20.10 _Siave Churches
" any slaveholders encouraged their slaves to attend church on
Sunday. Some read the Bible to their workers and prayed with
. thern. Owners and white ministers preached the same message:
“If you disobey your earthly master, you offend your heavenly Master.”
Not surprisingly, this was not a popular lesson among slaves. “Dat
ole white preacher just was telling us slaves © be good to our marsters,”
recalled Cornelius Garner, “We ain’t kerr’d a bit "bout dat stuff he was
telling us tause we wanted o sing, pray. and serve God 1t our own way.”
~ Instead, slaves created their own “invisible church” that brought to-
gether African roots and American needs. This invisible church met in
slave quarters or secret forest clearings known as “hush arbors.” One slave
reported that

T177

When [slaves] go round singing, "“Steal Away ic Jesus” that mean
there going to be a religious meeting that night. The masters...didn’t
like them religious meetings, so us nanrally slips off at night, down in
the botioms or somewheres. Sometimes us sing and pray ail night.

Rather than teach about obedience, black preachers told the story of
Moses leading his people out of slavery in Egypt. Black worshipers sang
spirituals that expressed their desire for freedom and faith in a better world
o come. A black preacher wrote:

The singing was accompanied by a certain ecstasy of motion,
clapping of hands, tossing of heads, which would continue without Biblical stories were frequently
cessation [stopping | about half an hour.... The old house partook of Hlustrated on guilts made by slaves.
their ecstasy, it rang with their
- jubilant shouts, and shook in
all its joints.

Whites sometimes criticized

. the “enthusiasm” of black wor-

* shipers, saying they lacked true

religious feeling. Many slaves,
however, believed that it was thelr
masters who lacked such feeling.
“You see,” explained one man,

“religion needs a little motion-—-

- pecially if you gwine {going to}

feel de spirit.”

~ Religion heiped slaves bear
?:f‘iezr suffering and still find joy in
e, T their prayers and spirituals,

-ty gave voice to their deepest
Ll

ngings, thelr greatest SOIOws,
I their highest hopes.

African Americans at Mid-Century 281




20.4 Working Conditions of Slaves

4 laves worked on farms of various sizes. On small farms, owners ang
slaves worked side by side in the fields. On large plantations,
b planters hired overseers to supervise their slaves. Overseers were:
paid to “care for nothing but to make a large crop.” To do this, they tried
to get the most work possible out of slaves’ tired bodies.

About three quarters of rural slaves were field hands who toiled

from dawn to dark tending crops. An English visitor described a field
hand’s day:

He is called up in the
morning at day break, and is
seldom allowed enough time
to swallow three mouthfuls of .
hominy [boiled corm], or hoe-
cake [combread], but is
immediately driven ouf o Ihe'_f
field to hard labor.... About:
noon... he eats his dinner, and_:-
he is seldom allowed an hour:
for that purpose.... Then fhey-.-
return fo severe labor, which
continues until dusk. '

FEven then, a slave’s workday
was not fimished. After dark, there
was still water to carry, wood-fo-
split, pigs to feed, corn to shuck’-;_?
cotion to clean, and other chores 1o
be done. One slave recalled:

Slaves who worked as field hands

labored from dawn until weil into the [ never knowed what it was to rest. I jes work all the time j"mm‘
night. I they failed to pick their usual morning late at night. T had 1o do everything.... Work in the field,
amount, they were beaten. chop wood, hoe corn, 'till sometime I feels like my back surely break

Not all slaves worked in the fields. Some were skilled seamstresses;
carpenters, of blacksmiths. Others worked in the master’s house as COOKS
or servants. When asked about her work, a house slave replied:

What kind of work I did? Most everything, chile [child]. 1 COOkﬂ’d
then [ was house maid, and I raised I don’t know how many c“iu!,'
dren.... I was always good when it come te the sick, so that was

mostly my job.

No matter how hard they worked, slaves could not look forward to: an
easier life. Most began work at the age of six and continued until they died
As one old man put it, “Slave young, slave long.”
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2655 Living Conditions of Slaves
' &~ ost masters viewed their slaves as they did their land--things
to be “worn out, not improved ” They provided only what was

<owded together in rough cabins. One recalled:

We lodged in log huts, and on bhare ground. Wooden floors were an
unknown huxury. In a single room were huddled, like cattle, ten or a
dozen persons, men, womern, and children.... We had neither bed-
steads, nor furnifure of any description. Our beds were collections of
straw and old rags, thrown down in the corners.

E_nceded to keep their slaves healthy enough to work. Slaves lived

Slaves seldom went hungry. “Not to give a slave enough to eat,” report-
.d Frederick Douglass, “is regarded as...meanness [stinginess} even among

i molasses. Many kept gardens or hunted and fished to vary their diets.
The owner described here fed his slaves well:

Javeholders ” Once a week, slaves received a ration of commeat, bacon,

Marse [master] Alec had plenty for his slaves 10 edl. There was
meat, bread, collard greens, snap beans, 'taters, peas, all sorts of
dried fruit, and just lots of milk and butter.

§laves wore clothing made of coarse homespun linen or rough “Negro
* doth.” Northern textile mills made this cloth especially for slave ciothes.
Frederick Douglass reported that
+ afield hand received a yearly
 dlowance of "two coarse linen
- shirts, one pair of linen
rousers. . .one jacket, one pair of
“imusers for winter, made of
©./toarse negro cloth, one pair of
- sockings, and one pair of shoes.”
The shoes usually fit so badly
at slaves preferred going bare-
“foot much of the time. Children
00 young to work received “two
- tourse linen shirts per year.
When these failed them, they
went naked until the next
- dlowance-day.”

While slaves were poorly
- Toused and clothed compared to
ost-white southerners, they
eremore likely to receive med-
I‘d] care. Slaveholders often

Most siave cabins consisted of a single
room where the entire family fived:
They had a fireplace for cooking and
heat. The windows usually had no
glass.
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20.6 Controlling Slaves

and other forms of torture —to maintain that control. But punishments oftey
backfired on slaveholders. A slave who had been badly whipped might not

Beating, or whipping, was slave own-
ers’ most common way of controlling
their workers. However, most slave
owners avoided savage beatings
hacause injured slaves could not
worl, and lash marks reduced their
resale value,
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i lavery was a system of forced labor. To make this system work,
slaveholders had to keep their slaves firmiy under control. Some
slaveholders used harsh punishments --beating, whipping, branding,

be able to work for some time. Harsh punishments were also likely.t
make slaves feel more resentful and rebellious.

Slaveholders preferred to control their workforce by.
making slaves feel totally dependent on their mas- -
ters. Owners encouraged such dependence by '

treating their slaves like grown-up childreq.
They also kept their workers as ignorant as:
possible about the world beyond the plans
tation. Frederick Douglass’s master said:
that a slave “should know nothing but:
to obey his master—to do as it is told!

to do”

. Slaves who failed to learn this
lesson were sometimes sent to slave:
breakers. Such men were experts
at turning independent, spirited
African Americans into humbie,
obedient slaves. When he was 16,
Douglass was sent to a slavebreaker:

named Edward Covey. :

Covey’s method consisted of equat :

parts violence, fear, and overwork. =
Soon after Douglass arrived on Covey's:
farm, he received his first whipping. After
that, he was beaten $o often that “aching
hones and a sore back were my constant
companions.” _
Covey’s ability to instill fear in hus slaves was®
as effective as his whippings. They never knew when:
he might be waiching them. “He would creep and crawl :
in ditches and guilies,” Douglass recailed, to spy on his workers, -
Finally, Covey worked his slaves beyond endurance. Wrote Douglass:

We worked in all weathers. It was never too hot or too cold, it
could never rain, blow, hail, or snow teo haid for us to work in the
field. ... The longest days were too short for him, and the shoriest
nights too long for him. I was somewhat unmanageable when I first
got there, but a few months of this discipline tamed me.... I was bro-
ken in body, soul, and spirit.... The dark night of slavery closed in

upon me.




20.& Slave Families

and Communities

% lavery made community and family

ife difficult. Legally, slave familties
did not exist, No southern state rec-

ognized slave marriages. Legal control of

slave children rested not with their parents,

+ but with their masters. Owners could break

- | upsiave families at any time by selling a

¢ father, a mother, or a child to someone

- else. Along with being whipped, slaves

most feared being sold away from their

laved ones.

d. Most slaves grew up in families headed

. ¢ i byafather and mother. Unable to marry

legaily, slaves created their own weddings

A that often involved the tradition of jumping
over a broomstick. As one recalled:

AN - The preacher would say to the man,
- “Do you take this woman to be your
wife?" He says, “Yes.” “Well, jump the

ol broom.” After he jumped, the preacher
- would say the same to the woman.
e - When she jumped, the preacher said,

-l pronounce you man and wife.”

Caring for children was never easy.

v Federick Douglass’s mother “snatched
30 :'-ﬁfew moments for our care in the early
. morning hefore her work began, and at
--_ﬂight after the day’s work was done.” Still, parents found time to teach This phatograph shows five genera-
 -Iheir children the lessons they would need to survive. tions of & slave family on a plantation
of : Silence around whites was one such lesson. Elijah Marrs recalled that in South Carolina, Enstaved African
+ ' Mothers were necessarily compelied to be severe on their children to keep  Americans often found it difficult to
i em from talkin g too much.” Obedience was another lesson. William keep their families together because
ark Webb’s mother taught him “not to rebel against the men who were treating  Southern laws did not recognize slave
e e like some dumb brute, making me work and refusing to let me leam.” marriages or families, and ownerg
Parents also taught their children other essential lessons about caring, could spiit up families as they wished.

.{*{Hdﬁess, pride, and hope. They taught them to respect themselves and
Yier members of the slave community, especially older siaves, “There is
o be found, among any people,” wrote Douglass, “a more rigid
“frm'cfiment of the law of respect to elders.”

AF hese were the Jessons that helped slaves, under the most difficult con- .
1088, 0 create loving families and close communities. In doing so, they

et 4 .
Ftthe most basic of human needs —the need for a place to feel loved
tCted, and safe.
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