my brethren are borne to the ocean, disregarded and 

forgotten, and that her most fertile fields drink daily of the warm blood of my 

outraged sisters; I am filled with unutterable loathing, and led to reproach myself 

that anything could fall from my lips in praise of such a land.70 

 

                                                 
 
69 Leonard Black, The Life and Sufferings of Leonard Black, a Fugitive from Slavery (New Bedford, MA: 

Benjamin Lindsey, 1847), 6, 13, 47; William H. Heard, From Slavery to Bishopric in the A.M.E. Church: 

An Autobiography (Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book Concern, 1928), 101; Green, Narrative, 415; Isaac Mason, 

Life of Isaac Mason as a Slave (Worcester: 1893), 52; Henson, Truth Stranger, 94; Watkins, Narrative, 24. 

 
70 Douglass, My Bondage, 244. 
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The hellish or infernal “spirit” of slaveholding – so directly tied to robbery and wrong – 

stood as the source of suffering for the community of slaves Douglass noted. In fact, it 

appears that the very blood of slaves falling on land and the tears of others mixed with 

rivers activated the curse of which Douglass wrote. While the virtues of the land and 

landscape threatened to induce amnesia, the curse of slaveholding retained a sobering 

effect pointed enough to transform rapture to loathing. 

 Douglass’ conception of slavery and the impact of its curse also extended to 

slaveholders, including those of the Lloyd family. Of the cemetery faced by the Wye 

greenhouse’s slave quarter Douglass wrote: 

Superstition was rife among the slaves about this family burying ground. Strange 

sights had been seen there by some of the older slaves….Slaves know enough of 

the rudiments of theology to believe that those go to hell who die slaveholders; 

and they often fancy such persons wishing themselves back again, to wield the 

lash. Tales of sights and sounds, strange and terrible, connected with the huge 

black tombs, were a very great security to the grounds about them, for few of the 

slaves felt like approaching them even in the day time. It was a dark, gloomy and 

forbidding place, and it was difficult to feel that the spirits of the sleeping dust 

there deposited, reigned with the blest in the realms of eternal peace.71 

 

This gloomy and forbidding, this “dark” place was one in which many slaves were not 

comfortable; if anything, the darkness that existed in the Lloyd family burying ground 

precipitated fear among the enslaved as its darkness appears to have manifested itself 

even in the daytime. In such light the charms buried beneath the doorway of the nearby 

slave quarters, those not inviting spirits in but directing them away, gain a certain weight 

when considering Douglass’ description. According to the enslaved, the Lloyd cemetery 

was haunted by the spirits of slaveholders who did not find rest beyond the world of the 

living; the enslaved perceived the strange sights and sounds in the cemetery as 

                                                 
 
71 Douglass, My Bondage, 44. 
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manifestations of this unrest and the persisting desire among the spirits of slaveholders to 

continue tormenting the enslaved. 

 Beyond dark and forbidding locales such as the Lloyd family cemetery, enslaved 

people in the land of the living also had the capacity to hauntingly occupy their 

environment. James Watkins recalled multiple instances when the slaveholder who 

owned him referred to him as a ghost for different transgressions. When Watkins 

attended the Methodist camp meeting described above, he had done so without having 

received permission. On returning to the plantation where he labored, his owner 

“accosted [him] with ‘You infernal black ghost, where have you been?’” After Watkins 

stated he attended the camp meeting and explained what God had done for his soul, the 

man exclaimed, “You infernal black ghost, you have got no soul.”72 If there were aspects 

of how Watkins moved as well as others in his very being that inclined this slaveholder to 

call him a ghost, the passages suggest it was the former’s unsanctioned and traceless 

movements as well as his purported soullessness. Watkins manifested his presence on his 

own terms – arriving close to noon the day after the camp meeting – claiming a 

transformative interaction with the supernatural. His ghostly workings were not lost on 

the man by whom he was enslaved. 

 An enslaved woman who went by Elizabeth described a different type of moving 

that may have had the capacity to haunt the environments to which she physically 

ventured. In her narrative describing how she became a Christian preacher, Elizabeth 

explained: 

I lived in a place where there was no preaching, and no religious instruction; but 

every day I went out amongst the hay-stacks, where the presence of the Lord 
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overshadowed [my emphasis] me….In this way I continued for about a year; 

many times while my hands were at my work, my spirit was carried away to 

spiritual things.73 

 

While one might question what precisely this formerly enslaved woman meant by noting 

her “spirit was carried away,” whether this was a literal or figurative statement, 

subsequent explication clarifies things: “I was often carried to distant lands and shown 

places where I should have to travel and deliver the Lord’s message. Years afterwards, I 

found myself visiting those towns and countries that I had seen in the light as I sat at 

home at my sewing.”74 This description of moments when Elizabeth’s spirit left her body 

and moved about the world in proxy marks another type of ghostly habitation as 

experienced by at least one enslaved woman, though many others have similarly 

described seeing visions being led in the spirit. One can only surmise what kind of 

presence her spirit would have had as it ventured to places and locales to which Elizabeth 

would later physically go. However, such movings – particularly when the body was 

laboring, which Elizabeth noted in both instances – retain eerie resonance and disclose a 

sphere of mysterious possibility that may have appeared quite ordinary to enslaved 

women and men familiar with such occurrences.  

 As haunting could manifest in multiple forms, the spectral presence of the 

enslaved was perhaps most disturbing when marked by the aural rather than the visual. 

James Deane was a formerly enslaved man who grew up on a southern Maryland 

plantation in Charles County. He recalled what could have been a heartening and 

affirming experience for some and a deeply troubling experience for others: 
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When we wanted to meet at night we had an old con[ch], we blew that. We all 

would meet on the bank of the Potomac River and sing across the river to the 

slaves in Virginia, and they would sing back to us.75 

 

Under the cover of night and at the edges of the woods, these enslaved people sang back 

and forth across dark waters to one another, certainly on some nights being entirely 

unseen by their counterparts opposite them. On such nights it would have been as if the 

forest itself was groaning, and moaning, and imbuing notes with heavy experience, the 

environment exhibiting a strange and striking animus. Whatever soundscapes were 

created in such moments, it is unlikely they fell on the ears of slaveholders as they did on 

those of the enslaved.  

One can envision a conjure woman, out and about on such a night, looking for a 

specific root to serve specific purpose, who, upon hearing the conch and eventually the 

notes, relished the increased activities of the spirits she felt around her. One can envision 

a man, at the base of a tree, whose prayers harmoniously rose and fell with emotion, him 

being moved by his fellow slaves and, forgetting his personal circumstance, offering 

prayers to God on their behalf. Even the two or three, from much further south, who 

received these songs as promising omens, encouraging them on their way to unpromised 

land. And then the lone slaveholder on horseback, making his way on a road through the 

woods, unsettled at the hearing of these songs; feeling, believing, denying that fixed on 

him were the eyes of some unseen – the root worker, him praying, those escaping – all 

encouraged into stillness by his approach. His relation to darkness was unlike theirs; in 

laying such great claim to the light, he deeded the dark to others.  
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The Re-Appearing Object – The Stories Charms Tell 

This chapter broadened conceptions of enslaved people’s environmental world by 

focusing first on spiritual environments and then on nighttime environments. At the 

center of this analysis were conjure-related charms that the enslaved used to tap into 

otherworldly forces that had the capacity to affect everyday life circumstances. As 

objects and assemblages marking the meeting of physical and spiritual realms, I 

foregrounded charms as the materialization of key elements of enslaved people’s relation 

to the supernatural. In fact, the introduction of the supernatural invited a reconfiguration 

of contemporary notions of the environment so that the latter would include supernatural 

phenomena with the natural and cultural fusions to which many scholars point in their 

conceptualizations. Enslaved women and men – be they practitioners of the conjuring arts 

or those who solicited such services – lived in an environmental world where the spiritual 

not only informed the physical but could be channeled by people to inform the physical 

in specific ways. Charms not only pointed to such workings but also referenced broader 

practices and connections between the enslaved and the otherworldly. 

As many people often regarded conjuring with (negatively connoted) conceptions 

of darkness, I also considered the ways in which the enslaved subscribing to Judeo-

Christian beliefs not only found ways to reconcile conjuring with their religion but the 

role different forms of darkness and darkened environments played out among Christian 

slaves. As this marked the beginning of my effort to engage the myriad ways in which the 

enslaved encountered and interacted with different conceptions of the dark, I then 

proceeded to discuss enslaved people’s relation to the nighttime environment and the 

darkness that attended it. My ultimate argument in this chapter concerned enslaved 
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people’s relationship to environmental darkness, darkness that manifested itself in 

multiple ways spiritually and physically, and, importantly, how spiritual and physical 

environmental darkness were often entwined for slaves. The politics of the dark that 

emerged over the course of the chapter highlighted enslaved people’s relation to 

environmental darkness, which was often characterized by reliance. That said, instructive 

nuances in this relation emerged across the various formations of darkness and account 

for important experiential differences among the enslaved, differences ranging from the 

experiences of those who may have been the victim of conjuring to those who feared 

crossing paths with the ghosts of slaveholders at night. 

To this point in my study, I have situated my analysis in the landscape 

environment, the climatic environment, and the supernatural environment. In the chapter 

that follows, I turn from thematic constructions of environment (i.e., landscape, climate, 

the supernatural) and situate matters in the environment of the nearby, the immediately 

accessible, that to which one is in close proximity. This environmental space exerted 

itself most prominently in the lives of the enslaved in relation to their foodways and in 

acts of supplementing insufficient food provisions. For many slaves who relied on their 

surroundings for food, that which was figuratively in arm’s reach constituted an 

environment unto itself, one that necessitates consideration when examining enslaved 

people’s distinctive relationship to the multiform environment. 
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Chapter 5 – An Ecology of Energy: Food, Waste, and Nutrient Cycling in the Proximate 

        Environment 

 

Each class of objects around which the preceding chapters have been organized 

successively manifested an increasing proximity to the body of the enslaved: the cast-iron 

plow was an agricultural implement guided and at times pushed by the enslaved, enslaved 

people’s shoes were articles worn on the body, charms and related objects – when not 

buried – were commonly concealed in pockets or underneath clothing. This chapter 

completes the progression by moving matters from formations extending from, worn on, 

or concealed on the body to the interior of the enslaved body. In other words, stews and 

other foods the enslaved consumed mark elements of their environmental world that they 

ingested and metabolized. The metabolization of this material ecology stands as the 

organizing concept of this chapter and traces the trajectory of this project to its final and 

perhaps most formative analysis, an analysis that cements the bonds between the 

preceding chapters and builds on the course of thought they lay out. 

Much of what precedes this chapter engages common themes in slavery studies 

scholarship, particularly matters of power and what some might call the subjugation-

resistance paradigm. While this is certainly water into which the project ventures, such 

framings only partially capture the workings of power presented here. In the world of 

slavery power manifested itself in two primary ways: power granted or sanctioned by law 

and power involved in executing decisions one was empowered to make. For example, 

slaveholders were granted power by juridical institutions that determined property rights 

could extend to certain human beings, which also meant slaveholders could themselves 

determine – within as well as beyond the parameters of the law – when to visit violence 
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on their human chattel. This form of power was by necessity different from the power 

used either by the slaveholder or their proxies to carry-out a whipping, for instance. To be 

empowered to decide whether someone one owned would be whipped, or sold, or forced 

outdoors in the cold is different from the power used to whip, to carry someone away, or 

to force someone outdoors in sub-freezing weather. The former kind of power dwells in 

the abstract until codified while the latter rests essentially in the physical. 

While distinguishing between these related forms of power may appear 

inconsequential, it affords an opportunity to view this project and slavery more broadly 

from an instructively ecological perspective. Viewed through the lens of enslaved 

people’s laboring power and energy, slavery emerges as a project to control the bio-

mechanical capacities of human beings, to control their physical power which becomes in 

the context of slavery their power to labor. One can also view agriculture from this 

ecological standpoint as an effort to intervene in and direct the biological energies and 

processes of land, plants, and animals. That humans became part of this equation by 

means of ownable bodies and thus ownable laboring power is strikingly consistent with 

this broader logic (so too is the move to collapse distinctions between the human and 

nonhuman entities the biological capacities of which became integral to the production of 

capital).  

In light of this, when the enslaved transgressively occupied space on the 

landscapes of slavery, they effectively laid claim to their physical energy and directed it 

against the project of slaveholders. When the enslaved relied on elements of their 

physical and spiritual environments to realize self-determined objectives, they enlisted 

the energies of forces external to themselves and channeled these with purpose. The entry 
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point into this closing analysis concerns how the enslaved, when food provisions proved 

insufficient, turned to their environment to supplement this lack.  

It is here that one of the severe ironies of enslavement emerges. When slaves were 

driven to find ways of feeding themselves due to lacking food provisions, they effectively 

advanced the goals of slaveholders whose capital-generating enterprise rested on the able 

bodies of the enslaved. As human chattel, as one whose body was owned by another, to 

feed oneself and loved ones was to render the body capable of labor, which is not to say 

enslaved people ate in order to be capable laborers. Indeed, there were many reasons for 

the enslaved to gather, prep, cook, and consume food that had little to do with ensuring 

they were strong enough to work. Although this framework complicates perspectives on 

resistance as instanced in particular practices of eating, it also disrupts the subjugation-

resistance binary in which resistive acts are often ensconced.  

While supplementing food provisions necessarily served the objectives of 

slaveholders, to choose not to eat – which some slaves did – was in fact resistance but 

resistance on terms set by slaveholders. To eat in spite of advancing the mission of 

slaveholders on the other hand, to eat because one prioritized life and living, kinfolk and 

friends, God and the spiritual over the objectives of slaveholders represents acts that need 

not be deemed resistance to acknowledge the self-determination of the enslaved. Though 

there are several examples of the enslaved taking their own lives or enacting plans that in 

all probability called for sacrifices of life, far more women and men embraced life despite 

the difficult circumstances forced on them. Much of this embrace of life – in line with as 

well as beyond the designs of slaveholders – was expressed multiple times a day, every 
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day, when the enslaved ate, particularly when the food they ingested and metabolized 

came from their surroundings via their own hands and knowledge. 

These thoughts represent the broad brushstrokes that shape this chapter and the 

analysis appearing in it. Until now this project has been framed as an ecology of slavery 

in Maryland; however, this chapter highlights the extent to which the project is at its core 

an ecology of energy in the world of enslaved people. Utilizing an ecological standpoint, 

this chapter centers the food enslaved people consumed in an effort to further parse their 

relationship to their surroundings. It argues that the different ways enslaved people 

supplemented food provisions contributed to their unique relation to their environment. 

This portion of the analysis foregrounds a few scenes in which food in the world of 

enslaved individuals discloses instructive relations between them and their environment. 

The chapter transitions here to a sustained analysis of enslaved people’s foodways at 

Wye House Plantation through accounts offered by Frederick Douglass as well as 

through analysis of important archaeological findings, including those that speak to the 

production of stews and other one-pot meals among the enslaved on this plantation. The 

chapter closes by charting the broader cyclings of energy in the environments slaves 

inhabited. Drawing important principles from this, I consider the movement of nutrients 

and energies throughout the ecosystem of slavery in antebellum Maryland, focusing in 

particular on the production of fertilizers, those made from animal as well as human 

waste. 

The Object as Process – The Proximate Environment and the Paths to the Pot of 

Stew 

 

To date most scholarship on food in the lives of the enslaved comes from scholars 

of history, food studies (within cultural studies), and anthropology. While insights from 



 

 154 

across these fields inform this analysis, food studies is particularly useful as scholars in 

this area not only attend to important nuances but do so employing larger theoretical 

frameworks and related vocabularies that have contributed significantly to what some 

refer to as enslaved people’s foodways. Jay Anderson explains that foodways refers to 

“the whole interrelated system of food conceptualization and evaluation, procurement, 

preservation, preparation, consumption and nutrition shared by all the members of a 

particular society.”1 More succinctly, Psyche Williams-Forson describes foodways as a 

concept that accounts for how people obtain, prepare, distribute, and consume food.2 In 

such light, foodways are heavily influenced by a range of cultural forces rendering food 

itself a material text brimming with meaning. Thus, in much of the scholarship on 

foodways food stands as a symbolic language through which one can study the cultural 

moorings of a particular group of people.3 Studying the foodways of the enslaved in the 

framework of this project illuminates their relation to a formation of environment not 

accounted for thus far in my analysis. 

To this point this study has considered enslaved people’s relationship to 

environments constituted by landscape, cold weather, and the supernatural, each of which 

represents a specific thematic focal point. In this chapter, the plane of consideration shifts 

away from the thematic to the theoretical, identifying that to which the enslaved were in 

close proximity – spatially and temporally – as an environment unto itself. The proximate 

                                                 
1 Jay Anderson, “The Study of Contemporary Foodways in American Folklife Research,” Keystone 

Folklore Quarterly 16.4 (1971): 156. 

 
2 Psyche Williams-Forson, Building Houses out of Chicken Legs: Black Women, Food, and Power (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press 2006), 92. 

 
3 Mary Douglas suggested that food is comparable to language as a form of symbolic communication 

(1966). Claude Lévi-Strauss famously said that food is good to think and eat (1964). 
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environment is the world at hand, the world within one’s reach, and it is a world 

populated by that which is available in the time and space of now. On the subject of food 

and enslaved people’s foodways, the proximate environment is critically important in that 

when slaves supplemented lacking food provisions they frequently did so drawing from 

their immediate surroundings, the environment constituted by edible items to which they 

were in close proximity. While much of what the enslaved ate was drawn from the world 

at hand, stews and other one-pot meals (consisting of water, herbs, spices, vegetables, and 

meat) uniquely represented reconstitutions of the environment proximate to the enslaved, 

particularly its most life-sustaining elements. Organizing analyses around these culinary 

reconstitutions affords an opportunity to examine the nuanced relation between enslaved 

women and men and that which was environmentally nearby. 

As it was with each class of objects around which the previous chapters were 

organized, stews materialize distinctive ecological relations between the enslaved and 

their environment in relation to both its production and consumption. The rations 

enslaved women and men received alongside the other ways they fed themselves 

generally made up the production side of stews; the consumption side was made up of 

ingesting stews. The cooking of stews marked the final step in its production and the first 

step on the consumption side, particularly when thinking about the one cooking tasting 

what they were preparing as it cooked. As such, stews in the process of being cooked 

occupied a middle ground between and thereby bridged the production and consumption 

sides of this food item and similar meals. Examining the various food items that would 

have gone into the boiling or stewing one-pot meal, including the means by which the 

enslaved came by these, coupled with trends over time regarding the enslaved eating 
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stews reveals much about their interactions with the world at hand. Like the other object 

classes appearing in this project, stews as material ecology have import as historical 

formations (literally a type of food), as symbolic formations (a reference to all foods the 

enslaved ate), and as metaphorical formations (a one-pot microcosm or micro-

environment of the world of slaves and the blendings and meldings characteristic of their 

world). 

 

 

Image 5.1 – Depiction of a possibly enslaved woman preparing a one-pot meal 

(“Compounding ‘Gumbo’ or Okra Soup,” ca. 1864). 

 

Broadly, stews, soups, gumbos, and other related one-pot dishes are central to 

understanding enslaved people’s foodways for two reasons. First, as Frederick Douglass 

Opie and others note, these meals could feed several people even if only containing 
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meager amounts of meat or fish.4 In relation, because they could be “stretched” by simply 

adding water, stews and soups were flexible dishes and could be made to accommodate 

shifting circumstances, i.e. from changes in the number of mouths to feed to having 

received less or no food provisions as punishment. Because a wide variety of food items 

could be thrown into a stew, there were also ways of expanding such dishes without 

much notice, again if a circumstance necessitating this arose such as escaping slaves or 

those laying out having made known their desperation for something to eat. In addition to 

being able to feed many mouths, old or dry or otherwise unappetizing food could find 

new life in a stew or soup such as stale biscuits or yesterday’s cornbread. 

The second reason these meals are critical to understanding slave foodways 

concern the cultural context from which both they and the enslaved emerged. Several 

scholars have noted the extent to which stews enslaved people made and ate hearkened 

back to different African corollaries.5 For example, one-pot meals such as stew and other 

thick soups were common among the Igbo and Mande as well as other groups and were 

typically accompanied by a starch of some sort, which was also common with the dishes 

the enslaved made.6 That said, such African culinary echoes were manifested differently 

across different regions of the South. According to Frederick Douglass Opie, black 

people enslaved in the Carolinas or the Caribbean were usually part of a black majority, 

                                                 
 
4 Frederick Douglass Opie, Hog & Hominy: Soul Food from Africa to America (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2008), 51. 

 
5 Jessica B. Harris, The Welcome Table: African-American Heritage Cooking (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 1995), 27; Leland G. Ferguson, Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African America, 

1650-1800 (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 36; Michael Twitty, “Stews,” in 

World of a Slave: Encyclopedia of the Material Life of Slaves in the United States, ed. Martha B. Katz-

Hyman (Santa Barbara: Greenwood, 2011), 481-2; Opie, Hog and Hominy, 10. 

 
6 Opie, Hog and Hominy, 10. 
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which facilitated the sustaining of several African survivals or retentions, including food 

dishes. In comparison, the Chesapeake region – where the enslaved were usually in the 

minority – there tended to be more culinary mixings of the African, European, and Native 

American (in ways similar to spiritual mixings). Although the Chesapeake Bay region 

was “a land of culinary negotiation,” rather than inclining the enslaved away from stews 

and other related one-pot meals such negotiation manifested itself in the pot, as did a 

range of other cultural and historical realities.7 

Through cultivating their own garden plots, gathering herbs, spices, and other 

wild foodstuffs from the woods, hunting, trapping, and fishing, buying, trading, and 

stealing food as well as sharing and gifting, enslaved women and men in Maryland relied 

on several of modes of supplementing inadequate food provisions. In these and other 

ways the enslaved “had significant influence over their diet,” a notion which Larry 

McKee rightly establishes as a “mainstay” in historical analyses of American slavery 

from the last few decades.8 Thus, accounts from formerly enslaved people are replete 

with descriptions of how they procured food beyond what was provisioned. The various 

modes of procuring supplemental food established a prolonged and necessary relationship 

to nature’s manufactory however it manifested itself in the locales the enslaved inhabited. 

In this way, the food items that ended up in enslaved people’s stew travelled a variety of 

paths to the pot. Considering at least some of what found its way into the pot and the 

                                                 
 
7 Opie, Hog and Hominy, 30; Robert A. Gilmer, “Native American Contributions to African American 

Foodways” in Dethroning the Deceitful Porkchop: Rethinking African American Foodways from Slavery to 

Obama, ed. Jennifer Jensen Wallach (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2015); Ferguson, 
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8 Larry McKee, “Food Supply and Plantation Social Order” in “I, Too, Am America”: Archaeological 

Studies of African-American Life, ed. Theresa A. Singleton (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 

1999). 
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implications of the production side of stews becomes important as it anticipates a closer 

examination of enslaved people’s stew as material ecology.9 

 

 

Image 5.2 – Photograph of a former slave kitchen at the Bergen Homestead in Brooklyn, New 

York (1893). The Brooklyn Public Library. 

 

The kind of ingredients that went into one-pot meals such as stew often became 

more than food in the lives of the enslaved, particularly when choice ingredients were 

involved. Josiah Henson signaled this in an account describing his efforts to ease the 

unique burdens of enslaved women. “The condition of the male slave is bad enough,” he 

                                                 
 
9 I should note that in my framing of stews and the production thereof – particularly in the examples 

appearing in the proceeding paragraphs – I understand most, if not all, of what enslaved people ate as 

potential ingredients in the stews and soups they made. Thus, I draw from evidence where food items are a 

point of focus rather than stews given the real potential for any and all of these items – at any given time – 

to be added to a stew. In this framing to think about food is to think about the production side of stew, even 

when the latter is not in evidential view as it is not in the three examples to follow. 
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explained, “but that of the female…bearing the peculiar burdens of her own sex unpitied 

and unaided, as well as the toils which belong to the other, is one that must arouse the 

spirit of sympathy in every heart not dead to all feeling.”10 Gesturing towards gendered 

divisions of general and reproductive labor and the extent to which enslaved women were 

commonly expected to labor across these divisions, Henson recognized that his 

experience of enslavement was necessarily different from that of slave women, that the 

burdens of the latter were altogether “peculiar” to them as a group. In light of this, 

Henson found ways to channel his “spirit of adventure” in attempts of securing different 

kinds of meat he would “carry to some poor overworked black fair one.”11 He recalled 

turning to the environment proximate to him and appropriating chickens, pigs, and sheep 

– belonging presumably to a slaveholder – killing and processing them in the woods and 

then presenting the meat to any of “those whom Riley [his owner] was starving.”  

According to Henson, this meat “was at once food, luxury, and medicine,” 

nourishing the body but also the psyche and the spirit.12 In this instance, the medicinal 

quality of the meat Henson presented to his counterparts treated something in him as 

well, despite him not eating it; the very act of gifting such food carried with it a host of 

meanings into which Henson tapped. On this subject, he elaborated: 

The miseries which I saw many of the women suffer often oppressed me with a 

load of sorrow. No white knight, rescuing white fair ones from cruel oppression, 

ever felt the throbbing of a chivalrous heart more intensely than I, a black knight, 

did, in running down a chicken in an out-of-the way place to hide till dark…[or] 

                                                 
 
10 Josiah Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life (New York: Barnes 

& Noble, 2008), 21. 

 
11 Ibid., 22. 

 
12 Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction, 22. 
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in driving a mile or two into the woods a pig or a sheep, and slaughtering it for the 

good of those whom Riley was starving. I felt good, moral, heroic.13 

 

In his efforts Henson expressed a form of chivalrous masculinity through the 

appropriation of these animals and the meat he subsequently presented to enslaved 

women. Perhaps due to the segment of his audience he hoped to affect most, or perhaps 

due to the means through which he came into literacy, Henson casted his performance of 

masculinity in Anglo-heroic terms. Here enslaved women become the damsel in need of 

rescuing and he a black knight; however, his mode of rescuing did not end in liberation 

but something akin to gifting a taste of life as one who was free and had the means to 

partake of culinary luxuries. Thus, what appears to have inclined Henson to feel “good, 

moral, heroic” was the respite from their labors he could facilitate for the enslaved 

women he helped, however brief it was. That said, readers of this narrative have no sense 

of how these enslaved women received this meat; it would be unsurprising if their 

response ranged from sincere appreciation of the gift to a submerged resentment, 

resentment of a counterpart who had time and energy enough to cultivate a spirit of 

adventure and to play the part of hero as he, possibly, alleviated his own quiet guilt 

regarding his privilege. 

 This single example only begins to highlight what one can ask, ponder, and 

analyze when thinking through food as the materialization of shifting cultural realities 

(i.e., material culture), depending on the context in which it appears. However, in relation 

to the proximate environment on which the enslaved relied, it was neither the animals nor 

their flesh but the site of slaughter that figures most importantly in this analysis. 

                                                 
 
13 Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction, 21-2. 
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Describing both running down chickens in “an out-of-the way place” and driving pigs 

and sheep “a mile or two into the woods,” Henson marked elements of the proximate 

environment in which the risk of killing animals belonging to his owner was mitigated. 

Containing pockets and other places off the grid of slaveholder knowledge and/or 

surveillance, the landscape environment was one of the most critical elements of the 

proximate environment (as were the climate and supernatural environment). 

Taking advantage of spaces in the proximate landscape environment that obscured 

the sight and sound of slaughter, Henson carried out still risky missions that subverted 

slaveholder authority by redirecting the biological energies of said animals away from 

laying eggs, growing wool, or feeding the slaveholder and his family towards the bodies 

of enslaved women, those who Henson suggested expended much more energy than he in 

their many labors. Being that the path to the pot for all food points to the context from 

which it emerged, the chicken, pork, and mutton Henson commandeered carried its 

context into the stew to which it likely, at some point, found its way. Thus, what was 

typically a cast-iron pot contained not only a range of food items but the different 

contexts these items brought into the pot; in the case of Henson, whatever pots the flesh 

to which he laid claim found themselves, these pots also contained Henson’s recognition 

of enslaved women’s plight, his performance of gender, and the out-of-the-way places he 

turned to in order to realize his objectives, all of which converged in the very meat that 

would have greatly enriched any stew. 

Frederick Douglass’ grandmother provides another point of reference that further 

outlines enslaved people’s relation to the proximate environment. By Douglass’ account, 

his grandmother, Betsey Bailey, was well known in Tuckahoe where the Lloyd plantation 
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was located as well as in surrounding towns. The “high esteem” in which she was held, 

Douglass noted, was due to her being a good nurse or midwife as well as because of her 

prowess in procuring food, which aided her family as well as many others. 

One dimension of Betsey Bailey’s skill in securing desired foodstuffs concerned 

reaping the aquatic bounties of the Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries. Douglass 

described his grandmother as “a capital hand at making nets for catching shad and 

herring,” which were in great demand across Tuckahoe and extending into Denton and 

Hillsboro, neighboring towns. Having lived as a slave of the Lloyds for all of her life, 

Betsey Bailey refined her ability to fish and developed distinctive skill in maximizing her 

efforts by learning to make quality fishing nets. Douglass recalled her also being 

“somewhat famous for her good fortune” in catching shad and herring. “I have known her 

to be in the water half the day” taking advantage of the seeming good fortune with which 

people appeared to have credited her. The matter of fortune in relation to his 

grandmother’s expertise emerges as a critical point for Douglass, one he devoted time to 

parsing out in another example.14 

In addition to her success in the water, Douglass also noted his grandmother was 

so effective in preserving seedling sweet potatoes that people attributed a magical quality 

to her hands: 

In the time of planting sweet potatoes, “Grandmother Betty,” as she was 

familiarly called, was sent for in all directions, simply to place the seedling 

potatoes in the hills; for superstition had it, that if “Grandmamma Betty but 

touches them at planting, they will be sure to grow and flourish.” This high 

reputation was full of advantage to her, and to the children around her. Though 

Tuckahoe had but few of the good things of life, yet of such as it did possess 

                                                 
 
14 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, ed. Jim Manis (Hazleton, PA: The Electronic 

Classics Series), 35-6. 
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grandmother got a full share, in the way of presents. If good potato crops came 

after her planting, she was not forgotten by those for whom she planted.15 

 

Here Grandmother Betty is considered by those around her to wield mystical abilities that 

inclined sweet potato crops to grow, if she but handled them during planting. Her “high 

reputation” born of what Douglass considered superstition inclined those grateful for her 

help to gift items to her that fall into Douglass’ category of “the good things of life.” 

Receiving such items – though they are not detailed – evidenced how people’s belief in 

her abilities came to be “full of advantage” to her. 

 However, Douglass is not satisfied with his reader taking his grandmother’s 

reception in her own and surrounding communities at face value. Instead, he moves to 

offer an explanation of her abilities: 

Grandmother was likewise more provident than most of her neighbors in the 

preservation of seedling sweet potatoes, and it happened to her--as it will happen 

to any careful and thrifty person residing in an ignorant and improvident 

community--to enjoy the reputation of having been born to “good luck.” Her 

“good luck” was owing to the exceeding care which she took in preventing the 

succulent root from getting bruised in the digging, and in placing it beyond the 

reach of frost, by actually burying it under the hearth of her cabin during the 

winter months.16 

 

According to Douglass, those who superstitiously attributed luck and good fortune to his 

grandmother did so due to a dearth of knowledge regarding planting sweet potatoes. 

Because they lacked the rich understanding of his grandmother, they effectively glossed 

over the knowledge she accumulated over time and thereby dismissed it by claiming her 

effectiveness was due to luck, fortune, and magical elements. Douglass is careful to 

dispute this submerged dismissal and foreground his grandmother’s providence. While 

                                                 
 
15 Douglass, My Bondage, 36. 

 
16 Ibid. 



 

 165 

she may have kept her know-how away from those she helped and possibly played up 

their belief in her mystical qualities, Douglass casted his grandmother as someone 

brimming with actionable knowledge regarding fishing the waters and planting the land. 

In this light, she is presented as one who has spent decades as a slave encountering and 

learning about elements of her proximate environment to the point that the stores of her 

knowledge could not be grasped by those who knew far less than she about the world at 

hand. Thus, the stews containing sweet potatoes planted by Betsy Bailey and fish caught 

by her or with one of her nets also contained the lifetime of knowledge that went into 

procuring these meats and vegetables as well as her efforts to leverage this knowledge for 

the benefit of herself and loved ones. 

 The preceding examples together introduce three related points: (1) much more 

than the substance of food appeared in the pots of the enslaved, including each food 

item’s path to the pot; (2) the variety in the paths to the pot of food enslaved people 

procured speaks to shifting contexts from which such food emerged; and (3) between 

fishing waterways, planting the land, or processing animals in hidden places, the 

proximate environment from which the enslaved procured supplemental food items 

shifted according to the person serving as point of reference at a given point in time.  

While these examples gesture toward critical points, there remains more to be said 

on the subject of enslaved people’s foodways and their relationship to the proximate 

environment. Specifically, the paths to the pot of all the food items appearing in enslaved 

people’s stews and other one-pot meals warrant both broader and more focused 

engagement, which I accomplish through a comparative though asymmetrical analysis of 

slaveholder and slave foodways, viewing the latter in light of the former but more deeply. 
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The Object in Transition – A Case Study of Foodways and the Decline of Stew at 

Wye House Plantation 

 

 In the autobiographical accounts of his life, Frederick Douglass has memorialized 

much of the mundane and more exceptional aspects of living as one enslaved by the 

Lloyds on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. Included in these accounts are several references to 

the food of slaveholders and the enslaved, though I will only rely on Douglass for the 

former. The great detail Douglass provides readers regarding the path to the pot of the 

foods burdening the Lloyds’ tables inspires a lengthy quotation of him: 

The table groans under the heavy and blood-bought luxuries gathered with pains-

taking care, at home and abroad. Fields, forests, rivers and seas, are made 

tributary here….Fish, flesh and fowl, are here in profusion. Chickens, of all 

breeds; ducks, of all kinds, wild and tame, the common, and the huge Muscovite; 

Guinea fowls, turkeys, geese, and pea fowls, are in their several pens, fat and 

fatting for the destined vortex. The graceful swan, the mongrels, the black-necked 

wild goose; partridges, quails, pheasants and pigeons; choice water fowl, with all 

their strange varieties, are caught in this huge family net. Beef, veal, mutton and 

venison, of the most select kinds and quality, roll bounteously to this grand 

consumer. The teeming riches of the Chesapeake bay (sic), its rock, perch, drums, 

crocus, trout, oysters, crabs, and terrapin, are drawn hither to adorn the glittering 

table of the great house. The dairy, too…supplied by cattle of the best English 

stock, imported for the purpose, pours its rich donations of fragrant cheese, 

golden butter, and delicious cream….Nor are the fruits of the earth forgotten or 

neglected. The fertile garden, many acres in size, constituting a separate 

establishment, distinct from the common farm – with its scientific gardener, 

imported from Scotland, (a Mr. McDermott,) with four men under his direction, 

was not behind, either in the abundance or in the delicacy of its contributions to 

the same full board. The tender asparagus, the succulent celery, and the delicate 

cauliflower; egg plants, beets, lettuce, parsnips, peas, and French beans, early and 

late; radishes, cantelopes, melons of all kinds; the fruits and flowers of all climes 

and of all descriptions, from the hardy apple of the north, to the lemon and orange 

of the south, culminated at this point. Baltimore gathered figs, raisins, almonds 

and juicy grapes from Spain. Wines and brandies from France; teas of various 

flavor, from China; and rich, aromatic coffee from Java, all conspired to swell the 

tide of high life, where pride and indolence rolled and lounged in magnificence 

and satiety.17 

  

                                                 
 
17 Douglass, My Bondage, 107-9. 
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When considering the contextual scales Douglass references in this passage, the food that 

commonly appeared on the Lloyds’ tables represent local and global environments that 

met and mixed in sumptuous displays of wealth. These “blood-bought” foods that made 

their way to the table came from “fields, forests, rivers and seas” at “home and abroad,” 

all to satiate “this grand consumer.” In addition to the fare from the Chesapeake Bay, 

Baltimore – as an increasingly global port from the early- to the mid-nineteenth century – 

became a collection and distribution point of goods from Spain, France, China, and Java. 

According to Douglass, even the one tasked with managing the operation of the garden 

was imported from abroad, much like the “cattle of the best English stock” Douglass 

pointed to as providing “rich donations” to the “glittering table of the great house.” The 

matter of animal stock in this instance is particularly instructive as it references important 

spatial scales regarding the cattle being from England as well as telling temporal scales 

regarding the generations it took to refine the genes of a species (through breeding) that 

was specially suited for the production of high quality milk and its derivatives.  

In identifying the expansive environmental scales from which these foods 

emerged Douglass indirectly highlighted why when it came to feeding oneself and one’s 

family, slaveholders could turn to the world of the global while the enslaved could turn 

only to the world of the local. Having heavy constraints on how they moved in space and 

spent their time yet without the capital of slaveholders, the enslaved found in the 

proximate environment a wide variety of foods, the range of which should not be 

mistaken for abundance. Instead, this variety points to the heterogeneity of environments 

found across the state of Maryland as well as the different crops grown on plantations in 

the state, of which the food crops often contributed to the provisions of the enslaved after 
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the decline of tobacco monoculture. Table 5.1 provides a snapshot of the different foods 

enslaved people in Maryland consumed, including food provisions as well as what they 

procured on their own. 

 

Table 5.1 - Foods Enslaved People Ate in Maryland as Noted in WPA Interviews 

and Slave Narratives* 

 

 

 

 

General (Rations and Procured) 

Milk, bread, bean soup, pot liquor, pork skin, 

red herring, potatoes, porridge (bonny 

clabber, buttermilk, milk, Indian corn), 

cabbage, corn bread, Indian corn, whiskey, 

eggs, mush, salt fish, salt herring, cornmeal 

mush, oysters, clams, skin taken from rusty 

bacon, ash cake, pork, corn cake, fat hog 

meat, vegetables, fat back, cornpone, liver, 

possum, raccoon, crabs, rabbits, fowl, game 

 

 

Special Occasions (e.g., Christmas, 

harvest, corn shucking, celebrations, and 

frolics) 

Wheaten bread, fresh meat, apple dumplings, 

apple pie, apple jack, egg nog, extra meat, 

molasses, sausage meat (scrapings of the 

meat block), rice, sugar, coffee, whiskey, 

cider, roast pork, apple sauce, hominy, corn 

bread 

 

 

 

 

Periodic Provisions 

Once/Day Herring; 1 quart of meal and two herrings; 

bread, hominy, black strap molasses, and a 

red herring 
Once/Week 1 peck of corn; meat; hog’s face (not the 

head), a dozen ears of corn (to be ground); 

3.5 lbs of salt pork or 12 herrings and Indian 

meal; 1 peck of corn, 2-dozen herring, about 

4 pounds of meat 
Once/Month 8 lbs of pickled pork or fish (tainted/low-

quality), 1 bushel of Indian meal (unbolted), 

1 pint of salt   

 
*Note: Assembled in this table are all notations of food items formerly enslaved women and men recalled 

eating in Maryland-based WPA interviews and slave narratives. Several of these items appeared multiple 

times across documents but are only listed once in each category (i.e., General, Special Occasions, etc.). 

Because some enslaved people drank whiskey on special occasions while others procured it by way of 

trade, purchase, or gifting, this item and others appear across different categories. Further, because foods 

such as herring, salt herring, salt fish, and fish potentially point to different items, these and other foods 

with similar overlaps are included independently. Finally, I have retained the original descriptions of food 

as much as possible, including details I have integrated parenthetically and all of which are from the 

original sources.  
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Returning to Douglass and Wye House Plantation, only recently have scholars 

begun to delve deeply into the everyday lives of enslaved people owned by the Lloyd 

family.18 Among this important work is a substantive study of enslaved women and 

men’s foodways at Wye House conducted by Amanda Tang when she was a doctoral 

student of anthropology at the University of Maryland, College Park.19 From her 

dissertation emerge several important aspects of enslaved people’s relation to the 

proximate environment as studied through the food they obtained, prepared, distributed, 

and consumed. 

 As an archaeology of enslaved people’s foodways at Wye House Plantation, 

Tang’s dissertation focuses specifically on the type of animals most accessible to the 

enslaved and the ways enslaved individuals cooked meals in which meat from these 

animals appeared. Her focus on animals derives from the rich store of faunal remains 

excavated at three Wye sites where slave quarters were once located and where food 

waste was discarded. As bones tend to preserve well in the earth at and beyond Wye, they 

provide a material window into enslaved people’s culinary past.20 Utilizing 

                                                 
18 This portion of my analysis draws from related studies of slavery that focus on enslaved foodways and/or 

utilize archaeological records as source material, including: Judith Carney and Richard Rosomoff, In the 

Shadow of Slavery: Africa’s Botanical Legacy in the Atlantic World (Berkley and Los Angeles: University 

of California Press, 2010); Ywone D. Edwards “‘Trash’ Revisited: A Comparative Approach to Historical 

Descriptions and Archaeological Analyses of Slave Houses and Yards,” in Keep Your Head to the Sky: 

Interpreting African American Home Ground, ed. Grey Gundaker (Charlottesville: University Press of 

Virginia, 1998); Maria Franklin, An Archaeological Study of the Rich Neck Slave Quarter and Enslaved 

Domestic Life (Williamsburg: Colonial Williamsburg Research Publications, 2004); Mark Warner, Eating 

in the Side Room: Food, Archaeology, and African American Identity (Gainesville: University Press of 

Florida, 2015); Anne E. Yentsch, A Chesapeake Family and Their Slaves: A Study in Historical 

Archaeology (Great Britain: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 

 
19 Tang was a part of a cohort of doctoral students (led by Mark Leone) in the University of Maryland’s 

Anthropology Department who have done exciting work on the enslaved people at Wye House Plantation 

based primarily on archaeological approaches to recuperating the past.  

 
20 Ultimately, the preserved animal remains only represent a portion of the larger food items enslaved 

people consumed, the vast majority of which would have been plant-based. That said, the faunal record 
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zooarchaeological analysis, over 16,000 faunal remains were examined for her project 

and from these remains Tang derived insights into the nature of the animals enslaved 

people cooked and ate as well as the ways in which what they ate and how they cooked 

changed over time. On the question of time, Tang identifies two main periods in which 

the faunal remains fall: what she calls the Early Lloyd Period (before 1770) and the Late 

Lloyd Period or the Plantation Period (after 1770).21 

 While her project is certainly not the first of its kind, her findings nevertheless 

advance what we know of enslaved people’s lives at Wye House. As represented in 

Figure 5.1, the only animals that increased as food sources over time were mammals, 

particularly small mammals (i.e., opossums, muskrats, raccoons, rabbits, squirrels, mice, 

and rats).22 Despite the increase in consumption being proportionally greatest in this 

group of animals, medium to large mammals (i.e., cattle, deer, pigs, sheep, and goats) 

were still consumed more often in the Late Period. Compared to mammal-based food 

sources, birds, fish, and reptiles made up a relatively small portion of the animals slaves 

ate in both the Early and Late periods but particularly the latter. As is starkly clear, by far 

the most consumed type of animal – even after a substantive drop after 1770 – were 

bivalves, specifically clams and oysters with the latter making up the overwhelming 

majority of all remains recovered at the sites where enslaved people lived at Wye. 

                                                 
affords important insight into how the enslaved navigated the proximate environment and how they adapted 

to it over time.     
 
21 Amanda Tang, “‘Fried chicken belongs to all of us’: The Zooarchaeology of Enslaved Foodways on the 

Long Green, Wye House (18TA314), Talbot County, Maryland” (PhD Dissertation: University of 

Maryland, College Park, 2014). 

 
22 Tang is careful to point out that the presence mouse and rat remains might be skewed being that these 

animals commonly forage indoors and would have found in the pits and cellars where much of the refuse 

was cast a ready source of nourishment. Her primary motivation for including these animals among those 

enslaved people consumed was evidence of human modification on their bones. 
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Importantly, the different types of oysters represented in the record tell an instructive 

story about how enslaved people moved in the world at hand and what changed in their 

general movements over time. 

 

 

 

The oyster shell remains recovered at the Wye slave quarters consisted of sand, 

bed, channel, and reef oysters, each of which inhabited different aquatic environments. In 

the Early Lloyd Period, sand and bed oysters made up over 90% of the oysters enslaved 

women and men consumed. These oysters would have been most commonly found in the 

waters surrounding Wye Plantation with sand oysters appearing in clusters closer to the 

land and bed oysters inhabiting shallow waters navigable by small boat. The high 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Large/Med
Mammals

Small Mammals Birds Fish Bivavles
(Clams/Oysters)

Reptiles
(turtles)

Figure 5.1 - Percentage of Animal Food Remains in Wye 
Slave Quarters

Early Period

Late Period



 

 172 

proportion of these oysters being consumed remains relatively consistent into the Late 

Period but with the consumption of sand oysters increasing while that of bed oysters 

decreasing. That the consumption of channel and reef oysters increased by about 20% in 

the later period is significant as these could only be found in waters further away from the 

grounds of Wye. These waters would have been much deeper and thus would have 

required larger boating vessels equipped for procuring these types of oysters.23 The 

increased presence of reef oysters is particularly striking as these would have been 

dredged furthest away from Wye and make no appearance in the assemblage of the 

earlier period.  

Although these findings do not tell a narrative rife with detail, they nevertheless 

reveal a point worth noting. The world at hand, the proximate environment enslaved 

women and men encountered was not caught in geographical stasis. Its borders were 

neither purely fixed nor fluid as the range of where one was able to venture and for how 

long varied from slave to slave, based on the type of labor they provided, status, 

knowledge, and willingness to take risk. However, over time the record of oyster shell 

remains at Wye slave quarters points to enslaved people venturing further out to procure 

a food source that remained popular over generations. In this the very matter of proximity 

becomes important given its relation here to accessibility. For the enslaved at Wye – and 

presumably elsewhere – the proximate environment, that which was nearby and thus 

available, was not given but determined by their movement, by that to which they had 

access. As a relative formation, what was proximate at one point in time may not have 

been at another and, further, what may have been proximate to some (e.g., those who 

                                                 
 
23 Tang, Zooarchaeology, 257-8. 
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were able to procure oysters from deep rivers and the Chesapeake Bay) may not have 

been proximate to others (e.g., those who could not venture much further than the muddy 

and shallow waters coursing through the Lloyd landholdings).  

 While excavated oyster shells point to the indeterminate geography of the 

proximate environment the enslaved encountered, the bones of mammals contribute a 

different element to this narrative. As noted, the bones of mammals were the only ones 

the presence of which increased from the earlier to the later period. Although questions 

persist regarding how much beef, pork, and mutton the enslaved were actually 

consuming, more certain are the ways in which the slaves cooked these meat portions. 24 

 Based on a range of measurements and analyses of the mammalian bones in the 

assemblage, Tang concludes that the cooking practices of the enslaved – primarily 

women – changed from the earlier to the later period. About one-fifth of the mammal 

bones recovered in the Early Lloyd Period exhibit modifications consistent with the 

preparation of stews and soups (extensive chop and hack markings, sizings that would 

allow for many pieces to fit in a pot at once, and other physical and chemical changes 

specific to extended exposure to heat and moisture). In the Late Lloyd Period closer to 

one-tenth of recovered mammal bones – those that would most often have to be reduced 

in size by the enslaved – exhibit evidence of being prepared in boiling water. However, 

there was a distinct increase in bones from this period that exhibited evidence of having 

                                                 
 
24 As Tang points out, the archaeological record cannot tell us when the enslaved appropriated the cows, 

pigs, sheep, and goats found in the assemblage excavated at the slave quarters or when they received what 

was left over after choice meats were taken from the Lloyd tables. That said, even if the majority of the 

meat the enslaved ate across both periods came by way of provisions, one can still speak generally in terms 

of proportions, increases, and other trends in the consumption of meat. As questions regarding how much 

meat the enslaved ate cannot be resolved by the faunal record at the Wye slave quarters, the bones the 

enslaved discarded point to different cooking processes on which I focus. 
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been roasted (larger sized remains lacking hack or chop marks and evidencing sustained 

exposure to fire). Thus, with the increase in the presence of mammalian bones is a 

corresponding increase in roasting and decrease in stewing over time. 

 There are a number of possibilities regarding why this change may have occurred. 

However, combining general contextual knowledge with the specific details related to the 

correlation between the increase in mammal consumption and roasting as a cooking 

method, one interpretation emerges as most likely. The primary and perhaps defining 

ingredient in any stew or soup is water. As a primary ingredient, water gives great 

flexibility to any soup or stew dish in that it can be added at really any point in the 

cooking process to expand the very size of the meal. Additionally, when meat, 

vegetables, herbs, and spices may be scarce, water-based dishes are ideal in that boiling 

water takes on the flavor of whatever is cooking in it so that while meat may be sparse its 

flavor can still be enjoyed. This as the liquid portion of a very thin soup or stew had the 

capacity to convince the stomach it was fed.  

Thus, with the enslaved at Wye consuming proportionally less meat in the earlier 

period compared to the later, this most likely was due to the enslaved having limited 

access to meat, which would encourage the preparation of more soups and stews. 

Whether because the Lloyds’ economic successes became more robust over time, thereby 

increasing the amount of meat provisions distributed, or because the enslaved became 

more adept at commandeering cows, pigs, and sheep from growing Lloyd holdings, 

evidence points to a greater access to meat as time progressed. With this access increased 

a mode of cooking meat that could not stretch the latter as much and also did not dilute its 

flavor. Despite the rise of roasting, the evidence of enslaved people continuing to prepare 
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soups and stews, albeit at smaller rates, should not be overlooked. It is unclear if they did 

so because there continued to be times of scarcity or for the sake of old culinary traditions 

or to keep warm in the winter. What is clearer is that stews, soups, and other water-based 

one-pot meals contained much of the proximate world the enslaved inhabited while also 

having the capacity to reference shifting circumstance over extended periods of time. 

The Object in Biological Process – Cyclings of Energy in the Global World of 

Plants, Animals, and People 

 

The meat enslaved people ate at and beyond Wye Plantation would have been 

among the most energy- (i.e., calorie-) dense foods in their diet. The energy and nutrients 

slaves derived from what were largely herbivorous animals came primarily from animal 

muscle and fat. This consumable biomass itself was the byproduct of a range of 

biological processes by which animal organisms absorbed nutrients and metabolized 

glucose from the plant organisms they consumed. The cycling of energy in the 

environments proximate to enslaved people in Maryland shifted considerably when 

domestic animals began to be regularly housed on plantations. As discussed in the first 

chapter of this project, from the seventeenth into the eighteenth century plantation 

animals, particularly cows and pigs, were left to forage in uncultivated parts of the land 

due to a proportionally small amount of land that was cleared for cultivation, the 

tendency of landholders to leave their holdings unfenced, and, perhaps most important, 

the high demand for and low supply of labor. The latter meant that few could afford to 

lose any laborers needed to build barns and fences as well as to feed and otherwise take 

care of these animals. Thus, most of these animals were branded with an identifying mark 

and left to feed themselves on whatever vegetation they could find.25 

                                                 
 



 

 176 

When the transition from indentured to slave labor occurred and the increased 

supply of labor brought increasingly more land under cultivation, plantation owners 

began to redirect the labor of some of their human chattel towards housing their animals 

on site. As noted, one of the key benefits of this shift was the ready supply of manure 

these animals produced, which could be used as fertilizer on soil that over time 

experienced a severe depletion of nutrients, particularly with the rise of plow technology. 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century many planters and small farmers alike relied 

on manure to either reduce the amount of time fields were left fallow – in order for 

nutrients to be naturally restored to the soil – or to eliminate long fallow rotations 

altogether being that it took several years before exhausted land would produce profitable 

yields.  

Utilizing the manure of plantation animals on depleted plantation soils tightened 

the loop of energy cycling where the principal processors were soils, plants, animals, and 

people. This analysis proceeds with a discussion of global and then local energy cyclings 

on plantation landscapes in relation to the proximate environment. The cycling of energy 

in these environs becomes particularly instructive in relation to both animals and people 

as assimilators, storers, and exerters of energy.  

Although the manure of domestic animals proved an effective fertilizer, it 

certainly was not the most celebrated by the end of the antebellum period, neither in 

Maryland nor in much of the northern and southern states. No account of fertilizer’s rise 

from the local uses of domesticated animal waste to the wide production of artificial 

                                                 
25 Virginia DeJohn Anderson, Creatures of Empire: How Domestic Animals Transformed Early America 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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fertilizers in the 20th century would be complete without attending to guano and what 

became the global trade in this article. According to Brett Clark and John Bellamy Foster, 

“The tale of guano…which is rooted in soil depletion, involves the advance of soil 

science, transformation of landscapes, transfer of human populations, exploitation of 

nature and peripheral nations, and integration of the global economy.”26 As such, this tale 

is one of ecological imperialism spurred by soil degradation in both Great Britain and the 

United States. Although European travelers noted indigenous peoples’ use of guano as 

fertilizer going back centuries, such use in the northern Atlantic world did not occur until 

the mid-nineteenth century when the published results of general experiments in the area 

of soil science in addition to specific experiments with small amounts of guano led to 

wide acceptance of this organic product.27 Being that Peru “had the largest deposits of 

high-quality guano,” this country became a critical part of the international guano trade.28 

Unlike other guano deposits that were eventually exported from locales in central 

America, the Caribbean, and Africa, Peruvian guano contained an exceptionally high 

concentration of nutrients critical for replenishing exhausted soil, particularly nitrogen 

and phosphorus.29 The vast stores of Peruvian guano that came to be imported to different 
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parts of Europe and the U.S. had accumulated across three islands about 13 miles off the 

coast of Peru over several centuries. Containing guano deposits that were at some places 

over 100 feet deep, the Chincha Islands had an arid climate that made them among the 

driest places on earth.30 This meant that the lack of rainfall allowed for the guano deposits 

to dry into a chalky substance while retaining nutrients that in other locations were 

usually dissolved or washed away by rainfall.31 Thus, for several decades “Peru remained 

the most important country for meeting European and North American fertilizer needs. 

During this period, millions of tons of guano were dug, loaded, and shipped from Peru” 

to various ports in North America and Europe.32 

Yet this guano was neither dug nor loaded by Europeans, enslaved or free 

Americans, or in large numbers by laborers from South America; rather, this labor was 

largely provided by Chinese workers entangled in a system of debt peonage that in many 

instances appeared to be nothing less than de facto slavery.33 The thousands of “coolie” 

laborers who were coerced, tricked, and kidnapped into what frequently became life-long 

debt peonage had to first survive the five-month long passage to Peru. As one might 

expect, conditions and the treatment of these laborers were deplorable, which often led 

the perpetual threat of revolt to materialize.34 While many of these laborers worked on 

                                                 
 
30 Frank Uekötter and Uwe Lübken, Managing the Unknown: Essays on Environmental Ignorance (New 

York: Berghahn Books, 2014), 37. 

 
31 This guano was produced by flocks of sea birds, including the Peruvian booby, the Guanay cormorant, 

and the Peruvian brown pelican, all of which were drawn to the area surrounding the islands by Pacific 

sardines on which they fed. Melillo, “The First Green Revolution,” 1037; Clark and Foster, “Ecological 

Imperialism,”  319; Lesher, “A Load of Guano,” 123. 

 
32 Clark and Foster, “Ecological Imperialism,” 320 

 
33 Ibid., 323. 

 
34 Ibid., 322; Melillo, “The First Green Revolution,” 1041-2. 



 

 179 

sugar plantations, as domestic servants, and on railroads once they landed in Peru, they 

also came to dominate those tasked with mining the guano deposits on the Chincha 

Islands.35 

In addition to an inadequate diet and the physical abuse meted out by those 

overseeing the operations of these Chinese laborers, the very environment proved deadly 

for many. While the heat on the Chincha Islands made mining tons of guano every day 

exceedingly difficult, the stench coming from this dried waste was described as 

“appalling” by one who visited these islands.36 However, most afflicting was the 

“ammonia-laden guano dust” that “triggered devastating ailments in the lungs of those 

who constantly breathed the foul-smelling, acrid powder.”37 Between being overworked, 

whipped and flogged, poorly fed, and then exposed to illness-inducing dust for prolonged 

periods, workers commonly fell sick, died from their sickness, or committed suicide.38 

As several have noted, the first time this high-quality Peruvian guano landed in 

the U.S. was in 1824 when John Skinner – editor of the Baltimore-based American 

Farmer agricultural journal – welcomed two barrels from his brother-in-law who visited 

Peru on a voyage to South America.39 In addition to having the guano analyzed by an 
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agricultural chemist, Skinner also distributed samples to leading planters and 

agriculturalists in Maryland, including Edward Lloyd, who was at this time Governor of 

the state. The latter conducted what was among the earliest experiments with this 

fertilizer on a patch of depleted soils (presumably at Wye) and, given the exciting results, 

described the guano as “the most powerful manure he had ever seen applied to Indian 

corn.”40 Despite the successes of these early experiments, Peruvian guano and guano 

more generally did not come into wide use until several years later. 

Several factors contributed to the rise of guano as choice fertilizer among planters 

in Maryland and throughout the South, including its increasing use in England, advances 

in soil science, continued local experimentation by leading agriculturalists, and the 

endorsement of this article by a range of individuals.41 Eventually the importation of 

guano into the U.S. not only gained momentum but exploded due to the height of 

demand, and Baltimore was situated at the epicenter of this explosion. In 1850 under 

12,000 tons of guano was imported to the U.S., a substantial portion of which came from 

Peru. By 1861 the amount of imported guano soared to over 100,000 tons – 87% of it 

coming from Peru – and as the largest port of entry for guano at the time, Baltimore 

received the majority of this guano.42 As the primary point of entry of Peruvian and other 

types of guano in the U.S., Baltimore also became the primary point of distribution of this 
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fertilizer for the American South, much of which by the mid-nineteenth century was 

experiencing severe exhaustion of soils.43 

As Maryland occupied leading status not only in the domestic trade of imported 

guano but in the fertilizer industry more broadly, much of this was reflected in the pages 

of the American Farmer, the leading agricultural journal published in the state. For 

example, an 1852 issue of the publication featured on its front page an essay titled “On 

the Comparative Value of Different Manures,” which was awarded a prize by the 

Maryland State Agricultural Society. This essay detailed different types of manures and 

described the properties, modes of application, and results of experiments for each. The 

manures noted were among the leading fertilizers used in and beyond the state and were 

often mixed together in different combinations to maximize yields. Accounted for in this 

essay was of course guano as well as lime, marl, ashes, ground bone, barnyard and stable 

waste, and a substance called poudrette.44 

The latter and other fertilizers like it had as their base human waste, and these 

appeared with increasing frequency in the pages of the American Farmer as the end of 

the antebellum period approached. In a later issue of this journal is an advertisement page 

on which appear a number of ads including some headed, “Guano! Guano!!”, 

“Colombian Guano”, “Mexican Guano! Mexican Guano!!”, an ad from a company 

claiming to have “on hand a full supply of Peruvian, African, and Mexican GUANO”, as 

well as an ad that details one-by-one the ammonia content of nine different shiploads of 

Peruvian guano that arrived in Baltimore over a five-week period in 1855. On this page 
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where the excitement about guano materialized also appeared an advertisement headed 

“Tafeu” in the largest print of any advertisement appearing on the page. Produced by a 

company that marked its status by parenthetically noting it manufactured poudrette for 

sixteen years, the ad goes on to explain that tafeu is a fertilizer containing both Peruvian 

guano and night soil, one of several euphemisms for human urine and feces.45 On broader 

scale, planters and farmers throughout the South went beyond the waste of animals and 

also used human waste as fertilizer, including that produced by enslaved women and men 

(though not exclusively). 

For millennia agrarian societies have used human waste to fertilize fields and 

during the early parts of the nineteenth century peoples in Asia, Africa, and Europe 

continued this practice. In fact, poudrette – dried human waste mixed with charcoal and 

gypsum (the latter functioning as deodorizers) – came into use in the U.S. due in part to 

its popularity in Germany and France at the time.46 As guano became an increasingly 

popular fertilizer option, there were those who were not only aware of how human waste 

was being effectively used in agriculture in different parts of the world but who 

advocated for the practicality of such practice over imports from the western coast of 

South America.  

What was called at one point in the American Farmer “Home Made Guano” was 

in fact human guano, “[night soil] on our own shores, by which the farmers can be better 
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benefitted than by that from the islands of the Pacific.”47 Whether used in a raw state, or 

dried, or in combination with other substances, human urine and waste was embraced as 

one of several viable options for fertilizing fields. As followed, endorsements of this 

option appeared throughout the American Farmer: “[night soil] is the best of all 

manures”; “it is a most powerful manure,” another contributor wrote; “human ordure or 

night soil…is as good as the best Guano.”48 Thus, slaveholders utilizing the waste of 

enslaved people was not only an acceptable practice but aligned with the rising 

sentiments of those who drew from their knowledge of how agriculture was approached 

elsewhere. 

Depending on the wealth and priorities of slaveholders, enslaved people in 

Maryland and throughout the South typically relieved themselves in a privy (predecessor 

to the outhouse), using a chamber pot, or outdoors. In one of the most widely regarded 

antebellum agricultural journals, one contributor recommended providing enslaved 

people with privies or water closets being that having these structures meant that waste 

would be collected in central locations: “[t]hese may contribute an income much greater 

than their cost, by enabling the owner to prepare poudrette,” explained the writer.49 

Between the use of outdoor spaces or chamber pots, enslaved people’s waste tended to 

end up far enough away from quarters not to be offensive but not so far to be overly 

inconvenient. These “accumulations” – as two slaveholders who fertilized soil with 
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slaves’ waste referred to them – were either raked or otherwise scraped up, hauled off, 

and then spread on the designated spot.50 While such approaches were taken in more rural 

areas, urban locales and the dense concentrations of people therein warranted different 

methods of recycling human waste, including that of the enslaved. 

In light of the rapidly growing population in Baltimore during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, the need for effective sanitation became a matter of public health and 

the deposition of nightsoil was among officials’ primary concerns. In 1798 a city 

ordinance empowered health commissioners to appoint and license nightsoil men whose 

responsibility it would be to remove accumulations of human waste to areas outside of 

the city. Thus, on any given night the rattling of the nightsoil men’s carts could be heard 

on streets throughout antebellum Baltimore and the sound of these carts would only cease 

as one of the appointed individuals cleaned out at times overflowing privies, sewage 

vaults, and cesspools, collecting the waste in barrels or in the bed of their carts. When the 

latter were full the nightsoil men took the waste to designated depots and dumps on the 

outskirts of Baltimore. At these sites the putrefying urine and feces of slaves, 

slaveholders, free people of color, poor and working-class whites, newly arrived 

immigrants, and others mingled and mixed in an offensive amalgamation of biological 

matter expelled from the body. Waste from these piles were also sold to area planters and 

farmers to be used as fertilizer for locally depleted soils. 

Whether they lived in urban or rural areas, enslaved people were an important part 

of the energy and nutrient cycles that sustained the ecosystems they inhabited, as were a 
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range of other people, plants, and animals. Fertilizing exhausted soil with animal and 

human waste marked an inflection point of sorts where organic matter – after being 

consumed, processed, and evacuated – was returned to the earth to stimulate and support 

the growth of further plant life. This admittedly simplified representation of the cycling 

of energy and nutrients nevertheless points immediately to the environmental proximity 

of soil, plant, animal, and human, an altogether unsurprising observation. The 

implications of this observation on the notion of the proximate environment as 

experienced by the enslaved yields more nuanced insights. 

Retooling These Objects – Denied and Embraced Environmental Proximities 

A single question drives the analysis of this chapter: how did supplementing 

inadequate food provisions inform enslaved people’s relationship to their environment? 

In pursuing this question, the proximate environment emerged as a central concept given 

how significantly that which was edible and in close proximity to the enslaved 

constituted the environment to which they turned to sustain life. Conceptually, the 

proximate environment is characterized by its indeterminacy. Capacious enough to 

manifest as different dimensions of environment including the landscape (cultivated, 

uncultivated, or built), the climate, or the supernatural, the proximate environment could 

also stand as a combination or none of these. As a theoretical formation, this environment 

exists relatively, specifically in relation to a reference point rooted in a particular time 

and space. Among the enslaved, the perimeter of the environment proximate to them 

shifted according to the individual, especially in relation to matters of gender, age, status, 

type of laborer, and a range of other variables. Moreover, the periphery of this 

environment also had the capacity to shift according to changing circumstances in the life 
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of a single enslaved person. Thus, its boundaries in the experience of the enslaved were 

neither absolutely fixed or fluid.  

That said, while its edges were consistently in flux, the more centralized elements 

of the proximate environment were commonly stable, particularly those the enslaved 

encountered regularly in their everyday lives. In the lives of most enslaved people slave 

quarters, garden plots, fields, main houses, roads, surrounding forests, etc. usually 

changed slowly over time. Therefore, when in need of food the enslaved could venture 

into nearby woods, for example, to procure herbs, spices, fruits, vegetables, and meat 

with a confidence rooted in familiarity, knowledge, and skill. The enslaved were able to 

learn and embrace the proximate environment because of its broader stability. 

When enslaved women and men embraced their environment – that entity that 

could harm just as soon as it helped – this did not constitute a radical or revolutionary act 

to be romanticized ad infinitum. To invest too deeply in this embrace threatens to obscure 

the basic yet essential relation between the enslaved and their environment, the given 

relationship that characterizes all organisms’ dependence on environment and 

environmental phenomena for survival. This relation was fundamental and so much so 

that embracing it was not an exceptional act, especially as many peoples across the world 

did the same before, during, and after the time of American slavery. 

Rather than founding a relation to their world, in the embrace of the environment 

proximate to them the enslaved instead enriched a given relation, oftentimes in an effort 

to realize self-determined objectives, some of which were in opposition to slaveholders 

and some of which were not. When the plant and animal matter slaves consumed but did 

not integrate into their bodies was collected and spread over tired fields, this materialized 
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the proximity between a dynamic set of ecological relations in which the enslaved and all 

other human beings were inextricably entwined and on which all life depended. Their 

relationship to their environment was marked by a wide acceptance of this proximity to 

and reliance on the world at hand. 

And yet asserting a fundamental and embraced proximity between slaves and the 

environment may appear to confirm an idea slaveholders and others deployed all manner 

of discursive technique to establish – that black people were naturally close to nature. 

The deceptive element in this notion is not that it is untrue but that it focuses attention 

away from the more imperiled implication – that white people, particularly those of 

wealth and status, existed apart from nature, or at least not in close proximity to it. This 

repudiation of one’s relation to the natural (ostensibly in favor of the cultural, the 

cultivated, the civilized) was part of a larger project to justify exploitive and extraction-

based relations towards the land, plants, animals, and other people. However, despite the 

slaveholder’s denial of their proximity to the world at hand, they nonetheless could never 

remove themselves from this relation, as was manifest when their urine and feces 

mingled with that of the enslaved and found its way to exhausted fields. Although in 

ways less acute than the enslaved, slaveholders too were intimately tied up in the cyclings 

of energy that were bent towards the generation of capital. In this way their proximity to 

slaves, soils, plants, and animals withstood the strength of their delusions while still 

allowing for a critical measure of willed alienation. 
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Chapter 6 – Conclusion – Tracing a Black Environmental Past  

 

 At the heart of this project sit two lines of inquiry regarding how slavery shaped 

enslaved people’s relationship to the environment and how this relationship compared to 

that of slaveholders. Over the course of my analysis I found that enslavement compelled 

an embrace of the environment on the part of the enslaved, an embrace facilitated in part 

by the laboring lives of enslaved women and men but one not reducible to such labors. 

This environment as experienced by the enslaved was multiform and consisted primarily 

of cultivated, uncultivated, and built landscapes, the weather, and supernatural 

phenomena, all of which cohered in formations to which the enslaved were in close 

proximity. The most telling and instructive dimension of enslaved people’s relationship 

to the environments proximate to them was the knowledge this relationship facilitated. 

 This knowledge manifested differently depending on the circumstances in which 

enslaved women and men found themselves, but on the whole the kind of knowing 

facilitated by hard living helped to counter a range of difficulties. Enslaved people relied 

on this environmental knowledge when food provisions were insufficient and needed to 

be supplemented by growing one’s own crops, raising chickens, foraging, hunting, 

trapping, fishing, or trading with other enslaved or free people; this knowledge was relied 

on when the enslaved identified pockets of increased security in the woods, mountains, 

caves, or swamps, particularly when these existed beyond slaveholders’ grid of 

knowledge; such knowledge was also utilized when the enslaved turned to animal, plant, 

or simply found materials to help heal frostbitten and bleeding feet, to insulate poorly 
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made shoes, to fashion nets to sell and exchange, or to construct makeshift bridles for 

unbridled horses. 

 That said, what was perhaps the most distinctive and consequential use of 

environmental knowledge on the part of the enslaved concerned their tapping into forces 

cycling through the multiform environment and channeling these toward self-determined 

objectives. In this way, enslaved people turned to their environment as the primary arena 

of power from which they drew, commonly in opposition to the projects of slaveholders. 

Unlike slaveholders who had socio-political structures of power establishing their 

authority, in the embrace of their environment the enslaved commonly redirected forces 

emanating from the world at hand. As their environment was dynamically heterogeneous, 

the enslaved utilized various means of leveraging environmental phenomena according to 

whatever goal they hoped to achieve at any given time. This principle marks a 

distinguishing element of their relationship to the environment and characterized many of 

the means and methods the enslaved utilized to challenge slaveholder authority. Although 

slaveholders had the capacity and in some instances were able to mobilize elements of the 

environment against the enslaved, their primary relation to the environmental world was 

predicated on the generation of capital. Because the enslaved and slaveholders relied on 

their environment differently, their relationship to this entity was necessarily different, at 

times strikingly so. 

 However, this is not to suggest that in having a distinctly different kind of 

relationship to their environment slaveholders were themselves without knowledge of this 

environment. In fact, there was certain knowledge of environmental phenomena, much of 

which concerned agriculture and animal husbandry, that many slaveholders not only 
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valued but consistently consumed and produced. This knowledge was what one might 

describe as academic and evidenced a certain level of status when discussed with facility 

in planter circles or when applied successfully on a plantation and reported in area 

agricultural journals. Much of this knowledge consisted of new innovations, techniques, 

and technologies in the world of generating capital from earth, plant, animal, and human 

resources. This knowledge had a particular cache when coming from England, France, or 

Germany but was most commonly accessed in agricultural schools and colleges as well 

as in the pages of agricultural journals and reviews. To have access and opportunity to 

apply the latest and greatest in agricultural knowledge represented success among the 

planter class, which made this kind of environmental knowledge rather common in this 

group. 

 Now, the effort here is not to rigidly associate the academic with slaveholders and 

the experiential with the enslaved, particularly because the latter were consistently those 

who implemented whatever new approaches slaveholders gleaned, for example, from the 

pages of The American Farmer. In being responsible for understanding, applying, 

adjusting, and refining generalized academic knowledge that had the best chances of 

being successful when adapted to the particularities of a given plantation, the enslaved 

consumed this knowledge as well, albeit not in school or from agricultural books. Thus, 

while one might describe slaveholders’ environmental knowledge as rather academic, the 

enslaved represented sites at which the academic and experiential mixed and melded, 

according to the enslaved person and the labors with which she or he was tasked. 

 Importantly, this confluence of academic and experiential knowledge 

distinguished the enslaved from poor white farmers who did not have the means to own 
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human chattel. That said, the agricultural labors of these oftentimes (formally) 

unschooled farmers would have hewed closer to the labors of enslaved field hands than 

wealthy slaveholders. The agro-environmental knowledge of poor white farmers was 

commonly actualized in and reinforced by hard, hands-on labor, the kind of labor that 

denoted a low class status and with which many a slaveholder wanted little to nothing to 

do. Yet, despite how their experiences of environment may have converged at points with 

members of the enslaved community, the lives of poor white farmers were not 

circumscribed by slavery, at least not in the same way that enslaved people’s lives were. 

If these farmers’ relationship to the world at hand was coerced, this was an altogether 

different kind of coercion; if they were compelled to rely on their environment for life 

and health and protection and power, this compelling and this reliance were different; if 

poor white farmers found in their environmental world modes of realizing self-designed 

projects of subversion and liberation, that which they subverted and from which they 

sought liberation was necessarily different compared to the enslaved. 

 To have been human chattel in the United States was to have had an experience 

altogether unique to this group. While there may have been overlap with other groups in 

similar times and places or across different times and places, the distinctiveness of 

experience and the specificity of circumstance yielded a strange world the enslaved were 

forced to inhabit. Much of the knowledge they derived from their experiences as chattel 

emerged from efforts, at times across generations, of navigating this strange world where 

mistakes and missteps would only make difficult circumstances more so. From this 

navigation, the enslaved individually and collectively amassed rich knowledge of their 
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environs and put these, as I have shown, to various uses, including in the very war from 

which emancipation and eventually abolition emerged. 

 Yet, what then became, rather abruptly, the community of formerly enslaved 

people, consistently encountered ghosts of the recent past malignantly inhabiting the 

finally present future. Members of this community encountered new constraints that felt 

like old ones, constraints on how they spent their time, on how they moved or did not 

move in the world, how they worked and to what ends. Perhaps most distressing was the 

composite effects of these new old constraints preventing the wide and free use of all the 

agro-environmental knowledge these enslaved people brought with them, that came at 

such a high cost, that in most instances made up the majority of what the no-longer-

chattels possessed. Of course, there were opportunities to put these unique sets of 

knowledge and skills to work, but it was usually on someone else’s terms, someone else 

who had the law and law enforcers behind them. Former slaveholders and others quietly 

understood that within the community of ex-slaves existed wealths of knowledge and 

experience to be applied agriculturally and elsewhere. In the postbellum period, this 

disproportionate concentration of knowledge among the emancipated posed two critical 

problems: these former slaves could liberally implement what they knew and find real 

success rather quickly in a country where agriculture was still a mainstay; and, these few 

millions of former bondspersons, being prevented from exercising freedom and making a 

life for themselves, could determine to withhold their knowledge, skill, and experience 

from former slaveholders, towns, cities, states, and the country itself, all of which really 

meant withholding these from the American economy and thus the increasingly 

globalized world. Both were unthinkable in postbellum and Reconstruction-era America. 
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 On the whole, black Americans found the same country in Reconstruction that 

they knew before the Civil War. While there were certainly those who found ways to 

successfully navigate a still-hard and still-strange world, many did not. Of the latter some 

remained in the South several generations after emancipation, some eventually gave up 

and migrated to northern cities, while others headed west. It is unclear how quickly the 

agricultural dream faded among those who transitioned from slavery to unfreedom, but 

by the turn of the twentieth century the dream had died for most, with the knowledge and 

skills by which black folk could realize it quickly disappearing, leaving traces in its place. 

 In addition to black farming traditions that have withstood a range of assaults and 

survive even today, there are some who are working on retrieving parts of the larger 

black environmental past by locating traces of this past and reconstituting that of which 

such traces mark an absence. At the same time, there are others who have fixed their gaze 

on black environmental futures and who have committed themselves to realizing a future 

that is shaped in part by new relations between black people and the worlds they inhabit. 

Together these environmentalists, activists, community gardeners, advocates, futurists, 

spiritualists, farmers, naturalists, and others have identified both the real and illusory 

alienation of black people from their environment and are working to rework relations 

that lay at the foundation of black people’s encounter with this land. As the land and its 

inhabitants continue to change alongside persisting unfreedom, encounters between 

people and their environment will continue to manifest perennial subjection and purposed 

response. 
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