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One Night in Georgia
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On the morning of September 24, 1862, Clayton Bigsby and Anna Springs knelt with heads bowed near the plain coffin made of pine. The solemn stillness in the small cemetery on the vast Bigsby plantation was shattered with the words of grief called out by the forty-one slaves gathered near the gravesite. Men and women, young and old, clasped hands as they were led in prayer by the raspy voice of the gray-haired Black preacher, Nat Lentz. The prayers for Anna’s deceased father, Joe Acres, made pleas to the Almighty Lord to show mercy on his departed soul. “O Lord, Joe’s humble home is empty this morning, a place now of silence and sorrow. Please, make ready for him a grand mansion on your estate, an oasis of eternal peace where his good soul will never know again the searing fires of hatred that burn in the human heart.” Lentz spoke passionately in condemning Acre’s savage murder the night before, lynched from a tree on the Spartanville Road, barely a mile from the Bigsby plantation. “Our Father in heaven,” he said, “we know, during this time of civil war in the country we call the United States, that you are walking next to President Abraham Lincoln on the road of righteousness. We have heard of his Emancipation Proclamation of two days ago that brings long delayed freedom to the enslaved. Your Word is with us, just as Moses spoke the Word in leading the Israelites out of their desolation in Egypt. But, for our brother, Joe, he was at the wrong place when the tidings of freedom came to us.” Edging closer to the grave, Lentz firmly grasped his slim prayer book with both hands and raised his eyes to the heavens. “Hear our humble prayer, Lord,” he cried, “we beseech thee in your infinite wisdom and glory, help us to drive injustice from this earth and live in peace according to your will. Make this a new morning for us as we commend to you our brother, Joe Acres.” Lentz signaled to the four young men standing nearby to begin lowering the coffin with ropes into the deep grave. The mourners looked on in silence while the coffin slowly disappeared into the earth. The four men shoveled dirt into the grave and quickly graded the surface while Lentz waited nearby holding a wooden cross. The burial finished, Lentz stepped forward and planted the cross firmly at the head of the grave. 

Clayton and Anna wearily rose to their feet and mingled briefly with those who came to honor the life of the slave known as “Senior.” Spent from the shock of loss, they soon departed for the Bigsby mansion, slowly walking arm-in-arm on the road checkered with the shadows of the tall pines. Inside the spacious mansion, Anna broke away and paced alone from room to room in a state of disbelief. Clayton found her in the kitchen, bent over near the sink, trembling with arms wrapped around her midsection. He embraced her tightly while she sobbed, “He was my father and I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye to him. He stood right here yesterday before he left to drive you into town. How would I have known they were our last minutes together? He drank down the lemonade I served and was laughing and joking like he always did. Now he’s gone! My father is gone, Clayton.” She paused and stared at him with bloodshot eyes. “I want you to know,” she said, “I have prayed and prayed to the Lord. I have asked Him, why did this happen? My father was such a good man. He never wronged anyone. Somehow, I hope some good comes from this!” 

Clayton stepped back and faced Anna squarely, firmly placing his hands on her shoulders. “Listen to me,” he said, “I need to tell you something. When I found your father last night, I decided all of this had to change for us. Our life here together cannot be sustained. All of last night I was thinking about this. I am ready to sell the plantation, and more than that, Anna. I will grant my slaves the freedom so long denied to them. It is the right thing to do. Once we are away from the treachery of this soil that soaks up the blood of so many, we can marry and settle as a family in a free state. You and me and our son, Samuel. We’ll be together and start anew.”

His words signaled a generational change for the Bigsby family. Clayton was of Scotch-Irish descent, the grandson of Adam Bigsby who was brought at an early age by his immigrant parents to Virginia from Glasgow. Settling in the Blue Ridge Mountain area near Charlottsville, Adam lived with his family on a small farm, laboring through his teen years chopping wood, feeding and butchering hogs, digging wells for water and hunting big and small game. The hard work forged in him a temperament of dogged determination and self-sufficiency. To make money for himself, Adam worked for nearby farmers who profited in the production and sale of tobacco, grains, and vegetables. While toiling on the farms and traveling into Charlottsville, he learned of the earnings being made by the few distillers of alcohol in the area who supplied the demands of the local farmers, town’s people, and the taverns and inns. Adam recognized that the production of whiskey was a way to a better life and decided to become a “distiller of spirits.” Starting operations on his family’s property with simple pot equipment and a supply of grain, Adam gradually built a successful business. By his twenty-fourth birthday in 1788, he had married his sweetheart, Kathleen Shanahan, built a home on the outskirts of the town of Charlottsville, and was banking lucrative earnings from the sale of spirits to his steady customers.

What promised to be a good long-term business took an unexpected turn in 1791. The newly formed government of the United States of America required revenues for operations and retirement of debt left over from its war of independence from England. A “Whiskey Tax” on distilled spirts was met with fierce and widespread opposition by distillers. Adam viewed the tax as a threat to his future prospects in the business, and began to consider alternatives. In his business travels in the region, he had learned of the opportunities and lucrative profits in cotton farming in Southern states such as Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. Adam decided the time was ripe to change course.

In the spring of 1792, he moved to Georgia with Kathleen and their young son, Robert. Drawing on savings, he purchased three hundred acres of farmland and adjoining wilderness on the outskirts of the small town of Spartanville and carried out his plan to become a grower of the crop known as “white gold.” Working day and night for a year with a group of hired immigrant laborers and ten slaves he purchased at auction, Adam cleared and prepared the land, built a house, erected slave quarters, and started operations with the planting of one hundred and fifty acres of cotton. He met with local growers, transporters, purchasing agents, and bankers to learn the intricate workings of the business. Profits, scant at first, increased steadily through several seasons, and spiked upward after he bought the new cotton gin equipment invented by Eli Whitney. The machine transformed production by efficiently separating cotton fibers from their seeds, reducing manual labor by the slaves. Adam increased profits by expanding the cotton crop along with the slave work force needed for planting and harvesting. Working with credit from the Bank of Atlanta, he purchased more surrounding land and increased production on an estate that grew to nearly one thousand acres in size. By the late 1820s, Adam owned forty-five slaves who lived and worked full-time on the plantation. The Bigsbys joined the social circle of local plantation owners, living as the new aristocrats with domain over vast tracts of land. His only son, Robert, and his wife, Eloise, lived on the vast plantation in their own manor house with a staff of house slaves. Robert and Louise had two children; Harriet, born on July 7, 1827, and Clayton, born on August 18, 1829. 

Adam’s wife, Kathleen, riddled with debilitating physical ailments that treatments could not cure, suffered a stroke and passed away peacefully in her sleep on the night of August 7, 1828. Adam, himself in failing health, relied on Robert to oversee the prosperous plantation before he died on the last day of March in 1831. Adam’s last will and testament made Robert the sole owner of the plantation. Besides the value of the cotton business, Robert’s inheritance included gold deposits worth over a million dollars, most of which Adam had astutely accumulated during the feverish gold rush in the late 1820s in the area around Dahlonega, Georgia.

The market for cotton continued to prosper with the burgeoning demands of Europe and the textile mills that were drawing workers into cities in the northeast region of the United States. Like his fellow growers, Robert steadily increased crop output and sales to meet market demand. When the business was soaring to new levels of prosperity, Robert and Eloise were stricken with influenza in the spring of 1853 and passed away several days apart. Robert’s last will and testament, read by the family’s attorney, John Webster, conveyed the plantation business and forty-five slaves to Clayton, and distributed equivalent financial assets to Harriet. Clayton reluctantly left his collegiate life at Union College in Schenectady, New York, to return home and run the business. The responsibility to carry on the Bigsby name was squarely on his shoulders.

On the night Joe Acres was murdered, Clayton had been a widower for nearly three years. His late wife, Catherine, the beautiful and precocious daughter of the nearby plantation owner, John Henry Dumont, had died unexpectedly in December, 1858. Catherine was returning home after a visit with her sister in Virginia when she perished in a railroad accident on the outskirts of Richmond. She was the woman of Clayton’s dreams. From the day of their marriage in 1856 following a year-long courtship, the quiet plantation became a world filled with her energy, intelligence and good humor. A refined and educated debutante, Catherine was skilled in the support of their patrician lifestyle. She oversaw the day-to-day domestic affairs and organized frequent dinner parties and gatherings for the local society of elite growers. 

After Catherine was laid to rest in the family cemetery, Clayton spiraled into a dark depression, relieved only by throwing himself headlong into daily physical work on the plantation. He had been discouraged from physical labor in his privileged upbringing, but together with Joe Acres, and the hard-driving overseer on the plantation, the Scotsman, John O’Rourke, he toiled daily alongside the slave workforce and immigrant laborers, clearing land, plowing fields, and planting and harvesting the cotton crop. Medium in height with a stocky, well-muscled physique, Clayton worked himself into the best physical shape of his life. The grueling twelve-hour work days that began at six in the morning were a contrast to the quiet evenings he spent alone in the library on the second floor of the mansion, dozing off or working on business plans and records. With the windows open on hot muggy nights, he often heard the songs coming from the slave quarters about the lucky old sun, of loneliness and troubles seen and unseen, the cleansing waters of baptism, and the coming of the day of redemption. At the age of twenty-nine with good health and a prosperous life ahead of him, the isolated Bigsby plantation some two miles from Spartanville became for him a place of self-imposed desolation. He stopped attending church, turned down invitations for social gatherings, and met infrequently with friends and other plantation owners. The one event he did attend, the wedding of Sarah Montgomery, the daughter of the adjacent plantation owner, Benjamin Montgomery, was a reminder of the incalculable loss of Catherine. He dutifully danced and conversed with a few of the single ladies, respectfully going through the motions of sociability. His friends from youth, Bertrand and Waylon Montgomery, cornered him in the courtyard for conversation. They reeled off the names of several eligible women in the county they could arrange for him to meet. The pompous brothers were incessant talkers, boasting of the successes of their own cotton plantations, travels in Europe, and their acquaintances with high-level politicians in Atlanta and Washington, D.C.

Waylon spoke nonstop about returns from his various investments, including his holdings in the sugar market in Louisiana. “Let me tell you something, Clayton,” he said, “those profits from sugar land are very sweet indeed. So good, in fact, that one might venture to ask: How much is enough? Being the capitalist I am, my answer is there can never be enough profit! Just keep adding the zeros to the right side of the total column where they really matter!” He roared in laughter, rocking back on the heels of his polished leather boots while gripping the lapels of his knee-length burgundy coat purchased while on holiday in France. Waylon’s flamboyant demeanor embodied what Clayton had come to detest since returning home from college. Waylon’s high-peaked pompadour, exaggerated manner of congeniality, his drawling speech filled with unexpected exclamations and curious adjectives about business, politicians and women, and the animated facial expressions with a sly smile and nodding head seemed tired and worn-out theatre. 

Seldom had Clayton met someone in the northern states who spoke or acted as if they were acting in a dramatic stage production. While in college, many of his professors had demanded their students meet the challenge of using words with precise economy. He vividly recalled Professor Aldous Johnson’s command in literature class: “Say what you mean clearly and don’t bore me with your excess!” Breaking away from the brothers, Clayton eventually found refuge at a table in the mansion’s ballroom where he sat wordlessly alongside his father-in-law, John Dumont. The hired sixteen-piece orchestra from Savanah played on while he drank wine and watched the festive dancing on the spacious ballroom floor. His imagination was a void. What was there to look forward to? Life, he thought, could not go on like this. And it did not.

Anna Springs was a twenty-two-year-old slave born on the Bigsby plantation, the daughter of Joe Acres and Mary Field. Mary was a middle-aged, devout Christian who for many years oversaw the household staff in the Bigsby mansion. In her youth on the plantation, she was unlawfully taught to read and write by the young Black minister, Nat Lentz. While the education of Black slaves was banned to prevent thoughts of advancement or challenges to the rule of the plantation owner, Lentz was a quiet rebel in their presence, an evangelist who sought to convert his fellow slaves to the Christian faith. Through the years he fearlessly taught many slaves in the evening by candlelight, using a tattered English dictionary, a spelling book, and a King James version of The Holy Bible. The young Anna, given the name Springs by her mother to signify origins and the vitality of life, inherited her mother’s hunger for learning. As she herself had studied with Lentz, Mary spent many evening hours with Anna in their small cabin, reading aloud by candlelight and helping her daughter master the pronunciations and definitions of words in the dictionary. Mary painstakingly taught Anna how to write in her own hand, a breakthrough that opened a new world for her inquisitive daughter. The Bigsbys were aware from reports through the grapevine of the informal learning by some of their slaves. They did not encourage education, but remained tolerant in so far as the operations of the plantation were not disrupted or any challenges raised to their authority. For his part, Joe Acres had no interest in what he called “book learning.” He worked skillfully with his hands and was a leader of the slaves. The Bigsby family held “Senior” in high regard, relying on him to mediate disputes among slaves and to work alongside Boss O’Rourke in maintaining peace and daily productivity on the plantation.  

Anna grew to maturity as a tall and well-proportioned woman with sharp features, brown eyes, and graceful movements. Close to her mother and the examples she set, Anna faithfully read passages in the Holy Bible to interpret the workings of her world contained by the borders of the Bigsby plantation. To her, the pages of the “Good Book” were a running dialogue with God about His promise of a reward in heaven for a life well-spent on earth. Day by day, Anna faithfully lived a good life while counting her growing blessings in the “celestial grace account” that minister Lentz established for her. Mary believed that God bestowed her daughter with a special brilliance whose light was an extraordinary presence in their midst. Under the protective watch of Joe and Mary, Anna toiled through her teen years side by side with fellow slaves in the cotton fields. She worked daily from sunup to sundown, planting cotton in the spring, pulling weeds from the rows of plants during the scorching summer heat, and picking the mature crop in late summer. When Catherine arrived at the plantation, a servant position opened in the mansion. Mary convinced Catherine to allow Anna to work alongside her performing domestic duties.

Catherine heavily relied on Mary and Anna when she settled into her new life on the Bigsby estate. She kept the pair close to carry out her wishes, assigning them to new quarters in the rear of the house near the kitchen. Anna saw Clayton every day in the mansion house, but he was distant and only spoke to her with commands about service. Early one morning, Anna had her first encounter with loss when Mary would not wake for a new day. Consoled in her grief by her father and Catherine over her mother’s death, Anna found refuge in prayer and in her leadership of the mansion staff. Catherine herself died within a year in the railroad accident near Richmond, and from that day on, Clayton relied on Anna to maintain at all times a predictable routine in the mansion. Despite their daily interactions, Clayton kept his distance and remained a distant figure.

On a hot, muggy evening in mid-August of 1859, Clayton lingered at the dining room table after supper, smoking a cigar while resting his aching body from the day-long struggle of removing tree stumps near the entrance to the plantation. He planned to erect new gates that would announce the grandeur of the estate to visitors entering from the Spartanville Road. Above the gate would be the new name for the plantation, Camelon, taken from his recent readings of Scottish lore. Anna interrupted his thoughts by cautiously asking him if they could speak privately before he retired for the evening. Struck by the intense look on her face, he granted the unusual request. In the privacy of the library on the mansion’s second floor, he removed his calf-high leather boots and settled into a rocking chair near the opened bay window, rubbing his feet while glancing at Anna. 

He asked, “What did you wish to speak to me about?” Garbed in her customary long, blue gown and white apron, she stood across the room near the door and calmly spoke of the sorrow she experienced when her mother died without warning. A new dawn seemed to her an impossible dream on the day of her burial. The departed Catherine, she said, was much like Mary, taken too early for the reason known only to God. She recalled the enjoyment of working with Catherine in the mansion before she died in the accident. “We spoke many times. She taught me things about life I didn’t know or even understand at the time. Not long before she left for Richmond, she told me she hoped one day I would be free.”

Clayton held a hand in the air and abruptly said, “Anna, what is the meaning of this? I order you to stop this talk now. What you just said is a complete surprise to me. Have you ever told anyone about your private talks with my departed wife?” 

Anna grimaced before she replied, “Never.” Clayton and Catherine had shared many times with each other their reservations about the morality of slavery and the political turmoil it was fueling in the country. But Catherine had never mentioned her conversations with Anna. Clayton rose from his chair and walked across the room to confront his servant slave. He glared at her in disapproval. 

“Anna, you know that such talk is forbidden and can lead to terrible consequences. I cannot allow you to speak this way.” Anna replied, “I apologize, I did not mean to speak with you about those things, but only about what I have seen happen to you since your wife died. I see every day the way you are living this life alone. I believe you have forgotten that you have the strength of God’s grace to fulfill His destiny for you. No matter what you think, you cannot do this alone. God wants you to be with people. And Catherine would not have wanted this life for you.” 

Clayton had no reference for the boldness of Anna. A slave on the plantation had never spoken to him or any member of his family in such a personal manner. A line had been crossed, he thought, but her sincerity rang true. What he initially perceived as her grievous trespass of his authority became in his mind an act of sheer courage. He admired her for the risk she took in speaking candidly to him. For the first time, he recognized Anna as a person.

In the weeks following their meeting in the library, Clayton grew more curious about Anna and occasionally invited her to meet with him in the evenings. Anna, always protected by her watchful parents in youth, had never been in a close relationship with a man. At first, their talks were cautious, filled with generalities about plantation matters and day-to-day living that gradually evolved into personal accounts of their different worlds. Clayton found that Anna was a quick-witted study with a subtle sense of humor that she brought into all of her relationships. He discovered a natural jubilance in her spirit that was contagious. 

Anna was raised on the plantation by Joe and Mary to show respect for the Bigsbys at all times. The daily lives of all the slaves were dependent on the family’s good graces. She knew Clayton as a remote authority figure, but learned in their conversations in the library that he was perceptive and congenial by nature. Anna was deeply impressed by his curiosity and the unusual things he talked about. He was, she thought, a restless, lonely spirit seeking peace in the wilderness. There were many questions she asked him about his years at Union College and his travels in the northern states. She was riveted by his descriptions of New York City, Boston, and Philadelphia. She browsed the book shelves in his library that contained volumes written by authors unknown to her—Socrates, Plato, and Shakespeare.

During their evenings together, Clayton sometimes reclined on the large sofa under a framed painting of George Washington while Anna paced back and forth reading passages from the Bible. When their affections and growing intimacy evolved into intense love making, both were keenly aware of the pitfalls in their romance. From his earliest memories, Clayton was taught by his father that Black slaves were inferior beings. There was, his father said, a barrier in nature between White and Black people. Many times, his father described a slave on the plantation as a business asset, bought and paid for just as an owner would buy or sell a parcel of land or a horse. But in their intimate time together, what mattered to Clayton was that Anna was a stunning woman who stood beside him with confidence. She understood his needs. The blackness of her skin or the whiteness of his skin had nothing to do with their bond. The evidence was in the strength of their connection. But, fearful of undermining his business and elite status in the community, Adam concealed his relationship with Anna. He knew since his teen years that other plantation owners routinely had liaisons and offspring with their women slaves. These children were born as slaves, often sold off in auctions. But in his bones, he felt his relationship with Anna was uniquely different and important to his well-being. One evening, she read from the Bible the passage of Lazarus brought back from the dead by Jesus Christ. In his churchgoing years before college, he had heard Reverend Kent sermonize many times about miracles and parables during the Sunday service in the Spartanville Baptist Church. When heard in church, they were ancient stories narrated by the long-winded and earnest minister. When Anna paused at the end of her reading and looked at him, he felt he was part of the miracle of resurrection of Lazarus. Darkness was turned into light, a kingdom of deadness that dwelt within had been conquered. Clayton thought of Anna constantly, not as his property, or merely as a convenient confidante in the evening hours. To him, she was singularly beautiful in body and spirit. One evening while slumbering in the rocking chair, Clayton woke from a dream with an unthinkable prospect: Anna could be his wife and the mother of his children. He believed, with his wealth and power, it was possible they could enjoy family life together on the plantation. 

For her part, Anna from the beginning sought to maintain a respectful distance from Clayton. She was physically attracted to him but guarded, reluctant to commit herself in what she feared would be a troubled life on the plantation. She foresaw an unstable existence in a tenuous relationship that would lead to regret. Anna was aware from the grapevine of the brutal treatment of slaves on other plantations, and feared she may eventually fall into disfavor with Clayton and be removed from the mansion or even sold at auction. 

Joe Acres had always kept an eye out for her welfare. When he became aware of her relationship with Clayton, his fatherly advice to her was clear. “The boss is not the man for you,” he said. “Even though you are next to him in the house, the two of you live in different worlds. Your mother would have told you the same if she was here. That’s just the way it is, and always will be. You cannot live with one foot in each world. It will never work!”

Anna listened respectfully to Joe, but eventually ignored his advice. The experience of serious involvement with a man, even if he was white and the master of the plantation, was new and roused her emotions. She frequently met with Clayton in the evenings, eventually becoming overpowered in love with the man who legally owned her. It did not matter to her. The many intimate hours spent together led to her pregnancy and the birth of their son, Samuel, on August 2, 1861. Clayton and Anna were jubilant over his arrival. By his given Old Testament name, they believed that Samuel was a sign that the Almighty heard their prayers for a union blessed by His grace. Anna and Samuel lived in the mansion with Clayton, growing close together as a family. Their union was not openly spoken of on the plantation, and Clayton carried on a limited social life with his fellow growers.

Leading up to the contentious presidential election in 1860, Clayton kept current with national political news by reading the Atlanta Herald Sun newspaper. The newspaper’s articles and editorials, if one could be distinguished from the other, were saturated with opposition to the abolition of slavery. Clayton’s attorney in Spartanville, John Webster, advised him of the likely consequences of such an action on the plantation business. If the issue of slavery could not be satisfactorily resolved, there was the possibility that the country’s thirty-three states would be split into “north” versus “south.” The Southern plantation owners believed the legality of slavery had been finally settled by the United States Supreme Court in its controversial Dred Scott v Sandford decision in 1857. Clayton had reviewed the ruling with Webster and regarded it with deep skepticism. The court held that the Constitution of the United States as originally ratified defined slaves as property, and therefore slavery as a practice was protected by the federal government. Furthermore, the court ruled that a member of the African race “whose ancestors were brought to this country and sold as slaves” is not a citizen of the United States. The decision, the growers believed, was the law of the land and could not be appealed. But in the court of public opinion, the issue of slavery was anything but settled. 
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