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To Judy and Will


                     And he shall be like

                     a tree planted by the

                     rivers of water, that

                     bringeth forth fruit

                     in his season.

                        —PSALM 1:3, KJV
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1. Bird’s Eye View. In this view of antebellum Savannah, Hutchinson Island can be seen in the distance. The Bayard slave settlement was toward the left end of the island.
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2. Hutchinson Island. This map shows the layout of the Bayard property on Hutchinson Island. Note the slave settlement, the landing, and the old rice fields with their canals and dams. Courtesy of the Georgia Historical Society.
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3. Georgia Coast. A network of tidal rivers and creeks marks coastal Georgia. Both Bayard slaves going to General’s Island and Jane Bayard going to Fair Hope Plantation frequently travelled the inland waters between Savannah and Darien.
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4. Sumter County. The Black River, South Carolina, served as a highway for Scotch-Irish settlers in the eighteenth century. By the 1850s, the plantations and churches of their descendants reflected the wealth created by a rapidly growing slave population.
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5. Western Africa. This map, from Leighton Wilson’s Western Africa, provides an overview of the coast and shows the geographic relationship of Cape Palmas to Gabon and the major places the Wilsons visited on their travels in West Africa.
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6. Harper, Big Town, and Vicinity. This map shows the relationship of the Fair Hope mission to its setting at Cape Palmas. Note Bayard Island.
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7. Gabon Estuary. Gabon rivers and their estuary provided easy access in the nineteenth century to Mpongwe towns and villages.
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8. The American Board. The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions was one of many Protestant mission agencies rapidly expanding its work around the world during the nineteenth century. Note that “Indian Nations” were regarded as “foreign missions.”


PREFACE

By the Rivers of Water is a history set in the midst of a nineteenth-century Atlantic world. It is a story of a strange odyssey by a young white couple from the Georgia and South Carolina Lowcountry who left plantation homes and the elegant little city of Savannah and sailed ocean highways to West Africa. There they lived for seventeen years, first in a cottage above the pounding surf at Cape Palmas and later in a cottage by the broad waters of the Gabon estuary. Odysseus-like, they sailed along what was for them an exotic coastline and sometimes ventured up great rivers and followed ancient paths. They encountered different peoples, found cultures that evoked both admiration and horror, and visited landscapes of great beauty and waiting dangers. But unlike Odysseus, they did not undergo in their travels a journey from a great estrangement to a spiritual restoration; this was no odyssey from a war-torn city to a longed-for home. Rather, their odyssey was a journey into a wider world and into an expansion of the human spirit. And their return to home was a return that followed the call of familiar voices, places, and scenes—a seductive call that emerged from deep within their memories and that echoed in their hearts. They returned because they were unable to resist the voice of a beckoning Southern homeland, unable to ignore the call of those who had loved them since their childhood, unable to abandon those who were waiting at home for them.

By the Rivers of Water is the story of John Leighton Wilson and his wife, Jane Bayard Wilson, the best-known and most influential American missionaries in West Africa during the first half of the nineteenth century. Around their story—with all of its startling contradictions and deep ambiguities—are gathered the stories of other men and women whom they encountered on their odyssey: Gullah slaves from Georgia and Philadelphia bankers; Grebo kings and a brilliant young woman at Cape Palmas; Portuguese slavers and African slave traders; African American colonists in Liberia; white missionaries, black missionaries, Mpongwe kings, and merchants in Gabon; French imperialists; and South Carolina secessionists. Here in this Atlantic world—in the midst of this cacophony of disparate voices, cultures, and societies—the Wilsons made their way, guided, they believed, by a divine providence. On their journey, they found their lives entangled not only with the lives of diverse peoples, but also with the landscapes through which they traveled, which reached out to embrace and engulf them in the sights and sounds and tastes of particular places.

The Wilsons were members of affluent—and in the case of Jane, aristocratic—families in Georgia and South Carolina. Their grandfathers had been officers in the American Revolution—Major General Lachlan McIntosh, Colonel Bubenheim Bayard, and Captain John James, son of Major John James. Through the Bayards they were closely connected to the families of prominent bankers and physicians in Philadelphia, to US senators in Delaware, lawyers in New York, and professors in New Jersey. Through the Wilsons they were part of a dense network of increasingly prosperous planting families who, through the labor of their slaves, were turning Sumter County in South Carolina into one of the wealthiest regions in the nation.

When Leighton and Jane Wilson decided to become missionaries in West Africa, many of their family members and friends were deeply alarmed. The Protestant missionary movement was young, and to many of the Wilsons’ contemporaries, their decision to become missionaries appeared quixotic, if not fanatical. And to go to Africa with its raging fevers seemed nothing less than suicidal. Although there was a growing enthusiasm for Christian missions as the nineteenth century proceeded, many whites regarded the missionary effort as ridiculous, as an act of religious hubris. And in regard to Africa, many thought mission efforts doomed to failure. They asserted—especially as a new scientific racism began to develop in the nineteenth century—that Africans were unable to comprehend the Christian gospel or to adopt the “civilized” ways of Christian people.

Such nineteenth-century ideas, when added to the widespread distrust and often disdain of missionaries in our day, make it difficult to enter the Wilsons’ world and travel with them on their odyssey. The perceived presumption, and, all too often, the obvious arrogance of missionaries—and indeed, of the mission movement itself—make the world of Leighton and Jane Wilson seem distant and uninviting. Yet, to begin to understand the stunning religious transformations of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, in particular the development of a truly global Christianity, requires that we try to cross the distances that separate us from these early Protestant missionaries. We must try to peer as deeply as we can into their world with its commitments and sorrows, its adventures  and failures, its travels and homecomings, and to listen as carefully as we can to their often surprising voices.

If the odyssey of Leighton and Jane Wilson seems strange and distant, the worlds and voices of those whom they encountered along the way seem equally strange and distant. The distinctive accents of Gullah slaves in the Lowcountry of Georgia and South Carolina sound peculiar to most twenty-first-century ears. The Gullah left few written records, and for generations their voices have been largely ignored or regarded as merely quaint and entertaining. Yet today their story and stories are beginning to be heard more clearly as archaeologists dig into old slave settlements, as anthropologists investigate Gullah storytelling, and as historians gather records of Gullah life from courthouses and plantation records and from the letters of whites and from even a few precious letters Gullah slaves themselves wrote or received. Their history is a part of the history of the American South, and their lives were entangled with and interpreted and challenged the lives of Lowcountry whites—including Jane and Leighton Wilson.

The free African Americans whom the Wilsons encountered in Liberia were on their own odyssey—from the land of slavery to a homeland in West Africa. Their voices sound at first clear and familiar to contemporary ears. Their records are abundant and their efforts to escape US slavery and racism resonate with the deep sensibilities of many twenty-first-century people. Yet the peculiar ambiguities of their colonialism and of their relationship with the indigenous people of Liberia make their world and their perspectives also seem strange and often surprising and difficult to understand. These ambiguities are perhaps best seen in the life of a remarkable governor of the colony at Cape Palmas, and in the life of a former Charleston barber who died as a patriot of his new homeland, fighting the Africans who had long lived there.

During their odyssey, the Wilsons met many different African peoples—from the Mandingo and Vai in the north, to Fanti on the Gold Coast, to the Fang in tropical rainforests. But most of all, they encountered and lived among the Grebo at Cape Palmas and the Mpongwe on the Gabon estuary. Modern Western people must strain—and strain hard—to hear the voices and catch intimations about the nineteenth-century world of the Grebo and of the Mpongwe. Most daunting is trying to hear individual voices—attempting to recognize the sound of a king’s voice at Cape Palmas or the voice of his precocious niece; or trying to hear the voice of a wise Mpongwe merchant or of an old Mpongwe king struggling to maintain the traditions and independence of his people. Yet their voices—hard to hear as they are—rise up in documents and what anthropologists call “hidden transcripts,” and they demand that we try to hear them, too, and that we look, that we squint hard, and peer across the  great distances that separate us from them, and try to get glimpses into their world. They call us to acknowledge that they, too, had lives and were part of cultures worthy of acknowledgment and understanding. They speak and insist that they, too, were travelers, and that they were on their own and sometimes surprising odysseys. They were not silent and passive participants in a larger Atlantic world, but were vocal and active players in that world. And they point us to their own stories as revealing interpreters of modern Western assumptions and power.

TO LISTEN TO these disparate voices, to attempt to explore at least the most important aspects of these diverse cultures and societies, and to hear a coherent story emerging from many individual stories, requires a disciplined imagination. The discipline demands a careful reading and rereading of texts; one must listen to many witnesses, and pay special attention to what is odd and local. Such discipline requires one not only to listen to many nineteenth-century voices, but also to engage the voices of many twentieth-and twenty-first-century specialists—especially anthropologists and archaeologists and historians of the American South, of an Atlantic world, and of the diverse societies of West Africa. The research for this intense listening leads to wondering, and the listening and the wondering together prepare the way for the historian’s imaginative reconstruction of a coherent distant story.

To be sure, any persuasive reconstruction of the past must demonstrate careful research and faithful attention to details. But the historian’s task is not primarily to present a catalog of discovered “facts.” Rather, the historian attempts to enter as deeply as possible into past lives and into the social and cultural contexts of those lives in order to interpret and re-create for the present a past world. The study of history is, finally, an exploration of mysteries, the continuing exploration of—and arguments about—the lives of particular people, and about the dynamics and forces that influence the course of human life. The writing of history is plunging into other times and other places and into the story and stories of other people and then emerging with the historian’s account of what has been seen and heard even in the empty places and silences of the past. Among the many things encountered, as one follows the strange odyssey of the Wilsons, is the mystery of good intentions and cruel consequences, and the enigma of human freedom in the midst of slavery and the contingencies of human life.


PART I
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Starting Places
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A Slave’s World

From the slave settlement on Hutchinson Island, Paul could look across the river to Savannah with its waterfront of toiling men: sweating stevedores loading and unloading sailing ships from exotic, unknown places; slave porters pushing and pulling heavy carts up steep cobblestone dray-ways to city markets; sailors dropping rusty anchors, swabbing decks, and hoisting sails. In the midst of all this activity, Paul could see and hear, as an almost unnoticed part of the landscape, white-bodied seagulls and terns calling wildly to one another as they flew back and forth above the dark river waters.1

Since the founding of Savannah in 1733, the Savannah River had shaped much of the life of the little city. Its waters connected Savannah to London and Liverpool, to Cuba and Jamaica, to Boston and Charleston, and to the cities, villages, and rivers of West Africa. From its port flowed the produce of a Georgia hinterland, and to its port came riches from a wider world. Savannah’s tree-lined parks and slave markets, its soaring church steeples and sturdy warehouses packed with lumber, cotton, and rice—all in one way or another depended upon the river waters.2

By early December 1832, the river had also played its part in shaping Paul’s life and the lives of those who lived with him in the slave settlement. Most mornings he crossed the river in a little bateau to work in the city as a carpenter. And most evenings he returned to the settlement across waters stirred by tide and river flow and sometimes by night winds that made the paddling hard and the crossing dangerous. Over the years he had learned well the moods of the river, and he knew the coming in and going out of its waters. When the moon was full and the time right, he had to paddle against the tide as it surged strongly up the river pushing back its waters and bringing past the slave cabins on Hutchinson Island hints of the Atlantic and its wider world. But when the moon was new, and especially when there had been heavy rains inland, and swamps had emptied dark, cypress-stained waters into the Savannah, he had to direct his bateau against the river’s flow as it pushed hard against the tide and brought downstream reminders of a Southern landscape.3

Paul, now thirty-one, was too young to remember slave ships unloading their frightened cargoes of men, women, and children, but his father, Charles, remembered. Charles had worked the waterfront as a porter and had witnessed the foul-smelling ships as they sailed slowly past Tybee Island at the mouth of the Savannah and unloaded their slave cargoes at the waiting wharfs—the Mars and the Betsy, the Aurora and the Franklin, the Polly and the Mary, and many others.4

Each ship had arrived carrying its own bitter history. The Mary, constructed in Philadelphia, had left Liverpool, England, in 1802 and had cruised the coast of West Central Africa flying the flag of Great Britain and buying slaves before setting her sails for Georgia. Her captain had taken on board and stored beneath the Mary’s deck 310 men, women, and children drawn from the kingdoms and tribes of a great interior region of West Africa. In late 1803, after months on the open Atlantic, he had sailed up the Savannah and unloaded 279 slaves for the city’s slave market. In this manner, for almost half a century, the ships had been arriving one by one at the Savannah wharfs to disgorge from wretched holds those who—in their work and in their bodies—were to create in the coming years much of the wealth of the land.5

The last international slaver to sail boldly up the river had been the Flora—a sleek sailing ship that had arrived at a Savannah wharf in October 1807, flying the US flag. Its captain had purchased 267 slaves from the Vili kingdom of Loango, north of the Congo River, and had disembarked 201 of them in Savannah. Some of the missing 66 may have been sold in a Caribbean market, but some no doubt had succumbed to dysentery or dehydration, to the trauma and brutality of the Middle Passage. The dead, and perhaps even the dying, would have simply been tossed overboard.6

The importation of slaves into Savannah had come to an end two months after the arrival of the Flora. The US Constitution had declared that the importation of slaves “shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year 1808”; and in 1807, Congress had passed the Act Prohibiting Importation of Slaves, to go into effect on January 1, 1808. The federal legislation was largely effective in stopping an open trade in Savannah, and while slavers occasionally glided cautiously into some isolated tidal river along the Georgia coast to unload their illegal cargoes, none would be so reckless as to sail directly to a Savannah wharf. Whatever the motives behind the congressional action in 1807, and the motives were no doubt many, the law was a boon to those who already owned slaves and who watched both the number of their slaves and the value of their slaves grow in the years that followed.7

Paul had been only six when the Flora sailed into Savannah Harbor. But although new slaves were no longer arriving on the banks of the river, slaves were still pushing and pulling carts up the steep dray-ways to the city, still working the rice and cotton fields, still being sold in slave markets, and still having their lives pushed, pulled, and managed to suit the needs and whims of whites. Now, in December 1832, Paul had learned alarming news, most likely from his sister, Charlotte, who lived in Savannah and worked as a domestic servant for the Bayard family—their owners, Jane and Margaret Bayard, had both become engaged. A handsome young South Carolinian, John Leighton Wilson, had shown up in Savannah and suddenly proposed to Jane, and she had accepted. And James Eckard, a Philadelphia lawyer and seminary student at Princeton, had arrived in Savannah at about the same time and had quickly proposed to Margaret, and she, too, had accepted. Such news must have been deeply troubling for those who lived on Hutchinson Island, because the marriage of an owner—especially a woman owner, and most particularly two women owners—meant, all too often, the breakup of a slave settlement and slave families. For even a marriage, even a happy event in the lives of white slave owners, could have devastating effects on the lives of black slaves.8

Paul’s family, like the other families living on Hutchinson Island, had been shaped and reshaped for generations by the choices and vagaries of their owners’ lives. Paul’s parents, Charles and Mary, had been owned by Major General Lachlan McIntosh. McIntosh, as the commander of the Western Department of the Continental Army, had endured the bitter winter at Valley Forge with George Washington and his troops. McIntosh’s family had originally come to Georgia with other Scottish Highlanders, settling south of Savannah at the mouth of the rich and muddy Altamaha River. In 1739, the Scots had signed an antislavery petition seeking to keep the young colony of Georgia free of the slaves who were increasing so rapidly in neighboring South Carolina. Again in 1775, on the eve of the American Revolution, McIntosh had led his fellow Scots in declaring their “disapprobation and abhorrence of the unnatural practice of Slavery in America.” But when the allure of wealth created by slaves, especially from the burgeoning trade in rice—Carolina Gold, it was called—when that allure overcame the antislavery sentiments in Georgia, the Scots had laid aside their reservations and had soon become wealthy planters and slave owners.9

The old General died in 1806, and in the division of his estate, his daughter Esther McIntosh received some of his slaves, together with lands scattered along the Georgia coast. These selected slaves, willed to her and her heirs forever, became upon Esther’s death in 1822 the property of her young daughters, Jane and Margaret. With them came the children of the slave women and any future issue and increase of the females. In this way, the sisters had become the owners of thirty-nine slaves who lived in the Bayard settlement on Hutchinson Island as well as the owners of much rich and productive land scattered along the coast of Georgia, from Savannah to Cumberland Island far to the south.10

With such a history, Paul surely pondered and perhaps stayed awake at night wondering about and worrying about the engagements of these two young white women. What would the engagements mean for those who lived in the island settlement? Families would almost certainly be divided. Which sister would get which slaves and what land would go to which sister? Where would Paul and the others live? Would they be scattered, friend from friend, husband from wife, children from parents, and carried to distant places? Such were the harsh questions faced by all who lived in the Bayard settlement, and Paul knew that the answers would largely be determined by two unknown white men. These men, as the sisters’ new husbands, would soon assume responsibility for their wives’ property, and for the lives and destinies of those who were called Bayard slaves.11

Nicholas Bayard, Jane and Margaret’s older half-brother, had become the trustee of the property in 1822, after their mother’s death. The girls’ father had died a short time before their mother, and Nicholas had already taken responsibility for managing the estate, of which he also owned a share. When their father had died, Margaret had only been eleven years old, and Jane had been fourteen.12

One of the first things Nicholas did was to make Paul an apprentice to the carpenter Jack. Slave carpenters—especially good ones—were valuable, not only for what they would bring on the slave market but also because they were in much demand in a young city. Young Paul had to carry much lumber and make many cypress shingles and saw many pine and oak boards, always watching Jack at his work and listening to his instructions, before he finally received his own carpenter’s tools in 1830. There were hammers and saws, augers, gimlets, and chisels. And there were planes for different work—a jackplane, a fore plane, and a joiner plane—and he had to know which one to use when. Jack taught him how to use each tool, and he taught him that much of the work of a carpenter was solving problems—you had to be able to look at a task and figure out how to do it and do it right. What was to be the pitch of a roof, or how was a joist to be connected to a beam, or how were window frames to be measured and built, or floorboards tightly laid? It took time to learn such a trade, and it took a good teacher to teach it, and Paul spent the time, and he was fortunate to have in Jack a good teacher.13

Paul’s work meant that he had to move around Savannah and learn its streets and handsome squares, its rhythms of work, and its rules and secrets. In spite of restrictive legislation, blacks moved freely through the city, running errands for owners, driving wagons and pushing carts, selling fruit and vegetables brought in from the countryside, or hawking fish or shrimp or crabs caught in a creek, or oysters gathered on a muddy bank. Some slaves were allowed by their owners to hire themselves out for work—to clean privies or work in a garden or wash and iron—paying their owners most of the wages for their labors. Most slaves lived in quarters behind their owners’ houses, in a kind of compound that it was hoped would restrict their movements. But the boundaries of the compounds were generally porous, and little alleys ran off the straight streets and connected the quarters to city life. With care and knowledge of the ways of whites, and especially of the police who walked the streets, a slave could sneak out at night and visit other quarters or go to a waterfront tavern to mingle with white sailors from distant places, and drink a little rum, and do a little carousing. In all of this, Paul learned that slaves had to be careful. They had to anticipate white anger and white discipline and learn strategies for avoiding and resisting white power. The slave markets of the city were constant reminders that whites could sell any slaves they considered unruly or troublesome—and sell them to some slave trader on his way out of the city, perhaps heading to the new cotton country being opened up in Alabama or Mississippi. And the jail and the workhouse and the whipping post—they, too, had their lessons to teach about caution and dangers. Some of the Bayard slaves had spent time in the jail, and no doubt Paul had heard from them that it was a wretched place and that he should use every available strategy to stay out of it.14

As Paul moved around the city, going from one job to the next, he could see that along parts of the waterfront, and in certain other, largely rundown neighborhoods, free blacks lived. They were only a small part of the black population of Savannah—and an even smaller part when the population of the surrounding county was included—but they played an important role in the city’s life. Among them were carpenters and butchers, seamstresses and washerwomen, and a few shopkeepers, fishermen, nurses, and cooks. They lived in a kind of twilight zone between freedom and slavery, with many restrictions on their lives. Their status provided some freedom, but because they were people of color, whites regarded them as almost slaves. Unlike Paul and those who lived in the Bayard settlement, they could have legal marriages, but only if they married another freed person. If a woman was free, her children were born free; but if a free father had a child by a slave woman, the child was born into slavery. Free people could own property and keep for themselves what they earned by the sweat of their own brows, but they were subject to many of the same harsh punishments as slaves.15

Mixed up among the slave and the free were runaways, slaves who had made their own break for freedom and were living by their wits, hiding out in the shantytown below the bluff that ran along the river, or in some back street, pretending to be employed by their owners. When one young woman from the settlement on Hutchinson Island disappeared for a time in 1823, Nicholas hired a slave catcher, and she was quickly captured. She had been attempting to hide in the city, but hiding was not easy and the risks were high in a city full of spies who made their living catching slaves on the run for freedom.16

During the years of Paul’s apprenticeship, the religious life of Savannah’s black community was increasingly dominated by First African Baptist Church and Second African Baptist. Andrew Marshall, the pastor of First African, was the preeminent leader of the city’s slave and free black community. For Paul, as for other blacks in Savannah, Marshall was a source of encouragement and hope. During his long ministry (1826–1856), Marshall baptized some 3,800 blacks, welcomed into First African’s membership more than 4,000, and married some 2,000 black men and women. He and Henry Cunningham at Second African taught and preached a Protestant Christianity that had emerged from a radical wing of the Reformation. It had been deeply shaped by the revival fires that first swept across colonial America in the Great Awakening of the mid-eighteenth century, and that had burst out again in a Second Great Awakening at the beginning of the nineteenth century. This Protestant Christianity, with its roots in a European Baptist tradition, had been adopted and transformed by African and African American converts into good news for slaves.

Paul and other blacks in the city no doubt began going to the churches for many reasons, but certainly among these reasons was that they heard in the churches an offer of hope in what appeared a hopeless situation. In sermons and Sunday schools, in river baptisms and communion services, the present order of masters and slaves did not appear eternal but passing and contingent. In the churches—circumspect as the pastors had to be—singing, praying, worshiping congregations were able to imagine an alternative to the present system of slavery. “There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood,” so popular among singing Baptists, white and black, would have brought hope. But so, too, would the spiritual “There is a balm in Gilead, to make the wounded whole.” And, when the time was right: “Go down Moses, way down in Egypt’s land; tell old Pharaoh, to let my people go!” “God,” proclaimed Andrew Marshall in a sermon, “would deal impartially with ‘the poor and the rich, the black man and the white.’” Years later, as an old man not far from death, he reflected on the glory of his redemption in Christ and declared to his congregation: “Our skins are dark, but our souls are washed white in the blood of the Lamb. . . . How many of those to whom we are subject in the flesh have recognized our common Master in heaven, and they are our masters no longer? They are fellow-heirs with us of the grace of life.”17

This city—Savannah with all of its distinctiveness—had become home for Paul. Savannah, a particular place with its flowing river and social arrangements, was the primary environment in which he had grown up, and it continued to provide the conditions for his development as an African American man. Here, and at the settlement across the river, he was learning his way in the world—how to think about himself, how to carry himself, how to act with other blacks, and how to act before whites. And here he was also learning how to see Savannah and understand it in ways that were fundamentally different from the ways in which Nicholas and his young sisters and other whites saw the city. He knew that this city was a place of deep oppression, and consequently, he had begun to discover, as the years passed, that Savannah was not home for him. In spite of deep memories of the city and its shaping influence on his life, he was beginning to long for another home and another homeland where he could be a free man.18

IN JANUARY 1825, early in Paul’s apprenticeship, Nicholas decided to move most of those who worked the Bayard land on Hutchinson Island to a rice-growing plantation that had been part of General McIntosh’s estate. General’s Island, some sixty-five miles south of Savannah, lay near the mouth of the great Altamaha River close to the little village of Darien. The island and the county in which it was located—McIntosh—were named for the old General, but the McIntosh plantation on the river island, in spite of its rich alluvial land and abundant water, had never been fully developed. Nicholas was a banker and not a planter by practice or inclination. He had, however, a keen eye for profits, and he knew that a rice plantation, properly managed, could yield rich rewards for its owner.19

After making careful arrangements, Nicholas had all who were being sent south gather with their possessions at the Savannah customhouse. Among them were Jack and Paul—the carpenter and his young apprentice—who were to repair and enlarge the old slave settlement and work on the trunks and gates that regulated the flow of water into the rice fields. Nicholas paid for their clearance at the customhouse and no doubt gave them words of instruction and encouragement. Then he saw them settled on board a little coastal schooner that sailed the inland waters between the mainland and the sea islands that lined the Georgia coast.20

For young Paul, it must have begun at least as a great adventure—they cleared the customhouse, moved slowly down the river toward Tybee Island, and then, before reaching the open Atlantic, they turned south onto broad inland waters. The schooner sailed close to Ossabaw Island, home to several plantations and many slaves. St. Catherine’s Island came slowly into view with its slave settlement of white tabby houses. Massive sea-island oaks, gnarled and twisted, soared over dense thickets of myrtle, saw palmetto, and razor-sharp yucca. To a traveler on a passing boat, such island scenes presented contrasting images that seemed to overwhelm the senses—a landscape enchanting yet threatening, inviting yet seemingly impenetrable. Off to the right on the mainland, Paul could make out in the distance the little village of Sunbury where the Medway River’s dark waters emptied into St. Catherine’s Sound.

The schooner was entering a region of great isolated plantations. Ospreys and eagles cruised the waters. Marshes stretched out to the horizon while creeks and small rivers wound their way reluctantly toward the Atlantic. The travelers sailed past Blackbeard and Sapelo Islands where palmettos ran to the water’s edge and brightly colored crabs and innumerable seabirds fed along rich mudbanks. The air became heavy with the fragrance of the marsh and an occasional porpoise moved gracefully through the water hunting shrimp and mullet. They entered Doboy Sound and ran up the Rockdedundy River, an arm of the Altamaha, gliding silently past Catfish Creek until the village of Darien appeared, and finally General’s Island.21

It was a miserable place—flat, hot, and buggy: just the kind of place where rice could thrive in tepid waters. Here the Altamaha River had formed islands of river swamps by dividing into several channels. Through years of slave labor, the islands had been banked and the swamps drained and plantations created. Fanny Kemble Butler, the English actress and a reluctant plantation mistress, described neighboring Butler’s Island as “quite the most amphibious piece of creation that I have yet had the happiness of beholding. It would be difficult to define it truly by either the name of land or water, for ’tis neither liquid nor solid but a kind of mud floating on the bosom of the Altamaha.” The product, she wrote, of “this delectable spot is rice—oranges, negroes, fleas, mosquitoes, various beautiful evergreens, sundry sort of snakes, alligators and bull rushes enough to have made cradles not for Moses alone but the whole Israelitish host besides.” Such was the landscape of General’s Island, not so different in fact from Hutchinson Island, but Darien was no Savannah, and the isolation of the island was palpable. Yet such isolation, together with similar isolated places up and down the Georgia and South Carolina coast, had provided the landscape for the development of a distinctive culture and speech among the slaves of this Lowcountry region.22

Paul, by moving to General’s Island, was entering the land of the Gullah—a people who had forged, while drawing from their varied West African linguistic and cultural traditions, a distinctive African American culture and pattern of speech. Paul was himself, of course, already a part of this Gullah community, but he had been living on its margins. Savannah moderated and inevitably diluted the strength of Gullah culture for the black men and women who lived within its urban environment. The city had too many whites and the power of European culture was all too clear, even as one looked across the river from the slave settlement on Hutchinson Island. City blacks, especially those born and raised in the city, were famously different from country blacks—they were wiser in the ways of whites and more acculturated into white patterns of thought and behavior. But McIntosh County was another matter. The white population was barely a fourth the size of the black community, and many of the whites were clustered in the little village of Darien, and others spent the summer and fall months of the sickly season away from their plantation homes. Such isolation from whites and their European American culture provided the geographical and social space for the blacks of the Lowcountry to shape their own folkways and cultural traditions.23

For Paul, General’s Island was consequently an immersion into one of the strongest centers of Gullah culture. The name “Gullah” most likely came from a corruption of the word “Angola,” but it had come to refer to all of the Africans and their descendants who lived in the Lowcountry, the coastal region of South Carolina and Georgia. Their Gullah language had slowly evolved out of several sources: the diverse languages of West Africa, an English pidgin that had long been used on the coast of West Africa for trading, and the English of Lowcountry whites. Through a complicated process of language formation, the isolated slaves of the Lowcountry had grafted, generation by generation, the vocabulary of whites onto the shared grammatical structures of West African languages. The result was a distinct Gullah language. To be sure, some African words survived—da or na for “mother,” tata for “father,” li for a “child.” And there were translations into African-style equivalents, so that “to speak” was to “crack one’s breath,” “to envy” was to “long eye,” and “to cry” was to “eye water.” But it was the deep grammar of Gullah, more than anything else, that linked it to the diverse languages and cultures of African homelands. The language consequently reflected both the isolation of the Gullah and their connections to swirling currents linking Europe and Africa with the Americas. The ways in which the Gullah people saw and interpreted the world around them, the ways in which they endured their suffering and responded to their oppression, and the ways in which they met the contradictions and mysteries of human life were all carried and expressed by their language.24

Most whites not raised in the Lowcountry had difficulty understanding Gullah and thought it was simply “bad English.” And even among the Gullah themselves, young people, more acculturated to white ways, sometimes had to struggle to understand the language of older generations. Years after Paul traveled to General’s Island, a former slave who had lived on neighboring Butler’s Island remembered that “Sebral uh dem hans wuz bery old people. Dey speak a funny language an none uh duh res of us couldn hahdly ununstan a wud dey say.” As one who lived and worked in Savannah, Paul may have had some difficulty himself in understanding the country blacks. Ironically enough, however, the Gullah he heard on General’s Island and in isolated McIntosh County was not some lone phenomenon without a language family. He would discover, after a much longer journey to unexpected places, an Atlantic Creole that echoed the vocabulary, intonations, and grammar of the Gullah people of the Lowcountry.25

Paul could see and hear all around him the evidences of a Gullah culture that was both distinct and related to this wider Atlantic world. On some days when he and Jack needed lumber and supplies, Gullah boatmen carried them into Darien in a long canoe. Six or eight men, paddling in rhythm, pushed the canoe through river currents and sang in rich Gullah tones their boatmen songs—songs that echoed a West African world transplanted and adapted to life along the Altamaha and its hinterlands. And on some nights, when the work of the day was done, Paul and the others from Hutchinson Island gathered around bright-burning fires to hear stories with deep West African connections. All around them in other settlements such stories were being told, and they no doubt made their way into the evening hours on General’s Island as well—stories of the spider Anansi, the trickster who won by guile, not strength, or of the trickster Buh Rabbit, who used his wits to get the best of powerful figures like Buh Wolf, Buh Alligator and Buh Bear. And arriving with these stories were their traveling companions, Gullah proverbs, which also moved from settlement to settlement. Polished by their telling and retelling, the proverbs carried Paul and his companions into the inner world of ancestors. They revealed in a few memorable lines the accumulated wisdom and warnings of those who had gone before in Africa, and of those who had developed strategies for surviving in the Georgia Lowcountry. You should keep your promises, for “anybody wuh gwine back on eh prommus, an try fuh harm de pusson wuh done um a faber, sho ter meet up wid big trouble.” And you should always be a faithful friend, because “en yet [it doesn’t do], in dis wul, fuh man fuh ceive [to deceive] he fren.” Some stories and proverbs warned blacks to always be careful around whites, while others taught them how to trick a master or mistress. And some stories rose up out of the toil and pain of bondage and told of the deep longing of a people for freedom and a remembered homeland. A former slave who lived near General’s Island remembered popular stories of slaves flying back to Africa. “Duh slaves wuz out in duh fiel wukin. All ub a sudden dey git tuhgeddu and staht tuh moob roun in a ring. Roun dey go fastuhnfastuh. Den one by one dey riz up and take wing an fly lik a bud . . . back tuh Africa.”26

Sometimes when the sun had set and the moon was high and the people had a little time for themselves, the Gullah danced. Gathering in the open space of a settlement, illumined by their evening fires, they danced the snake hip and buzzard lope, the camel walk and fish tail. Young Paul—he was twenty-four when he arrived on the island—no doubt knew the popular dances and songs of Savannah blacks, but these dances in the isolated settlements around Darien reflected more clearly and vigorously the rhythms and cultural style of West Africa. Still, however exotic they may have seemed to Paul with his city ways, the Gullah dances had English names, and those names—no less than the styles and rhythms of the dances—shaped their character and meaning. Paul was living, after all, on General’s Island, and the dances of the Gullah settlements were being danced on the sandy soil of Georgia plantations, not in a distant home across the Atlantic. In Georgia, the dances could be subversive of white authority, and they often aroused anxiety and sometimes disdain among white planters. Whites worried that dancing could stir strong and dangerous emotions among their slaves, for dances had stories to tell and were an alternative to the disciplined and orderly world that owners tried to create in order to keep slaves submissive. Their dances, one nearby planter complained, “are not only protracted to unseasonable hours, but too frequently become the resort of the most dissolute and abandoned, and for the vilest purposes.”27

To be sure, some owners and plantation managers, seeking to be wise as serpents, encouraged dancing in the settlements. Twenty years before Paul moved into the settlement at General’s Island, Roswell King, the overseer of the neighboring Butler’s Island plantation, had ordered a dozen fiddles. They were to be a diversion for the people and to keep them from thinking about and acting on more serious matters. “I must” he wrote the owner, “try to break up so much preaching as there is on your Estate. Some of your Negroes die for the Love of God and others through feir of Him. Something must be done. I think Dancing will give the Negroes a better appetite for sleep than preaching.”28

But Paul would have heard not only the music of fiddles coming across river waters and marshes. On clear nights when the moon was bright and the wind was still, the often haunting sound of banjoes would have come from the settlements around Darien, and perhaps would have risen irrepressibly within the settlement on General’s Island. Drawing from a variety of West African and Caribbean traditions, Gullah craftsmen had created their own Lowcountry banjoes. They dried a gourd, cut an opening in it, stretched a cat hide across the opening, added a wooden stick neck, and attached horsehairs for strings. And then they played their music and the people danced their dances. And their rising music and their ecstatic dances poured from their hearts and memories and told, often in powerful and mystical ways, of their world by the dark waters of the Altamaha.29

Above all, however, Paul would have heard drums. They were like nothing he had ever heard in Savannah with its rush of many people and rumbling wagons and creaking carts. But here in the great loneliness of McIntosh, the drums sounded and their messages flowed not only across river currents and marshes to General’s Island but also through inland swamps and forests, isolated settlement to isolated settlement, and even from mainland settlements out to the sea islands. And in reply came sea-island messages surging back above the murmur of the tide and swelling surf to tell their stories and make known well-disguised intentions. Whites were often alarmed by these slave drums, for they talked across plantation boundaries, and their messages rolled over white efforts to control slave talk—Who knew, whites wondered, what secret and threatening plans might be announced by these talking drums?30

Still, in spite of white opposition, the drums were built and kept in the settlements, often concealed. In the area around General’s Island, a man would kill a raccoon for the supper pot, then dry its hide and stretch it across a hollow cypress log to create a drum with its own distinct sound. Sometimes a drummer beat a call to a dance and sometimes to a funeral. When dancing was the intent, the beat was fast. When a death was announced, the beat came long and slow. One former slave remembered: “Right attuh duh pusson die, dey beat um tuh tell duh udduhs bout duh fewnul. Dey beat a long beat. Den dey stop. Den dey beat anudduh long beat. Ebrybody know dat dis mean somebody die. Dey beat duh drum in duh nex settlement tuh let duh folks in duh nex place heah.” No wonder whites feared what secret things the drums might say or what plans they might make known.31

Paul would not have been surprised to hear the drums announce a nighttime slave funeral—such funerals were also the general practice in Savannah. Daytime, after all, was a time to work for the master or mistress or overseer; nighttime was the time when slaves could bury their dead. Slave carpenters made simple pine coffins, and Paul, no doubt, had been learning from Jack how to construct these final beds.

Among the Gullah, the body of the dead was placed in the coffin as soon as the box was built. Then when the evening sun had set over the marsh and rice fields, the mourners took up the filled coffin and, under starlight and moonlight and by the light of fatwood torches, they made their way to the slave burying ground. There they opened a grave in the sandy soil, and there they gazed for the last time upon their friend or loved one whose face was forever fixed in death. They nailed the lid on the coffin and lowered the body into the ground and into the deep anonymity of a slave cemetery. Then singing and praying, the mourners began to march around the grave, tossing sandy soil over the coffin and into the wide-gaping earth. Once the grave was covered, the people brought some possessions of the deceased, a few things from among the few things a slave may have claimed to own—perhaps a pail and dish, maybe a piggin, bottle, and spoon, or even a little mirror or an old cup. They placed them on the grave and warned one another that these fragile reminders of a slave’s life were not to be disturbed: “The spirit need these,” a former slave declared years later, “jis lak wen they’s live.” The living and the dead were close to one another, and Gullah graves, though real and deep, did not hold the spirits of their dead. “Duh spirit,” another explained, “nebuh go in duh groun wid duh body. It jis wanduh roun. Dey come out wen duh moon is noo.”32

Paul most likely heard on the island stories of ghosts wandering the countryside. He would have been no stranger to such stories, for ghosts were said to move quietly along the backstreets and alleys of Savannah, frightening whites as well as blacks. On General’s Island and the surrounding plantations, ghosts sometimes appeared when a person walked at night along a lonely stretch of road. The white sand of the road provided a dim path leading into the darkness. Cypress and black gums, oaks, and Spanish moss loomed overhead and cast their shadows—shadows that conjured in their shape and movement the appearance of a spirit traveling the same road. “They peah jis as nachral as anybody,” said one Lowcountry resident. “Most of them ain got no heads. Jis go right along down the path.”33

More threatening than the wandering spirits were witches—a neighbor or friend might be one; it was not easy to tell. Witches, like ghosts, were no strangers to Savannah, and Paul may even have encountered one before his move to General’s Island. Certainly some whites in the city seemed no more immune to them than blacks. But witches seemed to prefer life in the isolated settlements of the countryside to the orderly grid of streets and squares in Savannah. A witch or hag could, after slipping quietly into a cabin at night, change identity by hanging up her—or his—human skin behind a door. Then, with a new, terrifying appearance, the witch would pounce upon a victim’s chest and ride it hard until the victim awoke terrified, fighting for breath as if being suffocated. Sometimes a witch would become an animal in order to do its victim harm—a buzzard or a cat, or perhaps an alligator hiding on the bank of a swampy creek, waiting to grab the leg of its prey at some unexpected moment—not unlike a leopard man of a remembered African homeland. When the identity of a witch was discovered, the accused was feared and sometimes punished by the Gullah community.34

Because wandering spirits and witches roved the woods and muddy marshes around General’s Island, the Gullah hung charms over their doors, buried them in front of their cabin steps, hid them where paths crossed, and wore them to keep sinister forces at bay. White travelers frequently reported seeing charms throughout the Lowcountry, and former slaves later reported on their widespread use in the area around Darien. Paul and the other Bayard slaves would have seen charms in Savannah, too, but charms were more visible, perhaps more necessary, in the scattered settlements of McIntosh, where spirits and witches seemed more likely to roam. A former slave who lived near Darien described the charms used in the area: “They’s made of haiah, an nails, an graveyahd dut, sometimes from pieces of cloth an string. They tie em all up in a lill bag. Some of em weahs it round wrist, some of em weahs it roun the neck, and some weahs a dime on the ankle.” Although some charms were used to guard against a witch or threatening spirit, others might be used to cure an illness, or to make a person brave or invincible in the face of danger, or to cause an enemy harm.35

Conjurers were the specialists with charms—they knew what was needed for certain purposes and what incantations were necessary. Some conjurers were also root doctors with an intimate knowledge of Lowcountry herbs, roots, and barks. In Savannah when Paul or others on Hutchinson Island had become sick, Nicholas Bayard had sent Dr. Joseph Habersham to treat them, and he had paid him handsomely for his trips across the river to the settlement. But on General’s Island, apparently no white physician was available, and whenever Bayard slaves became sick or suffered wounds, they undoubtedly turned to root doctors for help. Though these doctors drew on West African traditions of healing, they had of necessity become familiar with the flora of the Lowcountry. They had discovered from long trial and error that chewing sweet-gum leaves or drinking a tea of marsh rosemary could cure diarrhea; that an infusion of dogwood bark helped cool a fever; that the juice of Jerusalem oak could clean hookworms and tapeworms out of a child; and that boiling the roots of Devil’s Walking Stick and drinking its tea could give a man courage and sexual prowess. Learning such secrets took time, generations, and the result was an evolving Gullah tradition of healing. Old West African assumptions about healing, about what caused illness or misfortune, remained; but root doctors, no less than conjurers with their rusty nails and dimes, were Gullah practitioners and not West African ones.36

Charms and conjuring could also be used against whites as a means of resistance when black rage boiled and the desire for revenge or justice could no longer be suppressed but came rushing to the surface. For a people with no military or legal power, the powers of a secret world could be invoked to hide an illicit barbeque in the woods or to defend a family from separation or to strike back at a cruel master. An experienced conjurer could create a charm intended to make a master ill or to blight a crop, or to bring misery and death into a white family. What slave owners most feared, however, were the poisonous roots and concoctions that could be slipped into foods, stirred into drinks, or dropped into a well. Stories of such poisonings were whispered by whites in plantation parlors and behind closed doors in city mansions; and over the years, more than a few slaves in the Lowcountry had been charged and executed for poisoning or attempting to poison white owners or overseers.37

SUCH WAS THE world that Paul entered when he and the other Bayard slaves sailed the inland waters to General’s Island in 1825. He found much that was familiar, but he no doubt discovered much that was new. He was, after all, a city person and not a country fellow. He knew the sounds of Savannah—wagon wheels on cobblestone dray-ways and sandy streets, church bells and sailors’ voices, country women hawking vegetables and fishermen selling shrimp. Paul spoke in city accents, understood city manners, and practiced city ways of resisting white control. He had listened to Andrew Marshall preach, had heard the congregation of First African Baptist lift its voice and sing, and had learned where runaways hid and free blacks worked. This world of Savannah was the world that had most fundamentally shaped him. Here he had learned to think of himself as a carpenter, to carry himself upright, and to walk without the shuffle that slavery tried to teach.

But his time among the country Gullah also helped to shape his understanding of who he was as an African American man, and it helped to prepare him for a surprising West African home that would be both familiar and strange. When he arrived on General’s Island, he entered a largely secret world that whites saw only in glimpses and from a great distance. The music and the dancing, the stories and the proverbs, the charms and root doctors populated a sacred cosmos, an interior landscape of the mind and imagination. On General’s Island, the details of this landscape became more familiar to Paul. And because he internalized parts of this Gullah world, his deepest assumptions, his dispositions, and his inclinations were all unavoidably informed—in part at least—by what he had experienced during his years in McIntosh County. Stories and proverbs once learned by a young Paul would not easily fade into forgetfulness but must have rumbled far down in his heart and mind. Nighttime scenes of dances and funeral rituals surely lingered in his memory, ready to emerge when called forth by some new scene at some new place. And roaming spirits and chest-riding witches—they, too, must have loitered about in his imagination, waiting for their chance to appear in a troubled dream.

Yet, in a few years, Paul would vigorously reject this internal world of the mind and imagination and seek to disassociate himself from it. He was, he would insist, a “civilized American” from Savannah who stood in great contrast to the “savage” Africans around him. And yet his rejection would be the rejection of an insider, of one who had lived within the world of the Gullah, who knew not only star rise and moon rise on General’s Island and the sound of talking drums flowing across the Altamaha, but also the fear of roaming spirits and threatening witches. And so, like many others around the world struggling to be “civilized,” to be modern and escape the traditions of ancestors, his rejection would carry an intensity and passion that could easily lead to violence.

NICHOLAS BAYARD LEARNED the hard way that it was no easy thing to operate a rice plantation from a banker’s office in Savannah—nor was his experiment as profitable as he had hoped. And so after a few years of buying supplies and sending clothes and food to the island and gaining little in return, he abandoned his plans, rented the land to a neighboring planter, and brought the Bayard slaves back to Savannah. Most likely they were all glad to leave the plantation and its fetid rice fields to return to Hutchinson Island, even if going back to the old life had its own burdens.38

On Hutchinson Island they at least did not have to plunge into miry rice fields. The Bayards had entered an agreement with the city in 1818 to practice only “dry culture” on Hutchinson. It was thought that miasmas, the noxious and deadly vapors of summer swamps and rice fields, were somehow the cause of what was called “the bilious remitting fever,” or “country fever,” or “marsh fever”—or sometimes simply “malaria.” The miasmas were also associated with the devastating epidemics of yellow fever that periodically swept the city. These miasmas had apparently claimed the lives of the Bayard parents in the early 1820s. Both Jane and Margaret Bayard had most likely had the fever as well—it was not so devastating for children. Their immunity to the scourge would stand them well in the future.39

With his full labor force of slaves back in the city, Nicholas now handed out work assignments to each. As a banker, he wanted to utilize them in the most rational and profitable manner possible. Most of those who were newly returned from General’s Island he put to work raising cotton and oats on Hutchinson Island. Two old men he hired out in the city as house servants, while a few others he hired out as common laborers. Charles, Paul’s father, had never left Savannah, and Nicholas had him continue his work as a porter, pushing large carts loaded with cotton, rice, and other goods along Bay Street and Factor’s Row. Nicholas gave Mary, Paul’s mother, and a few other older women space on the island to tend a large garden for the Savannah market. He rented a stall at the market on Ellis Square where the women sold potatoes and okra, beans and benne seeds, tomatoes, field peas, and arrowroot cakes. He had them bring him regularly the proceeds of their labors—although there was obviously room for the women to fudge when the time came to settle accounts.40

Nicholas was pleased with Paul’s progress in carpentry. He rented him out for various jobs around the city, and the wages Paul earned for the Bayard estate grew steadily as he became increasingly skilled. He had learned his numbers—how to add and subtract, how to multiply and divide—as a necessary part of his carpentry. He needed to be able to measure the length of a board and determine how much of it to cut off to make it fit; how many feet of lumber he needed for a job; how to figure a quarter of an inch or three-eighths of an inch; and how to cut a board at just the right angle. And as a part of his training, Paul also learned to read and write, even though it was illegal for a slave to do so. Nicholas apparently turned his head and ignored this illegality, knowing that a slave carpenter’s ability to read and write made him more profitable. Now Paul could receive written instructions about how a window was to be framed or a roof laid, or send written questions about where a door was to go, or where he was to secure lumber or nails. But literacy was not only a valuable skill—it was also an opening for Paul to a wider world. He could now read newspapers and pamphlets, the Bible and city signs. To be sure, he had to read and write with great caution and circumspection in order not to alarm whites. But literacy provided a new freedom within the constricted world of a slave. And that freedom also offered, perhaps ironically, a path that led not only away from white control, but also away from the world of the Gullah. Literacy was a pathway for Paul to a modern world, to his identifying himself as a “civilized” American from Savannah. At any rate, Nicholas bought more tools for his bright carpenter, and Paul began to receive special treatment when clothes and shoes were distributed to the Bayard slaves.41

So Paul prospered—as such things are measured for a slave—and he entered ever more deeply into the life of the black community of Savannah. As he moved around the city, he met a young woman who was a “domestic servant” of an affluent white family. Perhaps he met her in the market on Ellis Square, where his mother sold produce. Or perhaps they met at First African Baptist—the church was one of the few places where blacks, slave and free, could gather in large numbers. Wherever they met, they fell in love and were able to convince Nicholas and her owner to give them permission to marry. The service would have been simple—even though the bride was a domestic and the groom a skilled carpenter—but not so simple as a country wedding, in which slaves sometimes simply jumped across a broomstick together to become married. Because their marriage was widely recognized by whites, a minister most likely conducted it—perhaps Paul and his bride were one of the thousands of black couples married by Andrew Marshall of First African. But slave marriages were not announced in the newspaper or recorded in court documents, and so the details of their wedding—even the bride’s name—entered a silence as deep as a slave’s grave.42

After the marriage, Paul had a “wife house”—his wife’s room where she lived in slave quarters behind a Savannah house. Paul could visit her on weekends, so they could have a little time together before he had to return to his own home on Hutchinson Island. Whites often allowed such divided housing arrangements for slave couples with different owners—and with such arrangements, Paul and his wife struggled to create a family and life together.43

SO PAUL WAS a married man, a slave husband on his way to becoming a slave father, when he learned the deeply troubling news in 1832 that the Bayard sisters had become engaged. Now the danger of a separation from his wife loomed as an alarming possibility. How would the slave property—the men, women, and children in the Hutchinson Island settlement—be divided between the sisters, and where might they be scattered? When Paul and his wife fell in love and decided to marry, they knew that a slave marriage ran the risk of separation. Such knowledge had not deterred them from taking such a risk and claiming some freedom in the midst of their bondage. In the years ahead, however, this risk, and its fragile freedom, would extract a bitter cost, demanding of Paul a decision that could not staunch a terrible pain.
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Many Mansions

While Paul was becoming a skilled carpenter and immersing himself in the life of Savannah and General’s Island, his two young owners, Jane and Margaret Bayard, were growing up and being shaped by very different circumstances. They were, after all, white children of great privilege. Their father, Dr. Nicholas Serle Bayard, had made a name for himself as a respected and well-connected Savannah physician. Much to the gratitude of city authorities, he had stayed at his post during deadly outbreaks of malaria and yellow fever during the first two decades of the century. Rather than flee to the countryside, as did many physicians, he had visited the sick and dying and had done what he could to ease their suffering. And as one of the incorporators of the Georgia Medical Society, he had worked hard to make the practice of medicine the work of scientific men—of professionals, not roaming quacks promising wonderful remedies for all the ailments of man and beast.

Moreover, when he was so inclined, Dr. Bayard was ready to remind his proud Savannah neighbors of his Huguenot ancestry and to point to a family tree loaded with colonial leaders. By the time Jane and Margaret were old enough to understand family connections, one of Dr. Bayard’s brothers was clerk of the US Supreme Court, another was a wealthy Philadelphia banker, one sister was married to the chief justice of the New Jersey Supreme Court, and a cousin was a US senator from Delaware.1

The immediate patriarch of this Bayard clan—the paternal grandfather of the two young sisters—was Colonel Bubenheim Bayard. He had been an honored patriot during the Revolution and had spent the difficult winter of 1777–1778 at Valley Forge with Jane and Margaret’s maternal grandfather, Lachlan McIntosh. So the sisters grew up knowing that they were descendants of distinguished Revolutionary War officers and hearing stories of their grandfathers’ bravery and patriotism.

Dr. Bayard had married his cousin Ann Livingston Bayard of Philadelphia in 1798. Nicholas, their only child, had been born in New York in 1799 and was three when his mother died in Savannah in 1802. Three years later, Dr. Bayard had married Esther McIntosh in Savannah, Jane and Margaret’s mother. Jane had been born in 1807 on her grandfather McIntosh’s Cumberland Island plantation some forty miles south of Darien and General’s Island. There, amid the luxurious growth of the island and with the sound of the surf flowing across the land, she had had her earliest sensory impressions. Margaret had been born in 1810 in Savannah, where carriages and wagons rattled on cobblestones and black men and women walked down sandy streets hawking shrimp and crabs.2

The sisters and their half-brother, Nicholas, grew up in Savannah in a handsome house in Franklin Ward—a house filled with black servants and frequent guests. From their earliest days, the white sisters heard whites telling blacks to come here and to go there and to do this and to do that. When they went with their parents to visit friends, or to go to church, or to take an outing for their health, they inescapably saw—although they may not have consciously noticed—blacks building, cleaning, and feeding Savannah. For privileged white children growing up in the city, such arrangements must have seemed natural, like the rising of the sun in the east and the setting of the sun in the west and the movement of the moon and stars at night. Whites had their place and blacks had theirs, and each moved in their own place, in their own orbit, as a part of daily life. These distinctive social arrangements were quiet guides for the sisters as they were learning what it meant to be white girls and young Bayards in Savannah.

With their distinguished ancestry, and Dr. Bayard’s lucrative medical practice, the Bayard family moved easily in the city’s highest social circles. They were members of Savannah’s Independent Presbyterian Church, where Dr. Bayard rented a pew and brought his family to listen to the long, logical but passionate sermons of their greatly loved pastor, Henry Kollock. The sermons and the arrangements of the congregation reinforced the sisters’ understanding of the world’s ordinary ways—blacks had their place in the balcony, whites had their place in rented pews. When the congregation’s new sanctuary was completed in 1819, the local papers declared it one of the most beautiful church buildings in the country. Its steeple soared high above any other structure in the city, announcing its prominence, and its great domed ceiling declared the blessings of heaven on what was below. When the new sanctuary was dedicated, the young Bayards watched President James Monroe and his entire cabinet arrive and take their seats in the front of the church to join the celebration, while blacks looked on from above.3

Dr. Bayard died in 1821 when Jane was fourteen and Margaret eleven. He was, declared the Savannah Republican, a man who did “ample justice to his talents, the excellence of his character, and the urbanity of his manners.” The paper described him as public spirited and hospitable—a man endowed with an independent mind who had honor and honesty as his only guides. He was said to be “religious, moral and candid.” He lived life, said the paper, “without fear and so ended his days without reproach.”4

A few months later, Esther McIntosh Bayard was dead, apparently a victim of yellow fever. She possessed, the Georgian noted, “all the qualities that ought to render a lady dear to her relatives, and estimable in the view of the public. She was friendly, hospitable, affectionate, and in all respects filled her station in society, as an honorable, useful and good member of it. She was the eldest surviving daughter of Major General Lachlan McIntosh, a patriot of the revolution, and inherited his patriotic feelings, and firmness of character.”5

Much of the character of the parents had already been inherited by Jane and Margaret—a spirit of generous hospitality and hearts that were affectionate, independent, and surprisingly fearless. But the home in Franklin Ward had now become a painful reminder to them of happier times. They began to withdraw to themselves and turned to one another for comfort in their grief. Nicholas, a twenty-two-year-old bachelor, did his best to look after his young half-sisters, but he quickly realized they needed more than he could provide. They needed a full and happy home life, and they needed to continue what they had already begun in Savannah—an education to prepare them for their place in society as Bayard women.

EARLY ON THE morning of July 4, 1822, Nicholas and his sisters arrived at a wharf across from the Hutchinson Island settlement. Black porters loaded their extensive luggage on the packet ship Garonne. A number of other prominent whites in the city joined them on board. Then, when the wind and tide were right, sailors hauled anchor, and the captain steered the ship out into the river to follow its flow.6

Two weeks later, Nicholas and the sisters were in New York visiting Bayard relatives. After a short stay, they boarded a coach loaded high with their luggage and set off across the countryside for Philadelphia. They stopped in Princeton to visit their Hodge cousins—their grandmother Bayard had been a Hodge. During his early teens, Nicholas had spent several years living with the Hodge household and going to school in Princeton, and he was eager to revisit the little village and the family that had welcomed him so warmly. Nicholas had become particularly close to his cousin Charles Hodge—they were the same age—and when the travelers arrived at the Hodge home they discovered that Charles had been elected, only a few weeks earlier, professor of biblical and Oriental literature at Princeton Theological Seminary. Young Charles was on his way to becoming one of the country’s most influential theologians, and in the years ahead he would have a close and affectionate relationship with his cousin Jane and her distinguished husband.7

When the travelers arrived in Philadelphia, they went straight to the home of their uncle Andrew Bayard, their father’s oldest brother. A wealthy merchant and president of the Commercial Bank of Philadelphia, he lived in one of the city’s most elegant homes, where white servants did the polishing of silver, the cleaning of dishes, the washing of clothes, and the cooking of meals. Nicholas brought his young sisters and their luggage to the Bayard house on Washington Square, and there Andrew and his wife, Sarah, welcomed them as their own daughters and brought them into their large, affectionate, and pious family. For the next five years, Jane and Margaret called their uncle’s home their home, and they began to think of their Bayard cousins as their brothers and sisters.8

Jane and Margaret quickly became especially close to their cousins Theodosia and James. For the rest of their lives, even during long and sometimes terrible separations, they would all regard one another with genuine affection. Theodosia Bayard later visited Jane and Margaret in Savannah and traveled with them in New England, and James Bayard—who was close to Jane in age—made his home in years to come a second home for them and a refuge in times of illness or distress.9

After their arrival in Philadelphia, Nicholas met quietly with his uncle Andrew and negotiated the financial support his sisters would require. He left funds for their immediate needs and made arrangements to send his uncle regular payments to cover the girls’ expenses. Drawn from the proceeds of their father’s estate, the payments came largely from the profits that flowed from the labors of Paul and the other Bayard slaves. So even in Philadelphia, Jane and Margaret were attached by the webs of slavery to those who lived in the settlement on Hutchinson Island and by the rice fields of General’s Island. Uncle Andrew, careful banker that he was, used the funds prudently for the girls’ education, for their clothing, and for visits to various family members in New Jersey, New York, and Delaware. They frequently went with Theodosia to visit her sister Elizabeth Bayard Henry in Germantown, and in this way the young Savannah girls became a part of the Henry family as well.10

The Bayards, Hodges, and Henrys were all Presbyterians, and many of the men—including Uncle Andrew—were Presbyterian elders. A few, like Charles Hodge, were Presbyterian ministers. They believed that their religious life had at its heart a deep personal devotion to Christ and to his continuing ministry in the world through the church. Their Calvinist piety was both warm and disciplined. During the week, each family had morning and evening prayers as well as daily devotionals and Bible reading at their breakfast tables. These disciplined practices were part of the rhythm of life in their households, nurturing the hearts and minds of family members. They were all strict Sabbatarians. Sunday was the Lord’s Day when they refrained from all work—not as a burdensome law but as a gift in the midst of the continuing work and rush of the world around them. The Sabbath, they thought, served as a reminder that in all of life they were utterly dependent upon God’s grace and love and not on their own labors or willpower. They believed that Sabbath rest, when they joined with others in worshiping God as their Creator and Redeemer, was a foretaste of heaven. On the Sabbath, they heard God’s Word read and interpreted in long, carefully prepared sermons intended to inform the mind and touch the heart. They sang praises to God with hymns—both old and new—whose words and music penetrated to the deepest parts of their self-understanding. And at the communion table they felt themselves united in the Body of Christ with believers around the world and across the ages. These daily and Sabbath practices of their Calvinist faith nurtured in Margaret and Jane—together with their cousins—a deep sense of privilege and of the responsibilities that flow from a gratitude rooted in God’s grace. Disciplined work and a life spent seeking to do God’s will was, they believed, a faithful response to God’s love and the sacrifices of Jesus, whom they called their precious Redeemer.11

For the Bayard men, the spirituality nurtured by such practices of their faith meant a commitment to philanthropy and a concern for the public good. They became directors of the House of Refuge for juvenile delinquents, of the Magdalene Society for the “fallen women of the Philadelphia,” of the Sunday School Union, and of the College of New Jersey (Princeton). They contributed liberally to their churches and to education societies. And they sought, perhaps above all, to be responsible in their vocations—in their callings—as bankers, merchants, and physicians, as professors and politicians, and in the ordinary comings and goings of their lives. They believed that the ordinary, everyday work of their lives—and not some sheltered holy place—was the great arena for the practice of their Christian faith. Much to the frequent irritation or amusement of their neighbors, they thought of themselves as the chosen means of bringing learning, culture, and sophisticated religion to a waiting world.12

If, however, they thought that their Christian faith and Presbyterian practices informed and fueled their everyday work and commitments, they were less well aware of the ways their religious life and philanthropic activities were shaped by their work as bankers, merchants, and physicians, as professors and politicians. Their orderly worship, their disciplined devotional life, their interpretation of the Bible and of their responsibilities as Christians were all, in one way or another, deeply influenced by the character of their work and by the comfortable and affluent homes in which they lived. To be sure, they believed that they made decisions—decisions that mattered. Not all bankers, after all, knelt and prayed morning and evening, or read the Bible daily with their families, or supported philanthropic causes. And certainly many around them—“worldly people,” they called them—did not keep the Sabbath as they kept the Sabbath. These Bayards, Hodges, and Henrys believed that they had, within the circumstances and contingencies of their lives, the freedom to make real choices. But they also believed at some deep level of their self-understanding—or at least it was what they confessed—that their freedom was not unlimited, and that the mysterious providence of God directed their lives and the course of human history. In the coming years, these complex and even contradictory ideas about human freedom would shape their thinking about the black slaves who, like Paul and his family, labored in the cities and fields of the American South.13

For the Bayard, Hodge, and Henry women, the practices of the faith also had to do with their ordinary everyday lives. But their daily lives, their vocations, were focused on the home and family and led to no public engagements in philanthropy or vocations outside the home. The world of these women—even these affluent white women—offered them no directorships of benevolent societies, much less jobs in banking or politics. What the world of these women offered were busy homes where dinners were ordered, guests welcomed, and children loved and disciplined. To be sure, the women could reach out from this place, from within this restricted arena, to the world around them in Christian discipleship—they could be faithful members of congregations and could support philanthropic societies with their prayers and contributions. But their vocation was above all the creation of a Christian environment in their homes where the language that was used, the manners that were practiced, and the order that was maintained contributed to a deepening love for Christ.14

Margaret and Jane internalized this world of affluent Philadelphia Presbyterians. It helped to shape the way they saw themselves and carried themselves as privileged young white women. It influenced their temperaments, dispositions, and postures. It provided many of the deep assumptions that they carried for the rest of their lives. Yet their Philadelphia home also began to nurture within them, even in their youth, a restlessness to break out and go beyond the boundaries assigned to women. Precisely because they felt deep religious stirrings as young women, they wanted to respond with their whole lives and not some restricted, assigned roles. They began to consider themselves—no less than their uncles and male cousins—among those chosen to go beyond the home and to help bring Christian love, learning, and salvation to a waiting world.15

AFTER FIVE YEARS in Philadelphia, Margaret and Jane returned to Savannah in 1827 and to the home of their brother, Nicholas. Jane was now twenty and ready to move into the social world of Savannah. Margaret, at seventeen, was not far behind. All around them were reminders of the life they had known before their parents’ deaths—the elegant home where they had lived with their mother and father and the sights and sounds of the city with its parks and gardens and busy markets. And everywhere, from the moment they stepped once again onto a Savannah wharf, they were surrounded by black men and women who were moving about—hauling and cleaning; butchering, selling, and building; sweating in the hot sun and always keeping an eye on whites.16

The sisters arrived in Savannah about the same time that Paul and the other Bayard slaves were returning to the city from their sojourn on General’s Island. Jane and Margaret most likely did not know most of those who were returning—before their parents died, the sisters would have had few opportunities or little reason to know field hands and laborers on Hutchinson Island. But the domestics who worked in the Bayard home were another story. The sisters found Jack the butler at his post still carrying himself erect, still practicing his old-fashioned good manners—they called him House Jack to distinguish him from Jack the Carpenter, Paul’s mentor. Paul’s sister, Charlotte, who had been Jane’s personal servant for years when they were both little girls, was waiting to take up her responsibilities with her returning mistress. And Suzanne, who had looked after Margaret as a little girl, now had a seventeen-year-old mistress.17

Jane and Margaret, as young women who had been living in Philadelphia, were now able to look around them and see Savannah with new eyes. There was, of course, still much that they could not see and much that they could not understand. But they inescapably knew that Savannah was different from Philadelphia. For one thing, blacks were everywhere, and their presence made Savannah look different, sound different, and move in different rhythms from what they had known in the North. After five years away, the world of Savannah was more visible in all its distinctiveness, and they now began to notice and to pay attention to what had before seemed only ordinary. This meant that Jane and Margaret began to look at, to actually see, the black slaves who were all around them—including those who lived on Hutchinson Island and whose labors provided most of the comforts the sisters enjoyed. And with their looking and their noticing, they began to have questions about slavery and about their ownership of slaves.18

They met John, the new driver—the “boss man” who was in charge of directing the work on the island and distributing rations to the people in the settlement. A religious man held in great confidence by whites, he crossed the river weekly and came to the Bayard home to confer with Nicholas. And Paul came as well to bring his wages, and Jane and Margaret had opportunities to meet the young carpenter so recently returned from General’s Island. They met Paul’s father, Charles, who brought his porter’s wages, and Paul’s mother, Mary, who came to the house to report what vegetables and how many eggs had been brought from the island and sold in the Ellis Street market. They watched Nicholas talk with them, and saw him collect wages from those hired out, as well as the money from the market, and they knew he wrote it all down carefully, banker like, in the estate account book.19

Jane and Margaret returned to Savannah not only with new eyes but also with hearts that had been nurtured and awakened to deep religious feelings, and those feelings also added to their growing misgivings about slavery. They returned to their family’s pew at the Independent Presbyterian Church, where they had sat as children with their parents. Now they heard the eloquent preaching of Daniel Baker, one of the great preachers of his generation. His preaching was said by a Southern editor to move “thronged assemblies as the trees of the forest are moved before the wind,” and his impassioned appeals were said to touch “the learned and unlearned, cultivated and uncultivated.” Standing in a great mahogany pulpit placed high above white worshipers, Baker preached to a congregation that included some of the most influential and affluent members of the community—Barnards, Bryans, and Cummings; Gordons, Habershams, Stoddards, and Telfairs. And above them all, gathered in the balconies, blacks sat and watched and worshiped.20

This congregation of blacks and whites not only listened to Baker preach, they also sang hymns together and listened to the soaring music of the church’s great organ being played by Lowell Mason. Mason was a prolific writer of hymn tunes, and his music would become deeply identified with the piety of evangelical Protestantism not only in the United States but also abroad. In the coming years he would compose “Bethany” (“Nearer, My God, to Thee”), “Olivet” (“My Faith Looks Up to Thee”), “Dennis” (“Blest Be the Tie That Binds”), and “Hamburg” (“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross”).21 But it was Mason’s music for a stirring missionary hymn—“From Greenland’s Icy Mountains”—that most deeply touched Jane and Margaret and ignited their imaginations about the future direction of their lives. Composed by Mason in Savannah, the hymn rang out:

                     From Greenland’s icy mountains,

                     From India’s coral strand;

                     Where Afric’s sunny fountains

                     Roll down their golden sand:

                     From many an ancient river,

                     From many a palmy plain,

                     They call us to deliver

                     Their land from error’s chain.22

ON THEIR RETURN to Savannah, Jane and Margaret found Nicholas an attentive and affectionate older brother. He looked out for the best interests of his young half-sisters and sought to provide them with a home where they could continue to have nurtured both a high-toned sense of Christian morality and a propriety that reflected their station in life. But his relationship to them, while good, was never particularly close. Affection was there, but it always seemed to be rooted more deeply in duty and responsibility than in the feelings of the heart. The sisters consequently grew closer to one another, drawing on their shared memories of Philadelphia and their continued grief over the death of their parents.

But the sisters also made new friends. They became especially close to Eliza Clay, who was three years older than Jane. Eliza’s father, a distinguished Savannah judge, had become, after a powerful conversion experience, a Baptist minister and had served as pastor of the First Baptist Church of Boston, Massachusetts. Eliza had spent years in the North and had returned to Georgia only the year before Margaret and Jane returned. An independent spirit—she would remain single all her life—she did not hesitate to break out of roles assigned to affluent white women; nor was she afraid to do work ordinarily reserved for affluent white men. She learned how to manage a large rice plantation, and in the years ahead she gave advice to neighboring planters about the best time to plant, about the sprout flow of waters into rice fields, and about when to have black men and women go down into the miry earth to hoe between long rows of rice. In her willingness to break social expectations, she modeled for the Bayard sisters a certain freedom of spirit and helped to give them courage to explore little-known paths.23

Particularly important for Jane and Margaret were Eliza Clay’s efforts on behalf of the religious instruction of slaves. The Clay plantation, Richmond-on-Ogeechee, a short distance from Savannah, was one of the most beautiful in the South. There Eliza and her brother, Thomas Savage Clay, were establishing schools where they were teaching their many slaves biblical stories and Protestant hymns. And there, in the evenings after their students had come in from their heavy labor in rice fields, the Clays began to instruct Gullah men and women about family life and about avoiding the enchantments of charms and witches and late night dances. Such instructions soon came under fierce attack from conservative whites, who thought it encouraged insubordination and said that religious instruction of blacks was little more than “casting pearls before swine.” The future governor of South Carolina, Whitemarsh Seabrook—a kind of lingering rationalist of the Jeffersonian sort—would be particularly venomous in his attack on the Clays. But Eliza, like Jane and Margaret, felt her religious convictions drawing her toward some special effort of Christian benevolence, and the schools seemed a kind of home mission work that needed to proceed in spite of the arrogance and impiety of a South Carolina radical.24

WHILE SAVANNAH THUS became a home for the Bayard sisters, they began to spend time with relatives near Darien in McIntosh County. Their cousin William McIntosh was a contemporary of their mother’s and became “Uncle William” to them. His plantation, Fair Hope, became, especially for Jane, a place of special memories, a home that evoked for her joy, gratitude, and a deep peace of heart.

During the six years following her return to Savannah (1827–1833), Jane traveled regularly to Fair Hope, a little north of Darien and General’s Island, for leisurely visits, especially during the balmy months of winter and spring. Margaret went with her sometimes, but Charlotte was Jane’s constant companion as her personal servant. The young mistress and her maid always sailed, like Paul on his journey to General’s Island, on one of the little schooners that ploughed the inland waters, where the sea wind mingled the fragrance of salt and marsh, and an occasional fisherman could be seen in the distance. Each trip made the landscape more familiar—they had time to learn the contours of the sea islands: Ossabaw and St. Catherine’s, Blackbeard and Sapelo. And each trip slowly invited Jane and Charlotte to enter through all of their senses a world of isolated plantations, of rice fields that yielded their crops in season and slave settlements that stretched out in long rows.25

Each time their schooner arrived in Darien, Jane and Charlotte were only a short distance from General’s Island, where Paul had had his immersion in Gullah life. But the island plantation was rented during these years, and Jane and Charlotte apparently never visited its flat, hot, and buggy settlement on any of their trips. Rather, they met in Darien a McIntosh coachman—he was always waiting for them with a carriage. After he loaded their luggage with care, he would drive them along sandy roads past rice and cotton fields where Gullah men and women were hoeing and plowing, reaping and picking. The carriage rolled through great stretches of barren pine forests and around cypress swamps before finally turning down the long plantation avenue, where oaks heavy with age and moss reached out to enclose all who traveled this way to Fair Hope house. There, William and Maria McIntosh, together with their children, welcomed Jane into their loving family and Charlotte to the servant quarters.26

Even more than in Savannah, Jane learned at Fair Hope what it was like to be surrounded by black men, women, and children. Over seventy slaves lived in the McIntosh settlements, and many more populated the surrounding plantations. Daily she would have heard them speaking in their Gullah accents, and daily she would have seen them going about their work in the house or going to and from the rice and cotton fields. In the evenings she would have seen their settlement fires and heard the distant sound of their voices and their preparations for slave suppers. Such scenes would not have seemed alien to her, although she saw them only from the distance of her race and class. Unlike many whites who felt awkward and often threatened or repulsed when in the midst of blacks, Jane felt at ease among the Gullah people, even as they knew they had to keep their eye on her and other whites—and perhaps especially on her, with her growing benevolent sensibilities toward them.27

As in Savannah, Jane no doubt noticed particular slaves that surrounded her and wondered about them. Perhaps her years in Philadelphia—where she had been largely surrounded by whites—made her attentive to, and curious about, life in the settlements. Or perhaps what she had seen in Savannah led her to look more carefully at those who lived and worked at Fair Hope. Or maybe her growing religious sensibilities led her, on occasion, to walk through the settlement and talk to the women who were fixing supper, or to the men returning from feeding a horse or a mule. Whatever the cause, Jane was beginning to think of slaves as individuals with distinct personalities, with their own sorrows and hopes, anxieties and concerns. And so at Fair Hope she continued to wonder—and to wonder more intensely—about her Christian duty in regard to them and to those she would come to regard as their injured and neglected relatives in their African homeland.28

At the same time that Jane was paying careful attention to the blacks of Fair Hope, she was also growing to love the quiet of the plantation—especially compared to Philadelphia and Savannah, where wagons and carriages constantly banged and clanked down the streets. She was becoming a quiet and reserved young woman, possessed of much self-confidence, to be sure, but preferring the pleasures and pieties of a quiet life to the social swirl that preoccupied many young women of her class. And the beauty of Fair Hope, in all its isolation, had great appeal for her. The plantation house was located on a little bluff above the Sapelo River, and it provided Jane on each of her visits a grand scene of the marshes and tidal rivers that lay between Fair Hope and Sapelo Sound. In the early mornings, she watched the marshes begin to glow as sunlight spread across them. And in the evenings, she watched the marshes slowly dim in the lengthening shadows of twilight—egrets flew in long white lines to roost and the night wind stirred the marsh grass and surrounding oaks. Wildlife roamed the Fair Hope woods, and on occasion she saw animals along the edges of the marsh—deer and raccoons, possums, rabbits, otters, and cooters. The birds were a wonder for Jane, especially in the winter when migrants found their way south. Buntings, warblers, and vireos joined the homebound who stayed year round—the red-winged blackbirds that sang while clinging to a marsh reed, and the wood storks and great blue herons that hunted shallow waters for frogs and fish. And the ducks! Mallards and pintails, teal and widgeons—they arrived in the fall by the thousands to feed in rice fields and under oaks that dropped their acorns into tepid waters.29

Both the social landscape of Fair Hope—with its black population and Gullah culture—and the physical landscape of Fair Hope—with its lonely marshes, rivers, and swamps—played a part in shaping how Jane saw the world and how she felt about the world and how she saw herself as a young white woman in the world. Like Philadelphia with her Presbyterian relatives, and Savannah with its memories and associations, Fair Hope provided a home—a home that encouraged her quiet temperament and that nurtured her love for flowing rivers and the beauties of a lonely countryside. Even the rhythms of her Southern speech, the way she walked, and the way she held herself with confidence showed the influence of her time beside the marshes of Sapelo Sound. Yet Fair Hope’s social and physical landscape did something more—it helped to prepare Jane for what would be the great adventure of her life and the consuming passion of her religious commitments.

IN EARLY 1832, Jane and Margaret announced that they wanted to become missionaries. Their friends were stunned. The Protestant mission movement was young, only a few decades old in 1832, and the movement still seemed to many—including many church folk—to be a largely questionable activity.30

For Margaret and Jane to say they wanted to be missionaries seemed, if not insane, at least naive, quixotic, and fanatical, especially given their comfortable social status. Why would they go, many wondered, to some distant and dangerous land and live among a barbarous people? But the sisters were determined. They wrote the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions in Boston and offered their services. Back came the reply: the board did not accept single women as missionaries. If they wanted to be missionaries, each of them needed to marry a man headed for the mission field.31

And so word went out that two young women, attractive and well-placed, were waiting in Savannah for husbands who would take them to a distant mission field. The arrival of two such men—John Leighton Wilson from South Carolina and James Eckard from Philadelphia—and the quick engagements of the sisters was the troubling news that Paul heard in early December 1832. What he did not know was what this news would mean for him and for the other slaves on Hutchinson Island in the years ahead. There was no way for him to know that it was the beginning of a chain of events that would eventually lead them on a journey as remarkable in its own way as the journey of the Gullah who were said to “riz up and take wing an fly lik a bud . . . back tuh Africa.”32
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A Black River Home

John Leighton Wilson, the youngest of the suitors to arrive in Savannah in 1832, had been born near the cypress-stained waters of the Black River in South Carolina. His great grandfather, Major John James, and his grandfather, Captain John James, had fought with the “Swamp Fox”—the wily Francis Marion—against the British and their Tory allies during the American Revolution. Striking quickly from their camp in dense swamps, Marion and his partisans had hit British outposts and lines of communication time and again only to disappear into the cypress bogs and muddy flats that surrounded their hidden camp. Young Leighton had grown up hearing the embellished stories of their exploits and learning that free men and women were called to resist the arrogance and rule of imperial powers—a sentiment he would carry with him to far places.1

The Wilsons and the Jameses had come to South Carolina in the 1730s with other Scottish and Scotch-Irish immigrants. Settling in what seemed to them a savage wilderness along the Black River northwest of Charleston, they had slowly cleared the land, built modest homes, and farmed the rich soil that lay between the river, creeks, and swamps of the region. Gradually the children and grandchildren of the early settlers moved further up the river. They established new homes and farms, using the river as their primary highway to carry deer and cow hides, corn, and indigo downstream and to bring back goods purchased on the coast. Before too many years passed, they began to return upriver with a few slaves whom they had bought in the booming slave markets of Charleston.2

As soon as they had secured a shelter for their own households, the first settlers organized the Williamsburg Presbyterian Church, after the pattern of the Church of Scotland, and called a Scotsman to live and minister among them. In this way the Williamsburg congregation became the mother church to an expanding line of Presbyterian churches that followed the flow of settlers up the Black River—Indiantown, Black Mingo, Salem Black River, Mt. Zion, and Bishopville. Each congregation was at the center of a little community, and in time, Mt. Zion became the home congregation of the Wilson family and at the heart of much of Leighton’s world.3

William Wilson and Jane James Wilson, Leighton’s parents, had married in 1801 and had established a farm about forty miles up the river from the original settlement. The home they built was a plain clapboard farm house, two stories high, with a chimney on each end of a gabled roof. A wide porch—a piazza they called it in their Lowcountry way—provided a place for relaxing at the end of the day and for visiting when neighbors or relatives came calling. As children were born and the farm began its evolution into a plantation, more rooms were added—not with any particular aesthetic sensibility, other than a concern for what was practical, so that the house grew room by room in a rather gangly, awkward fashion.4

Leighton was born in 1809, the fifth of eight children. He became particularly close to his two older brothers, William and Samuel, and to his two younger sisters, Sarah and Mary Martha. It was a loving family marked by deep commitments to one another and to the community in which they lived. All around them—and up and down the river—were families that were connected in bewildering webs of relationships: Witherspoons and Scotts, Muldrows and Chandlers, McCutcheons, McBrides, McCoys, and McLeods, and a host of other entangled families. Young Leighton grew up calling many of the white adults around him “aunt” or “uncle,” and most of his contemporaries he called “cousin.”5

As rooms were being added to the Wilson home, acres were being added to the Wilson farm. The original tract ran from the little road that paralleled the river to the river itself. Along the eastern boundary was Boggy Gully, a stream that meandered north until it was lost in swamps and a narrow section of the river. To this original tract of some 500 acres were added lands—some across the road, some down the road, and some on the far side of Boggy Gully. Cotton, after the invention of the modern gin in 1794, was becoming a highly profitable crop and had begun to make the settlers along the Black River prosperous—including William Wilson as he added acre upon acre to his holdings.6

Raising cotton, however, was no easy task, and the Black River farmers believed that they needed slaves to chop the cotton, pick the cotton, and press the cotton into bales for the waiting gins. Like rice planters before them, they began to invest—with loans from Charleston merchants—in black men, women, and children, becoming ever more deeply entwined in a rapidly expanding slave economy. In this way the few slave cabins that had been built on the edge of Boggy Gully in 1801 had become by the 1830s a substantial slave settlement, and what had been called the Wilson farm began to be called the Wilson plantation.7

Among those who lived in the slave settlement were some who had been given by Captain John James to his daughter Jane when she was a child. They and their descendants—that is, the descendants of the women—were entailed to Jane and her children. Leighton had thus become the owner of some young slaves who, as he said years later, became entailed “to me twenty years before they or I had an existence.” In time, these and the other black men and women who lived in the settlement would have their own memories of this land, their own stories to tell around communal fires, and their own interpretations of life as lived close by the Black River. These memories, stories, and interpretations would challenge what whites remembered, the stories whites told, and the interpretations whites gave to how things had been at the Wilson place and on the other plantations of the area.8

LEIGHTON GREW UP on the Wilson farm before it became a plantation. From an early age he had his chores—he helped in the kitchen garden, he learned how to plow a straight furrow, and he worked side by side with the black slaves who were carrying the burden of the day. He learned the way they spoke and how to talk with them in their dialect. And no doubt he heard their stories—at least the ones they wanted him to hear. He listened to their proverbs about how a person should live wisely, and in the evenings he heard the sound of their voices, and sometimes their singing, in the settlement. On occasion he watched root doctors make a poultice to heal an ache or pain and caught glimpses of charms used to keep evil at bay, and he learned of a secret world inhabited by ghosts and haunts and how hags could come at night and take your breath away by riding on your chest. All of this he remembered later, as these early experiences made deep impressions upon his mind and imagination and helped to shape the way he saw a broader world.9

But Leighton also remembered black men and women in church with him and his family. Sharper and Ben, Nelly and Sabrina, Abraham and Matilda were among those from the Boggy Gully settlement who made their public confession of faith and were baptized and numbered among the members of the Mt. Zion congregation. They, along with slaves from neighboring settlements, traveled weekly down sandy roads to the Mt. Zion meetinghouse, where they heard the scriptures read and long sermons preached. Together with the Wilsons and other whites they sang the hymns that did so much to shape a Protestant piety among them. And twice a year these black men and women came and sat at a long table that stretched across the front of the church while white elders served them the bread and wine of the communion service. And like the whites who had been served before them, these black slaves took from the elders the plate with bread and the cup with wine and passed them around the table to one another. These scenes made their own impressions upon young Leighton. They, too, helped to shape the way he saw a broader world and stirred feelings that in the years to come marked the deepest commitments and clearest contours of his life.10

The people of the settlement consequently did not seem strange or threatening to Leighton. They were people with names and familiar personalities. Jacob was the patriarch, and as he grew older he was moved from working the fields to working around the farmhouse. There he began to help in the kitchen, a little house located behind the Wilsons’ home. Kitchen work was unusual for a black man, but Jacob learned to cook the peas, collards, and sweet potatoes from the garden; how to make rice dishes with chicken and its broth, mixed together with okra and tomatoes; and how to prepare the hams from the smokehouse and the sausages stored in crocks packed with lard. He became a favorite with Leighton and was respected by all in the white family.11

Leighton knew, of course, that Jacob and the other blacks on the place lived in the little cabins down by Boggy Gully, and not in his parents’ expanding farmhouse. And he came to understand as a young white boy that beyond the distance between house and cabin was the greater distance between owner and owned, between white and black. Each day taught him who was boss and who was bossed, who ate the food prepared in the kitchen and who ate from the cook pots of the settlement, who cleaned the stable and who rode the horses, who made the beds in the house and who slept in the beds. And Sundays had their lessons as well—he saw where whites sat and where blacks sat, and he heard sermons preached by whites, and he sang hymns chosen by whites. It all came to seem natural to him, the way the world was ordered, a part of a coherent moral universe.12

In the midst of these daily routines, Leighton began to become aware that although Jacob and the others in the settlement were a part of his world, there was much of their world that he did not know or understand. Still, his experience taught him that these two worlds—and their histories—while separate, overlapped and were entwined. When the Wilsons gathered on the piazza in the evenings with visiting aunts and uncles, cousins, or friends to talk about what was going in the county or to remember earlier times, Jacob and other slaves came creeping into their stories from the margins—sometimes as central players in a scene, sometimes as incidental actors, but always as a seemingly natural part of the landscape and of the imagination of a white world.13

For their part, Jacob and those who lived by Boggy Gully knew only too well that the Wilsons’ world was a powerful and bitter reality in their own lives. A white world not only overlapped their black world, it also lay heavy on it; it was a great pressing, breathtaking burden that intruded into every aspect of their lives. Where they slept, what they ate, the clothes they wore, and the work they did, from the rising of the sun to the last dishes were cleared away and the horses fed at night—in it all, whites tried to govern what blacks did and what they thought, to control the imagination of the settlement and to limit the horizon that lay beyond Boggy Gully. And standing behind these white attempts at control, waiting and watching, was white military power and its readiness to use bloody, terrifying violence.14

Because Jacob and the others in the settlement knew all of this only too well, they tried to use strategies to frustrate white control without provoking white wrath. They could shuffle along during the day when told what to do, and in the evening when they were alone together before the settlement fires, they could tell their own stories and laugh at jokes about whites. And when rage boiled and someone could take no more white bossing, the swamps offered a temporary refuge even with the threat of a whipping. In these ways the Wilson place became contested ground, and young Leighton grew up hearing, in the daily coming and going of his Black River home, the often muffled sounds of conflict.15

THE WILSONS CALLED their home “Pine Grove”—not “Fair Hope” or “Richmond-on-Ogeechee” or “Strathy Hall” or some other such name used on one of the great rice plantations of the Lowcountry—but rather a modest name to fit the home’s modest character and the character of those who lived in its spreading, gangly farmhouse. Longleaf pines, Pinus palustris, surrounded their home and—together with cypress swamps and growing cotton fields—dominated the landscape where the whites of Pine Grove and the blacks of Boggy Gully lived separate but tangled lives. The pines, soaring high above scattered oaks and sweet gums, were largely impervious to the fires that burned the undergrowth, and they created open, park-like stands with a ground cover of grasses where deer could graze and quail flourish.16

Leighton became a fine horseman in these open forests, and in the Black River swamps he learned to hunt and became aware of the physical world around him. He knew the explosive flight of quail rising before a pointing dog, and the quail’s evening whistle calling together a scattered covey. He could distinguish a buck’s track from a doe’s and could read the bloodstained story of rabbit fur and bobcat track. He became skilled at quietly paddling a little boat through swampy waters—a skill that later served him well—to hunt the wood ducks and mallards that fed in the dark waters of a cypress swamp. And in the evenings after a hunt as he walked home along the hedgerows that lined the cotton fields, he could hear the lonely song of the cardinal settling over the land, and the twilight hoot of an owl could sometimes be heard coming up from the swamp and in the distance the mordant bark of a fox.17

In all of this Leighton was not only learning how to look and to listen and to interpret the natural world around him—he was also becoming deeply rooted in the landscape as place and personality mingled. No less than the social world of family and church, of slave and owner, this physical world was becoming an intimate part of Leighton’s world. At some deep level of affection and self-understanding, he began to identify with this spot of ground, this particular place along the Black River. No matter how far he traveled from these pine forests, cypress swamps, and cotton fields, no matter how long he stayed away from these home grounds, they lingered in his heart and in the places of his imagination. Leighton’s memory and therefore his sense of self became intertwined with this specific place as the place insinuated itself into his most elemental senses: the sound of the night wind in the pines outside his bedroom window, the fragrance of new-plowed ground in the spring, the feel of matted pine straw beneath his feet, the taste of food prepared in a plantation kitchen, the sight of winter smoke rising from home fires, and the light of a winter sun on a forest floor. Leighton’s experience of distant places would always be filtered through these early memories, and his voice, however tempered by other places, always carried the sounds and intonations of a Black River home.18

What surprised Leighton was how those who lived by Boggy Gully also began to claim in the years ahead this same landscape as theirs. They had, after all, worked the land in the heat of the day, plowing straight furrows and picking bale after bale of cotton. They had gathered at night before leaping flames to eat their suppers, do their flirting, and warn their children. Here, on this particular spot of earth, they had been living their lives, and over the years they had watched the rich soil of the land receive their dead, and they had sensed the land beneath them shifting and becoming the sacred home of their ancestors. So in later years they, too, claimed this landscape as theirs, and their voices, however suppressed and muted by slavery and racism, also began to carry the sounds and intonations of a Black River home.19

AT SOME POINT in his early years Leighton’s parents realized that he was a bright, eager student. They had themselves received modest educations, as might be expected among a people settling new land. Most likely, they had gone for only a few years to a little school taught by a Presbyterian clergyman living nearby. But they valued education, and they gathered in their home a small library and made sure that their children had ample opportunities for an education suitable for rising young gentlemen and ladies. While his brothers and sisters did well enough with their studies, Leighton showed himself to be the promising scholar of the family. He loved to read, and there were enough books in the family library to keep him busy—six volumes of Ancient History by the French historian Charles Rollin, with their stories of Greeks and Persians, and Romans and Carthaginians; John Bigland’s two-volume History of England and a Life of Napoleon, and Matthew Henry’s Complete Commentary of the Whole Bible. And of course there was the Bible itself to be read daily, and the Westminster Shorter Catechism to be memorized, and John Fox’s Book of the Martyrs to be scrutinized, with its pictures of tortured Protestants that so deeply influenced Leighton’s view of Catholics and what he and his Protestant ancestors regarded as Rome’s tyranny over Christian people. From an early age he plunged into Latin, memorizing vocabulary, mastering declensions, and learning to conjugate verbs. When he was sixteen, he was sent to the little Mt. Zion academy in Winnsboro in the South Carolina upcountry, where many of the state’s prominent families were sending their sons for the foundations of a classical education. When he was eighteen, his father sent him to Union College in Schenectady, New York, then under the presidency of the highly regarded and deeply pious Eliphalet Nott. With his background at the Mt. Zion academy, Leighton was able to enter the college as a junior, to take up the more difficult Latin writers, to study natural sciences, mathematics, and moral philosophy, and to begin his study of the Greek language, and then, in his last term, Hebrew.20

Schenectady was a long way from the Black River—its winters were cold and its students, mostly from New York and New England, seemed at first to be equally cold, lacking the warmth and easy manners of the Lowcountry. “There are too many Yankees for my pleasure,” he wrote his sisters. He found that “they possess no confidence in each other, nor for anyone else. They destroy all confidence that one student has for another. I am sorry to say it, but instead of having my Southern prejudices against the Yankees removed I have had mine confirmed.” He was clearly a homesick Southern boy, and he confessed to his sisters that he spent much time thinking about home. He remembered with longing “our dwelling with everything that pertains to it. The little shade trees in the yard, the little water oak in front of the milk house, the one behind it, the many pines in front of the piazza. The large pines on every side of the house.” And he thought about “going into the house and taking my seat by the fireside with you all; taking a part in the chit chat; but above all, the privilege of kneeling together around the family altar. This is the place to enjoy a foretaste of heaven!”21

But this homesickness did not last long, and Leighton soon turned his attention to the adventure of being in a new place with new people. He found he had a Witherspoon cousin from Alabama at the college, and to his delight he found a new friend from Charleston, John Adger, who became a lifelong friend. And he began to discover as well that he actually liked Yankees, and that they actually liked him. And he began to make friends with them.22

As for the landscape, he was stunned by the beauty of upstate New York with its lakes and mountains and rich fertile fields. During his first summer break he began to take long hikes with his new friends. He wrote home that with “knapsacks on our backs and muskets on our shoulders,” they walked from Schenectady to Albany, a distance of some twenty miles. They took a steamer the next day down the Hudson River to the village of Catskill, then hiked twelve miles to a house in the mountains where they spent the night. Early the next morning, they climbed a high peak of the Catskills, where they had splendid views of the surrounding countryside dotted with cities and towns. They hiked on toward the falls of the Catskill River. As they drew near, they heard the roar of the falls and saw mists rising from the river. Then came the falls themselves with their thundering power—light and shadows flashed on their waters and a sudden coolness flowed through the air. All seemed to draw Leighton into the grandeur of the place, creating within him a feeling of awe in the presence of a sacred mystery.23

There were other hikes to be made—one to the junction of the Mohawk and Hudson Rivers, then down to Troy, then back to Schenectady, a distance of forty miles in one day. Leighton loved the countryside and the mountains, and whenever in the future he climbed other mountains in distant places and saw magnificent views, he compared them to the magnificence of the Catskills.24

LEIGHTON RETURNED TO South Carolina in the fall of 1829. After a few months at Pine Grove enjoying the company of family and friends, he went to study in the home of his uncle, the Reverend Robert James, pastor of the Salem Black River congregation. James was a highly regarded and greatly loved pastor, and he reminded Leighton of his mother, who had died a few years earlier. Leighton, who had been very close to his mother, rarely mentioned her in the years to come when he wrote home or when he wrote of home. Rather, like Jane Bayard in Savannah, he seemed to carry painful memories in the silences of his correspondence and in the quiet places of the heart. William Wilson had remarried, and his second wife was a kind, affectionate woman fourteen years his junior. Leighton was always respectful toward her, but their relationship was distant; when he wrote home, his greetings to her always seemed an afterthought.25

Robert James directed his nephew’s studies—they read the New Testament together in Greek, and the Old Testament in Hebrew, and took up the study of theology. James had a special passion for ministry among the growing slave population along the Black River, and Leighton had opportunities to see his uncle teaching, preaching, and visiting among the black slaves in the neighborhood. Under James’s leadership, the Salem congregation began to develop a sense of responsibility for the religious life of the slaves, and by the time Sherman’s army shook the land, Salem had 100 white members worshiping with 610 slave members. Leighton looked to his uncle as a mentor and guide and admired his piety, his pastoral ways with people white and black, and his disciplined intellect. His uncle was said by others to “have much of the milk of human kindness,” and his relationship to those around him was said to be “marked by gentleness and urbanity.” Leighton sought to develop these characteristics in his own life, becoming much like his mother’s brother. And he began to have questions about slavery as he went with his uncle from slave settlement to slave settlement, visiting with the people, hearing them talk about their sorrows and anxieties, and getting glimpses of the ways in which slavery not only oppressed them, but also hung like a building cloud over the whole land.26

Leighton, however, was not yet sure what he wanted to do with his own life or what vocation to pursue. Law was a possibility, and so was the ministry, but he was unsettled. And so, like many recent college graduates in his situation, he decided to teach for a while. He accepted a position in Mt. Pleasant across the Cooper River from Charleston. It was a good choice. He enjoyed his teaching, had time in the afternoons to study, and took time to walk and ride horseback in the surrounding countryside and to ponder the questions that troubled his sleep. On the weekends he went into Charleston and stayed with the parents of his college friend John Adger, who was in seminary at Princeton. He found their home to be remarkable, and their family life filled him with admiration. “There is,” Leighton wrote his sister, “more domestic happiness and harmony in this family than I have ever seen in any other. Love appears to be the ruling principle, and peace the consequence.” The Adger home was also large and wealthy far beyond anything Leighton had known. James Adger, the father, was a merchant and cotton factor who sold crops for planters and supplied them with seeds and fertilizers, with harnesses and slave clothing, with barrels of molasses and bacon and all the supplies needed to run a plantation. He was hugely successful and had extensive business connections in the North and in England. He also had his own shipping line, which included his pride, the James Adger. Although he was a prudent man when sharing his opinions, Adger apparently had little sympathy for the parochialism of many of the planters who came into the city from Charleston’s hinterland. They often needed to borrow money from him on next year’s crop, and they often seemed to have little awareness of the larger world that lay beyond South Carolina, or even beyond their home county or their plantation. The Adgers, in contrast, summered at the Virginia Springs, at Newport and Saratoga. They went shopping in New York and Philadelphia, visited friends in New Jersey and Boston, and made extended trips to Britain and the continent. They were also members of the Second Presbyterian Church, and on Sunday mornings Leighton went with the family to worship at the large and imposing sanctuary at the end of a small park. He soon began to teach Sunday school and to become acquainted with some of the ministers of the city.27

A few months after Leighton began going into the city for the weekends, a series of revival services began to be held in a number of the churches. He began going on weekday evenings and quickly was attracted to Dr. Benjamin Morgan Palmer of the Circular Congregational Church. Palmer was the most progressive church leader in the city and the leading advocate for a number of benevolent causes. His congregation was politically powerful, numbering among its members US Senator Robert Young Hayne; former governor Thomas Bennett; and Hugh Swinton Legare, a leading intellectual in the city who would later become US attorney general and then US secretary of state. Along with Hayne, Bennett, and Legare, many of Charleston’s oldest and most respectable families were members of Circular, including DeSaussures and Porchers, Aikens and Vanderhorsts, Hutsons and Perroneaus and a host of other Lowcountry grandees. Leighton, while still staying with the Adgers, began attending Circular regularly.28

A religious awakening was beginning to move among both whites and blacks in the city. This local awakening was part of a Great Awakening—a religious revival that had been for several decades sweeping back and forth across the country from colleges in the East to frontier camp meetings in the West. Indeed, it was a part of a larger evangelical awakening that included Great Britain and the Protestant churches of continental Europe. In Charleston, such diverse figures as Henry Laurens Pinckney, editor of the Charleston Mercury and soon to be a US congressman, and Charles Snetter, a black barber on Market Street, were touched by the deep soul-searching flowing from the religious services in the city. They, together with a number of others, joined Circular and became a part of Palmer’s large and growing congregation. Palmer was inviting his hearers to move beyond orthodoxy, a belief in the truth of Christian faith. For Palmer, knowing the catechism was important, but more important was knowing Jesus. Living an upright, moral life was also important, but more important was a grateful heart—the very foundation for a faithful Christian life. Palmer was inviting his hearers, in powerful and winsome ways, to open their hearts to God’s love and to claim Jesus as their personal redeemer. Listening to Palmer and to other preachers in the city, Leighton experienced his religious faith being challenged and the foundations of his life trembling.29
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