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Probably no group in the United States, past or 
present, has received more attention than the slaves. 
During slavery's existence, its opponents issued tracts, 
papers, and books deploring its evils, while advocates 
offered similar pieces of printed matter as evidence of 
its worth and godliness. Prom Emancipation to the pre- 

, sent day, historians have continued to find a compelling 
field for investigation and exposition in slavery. Un
fortunately, most scholars have failed to search in Ioxj- 
land areas of the South that were not included in the 
Black Belt or in the mountainous regions that fostered 
the Southern abolitionists. Within the last decade, 
Chase C. Mooney brought forth one of the few works in 
recent years on slavery in 'Tennessee. His approach was 
to select iifteen counties, two in East Tennessee, seven 
in Middle Tennessee, and six in West Tennessee. Using 
the census records for these areas he considered repre
sentative of their section of the state, and relying 
heavily on state laws, nexjspapers, and the few private 
papers pertaining to these counties, he set out to show 
what slavery was like in Tennessee.
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Mooney’s presentation was based primarily on the 
1850 and i860 census records and offers a statistical 
picture of that decade mainly. Court records give much 
information on the slavery system, but Mooney rarely 
utilized these sources. A deeper understanding of the 
master-slave relationship and of the institution of 
slavery itself in Tennessee might be gained by taking 
a close look at the race relations of Wilson County, 
which occupied a strategic point in Middle Tennessee, 
and which was not one of the seven counties of the re
gion which Mooney selected for his study. This county 
straddles the edges of the fertile central basin and 
the rocky beginnings of the Cumberland Mountain range. 
Prom its settlement to the l860's, master, slave, and 
free Negro had their place in the landscape of the coun
ty’s affairs. It is this picture I will attempt to 
paint in the following pages.

In any endeavor that requires research, the 
author succeeds in gathering needed materials only with 
the valuable assistance of others. First and foremost,
I must thank a departed relative, Benjamin Tarver, Jr., 
for having whetted my appetite for further knowledge on 
this subject. His manuscript, a copy of which was kind
ly given to me by a cousin, John Tarver of Murfreesboro, 
Tennessee, served as the catalyst for the following
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paper. Special thanks go to the History Associates of 
Wilson County for permission to peruse their files of 
manuscript notes; to Dixon L. Merritt for his suggestions 
as to the best sources for this work; to Mrs. Timothy 
Eatherly Dail for her efforts in obtaining some of these 
sources; to the staff of the Tennessee State Library and 
Archives, especially Mrs. Hermione Embry, for help, ad
vice, and the use of uncataloged material; to George P. 
Miller of Papillion and my mother, Mrs. Emma Ruth Carver, 
for their own special help; to my wife, Diane, who kept 
the two little ones out of my hair while I wrote about 
their slaveholding ancestors; and to Mrs. Robert McAleer 
who typed the final draft. Lastly, but by no means least, 
much of the credit must go to my advisor, Dr. Prank L. 
Byrne, without whose painstaking and pointed criticisms 
this paper would not have achieved what I hoped for it.
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CHAPTER ONE

ARRIVAL OB’ TWO RACES

They came by the hundreds, over the mountains or 
by river ilatboat, from the settled areas into the virgin 
frontier lands in the central basin of Washington County, 
North Carolina.1 Prom the Watauga and Holston area, the 
Kentucky forts, North and South Carolina, Virginia and 
Pennsylvania, migrants seeking a new life and land came 
in the 1770's to take up roots along the Cumberland and 
its tributaries.

Bor a decade or more, fearless adventurers and 
2hunters, among them James Robertson, Thomas Walker,

John Holliday and Thomas Sharpe Spencer, had explored

Wilson County, Tennessee, like the rest of 
present-day Tennessee, was within Washington County, 
created in November, 1777, by the Provincial Council of 
North Carolina. It was the first locality in the United 
States named in ..honor of tho revolutionary general. 
Robert H. White, Tennessee: Its Growth and Progress 
(Kingsport: Kingsport Press, Inc., 19Z|7 ) p. 8$; herein- 
after referred to as White, Tennessee: Its Growth and 
Progress. —

pThese men were called Long Hunters. Dixon L. 
Merritt (ed.), The History of Wilson County: Its Land 
and Its Life (Nashville: Benson Printing Company, 1961), 
p. i|j hereinafter referred to as Merritt, Wilson County.



the rich and almost untouched land. They found that 
trees in abundance buried their roots in the fertile 
soil watered by numerous streams. In a rolling land 
dotted with frequent valleys and level plains, the high
est hills reached only a little above 1,200 feet. A 
triangular portion of the area, bounded by the Cumber— 
land, Stone’s, and Caney Pork Rivers, would ultimately 
become Wilson County, Tennessee.3 Tribes of Indians 
roamed the territory visited by the hunters. The red 
men increased in numbers there as the white settlers 
pushed west in North Carolina and southwest in Virginia. 
The Cherokees and the Chickasaws moved west ahead of the 
whites and expelled the Shawnees. Later, the Creeks 
added their camps in the forests and watched as the white 
men once again moved into their hunting grounds. k

Undaunted by the presence of the Indians, hunters 
continued to make forays. One expedition, headed by 
Colonel James Smith, included an eighteen-year-old mu
latto slave owned by a member of the band. This was * 1

~’T,ie maPs pages 3 and 5 illustrate the exact 
location of bilson County relative to the surrounding 
counties and its position in the state.

 ̂Will T. Hale and Dixon L. Merritt, A History of
1ennessee and .Tennesseanst The Leaders and Representative 
Men in Commerce, Industry and Modern Activities (8 vols.* 
Chicago: The Lewis Publishing Company, 1913), I, 37; 
hereinafter referred to as Hale and Merritt, History of Tennessee. ---------—



-ap 1 —  Tennessee in 18^0. Shows location of Wilson County in relation to 
other counties then in existence.



probably the first Negro to set foot in what became 
Wilson County.£ The exploring hunters named the area's 
landmarks and gave glowing descriptions of it to their 
neighbors in the settlements. One hunter, Captain James 
Robertson, vowed to settle permanently on the verdant 
Cumberland land. In 1778-79, Robertson and Colonel John 
Donelson led into Tennessee groups of about 300 hardy 
souls from Watauga. Robertson's party of men and boys 
set out on foot from Port Patrick Henry through Cumber
land Cap, up into Kentucky, and down into the "promised 
dand" where they built a few log huts and a stockade at 
French Lick. The Donelson company boarded flatboats 
and by way of the Holston, Tennessee, and Cumberland 
Rivers arrived at Robertson's settlement after experi
encing several encounters with Indians. Negro slaves 
also endured the risks of pioneering in these first par
ties. A Negro boy drowned during an Indian attack on 
one of the Donelson expedition's boats.^

-Ibid., II, 292.
/
Ibid., I, 88-90. French Lick was one of the 

earliest names for present-day Nashville.
"^Indians fired on Donelson's party at least four 

times. Red men on the nearby banks also kept pace with 
the flatboats' progress as long as terrain permitted. 
John Carr, Early Times in Middle Tennessee (2d. ed.; 
Nashville: The Parthenon Press, 1937), pp. 9-10; herein
after referred to as Carr, Early Times.



Map 2 -- Early Settlements. 
-Wilson County. Location of these settlements relative to

vn



The settlers sent back to their former homes re
6

ports of their successful journey and of the promising 
future the land held for them. Many of their old neigh
bors and relatives therefore decided to make the long 
trip, too, bringing their Negroes with them. Slavery 
came to Middle Tennessee in this manner, arriving with 
the first white settlers, there to entrench itself until 
the bloody conflict of the 1 8 6 0’s resolved the question 
of Negro bondage.

Prom the fort at French Lick, white men, their 
.families, and slaves pushed out in all directions to 
establish new forts, called stations, in the lands sub
sequently designated as Davidson, Sumner, Robertson, 
Williamson, and Wilson Counties.The Sumner settle
ments offered the largest majority of the original in
habitants of Wilson County. Mostly of North Carolinian 
or Virginian nativity, these pioneers brought with them 
views toward slavery fostered in those states where 
significant numbers of Negroes toiled in bondage.^

O
Hale and Merritt, History of Tennessee, I, 92-9ij_. 

The map on page 5 shows proximity of earliest stations to 
the future Wilson County.

^By 1 8 5 0, these two states still ranked highest 
as places of birth for Wilson County residents with 170i|. 
claiming North Carolina and 1685 citing Virginia as their 
birthplaces. U. S., Census Office, "Seventh Census of 
the United States, 1850: Population," I, (unpublished 
original returns from Tennessee, now available on micro
film, General Services Administration, National Archives 
and Records Service, Washington, D.C.); all census records 
cited hereinafter are microfilm copies of the originals.
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Other early settlers came directly to Wilson lands from 
former locations in the union because of the active spec
ulation in war land grants. North Carolina, for example, 
excelled in her generosity toward the late warriors. 
Members of the Continental Line received grants ranging 
from 6I4O to 12,000 acres, depending upon their rank.11* 
Many recipients of the grants eagerly sold their gifts of 
land to speculators who in turn transacted profitable 
sales to persons bound for the western country. X1

These first arrivals in the land south of the 
Cumberland found "a dense forest” of poplars, black wal
nut, ash, oak, and red cedar. 12 With such a supply of 
timber, combined with the fertile soil of the region, men 
had no doubt of prospering. By 1 7 8)4, residents of the 
western portion of North Carolina began vigorous steps

^Deed Books A-D, 1789-1812, Wilson County Records, 
contain numerous recordings of war land grants. These 
books, together with all other Wilson County official re
cords hereinafter cited, are in the Court House, Lebanon, Tennessee.

 ̂ A 912-acre tract, for instance, passed through
the hands of Walter Allen, John Gray Blount, and Jesse 
Wharton, future U. S. Senator from Tennessee. Only the 
latter ever lived on the Spring Creek land in Wilson 
County. Merritt, Wilson County, pp. 1 9 8, 298-99.

12Benjamin Tarver, Jr., "a Biographical Sketch," 
(unpublished manuscript, written in I87I4, copy in pos
session of author), p. 1 1 ; hereinafter referred to as 
Tarver, "A Biographical Sketch".
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toward establishing a separate government. The short
lived State of Franklin which thus resulted was followed 
by the creation of the Territory of the United States 
South of the River Ohio, more commonly known as the South
west Territory, in which fell the future state of Tennessee. 
In 1795, property owners urged that the land west of the 
Alleghanies be formed into a new state. The census taken 
in that year showed over 3 6 ,0 0 0 white male inhabitants, 
almost 3 6 ,0 0 0 white female residents, and 1 0 ,6 1 3 slaves 
and 973 free Negroes in the Tennessee country. Of these, 
9,1+32 free whites lived in the three counties then com-

\

prising the Middle Tennessee region.13 Slaveholders in 
these three jurisdictions claimed 2,1+66 Negro slaves. In 
addition, twenty-six ’’other free persons” resided there.^ 
The request for statehood met with approval and Tennessee 
entered the Union as the sixteenth state in 1796.

Three years later, there were enough settlers on 
the land south of the Cumberland to mount a successful

•'•3'phe Middle Tennessee portion of Washington 
County had been divided Into Davidson, Sumner, and Ten
nessee Counties by 1 7 8 8.

G. M. Ramsey, The Annals of Tennessee To The 
End Of The Eighteenth Century: Comprising Its Settlement,
As The Watauga Association, From 17b9 to 1777; A Part Of 
North-Carolina, From 1777 to I78I+; The State of Franklin, 
I78I+ to 1788; A Part of North-Carolina, From 178 8 to 1790; 
The Territory Of The U. States South Of The Ohio, From 
1790 to 1796; The State of Tennessee, From 1796 to l800 
(Philadelphia: J. 3. Lippincott & Co., i8 6 0), p. 61+oT
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drive for independence from Sumner County. These white 
men who with their families and slaves poured into the 
rich, almost untouched land some twenty miles east of 
Nashville and about the same distance west of where the 
Cumberland Mountain chain began, discovered that the area 
offered the same favorable advantages as those of Sumner 
and Davidson Counties, plus the many streams that watered 
all portions of the locale. Almost in the center of Mid
dle Tennessee, it nad the added attraction of having the 
Cumberland River and the Walton Road, the two main mi
grant routes, to connect settlements with the more popu
lated east. These inhabitants wanted to govern themselves 
and their oountiiul land. Three times the men of the re
gion petitioned the General Assembly of the young state 
to create a new county. Twice their pleas were denied, 
but the petition of July 25, 1799 received favorable ac
tion. Of the 127 petitioners of 1799, most owned slaves 
or would do so before their deaths.1^ In December of 
that year, Wilson County's first Court of Quarterly Pleas, 
known more familiarly as the County Court, convened at 
the home of John Harpole, pioneer Indian fighter, large

1-tVnile there is no evidence that all signers 
oxraed slaves on July 25, 1799, their wills, inventories, 
and estate settlements, together with federal census re
cords, confirm a majority's status as slaveholders at 
some time in their lives.
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landholder, and former Revolutionary War soldier. Fine 
men who were or would be masters of slaves agreed to fill

1 Athe various public offices.

Thus, in organizing their infant government, re
sidents of Wilson County continued the southeastern prac
tice of seeking the services of slaveholders as public 
servants. On the western frontier, where equality and an 
air of more freedom supposedly existed, members of the 
nonslaveholding class not only condoned the continuation 
of this custom, but contributed to its perpetuation. One 
^reason may well have been that less affluent settlers had 
little time for governmental activities. As late as 
1808-10, in the words of one pioneer, the farmers "...had 
to labor very hard to prepare the land for cultivation.
As the old adage runs, 'it was root hog or die.,"'L̂  
Landowners of moderate means and their sons labored as 
hard and constantly as did their slaves. The same

X &The original County Court members were selected 
by the State Legislature and these appointees in turn 
selected the first county officers. Merritt, Wilson 
County, p. i|l. Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of 
Southern Sectionalism, 1819-181x8. Vol. V of The History 
of the South, ed. Wendell Holmes Stephenson and E. Merton 
Coulter (10 vols.; Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univer
sity Press, I9I4-8 ), p. I|.l, hereinafter referred to as 
Sydnor, The Development of Southern Sectionalism, gives 
a thorough description of county government in Tennessee 
in the early nineteenth centurjr.

•^Tarver, "A Biographical Sketch," p. 11.
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settler claimed that "we shared alike in the labors of 
the field." Therefore, it followed that men who could 
afford to devote leisure time to public matters took the 
reins of Wilson County's government. Slaveholders of 
consequence had the most free time and were prominent a- 
mong early officials. Once in power, they held it 
throughout the slavery period.

The first arrivals, both white and black, engaged 
primarily in farming. The pioneer claimed his houseplot 
from the dense forest and erected a log cabin, "rude but 
comfortable." After moving into the rather primitive 
structure, he felled the surrounding woodland and cleared 
it of brush, thus preparing it to raise the crops which 
"afforded constant and ergent ^ sic ]̂ employment for all of 
every age. " 8 19 The farmers soon found that their county 
was well suited for the growing of cotton, tobacco, and 
a host of staple crops. The lowlands of the northern 
section which were nearest the Cumberland afforded the 
best possibilities for large-scale agricultural pursuits, 
while even the rockier soil of the eastern portion .nur
tured verdant patches which attested to its own growing 
powers. The meadowlands of the county offered a future

l8Ibid., p. 1 6 .
1 9Ibid., pp. 1 9 -2 0
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in cattle and thoroughbred raising on moderate scales. 20 *

Slaves brought to these promising plantations and 
farms found that their condition was no better than it 
was in earlier homes. They were still slaves and perhaps 
even worse off materially than before. Their masters, 
however, for a time also lived poorly. Dwellings of both 
master and Negro undoubtedly lacked the refinements of 
former homes. With slaveholders living in ''rude” log 
cabins, their slaves’ domiciles must have been at least 
equally uncomfortably constructed. This relative equal
ity in dwellings and in other aspects of life was the 
result not of the elevation of the slaves' living stand
ard, but of the temporary lowering of that of the whites. 
The two races also shared the workload. Slaves and older 
sons of the master wielded the ax, while the younger boys, 
white and black, set to work burning the brush. With 
sufficient land cleared, master and slave labored to
gether to plant the crops. In rainy weather and at night, 
male members of the household "were employed pealing off 
the lent ^sicj from the cotton seed" so that the females 
could spin needed cotton clothing. 22

The new farms and plantations became miniature

20Merritt, Wilson County, pp. 1, 5b~5l*
21marVer, "A Biographical Sketch," p. 20.
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industrial establishments. Necessity encouraged the 
household manufactury of almost all needed articles. Flax 
plants and sheep supplemented cotton in furnishing the 
raw materials for clothing. Maple sugar produced on the 
place sweetened meals. The people drank milk and sassa
fras tea, as coffee cost too much and was scarce. Even 
shoes for both the white and black families became an 
item of home manufacture. Every member of the household 
had his or her duties to perform in the struggle to live 
moderately well. The settlers of Wilson County had to 
"economize and work constantly to avoid debt and live. 1,22 
In this struggle to survive, the people of this county 
differed very little from most of the other Tennesseeans 
or Southerners of the time. These were hard times and 
required the efforts of all members of the household if 
even a moderate subsistence were to be achieved.* 23

To make their plantations self-sustaining, mas
ters channeled slave labor into other than farming duties.

pOIbid., pp. 19-20. As late as the War of 1812, 
Benjamin Tarver recorded that coffee cost seventy-five 
to eighty cents a pound.

2-Ibid., p. 16. Living conditions in most of the 
South had advanced very little from these by the time 
Frederick Law Olmsted made his trips into the region in 
the lS^O's. Frederick Law Olmsted, A Journey in^the 
Seaboard. Slave States, in the Years 1853-1551). with Remarks 
on Their Economy (New York: 0. P. Putnam's Sons. 1Q0J| ).



They trained their Negroes in carpentry, smithing, and 
milling. Some slaves who showed skill in their trade 
received the tools of the trade at which they worked when 
their masters died. John Crudup, who died in 1809, left 
instructions that ’’the Negro Cafe be put to the black
smith trade.” He further directed his executors to pur
chase with money from his estate a set of blacksmith 
tools for Cafe's use. Lack of an order to free Cafe or 
a stipulation that the Negro's labors x̂ ere for his own 
benefit indicated that masters who made such bequests
intended to provide a source of income for their heirs

2band not for their slaves. n

quiring land in every corner, it became the duty of the 
County Court to provide adequate roads to connect all of 
the blossoming communities. The court appointed over
seers to superintend each road and ordered nearby land- 
owners to provide the overseer with slave labor to work 
the road. The number of roads constructed and the count
less times the routes of these byways were changed by
court order indicated that road work was a secondary job

25for many farm slaves. "

County Wills and Inventories, l802-l8lij., p. 211.
"For example, see Minutes of the Quarterly Court 

of Common Pleas of Wilson County, I852-I8 5 6, May Term,1 8 5 6, p. 1 3 .

25

As more people descended upon Wilson County, ac-

John Crudup, June 28, l809, Wilson



No matter what duties they assigned their slaves, 
pioneer slaveowners still recognized their obligations 
to their Negroes. ’’When we went to meals, they [the 
slaves) went too,” one owner later recalled. Although 
not eating at the same table, the slaves ate ’’like pro
visions.” Masters saw to it that their slaves never 
"liked [sic] for anything in the way of provisions to eat, 
or good clothing.” Religious instruction, for both their 
children and those of their slaves, usually came from 
master and mistress. ^ 0 In no other period did white and 
black have a closer, more equal relationship than in the 
formative years of Wilson County. A common expression 
used during the period called the Negroes ’’the slave 
family" or "the black family", connoting that the white 
family thought of their Negroes as being quasi-members 
of the same household.

Shadrack Smith, for instance, demanded that all 
his "blacks" be kept within the family after his death, 
following a typical custom, he required his executors to 
divide his Negroes among his children and under no cir
cumstances to allow or initiate the public or private 
sale of any of the slaves except to the immediate mem
bers of his family. * 27 The idea that slaves were

2%arver, "A Biographical Sketch," p. 16.
27Will of Shadrack Smith, January 20, 1851,

Wilson County Wills and Inventories, 1853-1858, pp. 182-83.

15
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quasi-members of the family may well have accounted for 
bequests of this nature. As members of the household, 
they could no more be sold than could a son or daughter 
of the master.

White men, their families and Negroes continued 
to settle in the county in increasing numbers throughout 
the first thirty years of the nineteenth century. By 
1820, there were 18,730 persons living in Wilson County. 
Of these, 3,8ijlj_ were slaves owned by 828 slaveholders. 
There were also 162 free Negroes residing in the county. 
xBy this year, masters and slaves had diversified their 
activities so that the census taker listed a total of 
twenty-four persons engaged in commercial pursuits, 392 
in manufacturing, and the largest group of Ip, 396 working

pO
on farms. Wilson County's slave population represented 
about II.7 per cent of Tennessee's total enslaved persons, 
while some 6 per cent of the state's free Negroes lived 
there. At this time, Tennessee's residents lived in 
forty-eight counties, some more densely populated than 
others, with the heaviest concentration located in Middle 
and East Tennessee. Middle Tennessee counties claimed 
the most Negroes and would do so throughout the whole S.

S. , Census Office, ’’Fourth Census of the 
United States, 1820: Population.’’



17
ante-bellum p e r i o d . of the 2ii_,[j.60 persons in Wilson 
County in the census year of 181|0, free whites totaled 
18,203, slaves represented 5 ,9 8 8, and 269 were free 
Negroes.36 Twenty years later, on the eve of the Civil 
War, there were 8,285 Negroes, both slave and free, in 
the county. The number of slaveholders owning ten or 
more slaves doubled during the forty-year period between 
1820 and l8i|0 , but like this group in the rest of the 
state and the South, they were a small portion of the 
total persons who owned slaves.
N Men who held slaves operated farms ranging in
size from a few acres to over a thousand, but the average 
Middle Tennessee slaveholder owned between fifty and two 
hundred acres.32 Those who held ten or more Negroes in 
Wilson County usually owned upwards of I4.OO acres and in 
each civil district possessed about ten per cent of the

2<̂ Ibid. ; White, Tennessee: Its Growth and Pro
gress , pp. lj.67, 689-92. Only two West Tennessee counties 
had been formed in 1 8 2 0.

3°U.S., Census Office, ’’Sixth Census of the 
United States, I8I4.O: Population.”

^Merritt, Wilson County, p. 277; Chase C. Mooney, 
Slavery in Tennessee (Indiana University Publications: 
Social Science Series No. 17; Bloomington, Indiana:
Indiana University Press, 1957), pp. il6-17; hereinafter 
referred to as Mooney, Slavery in Tennessee. See Table 1, 
page 1 8 , below, for population and slavery growth in 
Wilson County.

32]yTooney, Slavery in Tennessee, p. 119.



TABLE 1

GROWTH OP POPULATION IN WILSON COUNTY: 182 0-I8 5 0a

1820 18 ¿0b 181.0 1850
Total of White Persons 14,721.. 19,193 1 8 ,2 0 3 19,913

No. Slaveholders 828 1,123 1,059 1,294
Percent of total 
white population0 5.6^ 5.7^ 6

Free Negro Persons 162 292 269 403
Slaves 3,844 4,989 5,988 7,127
Total Population 18,730 25,472 2 k, 460 27,443

oased on tne census records for the county for these years»
Id

rn Tbe } b30 censu,C|_ figures contain numerous errors in the totals given, 
ocals listed are prooably slightly larger than actual population.

c*■ 0 ' ree negroes owned slaves, according to the census records.
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total farm acres.33

The slaveowners of Wilson County held views on 
slavery and on other aspects of life similar to those in 
vogue in the southeastern states from which they had 
come. Like the white people of their former homes, they 
tended to intensify their views on the "peculiar insti
tution" after the debates over the Missouri Compromise 
of 1 8 2 0 . ^

Wilson County slaveholders, as masters in all 
other parts of the ante-bellum South, fell into one of 
fhree groups regarding their philosophies toward their 
Negroes. The first group, comprising only a small minor
ity of residents, were early abolitionists who believed 
it morally wrong to hold another human being in slavery 
and took active measures to free their Negroes. A second 
group, recognizing the legality of slavery, objected to 
holding other men in bondage because of doubts about the

o o-’-’These statements are based on Tax Records of 
Wilson County, l8fSb-l85l, but due to the manner in which 
the records were kept, it is difficult to ascertain exact 
land holdings for any one individual, as some apparently 
held acreages in several districts. The county conformed 
to the pattern of the rest of Middle Tennessee as Mooney, 
Slavery in Tennessee, p. 119, portrays it.

" Sydncr, The Development of Southern Section- 
alism, 95 et passim, and Mooney, Slavery in Tennessee, 
pp. 6Il-8 5, give good pictures of the similarities and 
differences of the Southern states in the 1820*s and 
present the Missouri Compromise as the turning point.
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morality of the practice. These slaveholders made only 
a little attempt to rid their families of the custom.
The third group had much to do with the preservation of 
slavery until the Civil War. Its members held that sla
very was an institution which was ordained by God to 
provide them property, which was supported by long ac
ceptance in the southern states and which was protected 
by the law of the land. They used their slaves accord
ingly and made no effort to curtail the system. In the 
county's legal records, the slaveowners left a sparce 
but definite record of these three attitudes toward 
slavery.

The three philosophies toward slavery became more 
evident as the log cabin gave way to a more substantial 
and comfortable dwelling for the white master. As life 
became easier, the gap between master and slave in Wilson 
County began to widen. At the same time that a clearer 
line between the two was being formed, the holders of 
abolitionist views were struggling with the question of 
the morality of continuing the servitude of their Negroes.



CHAPTER TWO

EMANCIPATION EFFORTS

The small group of abolitionist slaveowners of 
Wilson County was not the first to wrestle with the 
moral problem of slavery in Tennessee. From the very 
outset of their state’s existence, a considerable number 
Nof white men, mostly East Tennesseeans, tried to legally 
alleviate the situation. When members of the convention 
met to draw up the first constitution of the new state, 
they faced the demands of 2 ,0 0 0 adult male residents 
that slavery be prohibited after 186/Ll. 1 These eighteenth 
century abolitionists petitioned "to promote the rights 
of man" under provisions of the United States Constitu
tion and the Declaration of Independence as well as in 
conformity to the laws of nature. "The deplorable situ
ation of the people of Colour, held in Slavery..." - 
prompted their earnest plea to the convention. Among

■^Robert H. White, Tennessee: Its Growth and Pro
gress (Kingsport: Kingsport Press, Inc., 19^7),
PP.~^69-70; hereinafter referred to as White, Tennessee: 
Its Growth and Progress. These 2,000 petitioners repre
sented about one-eighth of the free white males sixteen 
years and over, ibid., p. 1 0 1.
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the lamentable conditions objected to were the facts that 
the Negroes were not free to work for their own "honest 
living", could not read the Bible, nor attend "places of 
divine worship." The convention turned a deaf ear to 
the petition and wrote the constitution of 1796 without 
emancipation provisions as requested.

In the next few years, the General Assembly dealt 
with a number of similar requests. Nathaniel Davis, 
^'illism Babo, John Skeen, and John Kirkpatrick, perhaps 
the Wilson County men who bore those names, joined II4.8 
other citizens in asking that "Masters who are Convinced 
of the Impropriety of holding Slaves" be permitted by law 
to emancipate them without having to be responsible for 
the freed men. They further asked that a law be passed 
providing for the emancipation of all persons held in sla
very at a time to be designated by the General Assembly.3 2

2
The 1796 petition no longer is in existence, but 

its phraseology was undoubtedly similar to those that 
still are on file in the Archives Division, Tennessee 
Sta.be Library and Archives, Nashville, Tennessee, from 
which these quoted portions were taken.

^Tennessee, Emancipation Petition, undated manu
script in the Archives Division of the Tennessee State 
Library and Archives, Nashville, Tennessee. Archivists 
are of the opinion that this, and some twenty other docu
ments, originated during the first two decades of the

history. Mooney gives these manuscripts a date 
O- Ibl / • Cnase o. Mooney, Slavery in Tennessee (Indiana 
University Publications: Social Science Series No. 17; 
^I°°™Ington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1957), 
p. 6 6; hereinafter referred to as Mooney, Slavery in 
Tennessee. ^None of these petitions gave the counties in 
which the signers lived. Most names on this petition 
were ones borne by Wilson and Sumner County families.
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The legislature shied away from a general emancipation 
bill, but the statutes dia allow that individual slave
holders might free their servants if they became finan
cially responsible for the Negroes' actions as freedmen. 
Laws also forbade masters to free old slaves incapable 

supporting themselves. Tennessee law recognized such 
obligations of masters toward their slaves as giving them 
shelter, xood, clothing, and medical attention when 
needed.̂ '

In 1801, the state legislature passed an act giv- 
xinS the respective county courts the power to grant eman
cipations. Once the assent of the master was given to 
the court, the slaveholder could not withdraw it and the 
slave ceased to be under his domination. The slave was 
not free, however, until the proper law court so ruled. 
Should the court reject the request, the slave returned 
to his master's control and ownership.^ Two years later,

^White, Tennessee: Its Growth and Progress, p. Ji70.
^Will T. Hale and Dixon L. Merritt, A History of 

Tennessee and Tennesseans: The Leaders and Representative 
Men in Commerce, Industry and Modern Activities (8 vols,; 
Chicago: The Lewis Publishing Company, 1913), II, 295> 
hereinafter referred to as Hale and Merritt, History of 
Tennessee; Helen Tunnicluff Catterall, Judicial Cases 
Concerning American Slavery and The Negro (2 vols.; Bal
timore: The Lord Baltimore Press, 19297, II, 1|_80; herein
after referred to as Catterall, Judicial Cases; Mooney, 
Slavery in Tennessee, pp. 7-28, gives a thorough account 
of Tennessee slave laws and their North Carolina ancestry.



however, the same body prohibited "the use of words" that 
tended to arouse Negroes for general emancipation. By 
1812, no further importation of slaves into Tennessee for 
sale was permitted. Only slaves accompanying actual 
settlers from other states were allowed to reside in

r
Tennessee.°

Those people of Wilson County who wanted to put 
an end to their own slaveholding practices had to accom
plish their goal within the framework of these state re
gulations. In 1803, William Parr made the firs t emanci
pation on record in Wilson County. By his will, he 
provided that his Negro girl, Hannah, was to return to 
Tnomas King, and then, when she became twenty-one years 
old, to have her freedom.' Parr established the formula 
used subsequently by the majority of Wilson County slave
holders who wanted to free their slaves. Emancipation by 
will far exceeded those emancipations accomplished by 
petition of a living master to the County Court. Neither 
method, however, was used to any great extent. Out of 
776 wills recorded in Wilson County from 1799 to 1 8 6 3, 
only nineteen contained provisions for emancipating * 7

Hale and Merritt, History of Tennessee. TT. 295-296. ------ d------------- * .*
7
Will of William Parr, June 7, 1803, Wilson Coun

ty Wills and Inventories, l802-l8llj., p. 9 0 These books, 
together with all other Wilson County official records
hereinafter cited, are in the Court House, Lebanon, Tennessee. * *
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slaves. As for direct emancipation, apparently only 
three citizens came before the supreme executive, legis
lative, and judiciary body of Wilson County to free.a 
slave.

The first instance of direct petition was that 
made by James Greer who appeared at the October, l8lo, 
term with his petition to free his Negro man, Charles, 
who was "about thirty-three years old of a dark com
plexion." Charles obtained his freedom with "all the 
privileges and immenities Qslcj of free people of Colour 
in this State. " 7 The only other such petitions were re
corded some five years later when John Bonner and Little
ton Benthal sought the emancipation of the Negroes named 
3ebb and Jim. Bonner made his petition at the August 
Term of 1821 and asked that his Negro man, Bebb, be freed. 
Less than a year later, on June 26, 1822, Benthal»s peti
tion to emancipate his Negro, Jim, came before that body. 
The court acted favorably to both requests, and after the 
petitioners and their bondsmen gave $1600 in each case 
as security "to keep the negro fas} from being chargeable 
to the County," the two ex-slaves joined Greer's Charles

No wills were recorded until l803 in the county, 
unless another volume which no longer exists contained 
entries for the first years of the county's existence.

9Minutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 
1812-1819, October Term, 1816, p. 200.
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in the status of freedmen of Tennessee._l(j
Following William Farr’s example, John Harpole 

provided both for emancipation and continuation of sla
very in his will. Dying in 1820, Harpole, in whose house 
the first County Court had met, left a widow and a bevy 
of daughters as his heirs. To each of the seven legatees, 
he willed a slave or slaves, along with the future in-
crease of the female slaves. But to his Negro woman,

12Pallace, he granted freedom. The August Term of 1821, 
the same court session that favored John Bonner's re
quest, approved Harpole's bequest in "conformance with 
the deceased's will. "̂ -3

Ibid., 1819-1822, August Term, 1821, p. 11_0 8 ; 
ibid. | l822-lc’2[|., June Tern, 1822, p. 9.

"^Dixon L. Merritt, (ed.), The History of Wilson 
County: Its Land and Its' Life (Nashville: Benson Print- 
ing Company, 1961), p. I4.7 , hereinafter referred to as 
Merritt, Wilson County, states that the phrase "and her 
increase forever" or "her future increase" meant that 
Harpole bred slaves. On the contrary, a thorough exam
ination of all wills recorded in the county during the 
period and comparison with known occupations of testators 
and slave sales reveals that the phrase was used to in
sure that the legatee inherited any issue of the female 
slave born after the will was signed.

■^Will of John Harpole, September 11, 1821, Wil
son County Wills and Inventories, I8l8-l82[j_, pp. 90-91.

^li nutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 
1819-1822, August Term, 1821, p. IpO6•



In similar fashion, Henry Chandler and Nicholas 
Quesenberry disposed of their slaves two years later. 
Chandler had fifteen slaves and all but ’’my two old Negro 
women, Milly and Rachel...” remained in his family, 
inese two, old but fortunate in their master’s bequest, 
"shall have their freedom at my death. Quesenberry,
while giving nine other slaves to his heirs, had two 
"old slaves, David and his wife, Aggy, who have been 
honest and faithful servants during a long life..." and 
wanted his executors to petition the County Court for 
xtheir freedom at his death.* 12 while the state law for
bade masters to free aged slaves incapable of caring for 
themselves, the four slaves may have been still able to 
take care of themselves, or Chandler’s and Quesenberry’s 
wishes were predicated either on ignorance of this law 
or an honest desire to honor these Negroes.

Samuel Calhoun, relative of South Carolina’s War 
Hawk, John Caldwell Calhoun, and grandfather of two of 
the earliest officials of the territory and state of

^Will of Henry Chandler, April 2k, 1818, ibid., 
pp. 296-97. -- -

1^Will of Nicholas Quesenberry, August 17, 1820, 
ibid., pp. 28I4.-8 5. The court records, however, are 
silent as to the final outcome of Chandler's and 
Quesenberry’s bequests.

27
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Arkansas,1  ̂had two Negroes whom he left to his widow,
Nancy Calhoun, at his death. After her demise, according
to Calhoun’s will, Dick and his wife, Susy, were to be
freed and to receive five acres of land on the south part
of the plantation he owned, to include the house in which
the slaves then lived. The patriarch of the Tennessee
Calhouns qualified his beneficence by stipulating that
’’this liberty they [pick and Susy) are to have as long as
they conduct themselves well” and if they did misbehave,
they came under the complete control of the testator's
■'executors. But Samuel Calhoun still clung to slavery,
as he bequethed the remainder of his slaves to his heirs
and set aside money from his estate to buy other Negroes

17for his legatees.

Slaveholders of smaller consequences also used 
the will method to release their slaves from bondage. 
William Clemmons, who died in 1827, desired that his 16 17

16̂Samuel Calhoun Roane and John Seldon Roane, 
sons of his daughter, Hannah Calhoun Roane, who also died 
in Wilson County, moved to Arkansas where they became 
District Attorney of the Territory of Arkansas and fifth 
Governor of the State of Arkansas, respectively. Clarence 
Edwin Carter, (ed.), The Territorial Papers of the United 
States, Vol. XXI: The Territory of Arkansas, 1829-1836,' 
Continued (Washington: United States Government Printinp- 
Office, 1951i), p. 2l|. &

17Will of Samuel Calhoun, January 7 , 1825, Wilson 
County Wills and Inventories, 1821;-18[}_7, pp. 139-i|0. For 
the way in which his son, the Reverend Thomas Calhoun, 
disposed of his slaves, see infra, op. 3 8-3 9.



Negro man, Edmond, the only slave mentioned in his will, 
"be set free to do and act for himself."1®

By 1831, fear of slave insurrections made its 
mark in Tennessee. News of the Denmark Vesey-Peter Poyas 
conspiracy in South Carolina and Nat Turner*s rebellion 
in Virginia, as well as uprisings in Kentucky, Georgia, 
and Louisiana, traveled to Tennessee. There were even 
rumors of coming disturbances in Middle Tennessee. Re
ports of these slaves' violences all contained evidence 
that freed Negroes led or were behind the uprisings. * 19 

nTo prevent any further increase in the number of freed- 
men in Tennessee, the legislature passed a law on Decem
ber 1 6 , 1 8 3 1, forbidding any free person of color, whether 
born free or emancipated, to remove to the state and re
main there more than twenty days. Failure to comply with 
the law carried a fine of not less than ten dollars and 
not more than fifty, as well as imprisonment at hard 
labor in the penitentiary for up to two years. Upon 
release from prison, should the freedman still refuse to 
leave Tennessee, he was to be returned to the peniten
tiary for an additional sentence of up to four years.

1 PWill of William Clemmons, April 19, 1827, ibid., 
p. ¿¿15. ----

19Hale and Merritt, History of Tennessee. II, 
pp. 297-99; Mooney, Slavery in Tennessee, pp. 20-22.
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The law also forbade county courts or masters henceforth 
to emancipate slaves unless provisions were made for the 
immediate removal of the liberated person or persons 
from the state.

The act of 18 33 exempted from removal any slave 
who had legally contracted for his freedom prior to the 
passage of the I8 3I law and all cases of emancipation 
provided in wills or devises of persons who died before 
the law passed. Nine years later an added exemption 
allowed residence to slaves emancipated in Tennessee 
^according to statutes then in force and to any freedman 
who had moved into the state before January, 1 8 3 6. These 
latest exemptions required the freedman to petition the 
county court to allow him to live in the county. Once 
the court gave its permission, the freedman could live in 
no other Tennessee county.

The later laws relating to the freedman gave 
death blows to emancipation efforts. In 1 8)4.9 , an act re
quired the immediate removal from the state of a newly 
emancipated slave. Six years later, the legislature re
quired those acquiring freedom in the state, either by 
contract or by will, to be shipped to Africa. Only the 
aged and infirm, who might not make the trip alive, were

p nexempted.
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Wilson County slaveholders had to overcome these 
added deterrents if they wanted to free their servants. 
Some who previously showed a desire to emancipate their 
Negroes found the new laws too demanding and their sub
sequent actions broke the pattern of earlier deeds.
Others tried to make the best of the situation within the 
law.

One prominent slaveholder reacted to the restric
tions upon emancipation by attempting to provide for his 
slaves' wellbeing within slavery. The master, John W. 

nPeyton, was one of the area's first settlers and served 
as a county official. As late as 1820, he held no 
slaves, but by 1830 he owned two. Wien he made his will 
six years later, he had enough to be able to refer to 
"all my blacks." Some of these new slaves came to him 
through his wife, Fanny, who had inherited them from her 
father, Dennis Kelly. Peyton included in his will a 
specific condemnation of slavery. "Having some of those 
unfortunate people in my possession and having to make 
some final disposition of them and having for years past 
looked upon slavery as a moral evil...", he prefaced and 
then went on to state in implicit reproach ihat the laws 
of Tennessee would not allow his slaves to be freed and 
still remain within the state. Unwilling to free his 
slaves under this restriction, Peyton specified that at

31
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bis wife's death or remarriage, the Negro Mary "be per
mitted to choose her master" and demanded that her new 
master should treat her with consideration. He further 
did not want Mary and her husband to be separated. All 
of his other slaves he wanted to be "continued in and 
with my family of children." His children must "learn 
all the young blacks to read the scriptures..." or employ 
someone to teach them to read and pay for the instruction 
out of his estate. A final injunction enjoined his 
children to treat the slaves with humanity and forbade 
them to sell the Negroes to.any person outside the family 
under any circumstances. The conditions that Peyton 
thus set forth were aimed at almost the same evils of 
slavery that the abolitionists had cited in their peti
tions to the O-eneral Assembly a decade or more earlier.

Most wills in which emancipations were included 
similarly contained the legal continuation of slavery 
within the family of the testator for a specified period 
of time. Masters delayed emancipations primarily to 
provide economic security and social status for their

21 ' — —  •
Will of John W. Peyton, July 19, 1 8 3 6, Wilson 

County Wills and Inventories, I8 3 7-I8 3 9, pp. 107-109.
^ Supra, p. 2 2.
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heirs. Thomas Jones, whose will was dated April 9,
1 8 2 0, provided one of the longest waiting periods for 
eventual freedom of any recorded in Wilson County. His 
wife, Sally, became his sole heir during her lifetime, 
with permission to allow inheritances to each of the 
eight children as they became twenty-one. After Sally 
Jones' death and following the demise of all eight child
ren, the Negro man, Sam, was to be set free ”if the laws 
of the land will admit it...” If restrained by law from 
administering this bequest, the executor, George L. Smith, 
was to see that Sara was retained for the benefit of his 
surviving heirs. * 2'1

While Peyton rejected the idea of emancipation 
combined with emigration and Jones formulated his own 
method oi possible freedom for Negro Sam, another master 
offered two of his slaves a choice in the matter. When 
they became twenty-one years old, they were to be allowed 
to "choose to be freed and sent to Liberia." If they did 
so, the executors were to hire the men out until enough 
money was earned to pay the passage to the African .refuge 
for liberated slaves. If the two refused to leave the

23J. Merton England, "The Free Negro In Ante- 
Bellum Tennessee," Journal of Southern History, IX (May, 
19̂ -3), h-3 , hereinafter referred to as England, "The Free Negro."

2^WHl of Thomas Jones, April 9, 1 8 3 0, Wilson 
County Wills and Inventories, I83I1.-I8 3 7, p. 3 5 5.

23



3 k

country, they were to be sold. There were no provisions 
oifering freedom xor another slave* Eliza, who was bound 
to further servitude.^-7

Other and shorter periods designated in wills of 
the period showed that masters and mistresses wanted to 
have their slaves serve their heirs and then be freed. 
Gross Scruggs had four children not yet of legal age and 
twelve slaves. Ceasar fsiĉ j and Ester jkie] ’’should re
main in servitude until my youngest (child] should 
attain...” legal age at which time the two ’’are at liberty 
to support themselves only.” To help them do so, Scruggs 
ordered his sons to give the Negroes enough land to make 
them independent. ° The woman evidently died before pro
bation of the will seven years later, as she did not ap
pear on the slave inventory. Cesar |sic] headed the list 
and qualified for his inheritance.

-mil of James B. McMurry, July 2, 18 3k, ibid., 
1837-1o39, p. I4.OO. Between 1829 and i8 6 0, only 870 
Tennessee Negroes were sent to Liberia, Mooney, Slavery 
in Tennessee, p. 7h* Wilson County records examined do 
not show whether any were from there.

p /I i
Will of Gross Scruggs, August 8 , 1828, Wilson 

County Wills and Inventories, l83k-Í837, pp. ll¿-î 6 . This 
bequest could have been an example of what" England calls 
quasi-freedom, meaning that the slaves were permitted to 
live as freedmen, but viere actually still legally owned 
by a white person. England, ’’The Free Negro/’ p. [¡.7 .

^Inventory of Gross Scruggs, August 1, 1 8 3 5, 
Wilson County Wills and Inventories, 18 3)4.-1 8 3 7, p. 268. 
Ester co\xld have been sold. The man’s name was incon
sistently spelled in the two documents.



Robert C. Smith set about the same time limit for 
his Negro boy, Joe, to remain in slavery. When the lad 
became twenty-five years old, he was to be freed. Until 
that time, Joe was to be hired out as a source of revenue

pQfor Smith* s brother and Nephew.

Women, too, joined in the emancipation efforts 
and typified proponents of both immediate and eventual 
freedom. Two unmarried women in Wilson County illustrated 
this. Sarah Winston owned two male slaves, Watt and 
Thompson, the latter man coming to her from her mother’s 
estate. Two months after the mother died, Miss Winston 
made her own will and she ’’hereby emancipate {dj and 
free fdj from Slavery my negro man named Watt...and my 
negro man Thornton...” ' Margaret Thompson, another mai
den lady, was descended from John Cloyd, who founded one 
of the large slaveholding families in the county. Her 
father, Henry Thompson, owned thirteen slaves and at his 
death in 1828 bequeathed her his Negro boy, Cooke, and a 
Negro woman, Hannah .5̂  While none of her Williamson or

35
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~ Will of Robert C. Smith, March 18, 18L.7, ibid., 181;3-181x8 , p. 3 5 3 . ----’
PQWill of Sarah W. Winston, January 21, 181; 1, 

iM_d., 1839-181[_2, p. 269. Another example of inconsistent 
spelling of names.

-^Will of Henry Thompson, Februarv 16, 1826, 
ibid., 1827-1830, pp. 171-71}-.
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Cloyd relatives ever freed a slave, Margaret Thompson 
wished to reward ’’Nancy.. .when age forty-five1’ by eman
cipating her according to the laws of the state. The 
boy, Cooke, she bequeathed to her cousin, John W. Tate, 
for five years, after which time he, too, was to be 
freed. Miss Thompson made no provisions for Nancy’s 
child, Martha Ann, nor for her four other slaves, all of 
whom became the property of her numerous cousins and 
friends. ' 1

Maiden ladies, farmers, and county officials 
were not the only ones who tried to do something about 
freeing their Negroes. Clergymen, some of whom belonged 
to denominations with anti-slavery ties, also faced the 
question of slavery and emancipation. The county abound
ed in preachers throughout the entire ante-bellum period. 
Some combined proclaiming the Gospel with farming.
Others, apparently, were full-time ministers. These men 
of God. fell into the same categories as their lay broth
ers. Some held slaves and continued the practice.^ 
Others wanted to correct the wrong they felt slavery

31Will of Margaret Thompson, July 2, l830, ibid.,
I8i|.8-1853, P. 98. —

32These will be discussed in Chapter Three with 
other inhabitants of Wilson County who failed to free 
their slaves.



perpetuated, but did nothing about it, for one reason or
37

another. Finally, there were those who availed then- 
selves and their heirs of the opportunity to free both 
themselves and their slaves from the servile social and 
economic system.

Methodists, Baptists, members of the Christian 
Church, and Cumberland Presbyterians, along with Calvin
ists of the older Presbyterian Church, lived in Wilson 
County. Of these, Cumberland Presbyterians especially 
thrived in the county. A church organized in a slave 
state with its greatest strength in the South, its foun
ders disdained the ardent pro-slavery arguments. Only 
one of the men who organized the church owned slaves and 
he emancipated them. ' 3 With no official pronouncement 
from their ruling body, but having the example of the 
founders before them, each minister had to make his own 
interpretation of what was right.3‘'!

One such minister, the Reverend Robert Donnell,

33B. W. McDonnold, History of the Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church (Nashville: Southern Methodist■Pub
lishing7 House, 1&88), p. [¡.10.

^T?his church did clarify its stand on slavery 
in the 1 8^0 1s by urging brotherly love and forbearance 
on the part of all concerned since slavery was a legal 
matter and one that could not be solved instantaneously, 
White, Tennessee: Its Growth and Progress, p. [j.7 3 . This 
rather weak statement spared a possible division of the 
denomination into Northern and Southern branches of the 
church.
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member of a prominent slaveholding family, inherited a 
number of slaves from his father. Confronted with the 
problem, of what to do with them., he sought divine inter
cession j.or guidance, vowing to follow the heavenly sign, 
no matter what the personal sacrifice. Either no sign 
came from. God, or the minister found himself trapped by 
law, the personal desires of his slaves, or his own fi
nancial interest, as he remained a slaveholder. Accord
ing to his own account of his predicament, Donnell's 
slaves wanted to remain in their native land and their 
present community. Tennessee's laws by this time for
bade Negroes released from slavery to stay in the state, 
and the Donnell slaves had no desire to go to Liberia or 
anywhere else. Unable to malee arrangements that satis- 
1ied both the law and the slaves, the Reverend Mr.
Donnell kept them and watched over their religion. The 
Negroes' attendance at the lengthy family worship ser
vices conducted by the parson eventually brought angry 
comments from the overseer, as the slaves lost too much 
time from their normal duties.''"

Thomas Calhoun, another Cumberland Presbyterian 
minister, met the problem of slave or freedman in his

~ 3 5  " ~ ~ ~ ~McDonnold, History of the Cumberland Presb^- 
terian Church, p. i¡.l?. “““
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will. He wrote that he had been "much concerned” be
cause some of his slaves had spouses not owned by him. 
Since "...it is both repugnant to my feelings and no
tions of Justice" to separate forcibly "man and wife... 
or small children from their mothers...", he wanted his 
executors and children to divide equally the Negroes 
"according to value between my four sons...."3  ̂ This 
statement neither provided for the reunion of the men
tioned separated couples, nor insured that existing 
family groups would be maintained as the division cen
tered on value and not relationship. He seemingly re
lied upon the goodness of his sons to see to it that his 
wishes were carried out.

John Beard, a circuit-riding Cumberland Presby
terian minister, had similar convictions to those held 
by Robert Donnell. Beard became a minister in his 
church at the age of thirty. After riding his assigned 
circuit for four and a half years, he married and settled 
down in Wilson County, where he continued his ministry.-* 37 
Ezekiel Cloyd, Beard's father-in-law, preached on Sundays 
in a nearby Cumberland Presbyterian Church and worked

_ Will of Thomas Calhoun, July 3 1 , 1855, Wilson 
County Wills and Inventories, 1853-1858, pp. 210-12.

37John Beard, "Diary," as quoted in Jeannette T. 
Acklen, Tennessee Records: Bible Records and Marriage 
B o n d s (Nashville: Cullen and Ghertner, 1933), p. 235.'



his slaves on his farm the remainder of the week. Some 
of Cloyd's slaves came by inheritance to Margaret Beard 
and her preacher husband obtained a few by the same 
means from his family.

On the 11th of July, 1855, the Reverend Mr. Beard 
recorded in his diary that he received word around ten 
o'clock that day concerning "...one of my servants, who 
is hired out...." The Negro had run away from his hirer 
and hid himself. The minister declared that runaway 
slaves were "one of the curses of slavery, and the longer 
I live the more deeply that I regret I ever became in
volved in it." Beard concluded his entry by writing 
that "My heart always hated it slavery , and now loathes 
it more and more every day. " ^ 9 Beard's diary indicated 
that he probably hired his slaves to others instead of 
working them himself. He declared that his slaves were 
unable to take care of themselves, and, since they had 
been placed in his hands in trust, he would be held 
responsible to God for their welfare just as he would 
for his own small children.^

-^Merritt, Wilson County, p. 25; Will of Ezekiel 
Cloyd, July 2, 18)47"» Wilson County Wills and Inventories, 
l8i|.8-l853» pp. 33)|--35; McDonnold, History of the Cumber- 
land Presbyterian Church, p. I4I2 .

^9John Beard, "Diary", quoted in McDonnold, op. 
c 1 1 ., pp. ,¡412-1 3 .

^°Ibid., p. I4I2.
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Before the Civil War, John Beard moved his fam

ily firsi. to Illinois and then to Kansas, where he died 
in 1865. In Illinois, he found Samuel McAdoo, one of 
the three founders of his church, who left Tennessee to 
keep his own family from becoming involved in slavery,

) Oeither by inheritance or purchase. Like McAdoo, John 
Beard's move to a free state, where laws permitted it, 
gave him the chance to alleviate his own master-slave 
problems.

While a majority of the ministers of the differ- 
x ent denominations who lived in Wilson County owned 
slaves, none made legal attempts to free their Negroes.
A few, like Donnell, Calhoun, and Beard, left evidence 
that if state laws had permitted liberating slaves they 
would have done so. In general, however, ministers 
were no different than their congregations' members in 
opinions and actions toward slavery. The larger group 
of them were slaveholders and made provisions for the 
continuance of the system in their families.

The restrictive laws of Tennessee curtailed both 
ministers and laymen In their emancipation efforts. The

^"A. D. Cloyd, Genealogy of the Cloyd, Basye, 
and Tapp Families in America (Columbus. Ohio; The Chanplln 
Press, 1912), p. 119.I q

~ McDonno1d, History of the Cumberland Presby
terian Church, p. l|_ll. ~ ““ ~ “ v



tragedy of the time following the passage of the statutes 
curbing liberating activities of Wilson County and other 
Tennessee residents is exemplified in records pertaining 
to the estate of Wade Sanderson, who came to the county 
from Virginia with his parents and several brothers and 
sisters. He amassed a large amount of land and slaves 
in the first civil district of the county. ^ 3 Dying at 
age 61| in 1 8 5 2, still a bachelor, his heirs were his 
brothers, sisters, and their children. These relatives 
might have anticipated receiving handsome legacies from 
their wealthy brother and uncle, but Sanderson had other 
plans in mind. As his chief beneficiaries, he named his 
ten slaves. In the first item of his will, he wrote 
that these ten Negroes "shall be free or at liberty, and 
their increase, should there be a n y . N e x t  he made 
them inheritors of his home tract of one hundred and 
seventy acres. Moreover, he ordered enough provisions 
be set aside from the estate to sustain his Negro lega
tees for the remainder of the year in which he died.

!-3U. S. Census Office, "Seventh Census of the 
United States, 1850: Population," I, 632 (unpublished 
original returns from Tennessee, now available on micro
film, General Services Administration, National Archives 
and Records Service, Washington, D.C.); all census records 
cited hereinafter are microfilm copies of the originals.

^The phrase "or at liberty" might signify that 
Sanderson meant the quasi-freedom mentioned, earlier in 
this chapter, supra, p. 31l, n. 2?.



1+3
Six children of a deceased sister received a tract of
land containing 100 acres, while a brother and another
sister were each willed five dollars. A nephew who had
lived with Sanderson received as his portion one horse

Li 3and another brother got a cow and calf.'-'
Wade Sanderson's goodness toward his servants 

proved to be wasted effort on his part. On December lit, 
1 8 5 2, two days after his will x<ras probated, his executor, 
Alexander Brett, presented his account of the estate 
sale to the court. Included in its entries, Brett re
corded the hiring of the ten Negroes. ' - 0 The 1 8)4.9 law, 
requiring the immediate removal from the state of any 
newly emancipated slave, was still in effect. As San
derson's will was not set aside by the court, the Negroes 
may have preferred continued slavery to freedom that 
meant leaving their Wilson County home.

.Among cases which came before the courts concern
ing attempts to emancipate slaves, probably the most fa
mous in Wilson County's ante-bellum history found its 
beginnings in the will of Ignatius Jones, who owned a 
number of farms on which he permitted his married * I

"' Will of Wade Sanderson, December k, I8I49,
Wilson County Wills and Inventories, I8I48-I8 5 3, p. ).|25.

I /
^°Estate Sale of Wade Sanderson, December lk, 

3.852, ibid., pp. Lj31-32.



children to live. These tracts became their property at 
his death, with the home plantation going to his widow. 
Providing in this manner for his heirs, he wished to in
sure the future happiness of his slaves. The woman, 
Sarah, "I do set free from slavery at liberty from and 
after this date (the day on which the will would be pro- 
batedj in the care of my daughter, Rachel Jones»1' John' 
servitude was to continue for twenty years and Boston's 
until he was thirty-one, thereupon both were to be set 
free. Isaac, willed to one year's service for Rachel 
NJones, would thereafter be freed. Charity had to wait 
fifteen years before gaining her freedom., and any chil
dren born to her would also have their freedom. The 
testator proved unwise in his choice of executors, nam
ing his son-in-law, Zaddock Tate, and a friend, John G. 
Graves, to fulfill that obligation/1'' Through collusion 
and fraud, for the purpose of keeping the Negroes in 
slavery, Tate and Graves had the will set aside by the 
County Court.,J"̂

Winifred Jones, the widow, and the two exeoutors

^Will of Ignatius Jones, July k, 182k, ibid.,
I82J4.-I8 2 7, pp. l+7-l|-8. “ ' ‘ ----

^Merritt, Wilson County, p. lkj; Catterall, 
Judicial Cases, II, p. £31; Minutes of the Quarterly 
Court of Common Pleas, 1826-1828, March Term, 1827, 
p. 1 0 9.



became involved in a court battle over the legality of 
her late husband's will. Charge and counter-charge were 
filed before the county's legal body. Prom October 2, 
1826 to March 28, 1827, the case of the widow against 
her husband's executors lay before the County Court. On 
March 28, 1827, the justices of the peace attending the 
session ordered "a jury of good and lawful men” to make 
a decision on the issue of "devisavit vil non” for the 
questioned document.'1̂  The next day, these eleven men 
announced that they found in favor of the executors and 
x that the purported will "is not the last will and testa- 
ment of said Ignatius J o n e s . . . . T h e  jury did not

ii9Minutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 
1826-1828, September Term, 1826, pp. 29-31, and March 
Terra,^1827, p. 109. The records of Winifred Jones vs. 
Zedekiah (as the name is given in the court records) Tate 
and John G. Graves are riot completely transcribed and the 
legal phrase "devisavit vel non” is not defined. It was 
the name of an issue sent out of a court with chancery 
jurisdiction to a court of law to try the validity of a 
paper asserted and denied to be a will, to ascertain 
whether or not the testator did "devise or whether or not 
that paper was his will,” John Bouvier, A Law Dictionary 
Adapted to the Constitution and Laws of the United States 
of America and of the Several States of the American 
union with References to the Civil and Other Systems of 
Foreign Law (2 vols.; 15th ed.; Philadelphia: J. B. 
Lippincott & Co., I8 8 3), I, 528.

£>0Minutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 
1826-1828, March Term, 1827> p. 109« Juries were nor
mally composed of twelve men, but only eleven men were 
listed as making this decision. A twelfth name, Gross 
Scruggs, was crossed out, signifying that he was either 
absent or erroneously recorded in the listing of jurors.



make reference to the legal phraseology in their reason 
for setting aside the will, nor did they cite any reasons.

Only one of these ’’good and lawful men" who de
cided the fate of Jones* will and his Negroes' freedom 
owned no slaves.^ Six of them, among the 168 largest 
slaveholders in the county three years later, owned from
ten to nineteen Negroes. The other four held one, two,

62six, and eight slaves. There were three Johnsons and
three Hearns as jurors. Two of the Hearns were brothers

53and the third was their uncle. Isham Morris and Nolley
x Maddox, also on the jury, were closely allied to the

d]iHearns by marriage. - 'r The preponderance of slaveholders 
sitting on the panel, and the fact that so many of them 
were interrelated, might have told against Winifred 
Jones and her husband's will.

All seemed hopeless until a man named John came

Sb. S., Census Office,’’Fourth Census of the 
United States, 1820: Population”, p. 3814«

. S., Census Office, ’’Fifth Census of the 
United States, 1830: Population”, pp. 73— 89, 92,
125, 1 2 8, 133-3J+.

53"minutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 
1826^-1828, March Term, 1827, p. 109î Robert P. Carver, 
"The Hearne Family,” unpublished manuscript in posses
sion of the author, 1957- John Hearn was sheriff of 
Wilson County at this time, Merritt, Wilson County, 
p .  206.

"’"■'Carver, "The Hearn Family”; Acklen, Bible 
Records and Marriage Bonds, pp. I4.3Ï1 e_t passim.



forward to champion the cause of the abused last wishes 
of Ignatius Jones and the right to freedom of his ten 
slaves.' Slaves could not initiate legal proceedings 
in Tennessee, but a white friend could do so for them. 
Mr. John appealed to the state's Supreme Court. The 
highest legal body in Tennessee ruled Jones' will to be 
valid, thus stating that the County Court erred in void
ing the document. The Supreme Court concluded that the 
slaves, therefore, had the right to apply to the County 
Court for their freedom in accordance with the provi
sions of their old master's will.?D

The voiding of Ignatius Jones' will was the only 
major action that the County Court in Wilson County ever 
took against emancipation requests. In other instances 
recorded in the clerk's books, the court acquiesced in 
petitions and bequests written in wills. Such approval 
meant a slight increase in the free Negro population of 
the county. These free persons of color had to be kept 
within a strict body of laws pertaining to them in order 
to maintain the institution of slavery. The relations

Merritt, Wilson County, p. 11̂ 3; Catterall, 
Judicial Cases, II, 531; the plaintiff was nrobablv 
WTTTT am John, the only adult male of that surname living 
in the county in 1 8 3 0, U. S., Census Office, "Fifth 
Census of the United States, I8 3 0: Population," p. 92.

96Merritt, Wilson County, p. 12j_35 Catterall, 
Judicial Cases, II, 531.

hi



between the free whites and free blacks in Wilson County 
were thus made to perpetuate the bondage of the free 
Negro's enslaved brothers.

According to laws then in force, white men had 
to attest in court to the character of freedmen in order 
for the Negroes to be permitted to seek employment. A- 
mong the whites who did so was William L. Sypert, a na
tive Dutchman who came to Wilson County with other mem
bers of his family and rose to justice of the peace and 
respected member of the community. On May 16, 1826, he 
appeared before that body to certify that he had been 
"acquainted with David Manly...for upwards of thirteen 
years." Sypert stated that "David is a reputed son of 
Joseph...and Frances Manly who were Mulattos and believed 
to be free born...." William Sypert's description of 
David revealed the thoroughness of such statements.

said David is a dark Mulatto about 2k years of age 
five feet 8 inches high has a scar across his
left cheek about one Inch long and one on his left 
hand a little below £thej wrist, about the same length.

Having so stipulated, Sypert certified that David "is an
Industrious a  honest, well behaved man and may be safe- 

07Iv employed." He made similar statements for David
Manly's two brothers, Levi and William Manly, in the

——  ‘ —  — —  —
Minutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 

I82i|.-l827, March Term, 1826, p. 270.



k9
58following year. He also appeared in court in 1 8 3 1 on

behalf of Hezekiah Scott’s honesty and safety, Scott 
being "the reputed son of Emanuel Scott and Prances
Sc o 11•.. «*59 While willing to make public statements for
other Negroes, William. Sypert continued to hold his own 
three slaves in servitude and never emancipated them,0*'' 

Under the laws regulating emancipation, the 
County Court also decided whether freed Negroes could 
live within the county. The court approved the bequest 
of Simon Hancock, who died in I8k9, that the said court 
set his Negro man, Lewis, free "from and after my death, 
in consideration of meritorius jjsiĉ j services rendered 
me during my lifetime."' '1' Lewis, who took the surname 
of Key, obtained one of the last emancipations recorded 
in Wilson County. The court gave him permission to re
side in the county as provided in the state law of 1 8 3 3.62

38
8 2 .

59
60t

Ibid., I8[|_8-l852, December Term, 1827, pp. 3 8I- 

Ibjd., I8 3 0-I8 3 2, December Term, I83O, p. k8.
U. S., Census Office, "Sixth Census of the 

United States, l8i|_0: Population," p. kO.
61Will of Simon Hancock, January llj., 18L|_9, Wilson 

County Wills and Inventories, I8k8-l853, p. 110; Minutes 
of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 18^8-1852,
p. 165, in ibid.

62Supra., pp. 29-30.



The legislature passed another 1aw requiring any free 
person of color who had the right to live in the state 
to rnaKe oond .¡.or his good behavior. '"i On February [¡, 
1856, Lewis Key surrendered his bond in the amount of 
5500 to the County Court as assurance that "he will be 
of good behavior towards all free white citizens of this 
state" and not become a charity case for county support. 
His securities, Henry Truett and John Fields, acknowl
edged the bond made by the former sl av e.Truett, a 
white man, whose property was valued at some $[¡.0 0 0, own- 
xed eleven slaves six years earlier and county records 
Indicated that he still held Negroes in 1856.°^ Fields, 
also a white resident» of .>'ilson County, belonged to a
family of numerous brothers and cousins who owned

66slaves. These two slaveholders and William Sypert 
were among the few white residents of the county who

ihis law was passed in 1851]. and .freedmen who 
failed to comply with its provisions were henceforth 
termed slaves. Mooney, Slavery in Tennessee, p. 19.

“Minutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 
1856-1858, December Term, 1855* p. 5 H \ ..

65b. S., Census Office, "Seventh Census of the 
United States, 1850: Population," I, 9 6 3, and "Slave 
Schedule."

66T . S., Census Office, "Sixth Census of the 
United States, I8J4.O: Population," p. 1 7 .
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had recorded legal dealings with free Negroes.
When he received his freedom, Lewis Key moved 

from the country farm of the Hancocks to try his fortune 
in Lebanon. Unless a slave had been permitted to work 
part of the time to earn his own money, or had been al
lowed to sell what garden crops he grew in the small 
patch allotted to him, the Negro upon obtaining his full 
liberty had little chance to sustain himself. Pew slave
holders wanted freedmen working with their slaves, and 
the free persons of color who worked for nonslaveholders 
had little chance to prosper. In l8jj?0 , Lewis Key lived
with John R. Billingsley, a Lebanon grocer, in whose

Avstore he probably worked.

Some masters, like Samuel Calhoun, willed their 
slaves both freedom and a parcel of land.cu These freed
men usually remained on farms as the lure of town life 
did not offer secure work for them, and with their be
quests of land and shelter at their disposal there was 
little reason for them to leave the agricultural life.
As a result, large concentrations of free Negroes 
gathered in the more rural areas of the county.^ Among

67U. S., Census Office, ’’Seventh Census of the 
United States, 1850: Population,” I, 732.

68Ŝupra, p. 28.
69Hap Three on page 52 shows the free Negro 

population by civil district based on the 1850 census.
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the districts that had numerous free Negroes residing in 
them in 1350 were the twentieth, twenty-third, and 
twenty-fourth civil districts. Here the majority of 
farms were under 200 acres in size.7° The soil of the 
county's southwestern districts precluded the establish
ment of many larger farms as layers of rocks lay close 
to the surface in wide portions of the region."^1 Only 
limited agricultural pursuits could be undertaken there 
and slaveowners needed fewer slaves to work their land. 
With smaller amounts of slaves available for hiring out, 
xfree Negroes found more chances for irork in these 
districts.

Some free Negroes found it hard to provide for 
themselves because of illness and old age. Even though 
they promised not to become chargeable to the county, 
these black residents accepted proffered assistance from 
the County Court, whose members doled out financial aid 
to both white and black free persons on much the same 
scale. As late as 1857> the court appropriated twenty 
dollars ’’for the use and benefit of Hardy Hammons’’, a

70Tax Records of Wilson County, 1850, for Civil 
Districts 20, 23, and 2l|. Compare figures on Map Three, 
page 52, with those on Map Pour, page 87, which shows 
slave population by district and location of slave
holders .

71-Personal observations of the author made over 
the past several years.
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crippled freedman. William Sypert's brother, Lawrence, 
received ten dollars to support "an old woman of color" 
for nine months.Similar  amounts went to white per
sons, either infirm or destitute.

The court also saw to the proper care of minor 
orphans of deceased freedmen. Thomas, Jacob, Margaret, 
and Abram Day "were this day bound by the Court to Mary 
Day their Grand Mother" until age twenty-one.This 
spared the court from assuming financial responsibility 
for the four children, but it also gave the Negroes a 
home with a member of their own family.

A few freedmen found homes with white families. 
One such was John Watton, a forty-year-old mulatto, and 
a Virginian by birth. A shoemaker by trade, he provided 
both the white and slave families with their footgear. 
With very few exceptions, only those freedmen who did 
have a particular skill ever lived with white families.7  ̂* *

72 , _ _Minutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 
I8p6-1858, March Term, 1857, p. 177, and, May Term, 
ibid., p. 2 0 8.

73Ibid_., 1852-1856, October Term, p. 538.
*71
TT. S., Census Office, "Seventh Census of the 

United States, 1850: Population," I, 627. Henry May, a 
white man born in New York, resided in the county in 
1650. Listed with him is a mulatto woman and several 
children bearing his name and living as freedmen. This 
is the only instance of open miscegenation recorded, ibid., p. 6 5 6.



Whether skilled or unskilled, free Negroes never 
represented a significant portion of the county’s popu
lation. For the few hundred who were free, there was a 
small chance for a humble, but self-determined existence. 
For the majority of Negroes, there was continued slavery. 
While other white Wilson County residents may have 
thought Negro bondage a wrong, they failed to make the 
sacrifices required to set their slaves free. As the 
state laws made it more difficult to emancipate the 
Negro, fewer holders attempted to provide for the un
limited liberty of their servants. Social pressures, 
intensified by fears of slave rebellions, added further 
barriers to a more general emancipation record for Wil
son County.

Most white men and women went their own way, go
ing to church on Sunday, cultivating their crops with 
the aid of their blacks during the week, and thereby 
perpetuating a ’’peculiar institution” destined to bring 
them or their children to financial 'ruin.



CHAPTER THREE

PERPETUATION OF AN INSTITUTION

Once a xamily attained the status of slaveholder, 
it rarely reverted to the ranks of the nonslaveholder.
For example, John Cloyd, who had come to America in 1758 
and settled in Virginia, brought his family to Wilson 
County in 1789. His three daughters, Elizabeth, Mary, 
and Margaret, married Henry Thompson, Alexander Moore, 
and John Williamson in Virginia and moved to the Middle 
Tennessee country with their father. Of the four Cloyd 
sons, two married and sired large families.1 John Cloyd 
founded what became a dynasty of prominent slaveholders. 
..p lo20, Henry Thompson had seven slaves, while his sons 
owned the following: William, one; Ozburn, one: and John

1
A. Cloyd, Q-enealogy of the Cloyd, Basye. and 

xapp p amilies m  America' (Columous, Ohio: The Chapplin 
rress, 1912,/, pp. 100-107; hereinafter referred to" as 
Cloyd, Cloyd Genealogy; Dixon L. Merritt, (ed.), The 
History of Wilson County: Its Land and Its Life (Nash- 
Vi.lie. Benson Printing Company, 1961), p„ 2!i; herein
after referred to as Merritt, Wilson County.—-— — .    . — ,.v
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and James F., none.' John Williamson mastered eight 
blacks. His sonSj Jonn and George, had three and four 
slaves, respectively.-'

ihe bwo oloyd brotners, both of whom became min
isters, also owned slaves. Ezekiel entered the ministry 
of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, and settled in 
Wilson County, while his brother, David, a Methodist 
preacher, moved on to Davidson County." Ezekiel, like 
many other nineteenth century Southern ministers, com
bined the labors of the field with the work of the Lord.
Helping him farm were his three Legroes, one of whom was 
Kit, ”my Negro man, age about TT

Prom these small holdings in the 1820*s, the 
Thompson-Cloyd-Williamson clan increased their number of 
slaves throughout the years. When Henry Thompson died

2

U. S., Census Office, «Fourth Census of the Uni
ted States, 1820: Population,” pp. 3 8 3, 3 8 8, (unpublished 
original returns from Tennessee, now available on micro
film, General Services Administration, National Archives 
and Records Service, Washington, D.C.); all census records 
cited hereinafter are microfilm copies of the originals.

3Ibid., pp. 38)1-8 5.
^Cloyd, Cloyd Genealogy, p. 108; Merritt, Wilson 

Corntv, p. 2 5. ------
5U. S., Census Office, «Fourth Census of the 

United States, 1820: Population,” p. 385; Will of Ezekiel 
oloyd, July 2, l8[|7, ’Wilson County Wills and Inventories, 
I8)jr8-l853j pp. 33̂ 1-35. These books, together with all 
other Wilson County official records hereafter cited, are 
in the Court House, Lebanon, Tennessee.



in 1 8 2 8, he made his ten children or their heirs the re
58

sidual legatees of his wife. Twelve slaves were to be 
divided among them as well as the "increase forever" of 
three females and the yet unborn child of "Hannah, now 
p r e g n a n t . T h e  Williamsons achieved a more significant 
prosperity. John, the father, in 1829 made his will 
which was probated nine months later. Margaret Cloyd 
Williamson, his widow, was given five slaves, while 
three others became the property of three sons.^ Only 
two of these sons had owned a slave in 1820. By 1 8 3 0, 
William Williamson possessed eight; his brother, George, 
thirteen; and the other two Williamson sons, John and

O
James, had nine each. Twenty years later, William and 
George still counted themselves among the largest slave
holders in the county.9 Individual purchases and be
quests like the ones mentioned above spread slavery in 
Wilson County. Daughters, sisters, grandchildren, and 
even great-grandchildren became masters and mistresses

6Will of Henry Thompson, February 16, 1826, 
ibid., 1827-1830, pp. 171-7I+.

7Will of John Williamson, February 2ij_, 1829, 
ibid., pp. li_62-6[|_.

O
U. S., Census Office, "Fifth Census of the 

United States, 1830: Population," pp. 103, 105.
9ÏÏ. S., Census Office, "Seventh Census of the 

United States, 1850 : Population," I, 623.
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of slaves through the benevolence of their relatives' 
wills o

The Cloyds and their cousins pursued farming and 
their slaves performed the various duties of hands on 
their plantations. Numerous other residents of the coun
ty combined faming occupations with diverse business 
activities. John Allcorn, signer of the petition seek
ing the creation of Wilson County, first Register of 
Deeds for the new county, and County Clerk for twenty- 
five years, owned more than 1 ,0 0 0 acres of farm land and 

, ran a prospering business firm, in Lebanon. ̂  His plan
tation blossomed under the labors of his slaves. As a 
very wealthy man in his own right, he commanded the re
spect of his neighbors. In addition, through marriage 
and his own family, he held a position in the ranks of 
the highest society in Middle Tennessee. Both John All
corn and his wife, Prudence, lived to old age, but their 
eight children found early graves. All but two of these 
shortlived heirs married and had a family. '“1 When 10 11

10Merritt, Wilson County, pp. 206-207, 303.
11Works Progress Administration, Wilson County, 

Tennessee, Historical Records Project, Official Project 
No. k65-i^-3-ll5, ’’Allcorn-Martin Family Bible,” Bible, 
Family, and Tombstone Records, 1933, (bound typescript 
Tennessee State Library and Archives, Nashville, Ten
nessee), pp. 89-90; hereinafter referred to as WPA,
Wilson County, Records.



6 0
Allcorn died in 1829, he willed that each of his heirs

12would receive an equal share of his slaves.
Like John Cloyd’s, the Allcorn daughters married

into prosperous families, but these girls found husbands
bearing the most famous names in the county and Middle
Tennessee. Zurritha Allcorn married H. L. Douglass,
scion of the Sumner County family which helped establish
the first permanent settlements on the north side of the

1 3Cumberland River. " Her only child, William R. Douglass, 
not yet a teenager, was one of the legatees of her fa- 

\ ther' s estate. After Zurritha Douglass died, her hus
band remained in Wilson County where he soon entered the

1 9ranks of the largest slaveholders.

Minerva Allcorn married a widower who bore the 
name of one of the oldest Wilson County families. John * 13 * 15

Will of John Allcorn, August 25, 182k, Wilson 
County Wills and Inventories, I82 7-I8 3 0, pp. 399-kOO.13' -hTonn Carr, Barlv Times in Middle Tennessee (2d 
ed.; Nashville: The Parthenon Press, 1957), p. 32; here- 
inafter referred to as Carr, Early Times; Jeannette T. 
Acklen, Tennessee Records: Bible Records and Marriage 
Bonds (Nashville: Cullen and Ghertner, 1933), P- kl|.l; 
hereinafter referred to as Acklen, Bible Records and 
Marriage Bonds.

IIlWill of John Allcorn, loc. cit.15U. S., Census Office, ’’Fourth Census of the 
United States, 1820: Population,” p, 391; and ’’Fifth 
Census of the United States, I8 3 0: Population,” p. 6 6.
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L. Wynne's father, Colonel John K. Wynne, served with 
John Allcorn at Port Strother fighting the hostile In
dians, and held a place among the leading men of the 
community. The Younger Wynne died in 1829, only thirty- 
two years old. By his two marriages, he left two sur
viving children. In the division of his Negroes, the 
son of the first marriage got Ben and Nancy and their 
five children. Minerva Wynne and her son, John, received 
four of the five Negroes willed the widow by her father.11 
In three years, Jenny, Prank, Charles, and Ryal "with 

\ diseased eyes" passed into the legal possession of the 
third generation of Allcorn's bloodline. * * * 17 18

One of the main reasons why citizens of >111300 
County, like many other Southerners, prolonged slavery 
in their families by the inheritance system was an obvious

John Spencer Bassett, The Life of Andrew Jack-
son (2 vols.; New York: The MacMillan Comoany, 1916),
I, 96. ‘

17Negro Division of John L. Wynne Estate, March 2ii., 
1832, Wilson County Wills and Inventories, 1832-1831].,
p. 6 0.

18It was not until the death of Minerva in I832 
that John obtained Charles; Prank went to her mother,~ 
with young Wynne her residual heir. Existing records do 
not show what actually happened to Amanda, Jenny, or 
Ryslj the other three slaves willed Minerva Wynne by her 
father. Perhaps Ryal's "diseased eyes" took their toll, 
and the others may have died too. Will of Minerva M. 
Wynne, August 17, 1 8 3 7, Wilson County Wills and Inventor
ies, 18 3 2-18 3 ,̂ pp. 7 7-7 8.
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one. A significant portion of the slaveholder's estate 
was invested in the ownership of slaves. At the estate 
sale of Joseph Hendricks in l80k, one of his Negroes 
brought $3 8 3 .3 2 and another passed .from the family for 
seventy-six dollars. On February 2, 1819, Henry Arnold's 
three Negroes were sold, with Frederick bringing $8 7 5, 
Joseph selling for $857, and Tobias going at the lowest 
price of $311« " From other recorded slave sales in Wil
son County, $300 averaged out as a good price, particu
larly during the first twenty to thirty years of the 

\ county's existence.
Each of the six heirs receiving slaves in the 

John Allcorn division obtained an equal share valued at 
$1550. The men appointed to value and allot his slaves 
put the following valuation on Minerva Wynne's five 
blacks: Jenny, $300; Ryal, $1+50; Amanda, $300; Frank, 
$275; and Charles, $225. By the time John L. Wynne's 
friends set the worth of these Negroes prior to the Wynne 
division, Jenny, who was then forty years old, dropped 
in value fifty dollars; Ryal, with his diseased eyes, ap
peared worth only $300; while the two boys, Frank and

” 19 — —  '
Minutes of the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 

1803-18C7, March Term, I80I+, pp. 26-27; Estate Sale of 
Henry Arnold, February 2, 1819, Wilson County Wills and 
Inventories, I8lk-l8l9, n„ M+5.
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Charles, aged fifteen and thirteen, increased in value 
60 $350 and $325‘ Allcorn's total Negro estate amounted 
to $>9255> and Wynne, who had practiced medicine, bad 
$1885 invested in slaves.^

Another important reason why people maintained 
slavery as part of the daily lives of their families grew 
out of the very profitable custom of hiring out unneeded 
Negroes to neighbors and businessmen. Monies received 
in this way went toward meeting family expenses of the 
white household or for the support of minor children or
phaned by the early deaths of their parents. In addition, 
numerous Wilson County children gained an education paid 
for by the labor of hired slaves.

Typical of the cases in which masters made allow
ance for the hiring of slaves was John Jarrett's In
struction to his executors that his wife, Martha, was to
have all his Negroes, ’’except such as they) may think

21best to hire out privately.” All but two of the Jarrett 
children were married and the estate's twelve sla.ves were 
more than adequate to work the farm, particularly since 
a widowed daughter who was living at home added her own

20Negro Division of John Allcorn Estate, ibid., 
pp. I|_67-68; Negro Division of John L. Wynne, ibid., p. 60.

21Will of John Jarrett, September 12, I8J18, ibid.,
181*8-1853, P. 31. ' ----



ten Negroes to the parental work force. 22 23 Estate settle
ments and accounts of administrators and guardians con
tained many reports of the amounts for which Negroes were 
hired and expenditures made for clothing, housing, and 
educating minor heirs. Robert Bumpass, guardian for 
Henry Arnold's six children and his own relative, Garrett 
Bumpass, made some of the most detailed reports of this 
nature preserved in the records of Wilson County. For 
the year 1819, for instance, guardian Bumpass reported 
that he spent money for two pairs of shoes, seventeen 

xyards of cloth, a hat, and boarding expenses totaling 
L13.30 for his ward, Garrett. Bumpass reimbursed him

self ior tnese costs by hiring out a Negro man for $60 
and a Negro woman and her two children for $20 during 
that year. The rest of _the money came from rent on the
manor's land and accumulated interest on the rest of 

23his estate.

In many instances, these minors and their widowed 
mothers were also slaveowners. Robert Branch, who had

22 ,Ibid,; * ’., Census Office, ’’Sixth Census of
the United States, l81j.O: Population,” p. )p2, and ’’Seventh 
Census of the United States, 1880: Population,” I, p. 7 1 1 .

23Guardian's Report of Robert Bumpass, April 11, 
1820, Wilson County Wills and Inventories, 1819-182)]., 
P‘,33; also, for other examples, see ibid., pp. 1 8 1-8 3, 
30o-3C7. These hiring prices were about average for the 
entire ante-bellum period.

Gk



come to Wilson County from North Carolina, died leaving 
his widow to rear eight children. Fanny Branch took on 
her task and promptly began hiring out as many as she 
could of the thirteen Negroes old enough to work. upon 
the marriage of the eldest daughter, Nancy, the widow and 
administratrix made a division of the Negro property of 
the estate. The fifteen Negroes were valued at $5225 and 
the majority of them were placed in trust with the mother 
and guardian for the remaining five minor heirs. ' Fanny 
Branch used these slaves as income producers for the fam- 
 ̂ily she was left to support.^

William Martin’s guardian reported on August IS, 
1817, that he had '’let” or hired Ceal and her child, a- 
long with Isaac, ’’for boarding, clothing, and schooling” 
his minor ward in l8l6. For the current year, James 
McFarland, the guardian, hired Ceal and her child and 
Betty and her three children for fifty dollars to the 
’’lowest bidder for their maintenance.”  ̂ In this manner, 
McFarland fed, clothed, housed, and educated William Mar
tin and provided for the support of the slaves by hiring 
them out to work for their own upkeep.

^Negro Division of Robert Branch, ibid., p. )jr85.
25"Ibid., 1825-1827, p. 65.
26Guardian’s Report of James McFarland, August 18, 

1 8 1 7, ibid., 1815-1819, p. 279.
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Wilson County slave hirings were contracted on 
an annual basis, which permitted administrators and guar
dians to make agreements with new hirers if the previous 
year's hirer proved a harsh master. No specific instan
ces of mistreatment of hired slaves came to the attention 
of the Wilson court. Apparently persons charged with 
such hirings used sound judgment in choosing to whom they 
hired Negroes or handled any difficulties that arose out
side the courtroom.

Many citizens of the county profited through the 
\ maintenance of slavery, whether by the hiring method or 
by actual ownership. Farmers whose estates marked them 
as middle class people made significant gains in the pro
duction of cotton and tobacco with the aid of slave labor. 
Many sent their surplus crops down river to New Orleans 
on one of the boats owned by Joseph Kirkpatrick, the 
best-known Wilson County shipper of the early lSoO's.^' 
Andrew Jackson, who engaged in law, general merchandis
ing and raising thoroughbred race horses, as well as in 27

27'In l81j.l, for instance, Thomas Gregory, master 
of twelve slaves, ordered that his ’’present crop of 
tobacco” be freighted to New Orleans by Joseph Kirk
patrick. The following year, Kirkpatrick reported that 
the tobacco sold for $1 2 7.2? and his costs for shipping 
it to the port city was $30. Will of Thomas Gregory,
March 10, 18L«_1, ibid., 1839-1850, p. 230, and Account 
of Thomas Gregory Estate, ibid., p. 3l|_5*
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his more famous exploits in the military and political
fields, found ample reason to open a branch of his cotton
handling enterprise in Lebanon. As early as I80J4., the
firm of Jackson and Hutchings, already established at
Clover Bottom in Davidson County, located a store in the
Wilson County seat. In l80k, the agent for the later
United States President purchased lJLp,lJLf.8 bales of cotton
from Wilson farmers for resale in the markets of Hash-

29ville, New Orleans, and Philadelphia/
Kot all the surplus cotton and wool produced in 

the county made its way to other cities. By 1828, a 
ducking cloth firm employed a small work force to make 
its products. The Lebanon Cotton Woolen Mills, founded 
nine years later by Andrew Allison, Robert L. Caruthers, 
William W. Masterson, and John Muirhead, became the place 
where many slaves worked. 30 Of the founders, Allison 
owned seventy-four Negroes in I8I1O, the largest number 
of slaves owned by any single person cited in any census

28 I ~~Bassett, The Life of Andrew Jackson. T.
Merritt, Wilson County, p. 227.

29John Spencer Bassett, (ed.), Correspondence of
Andrew Jackson, Vol. I to April 3 0, l8lIT.(Washington:---
The Carnegie Institute of Washington, 1926), John 
Hutchings to Jackson, March 30, l80ij_, p. 8 6.

30Merritt, Wilson County, pp. 225, 278-7 9.
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of the county.' By 1850, his Negroes numbered only 
seventeen, but by this time Allison had moved into another 
business in which he hired whites as laborers.3  ̂ Robert 
L. Caruthers held one of the most prominent positions in 
Lebanon society and in later years the citizens of Ten
nessee elected him governor. 0  His stately Greek Revival 
mansion, built with slave labor, was the setting for many 
important social and political meetings of the period.3 +̂
He could draw from his seventeen slaves other workers for

35the mill.' The tnird member of the firm, Masterson,

N was the youngest of the four and the only one who lived 
in tne countryside. His live Negroes had their duties 
to perform on his farm.3° John Muirhead, the other foun
der, came to Wilson County from his birthplace in Ster- 
lingshire, Scotland, and became a citizen of the United 31 32 33 * * 36

31u. S., Census Office, "Sixth Census of the 
United States, I81p0: Population," p. 3 7 .

32 -Tj. S., Census Office, "Seventh Census of the 
United States, 1850: Population," I, 73k; Merritt,
Wilson County, p. 22.5.

33He a^so served as TJ. S. Congressman from l8kl 
go 18k3. Merritt, Wilson County, pp. 185-86, 199.

3l' lbid., p. 7 3.
•3 r_'
"c. S., Census Office, "Sixth Census of the 

United States, l8ij.O: Population,"p. 7 9 .
36Ibid., p. IpG.

31



States in 1827.'' He gave the enterprise his money, as
38his slave holdings were small."

By l81[Ji, Allison and Caruthers formed another
company. Joining them in this new operation were seven
others who included ex-Governor James Chamberlain Jones

qqand Jordan Stokes, Sr.-" Under the name of the Tennessee 

Manufacturing Company, the business employed over £C0 
persons in the making of cotton and woolen goods. The 
owners used about [ 0 0 bales of cotton and lj.0 ,0 0 0 pounds 
of wool annually, and by 18)4 6, had 2 ,000 spindles, 
twenty-one carding machines and thirty power looms which 
produced a thousand yards of material daily. Some of 
the workers may have been slaves, but most were white

69
37

-^'Minutes of 
1826-1828, September the Quarterly Court of Common Pleas, 

Term, 1827, p. [ ¡,2 $ .

38
• ■ •} Census Office, ’’.Fifth Census of the

United States, 1 8 3 0: Population," p. 6 7. He owned only four. 3

39Ĝovernor James C. Jones was one of two Wilson 
County residents actually to serve as chief executive of 
Tennessee. William Bowen Campbell was the other. Robert 
L. Caruthers was elected governor in 1 8 6 3, but did not 
take office as Tennessee was under Union occupation at 
the time. Merritt, Wilson County, p. 186. Jordan Stokes, 
Sr. was a member of the legislature in I839 and helped 
defeat a bill that would have enslaved all free Negroes 
in Tennessee. Will T. Hale and Dixon L. Merritt, History 
of Tennessee and Tennesseans: The Leaders and Represen
tative Men in Commerce, Industry and Modern Activitie"s~
(8 vols; Chicago: The Lewis Publishing Company, 1 9 1 3 ),
TIT, 729; hereinafter referred to as Hale and Merritt, 
History of Tennessee.
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women and girls. The Tennessee Manufacturing Company's 
success attracted William Grisham to move to Lebanon 
where for seven years he operated a wool carding factory 
combined with other mills / ,0

Clergymen were among those who profited from, the 
perpetuation of slavery in Wilson County. While members 
and ministers of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church took 
uhe lead in openly opposing slavery in both their wills 
and in editorials printed in the official newspaper of 
the church, their neighbors of other denominations spent 

x their efforts toward the continuation of Negro servitude. 
The cleavage over the moral issue of slavery that rent 
the major denominations also ran through Wilson County. 
Under the leadership of their ministers and most promi
nent members, the southern branches of the Baptist, 
Methodist, Presbyterian, and Christian churches took over
control of almost all denominational buildings and

. kl ■ property.‘

Many among the thirty-one Wilson County ministers 
listed in the l8£o census were personally interested in 
slavery. Of these, seven had ten or more slaves and

b o

h i .

Merritt, Wilson Countv. pp. 225-26.

* PP* * 12 2-131}.; the Protestant churches 
alone are discussed here as no Catholic service was held 
m  the county until 1 9 1 5, ibid., p. 1 3 3 . .........
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therefore ranked among the largest slaveholders in the 
county at that time. Pour preached in Presbyterian 
churches, one ministered to the Methodists, and the other 
two served Christian congregations. Another eight owned 
Negroes, of whom only one owned a single slave.

Baptists and Methodists who mounted pulpits to 
expound the Word of God tended to own fewer slaves than 
did their Presbyterian brethren. Among the thirty-one 
ministers cited in the census, Baptist clergymen had 
thirteen slaves; Methodists owned twenty-one; while 

x Christian ministers had thirty-six and the two types of 
Presbyterians held seventy slaves. Only three Baptists, 
four Methodists, two Christians, and seven Presbyterians 
were cited as slaveholders, while six Baptist, one young 
Methodist, four unmarried and four married Presbyterian

I Q
ministers were listed as nonslaveholders. ; '

William H. White, one of the ten Baptists cited

'This is an incomplete listing of all the min
isters, as Shadrack Jarman, who took the census for the 
Thirteenth through the Twenty-Fifth Civil Districts, 
rarely recorded the occupations of those he interviewed. 
U. S., Census Office, "Seventh Census of the United 
States, 1850: Population," I. Schedule II records the 
slaves of the various owners. Merritt, Wilson County, 
p. 127, states that there were fifteen Eaptist, sixteen 
Presbyterian, eleven Methodist, and three Christian 
churches in the county in 1850. The unmarried Presby
terian ministers, four in number, were most probably 
students at Cumberland University, as they lived with 
other families in Lebanon.



in 18>0, owned eight Negroes, while his fellow minister, 
Rutherford Barton, owned fourJ'^ Earlier ministers of 
the Baptist persuasion had little reserve when it came 
to owning and bequeathing the so-called ’’sons of Ham.” 
Moore Stephenson/'^ credited with founding Mount Olivet 
Church, the first Baptist Church in the county, prospered

U Sbehind his pulpit and his plow. ' Originally from North
ampton County, North Carolina, Elder Stephenson moved to 
Wilson County in 1000 from Sumner across the Cumberland. 
Settling on Cedar Lick Creek, the preacher wisely managed 
his affairs so that at his death in I8l8 he could make 
handsome provisions for his widow and children. Seven
teen slaves belonging to the estate became the property 
of arah Perry Stephenson, the widow, and nine children. 
The Reverend Mr. Stephenson wrote not a single word in 
favor of eventual emancipation, permission for the slaves 
to have free time to work for themselves, or allowances 
to choose their own masters among his heirs/°
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b X r
TTn-i+oH Q+- ; * S,4ftS!ns^s 0ffice’ "Seventh Census of the 
Schedule^63’ l8^0î Populatlon> 6<?5, and Slave

hl . T . [|il'The «ame is spelled Stephenson and Stevenson, Lut I have used the spelling as recorded in official 
documents pertaining to him. ''

b s
' Merritt, Wilson County, p. 128.

'ill of Moore Stephenson, March 8 , I8l8 , Wil
son County Wills and Inventories, I8l)j-l8l9 , p. 3 6 2.



unlike their Baptist neighbors, Methodist minis
ters belonged, as a group, to the slavebolding ranks. 
Wilson Hearn claimed the highest number of sllves among 
those „ho preached John Wesley.s creed, with eleven Ne
groes mentioned in the 18S0 census. His position In the 
community and In his church evidently suffered no re
verses because of his slaveholding. His second wlfe,s 
father, William Babb, had entertained Bishop Francis 
Asbury, first Methodist bishop in America, In his home

0aCk in 1815’ the tles of the Hearn family to this
church „ere many.^ At hls deatu ln 185S, a neighboring 
Wilson County Methodist minister, John Kelley, „rote 
that Hearn bad an "honest face" and in hls own community 
he „as "most highly appreciated.... B„ n  though he 
died before slavery had come to an end, his „ 1 1 1 offered 
no clue to hls views toward the institution. However,
ho never tried to emancipate any Negro by other legal 
methods.

Fdward Sweatt, one of the two Christian ministers

of Francis^Asburv^n ^ Journal and LettersTF e s s , 1958.  n '  7qJ, i ° flumg,a T^~uvxile: Abin^ton-----
and Marriage Bonds, p! li_8 2. * L<3 Bible Records

4 8 _ -
In John B liowfLi? ?e''erelid J°hn Kelley, as ousted 
(^vols;; Nashville’: C T ^ L ° h u b l E H g  ^ „ s e T l « ^ ) -,
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listed in 1 8 5 0, was more explicit in his philosophy on 
slavery, he left Tennessee and settled in Ellis County, 
j. exas, where he died in 185L. In his will, probated in 
Wilson county, he made specific bequests of twelve Ne
groes and ’’all the remaining negroes [are] to be equally 
divided between my children....” in so providing for 
nis children and grandchildren, the Reverend Mr. Sweatt 
made no attempt to keep mothers and children together, 
as he willed "Ann, Lucinda’s child” and ’’Julia, Lucinda’s 
child” to different heirs.

With their ministers as examples, churchgoers 
eas.' ly continued buying, selling, and bequeathing their 
Negroes, families of slaveholding ministers seemed to 
be as ardent as any group in support of the perpetuation 
of slavery. The Cloyds, Hearns, Sweatts, and Stephen
sons were allied with others in this. The Reverend Ed— 
v.ard Sweatt’s two brothers kept all their Negroes in 
unexr iam3.1 ".es also. George Sweatt’s ten slaves alone 
were valued at $2800 in 1829.^  William Sweatt’s seven 
heirs each received a slave and legacies in cash. ' His

TJ* S., Census Office, ’’Seventh Census of the 
hnited States, 1850: Population,” I, 627; Will of Edward 
Sweatt, January 11, 1851|, Wilson County Wills and In
ventories, 1 8 5 3-1 8 5 8, pp. Ili;-1 6 .

50_ Negro Division of George Sweatt, December 30,
1829, ibid., 18 2 7-1 8 3 0, p. J4 3 1. J '

7b
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slave estate allotted at the Negro division in 18 37 a-

. 3lmounted to over $2200, But their minister brother, Ed
ward Sweatt, amassed the largest .fortune of the three, 
which he listed in 1850 as being $lli,0 0 0 . ' 2

Another family allied by marriage to Wilson Coun
ty ministers was the Tarver clan«̂ "' Like so many other 
early settlers, they began as farmers with subsequent 
generations branching out into other fields of liveli
hood. Benjamin, Sr., whose Northampton County, North 
Carolina family "prided themselves on their high social 

\ position," willingly made the change from the "fine sup
pers and fine liquors," to the adequate, but plain fare 
of the pioneer. He died in August, 1821, aged sixty, 
having spent his entire residential years in the county 
striving to rebuild the family fortune. In a little

Negro Division of William Sweatt, September 6,
1837, Ibid., 1837-1839, p. 157

52b. S. Census Office, "Seventh Census of the 
United States, 1850¡Population," I, 627.

53The eldest daughter of Benjamin Tarver, Sr., 
married into the King-Seawell-Hill connection of Meth
odist ministers. A brother of Tarver entered the itin
erant ministry of that church in North Carolina. Ben
jamin Tarver, Jr., "A Biographical Sketch," (unpublished 
manuscript, written in I87I4., copy in possession of 
author), pp. 5, 8 ; hereinafter referred to as Tarver,
"A Biographical Sketch." Another son-in-law of the sen
ior Tarver was a prominent member of Bethlehem Methodist 
Church in the county. Merritt, Wilson County, p. 22.



more than a decade, Tarver had prospered sufficiently to 
be able to give each of his children upon their marriage 
a slave and still have a moderate holding in land and 
other Negroes at his death.-

Aided by their legacies from their father, none 
of the three sons remained farmers as their sole life's 
work. The eldest, Edward Tarver, joined the train of 
other Middle Tennesseeans migrating to the new Texas 
lands. Settling in. Washington County, he found a demand 
for surveyors and pursued that occupation until his 

\ death.'- Silas Tarver, the second son, left home to be
come a school teacher in North Carolina. While there, 
be married Nancy Harris of Warren County. Paced with a 
family to support, he returned to Wilson County where he 
purchased land at Tucker's Gap. pour years after his re
entry into Wilson County he owned thirteen slaves, and 
by l850 he had almost doubled, his holdings in Negro pro
perty. A prosperous pioneer agriculturalist of the 
county, Silas Tarver also devoted, much of his time to 
the political life of the area. He became Justice' of
the Peace, thereby becoming a member of the County Court, 

— -
rWill of Benjamin Tarver, January 10, 1817, Wil

son County Wills and Inventories, I8l9-l82[i., pp. 208-209; 
Tarver, ”A Biographical Sketch,” pp. 26-27.
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Ibid., pp. 12-13.
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and served as county chairman for many years.^ The 
third son of Benjamin Tarver, Sr., bore his father’s name. 
It fell to him to follow closest to the farm life of his 
ancestors. When the father died, "the care of the familv1/
consisting of mother and younger sister...and negroes 
belonging to the estate’1 devolved on Benjamin Tarver,
T 57Jr. The younger man wanted to "sell out and go into 
some other business," but his filial duty demanded that 
he remain on the home place. In I8 3 0, he had five slaves, 
out some of these were his in trust for his widowed 
mot tier who lived with him.' Twenty years later, he own
ed twelve slaves a.nd ranked with the largest holders of 

59Wilson County." Prior to the Civil War, he too left 
Tennessee and made his way to Texas where a colony of 
his near relatives lived. None of the Tarvers freed 
their slaves and they lost their investments in this form 
of property when the Negroes gained freedom by Tennessee

56
9* • , Census Office, "Fifth Census of the

United States, I83O: Population," p. 6 8, and "Seventh 
Census of the United States, 1850: Population," I, 9/16; 
Tarver, "A Biographical Sketch," p. 16; Hale and Merritt, 
History of Tennessee, IV, 1501-1502.

57Tarver, "A Biographical Sketch," p. 27.
58' 1. S., Census Office, "Fifth Census of the 

United States, I83O: Population," p. l£o.
59u. S., Census Office, "Seventh Census of the 

united States, 1850: Population," I, 675.
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law. If the recollections of a seventy-two-year-old 
man were factual, the reason the Tarvers held on to their 
slaves was that these servants were property, looked af
ter and used with a benevolent hand, but still a part of 
the entire estate of the owner.

Holding to a similar view, Matthew Hill expressed 
bne thinking o_: the exponents of eternal slavery for the 
Negro. Clinging to the majority opinion that white men 
had the right to own Negroes as property, he made his 
will in 18 6 2, in the midst of the bloody conflict that 

x had rent the Union, allotting four slaves to his wife. 01
Wilson County residents like Hill kept to their 

course, either extremely naive or grossly misinformed as 
to the possibility of continued slavery. Politics, moral 
issues, economic goals, and social pressures combined 
forces to put a final end to the "peculiar institution." 
The coming years brought with them emancipation for the 
Negro and financial ruin for many members of the white 
Southern class. get views or opinions wrapped so com
pletely in tradition, religious conviction, and economic 
necessity proved to be more lasting than the shackles of

60mTarver, "A Biographical Sketch," p. 3 2.
6lWill of Matthew Hill, November 10, 1862, Wil

son County Wills and Inventories, I8p8-l863, p. IfOk.
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perpetual servitude.

For most of the South, the end of an era came in 
1863 when Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proc
lamation by which he freed from slavery the Negro people 
of the Confederate States or portions thereof that were 
still in rebellion against the Union. The slavery era 
continued for two more years in Tennessee as the entire 
state was omitted by the provisions of the Proclamation. 
On February 22, 1865, the people of Tennessee voted to 
amend the Constitution of 1 8 3 5 to strike out legal sla
very, thus becoming one of the first slave states to

6)2free her own slaves.

62Robert H. White, Tennessee:
Progress (Kingsport:
P<

Kingsport Press,
Its G-rowth and
Inc., 19’[.7),



CHAPTER POUR

CONCLUSION

For almost one hundred years the Negro lived In 
Tennessee as a slave. Prom the time the first, Negro 
arrived on the banks of the Cumberland with his master 
to the birthday of the nation's first President in 1865, 
the black race labored as the legal property of their 
white brothers. Prom the very first days of their sta
tus as citizens of a new state, Tennesseeans struggled 
with the problem they faced in the presence of slaves 
in their communities. At least 2,000 persons wanted to 
declare Tennessee a free state at the very outset of its 
existence. While unsuccessful in their attempt, they 
gave birth to abolitionist sentiment that continued to 
run strong across the state throughout the whole ante
bellum period.

The men who lived on "the southside of the Cum
berland” established the county of Wilson just before 
the turn 01 the nineteenth century. The leaders of the 
infant government for the most part owned slaves, as
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did their successors in office. As slaveholders, how
ever, these officials approved only one action against a 
specified group of Negroes, by declaring that the will 
of their master be null and void and that the provisions 
pertaining to the Negroes* freedom be set aside. In 
most instances, the County Court provided for the pro
tection and welfare of free Negroes in much the same man
ner as they did for poor or destitute white persons.

White residents of the county fell into three 
groups according to their actions in regard to slavery.

\ The first group believed that they had a God-given right 
to own and use slave labor for their own profit and made 
no eixort to put an end to slavery. A second and smaller 
band of like thinkers objected to possessing Negroes as 
personal property, but could not bring themselves to do 
anything about ending the condition. The smallest group 
of Wilson County residents in these categories formed 
the abolitionist front. To them, slavery was morally 
wrong and they took steps by some type of legal action 
to free their own Negroes. Regardless of occupation or 
social standing, each white person belonged to one of 
these groups.

While the proportion of Negroes to whites living 
in Wilson County never attained the high percentage it
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did in other parts of the ante-bellum South, particularly 
in the delta land of West Tennessee and the lower South, 
Negroes represented about thirty percent of the total 
population throughout the period. Wilson County slaves 
and free Negroes never rose above seven and a half per
cent of all the blacks living in Tennessee during the 
forty years before the Civil War. As the state's Negroes 
were spread throughout eighty-eight counties, Wilson 
County's total black population was more significant than 
its state percentage appeared to be. Among the slave 

\ owning group of residents, there were large and small 
slaveholders. Cotton and tobacco planters lived close 
by small "dirt farmers,1’ merchants, lawyers, and members 
of every occupation. Pew among either the whites or Ne
groes fitted the stereotypes of the great plantation 
owner or the member of an immense slave gang. In this 
Middle Tennessee county, slavery was less spectacular 
than the legend, but nonetheless closely interwoven into 
its peoples' lives and destinies.

While they never attained a significant numerical 
position in Wilson County, freedmen lived in the county 
during the period. Their legal status deteriorated 
there in relationship to the ever hardening laws enacted 
m  the capitol at Nashville. White men of some prominence
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In the community willingly went before the coiirts to 
vouch for froadmen's honesty and acceptability as work
ing men, even after the rigid anti-freedmen laws of the 
18 3 0 *3 came into being. No disturbances occurred be
cause of the presence of the free Negroes in Wilson Coun
ty, and several slaveholders permitted free persons of 
color to reside on their farms near their slaves without 
any difficulties.

As In the rest of the South, the vast majority 
of Wilson County Negroes were slaves. Had it been a 

, common practice to inscribe slave tombstones instead of 
merely to place sandstones at the heads of their graves, 
a fitting and meaningful testimony would have been ’’born 
a slave, lived a slave, died a slave.” Negro slavery 
held a place in the economic structure of the county and 
the whole South. Once so deeply involved in the acti
vities of owning slaves and utilizing their labor, owners 
found it difficult to do otherwise.

m  the light of twentieth century thinking and 
governmental actions, slaveholders clung to an immoral 
practice Inconsistent with the Declaration of Indepen
dence and the concepts on which this country was founded. 
Yet ’’all men are created equal” had not included Negroes 
in 1776, nor did it In i860. Morally, the churches of



the time failed to make explicit statements on the in
justice of slavery. Without such guidelines, slavehold
ing members developed their own opinions. When they saw 
that their neighbors, who preached to them on Sunday 
morning, sent a crew of Negroes out to work in the fields 
on Monday, their own adherence to the system only gained 
in strength. By the time the churches tried to meet the 
question at last, it was too late. Their solution re
sulted in dividing the memberships into Northern and 
Southern branches of the same church. Only the southern 
variety of each religious group flourished in Wilson 
County until well after the Civil War became a part of 
history. The one exception to this was the Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church, organized in the South where most 
of its members lived, whose ministers voiced strong op
position to slavery. Sven after the church modified its 
stand on Negro bondage in the early l850's, it still re
cognized the system as immoral.

With so much of their money tied up in slaves, 
the majority of slaveowners did not see their way'clear 
to give up this portion of their estate. Some masters' 
wills showed a desire to have all the owner's slaves sold, 
but this did not help end the system as it only streng
thened or increased slavery in the families of others.



Certainly the slaveholders of Wilson County gave little 
or no credence oo une xoea that slavery was a dying in
stitution. For most of them, its forcible termination 
would be an unexpected, costly experience; one which 
would leave still intact many of the concepts that had 

engendered slavery. Such concepts would influence the 
race relations of unborn generations.



TABLE 2

NUMBER OP SLAVEHOLDERS and SIZE OP HOLDINGS: l82ü-l85üa

Number ox" Slaves Held 1820
Under 5 338
5-9 • 18?
10-Ik 65
15-19 20
20-2i| 9
25-29 6
30-3J+ 2

35-39 0
kO and over 1

Total Slaveholders 828

Slaveholders
1830 l8i|0 1850

672 579 789
290 307 286
100 107 lliO
33 35 h-7

17 13 1 1

7 10 12
1 2 2
0 3 2
3 3 1—f 2

1123 1059 1291.1

based on the census records and tax records for the county.
Coo
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SLAVEHOLDERS WITH TEW OR MORE SLAVES - l8£o

TABLE 3

(The following table was compiled from the Slave Schedule 
of the 1850 census of Wilson County to be used in con
junction with Map Four, page 8 7.)
First Civil District
No. Wane âiü Slave

1. Weri Lowe 1+0 )i 5>2. Joseph Rutland 1+8 31+3. James W. Hoggatt 52 27
k* Edward Sweatt 6k 265- Samuel Davis 196 . Alfred McClain 53 197. Anderson Jennings 1+5 168. William Jennings 36 169. Samuel Norris 67 1610. George Williamson 56 1611. Thomas Chambers 66 1512. Thomas E. Williamson 37 1513. R.A. Rozell 39 11|.Ik. William Williamson i+5 111Ip. Bartholomew Brett 67 1316. Isaac Eatherly 77 12
17. John B. Scoby 1+1 1218. Susan Curd 36 11
19. Thomas E. Everett 37 1120. Elelemuel Jennings 30 11
21. Mrs. Mary Johnson 75 11
22. Wade Sanderson 62 11
23. William W. Masterson 39 10
21+• Philip Shute 62 10
25. Zachariah Tate 61+ 10

Second Civil District
26. Robert Posey 1+6 25
27. Brice Martin 81 22
28. James McFarland 66 1929. Edward Denton 73 18
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TABLE 3--Continued

Second Civil District, con't.
No. Name
30. Wilbern R. Winter
31. Isham F. Davis
32. E. B. Drake
33. Josiah Smith
31. John A. McClain
35. Warren Eatherly
36. James Curd
37. Price Curd

Third Civil District
38. Asa Jackson
39. James. A. Taylor
lo  • Thomas K. Wynne
ill- Bennett Babb
Ll2. Alanson G. Wynne
13- Archer Clay
ili].. Alfred Hunt
15. Benjamin Tarver
li 6. James Hamilton
17. John M. McMurry
18. Benjamin Winford

Fourth Civil District •
19. Martha Burton
5o. James H. Davis
5i. Joseph Kirkpatrick
52. Dabney Tatum
53. Thomas Davis
51. Josiah Wood
55. Tabitha Oldham
56. Isaac Green
57. Epperson Bandy
58. James Tipton
59. John R. Davis6o. George Williamson
61. Benjamin T. Wood

Age Slaves
18 18
51 16
lo 11
19 Ik
15 13
73 12
lo 111x2 10

58 3 5
28 11
13 1 1
59 13
17 13
70 12
17 12
Li. 8 12
36 11
11 11
38 10

1 1 1 158 36
61 3170 29
69 2l|
65 2066 13
51 12
55 11
62 11
30 10
25 10
36 10
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TABLE 3— Continued

Fifth Civil District
No. Name

6 2. John G. Blythe
63. Bird Debow6k. John Palmer
65. Thomas p. Holman6 6. Carious G. Clay
67. John Chambers6 8. Richard Harris
69. Robert Hallum
70. Susan Harris
71. Martha Jarrett
72. Jamies H. Taylor
73. John Williamson

Sixth Civil District

7l|. William D. Smith
75. David C. Hibbett
76. Lucinda Tarpley
77. Lewis Chambers

Seventh Civil District
78. Eastern P. Lox̂ e
79. Andrextf J. McDonal8o. James D. White8 1. John L. Dillard8 2. Samuel McDaniel
83. William Corley
81,. Levisa Sanders
85. Joel Allgcod8 6. John Wo White
87. David Young8 8. David Johnson
89. Robertson Johnson
90. Ellener Johnson
91. Alsa Shaw

Eighth Civil District
92. James Edwards
93. Robert Sweatt
91}.. Sutton S. Belcher
95. Baker W. Harris

M®. Slaves
18

5o 17
k6 17¿0 17
35 Hi
k 3 13
1¡9 13
5i 12
k2 12
80 12
k k 10
27 10

i|.2 28
55 25
75 15
70 12

37 26
58 181,8 17
65 1530 1578 lk68 Ik
k 2 1366 12
72 12
l+o 1 168 11
89 10
63 10

76 16
56 1 k58 13
35 11
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TABLE 3--Contlnued

Ninth Civil District
No. Name ê £ l

96. Benjamin Motley 28
97» Henry Smith 5498. W. C. Carter 52
99. Thomas Calhoun 681 0 0. John C. Organ 351 0 1. Paulden Anderson 471 0 2. William B. Pursley 481 0 3. R. W. Rutherford 28loij.. Cary J. Wier 64

Tenth Civil District
I0 5. Martha Burton 4 11 0 6. Jasper R. Ashworth 61
10?. Nancy Seawell
108. Joseph P. Whorton
109. William L. Martin
110. Andrew Allison
111. Zachariah Tolliver
112. Patrick Anderson
113» Abraham Caruthers
lilt• R. L. Caruthers
llp» Obadiah G. Finley
116. Paulden Anderson
117. J. H. Allen
118. James W. Goostree
119» F. R. Cossitt
120. Leroy B. Settle
121. George H. Schutt
122. M. A. Price
123. Joseph M. Anderson
12i|. Elijah B. Drake
12p. Susan Martin
126. Josiah P. McClain
127. Miles McCorkle
128. Joseph M. Peyton

66
44I46
45 51 
27 
45 5o 
6347 
4248
60
50 42 48 
35 35 
k8
51
54
30

Eleventh Civil District
129. Peter A. Cartwright
1 3 0. Mary Crutchfield 
131» Mathew G. Hankins

3460
4 0

Slaves

17
17
16
11
11
10

22
21
20
19
19
17
17
16
16
16
16
14
13
1312
12
12
11
10
10
10
10
10
10

421918
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TABLE 3— Continued

Eleventh Civil District, con’t.
No. Name Age
132. Samuel Harlen 1+8
1 3 3 . Evans Ragland 51
I3 5. John Edwards 37
I3 5. Wilson Hearn 61
136. John Green 71
Twelfth Civil District
137c Johnathan Bailie 61+1 3 8 . Britton Odum 62
139. Wilson L. Waters 57
Thirteenth Civil District
lliO. Madison Neal 66
uii. George Neal 1+61 5 2. Fallace Neal 7I+1 5 3 . William. Lawrence 61+
Fourteenth Civil District

11+1+• William Jennings 60
H+5. Jacob H. Thomas 7011+6. Anthony Owen 1+5
Fifteenth Civil District
11+7. Spencer H. Tally 50
Sixteenth Civil District
11+8. William Vantreece 5 111+9. Ezekiel Bass 751 5 0 . John Bass 651 5 1 . James Young 531 5 2 . Dred Bass 65
153. Thomas Philips 55
151|. Hardin Ragland 391 5 5 . Philip Shores 57

Slaves

1512
11
11
10

1+112
10

15
I l io
10

12
11
10

11

15
il
il
il
io
10
10
10
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TABLE 3--C£uti_nued

Seventeenth Civil District
No. Name Age Slave
156. Claiborn H. Rhoads 50 28
157 » William A. Huddleston 1+2 21+158. Francis Puckett 70 11+
159. Robert Jennings 51 121 6 0. Allen Powell 51+ 121 6 1«, Thomas Word 37 121 6 2. Susan Jarman 61+ 101 6 3. George W. Martin 51+ 10I6l+. Jemima Word 62 10
Eighteenth Civil District
165. Alexander Simmons 50 131 6 6«, S'nadrack Smith 78 12
Nineteenth Civil District
167. Julius H. Williams 56 201 6 8. John F. Doak 1+9 lii
169. Norman Welch 1+3 121 7 0. William P. Davidson 52 11
Twentieth Civil District
171. Daniel Richmond 60 20
172. George A. Huddleston 5o 18
173. William Baird 70 15
171+. John Bond 62 11+175. Samuel J. Alsup 1+3 1 11 7 6. Asap Alsup 59 ' 10
177. Benjamin Rucker 60 10
Twenty-First Civil District
1 7 8 . Jacob Fite 63 16
179. James Baird l+o 11+1 8 0. Hope Hancock 1+8 111 8 1 . Samuel Justice 65 111 8 2. Henry Truitt 1+9 11
I8 3. Dawson Hancock 75 10
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TABLE 3--Conti nued
Twenty-Second Civil District 
No. Name
18I+, Silas Tarver
18 5. Charles Blackwill
18 6. Zara Haralson
18 7. Lewis W. Robertson
18 8. Higdon Robertson

Age
56
l>9
l|-8
k S
76

Slaves

2520
16
11
10

Twenty-Third Civil District
1 8 9. Robert Bell 1+5 101 9 0 . John Drennon 63 10
Twenty-Fourth Civil District
1910 Rutherford Rutland 61+ 18192. Thomas King 66 16
193. Thomas Kirkpatrick 55 16
191+. John Clemmons 72 13195. Andrew Gwinn 5o 10196. William Hardy 70 10
197. Taylor Lindsay 72 10
Twenty-Fifth Civil District
198. William Lain
199. John Bashaw
200« John E. Baker
201. William Young
202. John Crudup
203. Abram Hewgley
20l+. Joseph Wright
203. Willie Alford
206. Isaac Carver
207. William Stewart

75 15
¿6 1368 12
1+6 12
1+2 11
75 1160 1 1
67 10
59 101+0 10

Numbers coincide with those shown in each civil dis
trict on Map Four.
(Note: This list of the largest slaveholders is incom
plete, and in some cases erroneous, due to the poor 
condition of the slave listings in the 1850 census.)
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