The White Crop That Wasn’t Cotton
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African women brought three rice cultivation techniques to the Carolina plantations: sowing in trenched ground, open trench planting and tidal rice cultivation. In the 18th century, they used techniques very similar to those used in the 19th century American South and in present day African countries. Elizabeth Pringle’s description of enslaved people’s preparation of rice for open trench planting in the 19th century corresponds with the contemporary rice planting system in Sierra Leone as well as with descriptions of late 18th early 19th centuries methods used in South Carolina: 

“Young men brought the clay water in piggies[sic] from the barrel and poured it over the rice, while young girls, with bare feet and skirts well tied up, danced and shuffled the rice about with their feet until the whole mass was thoroughly clayed,…When it is completely covered with clay, the rice is shovelled [sic] into a pyramid and left to soak until the next morning, when it is measured out into sacks, one and one-fourth bushels to each half acre…(Pringle 1914:375–376).” 

Enslaved women pressed the rice seeds into the muddy ground with their heels. Afterwards men called “trunk minders” flooded the fields to encourage seed germination. 

“It is literally casting one’s bread on the waters,”…Pringle continues,…“for as soon as the seed is in the ground the trunk door is lifted and the water creeps slowly up and up until it is about three inches deep on the land. That is why the claying is necessary; it makes the grain adhere to the earth, otherwise it would float (Pringle 1914:12–13).” 

Once the seeds sprouted, enslaved men drained the fields and the women weeded them. Weeding the rice fields had to be done by hand. The fields were then alternately flooded and drained to keep the soil moist and the weeds under control, and to deter the birds and other animals. The final flooding took place under the watchful eye of the “trunk minder,” who was responsible for gradually raising the water level in the fields to support the top-heavy rice stalk. 

“Trunk minder” was a highly skilled occupation that apparently took years to master and that relatively few men achieved. There are only four trunk-minders in a listing of 105 enslaved men for sale by seven different South Carolina slave owners of the 1850s (Stampp 1985). This may indicate that trunk minders were highly valued so not often sold, or that very few men learned the skill. 

Vocabulary

trunk – a man made, large (20 feet in length) wooden pipe & gate system to control water flowing in or out of a field, developed specifically for rice farming in the southeastern United States
tract – a defined area of land
freshet – a great rise or overflowing of a stream caused by heavy rains or melted snow
picket – a group of soldiers detached from an army, in front or to the side to prevent the larger group from a surprise attack

thresher – a machine for separating grain crops into grain or seeds and straw
From the journal of Louis Manigault, 1828-1899.  He writes about returning to two of his three plantations in South Carolina and on islands in the Savannah River, part of the border between South Carolina and Georgia, in 1866 after the ending of the Civil War.
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Pages 56-57

Passing rapidly through the Potter Open Canal, which pierces "Onslow Island", from Savannah-Main to Middle-River; We very soon found ourselves at the Gowrie Red Trunk Landing on Middle River, being the dividing line between the "Gowrie" Tract and Lands of the Estate of James Potter on Argyle Island. The outer door of this large and important Trunk was wanting, and although a new one had been constructed and was on the bank near at hand, still through Negro negligence and most likely malice it had not been replaced intentionally, that the advancing freshet might catch the Plantation, when too late to do anything. As the Negro Carpenter well knew, (the well Known Notorious Rascal Jack Savage) the consequence of not having replaced his Trunk Door was that: for the past ten days a constant flow of water from Middle to Back River had sobbed this entire section of the Plantation thereby annulling during a period all work with our friend Mr. Jack Savage sleeping in his House. Proceeding now on foot along the Canal Bank and near "No. 1 Gowrie" we took our nearest course towards Gowrie Settlement. When about half across the Island our progress was impeded by the freshet water knee deep over the check banks. The General pushed on, and Louis and I were soon soaked from knees down as we followed; the water becoming deeper still, it was determined he should endeavour to reach Gowrie Settlement and send us some Negro Man to take us on his back. After some delay I recognized our former Cooper "George" approaching, delighted to meet us and calling me "Maussa" as of yore. He placed us in safety on dry land and we walked up to the Settlement. Reaching Gowrie Settlement I placed Louis in the charge of (the above mentioned) George's Wife "Betty" a woman I had known for many years and who always bore a good character. She made a fire for him in her house, dried his shoes and stockings and as I learnt afterwards boiled several eggs for him to his great delight. We here left Louis whilst the General and I continued our survey of the place. Not having visited the Plantation since the Advance of Sherman's Army in December 1864 my present visit was one of painful interest. The final visit to the plantation in Dec'r 1864 was one of interest. As mentioned elsewhere, although the sound of Musketry from the advancing Pickets grew more and more distinct from hour to hour, still up to the very last moment our Negroes behaved well and I left the entire Gang unloading the flat of rice, still pleased to see me, and singing as they bore the heavy loads on their heads from the flat to the Stacks in the Barn Yard. Standing near the ruins of my former dwelling I contemplated the spot. Where once stood this Country House could alone now be seen a few scattering brick, and the tall chimney to denote that spot. Here the most happy period of my boyish days, together with the early years of my married life had been spent. No remnant of my Kitchen, Fine Stable, both built just previous to the War, remained; not even a brick to mark the spot, as all of these had been stolen by the Negroes and sold in Savannah at $5 whilst the Market value was $18.

Pages 59-60

The Change in the appearance of Gowrie Settlement is, I may say, from a Village to a Wilderness. There remain in this Gowrie Settlement Four large double Negro Houses, all new, having been built by myself just previous to the War upon high brick foundations elevating them beyond the reach of freshets. With the exception of these the Settlement is a barren waste and presents a most abandoned and forlorn appearance. About a half a dozen Negroes crawled out of their houses as we approached, dirty and sluggish in appearance and stupefied by sleep, not knowing whether under the new regime, it would be proper to meet me politely or not, but in every case I advanced and shook hands, calling each by name, which seemed to please them highly. I thought it best to appear but little concerned at the marked change in my situation and joked with them as was my former habit. Five or six were talking to me in this Settlement when one of them remarked "My God, Maussa! Wha mek You trow we side so long (What make you throw we aside so long?); Wha mek You no come back?" My answer amused them highly. Smiling, and turning to the tall chimney of my former happy Home, alone standing to indicate the spot where stood the House; I remarked "Lord! a Massy! You tink I can lib in de Chimney?" which they for the first time appeared to consider true. General Harrison and I now left the Settlement and proceeded along the (North and South Canal) Bank towards the center of the Plantation, and the "East Hermitage" Tract. Right and left this portion of the Plantation looked as of old and in tolerably good condition. Proceeding in front of General Harrison and followed by some of his "Foremen" (none other than our former Negroes "Driver John", "George" Cooper, "Big Hector", and "Charles" the Trunk Minder) I imagined myself for the moment a Planter once more as if followed by Overseer and Driver. The weather was most beautiful, not a cloud on the Horizon, and so clear and pure the atmosphere that the Presbyterian Church Steeple in Savannah loomed up as if one half its distance. I wished my horse with me to ride over the entire Tract as of yore. But these were only passing momentary thoughts, and soon dispelled by the sad reality of affairs. Proceeding onwards, we finally reached a spot where the freshet water was flowing across the bank, but with feet already soaked nothing of this kind impeded our course. 
Pages 62-63
In our Plantation History from 1833 to 1867 the loss of the "East Hermitage Thresher" and "Gowrie Pounding Mill" is the most sad event to chronicle. In 1867 there remain in the East Hermitage Settlement Seven large Double Negro Houses well constructed, on high brick foundations (by Mr. McAlpin in 1843) besides the Overseer's House (built at the Planter's Residence and superior to an ordinary Overseer's House) and Kitchen, making a Total of Nine Buildings in the Settlement. Passing through the Settlement and about leaving we were met by Twelve of our former Negroes. They all seemed pleased to see me, calling me "Maussa" the Men still showing respect by taking off their caps. It was singular that after an absence of two and a half years from the Plantation I should now return to visit the place just after the Death of one of three Original Negroes purchased with Gowrie, January 1833. A Woman Known by the Name of "Currie Binah" from having belonged to a Mr. Currie below Savannah, died yesterday and was buried this morning. Two of the Original Negroes now remain, both as cunning as Negroes can be. These are "Charles the Trunk Minder"; and "Capt'n Hector" for Thirty Years our chief Boat Hand, always spoiled both by my Father and Myself, greatly indulged, and one of the first to give trouble upon the out-break of the War. Amongst the twelve Negroes who advanced to meet me at East Hermitage was, strange to say, the greatest Villain on the Plantation, the most notoriously bad character and worst Negro of the place. Tall, black, lousy, in rags, and uncombed, kinky, knotty-hair approached "Jack Savage". This Negro was bought in 1839 out of the Estate of Mr. Savage of Ogeechee, hence his name to distinguish him from other "Jacks". He was an exceedingly lazy Man, although quite smart and our best plantation Carpenter. He was always giving trouble and ever appeared dissatisfied. He was the only Negro ever in our possession who I considered capable of Murdering me, or burning my dwelling at night, or capable of committing any act. The Trunks built by Jack Savage after the "McAlpin pattern", with Arms to slip in and out, were perfect, and his large Flood-Gates were all that one could desire and specimens of good work. This Man we sold in 1863, he causing trouble on the place, and I had not seen him since 1862. As we met I gave him my hand and made a few friendly remarks. I always gave him many presents such as bacon, and tobacco and rice. Even now I felt sad in contemplating his condition, as in fact was the case with all of them. In my conversation with these Negroes (now free) and in beholding them, my thoughts were turned to other Countries and I almost imagined myself with Chinese, Malays, or even the Indians in the interior of the Philippine Islands. That former mutual and pleasing feeling of Master towards Slave and vice versa is now as a dream of the past. Our "Northern Brethren" inform us that we Southerners "knew nothing of the Negro Character". This I have always considered perfectly true, but they further state that They (the Yankees) have always known the true Character of the Negro, which I consider entirely false in the extreme. So deceitful is the Negro that as far as my own experience extends I could never in a single instance decipher his character. Here at present the last one I should have dreamt of, advances to greet me; whilst sitting idly upon the Negro-House steps dirty and sluggish, I behold young Women to whom I had most frequently presented Ear-Rings, Shoes, Calicos, Kerchief and formerly pleased to meet me, but now not even lifting the head as I passed. In former days also fear in a great measure guided the action of the Negro and we Planters could never get at the truth. I am of opinion that very many Negroes are most unhappy in their changed condition, but this however they do not care to admit. I should have mentioned whilst on the subject of the Thresher that there remain ample brick with which to construct a handsome Barn hereafter (if such should be the wish) upon this solid foundation.
Pages 65-66 

From every Quarter I have been told the Enemy burnt the East Hermitage Brick Thresher. The rapid Advance of the Yankees caused our Men to retreat and as fortune turned out the "Taylor" and "Heyward" Plantations and others in this vicinity were untouched, whilst below these places on the Carolina Side nearly all the Settlements are burnt, brick Chimneys alone standing. Mr. Taylor's Plantation on the Carolina Side immediately opposite Gowrie looked quite tempting. The present Proprietor of the place is quite a young Man, and recently married a Jewess in Savannah, a Miss Cohen. At present he is on the place with his young Bride. His House and Settlement have been neatly white-washed, whilst his newly painted six oar'd boat, manned by Six sturdy Negroes in blue shirts (as many of them did previous to the War) glides swiftly over the water in his daily trips up and down the River, to and from Savannah. I inquired of one of our former Negroes where were the greater portion of our old Gang. His reply was that Mr. Taylor had sent word he was planting this day and would pay any of our Negroes who might be disposed to assist in "Bacon and Rice", and as most of our fields were sobbed (through the neglect of our before mentioned friend "Jack Savage" in not having replaced the large Trunk Door) - and no work going on, most of our People had gone over. He told me there was much of this going on at present upon Savannah River, and that a Negro frequently worked a few weeks on one place and changed locality with another in this way preventing being bound down to the same Plantation all the year round. 

Pages 67-68
I had to be very guarded in my inquiries of General Harrison respecting his Modus Operandi under the New Regime for fear he would imagine I was prying into his affairs, at the same time it was difficult to divest myself of the idea that I was conversing with one of our Overseers. At last I put the simple question to him: "General, out of curiosity, could you give me an idea of how you make a "Contract" with the Negroes, and how do you work the Plantation from your experience as a Planter, since the Termination of the War?" His reply was as follows; and his Plan as far as I can judge, appears to me quite good.  
"Contract" The portion of the Plantation rented to General Harrison contains 390 Acres. This is divided into 5 Divisions, each Division containing 78 Acres. 
An intelligent Negro, and one experienced in Rice Culture is chosen. The new appellation of "Foreman" is given him, and he takes full charge of One Division (of in this case 78 Acres). 
The "Foreman" is to cultivate and in every respect superintend his Division, until his Crop is threshed, and ready for Market. For this purpose He selects or procures his own Hands, which in this instance requires about 10 for each "Foreman". 
A "Contract" is signed in Savannah between Gen'l Harrison and his "Foreman" as above, and for this purpose they two appear at the Government Bureau where the transaction is effected in proper form established by Law. Little or no intercourse is thus held between Gen'l Harrison and the Mass of the Negroes, and provided the Work is performed it is immaterial what Hands are employed whether the same or others. 
Each Foreman is furnished one Carpenter.  

One foreman had nothing to do with another Foreman, unless as in certain cases when the bank between them is broken, or the other work in which both of them are implicated; in such cases their two gangs work together.  In certain cases also the entire gangs upon the plantation are called upon to work together, but this seldom occurs. 
General Harrison's five Foremen are "John", "Ishmael", "George", "Charles", and "Mac", the first four were our own Negroes, and most experienced Rice Planters, whilst the latter belonged to Mr. McMillan King and is looked upon by the General as a highly intelligent Man.  
In the "Contract" Duly signed at the Government Bureau Savannah Ga. between Gen'l Harrison and the "Foreman", The former pledges himself to furnish: Land, Trunk Lumber, Mules, Ploughs, Plantation Tools, and One-Half the Seed Rice.  
The "Foreman" furnishes: Labor, (and with the Labor is meant to keep the Trunks in order). 1/2 Seed Rice (Bought by Gen'l Harrison and deducted from the Negroes' Wages).  
The Negro furnishes his own Provisions, but should he at any time be out of Provisions it is furnished by the General, and deducted from the Wages at the close of the year.  
At the end of the year, After All Plantation Expenses are paid One Half the Net Profits is retained by the General, and the other Half is divided amongst the Negroes.  

1.  What did the author do for work before the Civil War?

2.  Using examples from the text, explain the author’s views regarding Jack

     Savage.

3.  Describe the probable results for the General, the Foreman and the laborers as

     a result of the “contract” mentioned in the reading?
4.  What type of relationship does the “contract” develop between landowners 

     and those who work the land?

5.  Citing this reading, explain at least two of the African-American viewpoints
     towards landowners in the Reconstruction South?

