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Frances Milton Trollope, 1779-1863 
Domestic Manners of the Americans (1832) 

 

 

From CHAPTER 9: Schools—Climate—Water 

Melons—Fourth of July—Storms—Pigs—

Moving Houses—Mr. Flint—Literature 

And now arrived the 4th of July, that greatest of all 

American festivals. On the 4th of July, 1776, the declaration 

of their independence was signed, at the State-house in 

Philadelphia. 

To me, the dreary coldness and want of enthusiasm in 

American manners is one of their greatest defects, and I 

therefore hailed the demonstrations of general feeling which this day elicits with real pleasure. 

On the 4th of July the hearts of the people seem to awaken from a three hundred and sixty-four 

days' sleep; they appear high-spirited, gay, animated, social, generous, or at least liberal in 

expense; and would they but refrain from spitting on that hallowed day, I should say, that on the 

4th of July, at least, they appeared to be an amiable people. It is true that the women have but 

little to do with the pageantry, the splendour, or the gaiety of the day; but, setting this defect 

aside, it was indeed a glorious sight to behold a jubilee so heartfelt as this; and had they not the 

bad taste and bad feeling to utter an annual oration, with unvarying abuse of the mother country, 

to say nothing of the warlike manifesto called Declaration of Independence, our gracious king 

himself might look upon the scene and say that it was good; nay, even rejoice, that twelve 

millions of bustling bodies, at four thousand miles distance from his throne and his altars, should 

make their own laws, and drink their own tea, after the fashion that pleased them best. 

 

From CHAPTER 2: Fruits and Flowers of Maryland and Virginia—Copper-

head Snake—Insects—Elections 

It was mid-winter when we were at New Orleans (…) in one of our rambles we ventured to enter 

a garden, whose bright orange hedge attracted our attention; here we saw green peas fit for the 

table, and a fine crop of red pepper ripening in the sun. A young Negress was employed on the 

steps of the house; that she was a slave made her an object of interest to us. She was the first 

slave we had ever spoken to, and I believe we all felt that we could hardly address her with 

sufficient gentleness. She little dreamed, poor girl, what deep sympathy she excited; she 
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answered us civilly and gaily, and seemed amused at our fancying there was something unusual 

in red pepper pods; she gave us several of them, and I felt fearful lest a hard mistress might 

blame her for it. How very childish does ignorance make us! and how very ignorant we are upon 

almost every subject, where hearsay evidence is all we can get! 

I left England with feelings so strongly opposed to slavery, that it was not without pain I 

witnessed its effects around me. At the sight of every Negro man, woman, and child that passed, 

my fancy wove some little romance of misery, as belonging to each of them; since I have known 

more on the subject, and become better acquainted with their real situation in America, I have 

often smiled at recalling what I then felt. 

 

From CHAPTER 17: Departure from Cincinnati—Society on board the 

Steam-boat—Arrival at Wheeling—Bel Esprit 

We were three days in reaching Wheeling (…) and in a few moments found ourselves 

comfortably seated before a good fire, at an hotel near the landing-place; our rooms, with fires in 

them, were immediately ready for us, and refreshments brought, with all that sedulous attention 

which in this country distinguishes a slave state. In making this observation I am very far from 

intending to advocate the system of slavery; I conceive it to be essentially wrong; but so far as 

my observation has extended, I think its influence is far less injurious to the manners and morals 

of the people than the fallacious ideas of equality, which are so fondly cherished by the working 

classes of the white population in America. That these ideas are fallacious, is obvious, for in 

point of fact the man possessed of dollars does command the services of the man possessed of no 

dollars; but these services are given grudgingly, and of necessity, with no appearance of cheerful 

goodwill on the one side, or of kindly interest on the other. I never failed to mark the difference 

on entering a slave state. I was immediately comfortable, and at my ease, and felt that the 

intercourse between me and those who served me, was profitable to both parties and painful to 

neither. 

It was not till I had leisure for more minute observation that I felt aware of the influence of 

slavery upon the owners of slaves; when I did, I confess I could not but think that the citizens of 

the United States had contrived, by their political alchymy, to extract all that was most noxious 

both in democracy and in slavery, and had poured the strange mixture through every vein of the 

moral organization of their country. 
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Figure 1: The Trollope Family, as painted in Cincinnati 

 

CHAPTER 22: Small Landed Proprietors—Slavery 
 

I now, for the first time since I crossed the mountains [from the Northern Union to the Southern 

States], found myself sufficiently at leisure to look deliberately round, and mark the different 

aspects of men and things in a region which, though bearing the same name, and calling itself the 

same land, was, in many respects, as different from the one I had left, as Amsterdam from St. 

Petersburg. There every man was straining, and struggling, and striving for himself (heaven 

knows!) Here every white man was waited upon, more or less, by a slave. There, the newly-

cleared lands, rich with the vegetable manure accumulated for ages, demanded the slightest 

labour to return the richest produce; where the plough entered, crops the most abundant 

followed; but where it came not, no spot of native verdure, no native fruits, no native flowers 

cheered the eye; all was close, dark, stifling forest. Here the soil had long ago yielded its first 

fruits; much that had been cleared and cultivated for tobacco (the most exhausting of crops) by 

the English, required careful and laborious husbandry to produce any return; and much was left 

as sheep-walks. It was in these spots that the natural bounty of the soil and climate was displayed 

by the innumerable wild fruits and flowers which made every dingle and bushy dell seem a 

garden. 
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On entering the cottages I found also a great difference in the manner of living. Here, indeed, 

there were few cottages without a slave, but there were fewer still that had their beefsteak and 

onions for breakfast, dinner, and supper. The herrings of the bountiful Potomac supply their 

place. These are excellent "relish," as they call it, when salted, and, if I mistake not, are sold at a 

dollar and a half per thousand. Whiskey, however, flows every where at the same fatally cheap 

rate of twenty cents (about one shilling) the gallon, and its hideous effects are visible on the 

countenance of every man you meet. 

The class of people the most completely unlike any existing in England, are those who, farming 

their own freehold estates, and often possessing several slaves, yet live with as few of the 

refinements, and I think I may say, with as few of the comforts of life, as the very poorest 

English peasant. When in Maryland, I went into the houses of several of these small proprietors, 

and remained long enough, and looked and listened sufficiently, to obtain a tolerably correct idea 

of their manner of living. 

One of these families consisted of a young man, his wife, two children, a female slave, and two 

young lads, slaves also. The farm belonged to the wife, and, I was told, consisted of about three 

hundred acres of indifferent land, but all cleared. The house was built of wood, and looked as if 

the three slaves might have overturned it, had they pushed hard against the gable end. It 

contained one room, of about twelve feet square, and another adjoining it, hardly larger than a 

closet; this second chamber was the lodging-room of the white part of the family. Above these 

rooms was a loft, without windows, where I was told the "staying company" who visited them, 

were lodged. Near this mansion was a "shanty," a black hole, without any window, which served 

as kitchen and all other offices, and also as the lodging of the blacks. 

We were invited to take tea with this family, and readily consented to do so. The furniture of the 

room was one heavy huge table, and about six wooden chairs. When we arrived the lady was in 

rather a dusky dishabille, but she vehemently urged us to be seated, and then retired into the 

closet-chamber above mentioned, whence she continued to address to us from behind the door, 

all kinds of "genteel country visiting talk," and at length emerged upon us in a smart new dress. 

Her female slave set out the great table, and placed upon it cups of the very coarsest blue ware, a 

little brown sugar in one, and a tiny drop of milk in another, no butter, though the lady assured us 

she had a "deary" and two cows. Instead of butter, she "hoped we would fix a little relish with 

our crackers," in ancient English, eat salt meat and dry biscuits. Such was the fare, and for guests 

that certainly were intended to be honoured. I could not help recalling the delicious repasts which 

I remembered to have enjoyed at little dairy farms in England, not possessed, but rented, and at 

high rents too; where the clean, fresh-coloured, bustling mistress herself skimmed the delicious 

cream, herself spread the yellow butter on the delightful brown loaf, and placed her curds, and 

her junket, and all the delicate treasures other dairy before us, and then, with hospitable pride, 

placed herself at her board, and added the more delicate "relish" of good tea and good cream. I 
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remembered all this, and did not think the difference atoned for, by the dignity of having my cup 

handed to me by a slave. The lady I now visited, however, greatly surpassed my quondam 

friends in the refinement of her conversation. She ambled through the whole time the visit lasted, 

in a sort of elegantly mincing familiar style of gossip, which, I think, she was imitating from 

some novel, for I was told she was a great novel reader, and left all household occupations to be 

performed by her slaves. To say she addressed us in a tone of equality, will give no adequate idea 

of her manner; I am persuaded that no misgiving on the subject ever entered her head. She told 

us that their estate was her divi-dend of her father's property. She had married a first cousin, who 

was as fine a gentleman as she was a lady, and as idle, preferring hunting (as they called 

shooting) to any other occupation. The consequence was, that but a very small portion of the 

dividend was cultivated, and their poverty was extreme. The slaves, particularly the lads, were 

considerably more than half naked, but the air of dignity with which, in the midst of all this 

misery, the lanky lady said to one of the young negroes, "Attend to your young master, 

Lycurgus," must have been heard to be conceived in the full extent of its mock heroic. 

Another dwelling of one of these landed proprietors was a hovel as wretched as the one above 

described, but there was more industry within it. The gentleman, indeed, was himself one of the 

numerous tribe of regular whiskey drinkers, and was rarely capable of any work; but he had a 

family of twelve children, who, with their skeleton mother, worked much harder than I ever saw 

negroes do. They were, accordingly, much less elegant and much less poor than the heiress; yet 

they lived with no appearance of comfort, and with, I believe, nothing beyond the necessaries of 

life. One proof of this was, that the worthless father would not suffer them to raise, even by their 

own labour, any garden vegetables, and they lived upon their fat pork, salt fish, and corn bread, 

summer and winter, without variation. This, I found, was frequently the case among the farmers. 

The luxury of whiskey is more appreciated by the men than all the green delicacies from the 

garden, and if all the ready money goes for that and their darling chewing tobacco, none can be 

spent by the wife for garden seeds; and as far as my observation extended, I never saw any 

American menage where the toast and no toast question, would have been decided in favour of 

the lady. 

There are some small farmers who hold their lands as tenants, but these are by no means 

numerous: they do not pay their rent in money, but by making over a third of the produce to the 

owner; a mode of paying rent, considerably more advantageous to the tenant than the landlord; 

but the difficulty of obtaining money in payment, excepting for mere retail articles, is very great 

in all American transactions. "I can pay in pro-duce," is the offer which I was assured is 

constantly made on all occasions, and if rejected, "Then I guess we can't deal," is the usual 

rejoinder. This statement does not, of course, include the great merchants of great cities, but 

refers to the mass of the people scattered over the country; it has, indeed, been my object, in 

speaking of the customs of the people, to give an idea of what they are generally. 
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The effect produced upon English people by the sight of slavery in every direction is very new, 

and not very agreeable, and it is not the less painfully felt from hearing upon every breeze the 

mocking words, "All men are born free and equal." One must be in the heart of American 

slavery, fully to appreciate that wonderfully fine passage in Moore's Epistle to Lord Viscount 

Forbes, which describes perhaps more faithfully, as well as more powerfully, the political state 

of America, than any thing that has ever been written upon it. 

     Oh! Freedom, Freedom, how I hate thy cant! 

     Not eastern bombast, nor the savage rant 

     Of purpled madmen, were they numbered all 

     From Roman Nero, down to Russian Paul, 

     Could grate upon my ear so mean, so base, 

     As the rank jargon of that factious race, 

     Who, poor of heart, and prodigal of words, 

     Born to be slaves, and struggling to be lords, 

     But pant for licence, while they spurn controul, 

     And shout for rights, with rapine in their soul! 

     Who can, with patience, for a moment see 

     The medley mass of pride and misery, 

     Of whips and charters, manacles and rights, 

     Of slaving blacks, and democratic whites, 

     Of all the pyebald polity that reigns 

     In free confusion o'er Columbia's plains? 

     To think that man, thou just and gentle God! 

     Should stand before thee with a tyrant's rod, 

     O'er creatures like himself, with soul from thee, 

     Yet dare to boast of perfect liberty: 

     Away, away, I'd rather hold my neck 

     By doubtful tenure from a Sultan's beck, 

     In climes where liberty has scarce been named, 

     Nor any right, but that of ruling, claimed, 

     Than thus to live, where bastard freedom waves 

     Her fustian flag in mockery o'er slaves; 

     Where (motley laws admitting no degree 

     Betwixt the vilely slaved, and madly free) 

     Alike the bondage and the licence suit, 

     The brute made ruler, and the man made brute! 

The condition of domestic slaves, however, does not generally appear to be bad; but the ugly 

feature is, that should it be so, they have no power to change it. I have seen much kind attention 

bestowed upon the health of slaves; but it is on these occasions impossible to forget, that did this 

attention fail, a valuable piece of property would be endangered. Unhappily the slaves, too, know 

this, and the consequence is, that real kindly feeling very rarely can exist between the parties. It 

is said that slaves born in a family are attached to the children of it, who have grown up with 

them. This may be the case where the petty acts of infant tyranny have not been sufficient to 

conquer the kindly feeling naturally produced by long and early association; and this sort of 
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attachment may last as long as the slave can be kept in that state of profound ignorance which 

precludes reflection. The law of Virginia has taken care of this. The State legislators may truly be 

said to be "wiser in their generation than the children of light," and they ensure their safety by 

forbidding light to enter among them. By the law of Virginia it is penal to teach any slave to 

read, and it is penal to be aiding and abetting in the act of instructing them. This law speaks 

volumes. Domestic slaves are, generally speaking, tolerably well fed, and decently clothed; and 

the mode in which they are lodged seems a matter of great indifference to them. They are rarely 

exposed to the lash, and they are carefully nursed in sickness. These are the favourable features 

of their situation. The sad one is, that they may be sent to the south and sold. This is the dread of 

all the slaves north of Louisiana. The sugar plantations, and more than all, the rice grounds of 

Georgia and the Carolinas, are the terror of American negroes; and well they may be, for they 

open an early grave to thousands; and to avoid loss it is needful to make their previous labour 

pay their value. 

There is something in the system of breeding and rearing negroes in the Northern States, for the 

express purpose of sending them to be sold in the South, that strikes painfully against every 

feeling of justice, mercy, or common humanity. During my residence in America I became 

perfectly persuaded that the state of a domestic slave in a gentleman's family was preferable to 

that of a hired American "help," both because they are more cared for and valued, and because 

their condition being born with them, their spirits do not struggle against it with that pining 

discontent which seems the lot of all free servants in America. But the case is widely different 

with such as, in their own persons, or those of their children, "loved in vain," are exposed to the 

dreadful traffic above mentioned. In what is their condition better than that of the kidnapped 

negroes on the coast of Africa? Of the horror in which this enforced migration is held I had a 

strong proof during our stay in Virginia. The father of a young slave, who belonged to the lady 

with whom we boarded, was destined to this fate, and within an hour after it was made known to 

him, he sharpened the hatchet with which he had been felling timber, and with his right hand 

severed his left from the wrist. 

But this is a subject on which I do not mean to dilate; it has been lately treated most judiciously 

by a far abler hand. [See Captain Hall's Travels in America.] Its effects on the moral feelings and 

external manners of the people are all I wish to observe upon, and these are unquestionably most 

injurious. The same man who beards his wealthier and more educated neighbour with the 

bullying boast, "I'm as good as you," turns to his slave, and knocks him down, if the furrow he 

has ploughed, or the log he has felled, please not this stickler for equality. There is a glaring 

falsehood on the very surface of such a man's principles that is revolting. It is not among the 

higher classes that the possession of slaves produces the worst effects. Among the poorer class of 

landholders, who are often as profoundly ignorant as the negroes they own, the effect of this 

plenary power over males and females is most demoralising; and the kind of coarse, not to say 

brutal, authority which is exercised, furnishes the most disgusting moral spectacle I ever 

witnessed. In all ranks, however, it appeared to me that the greatest and best feelings of the 
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human heart were paralyzed by the relative positions of slave and owner. The characters, the 

hearts of children, are irretrievably injured by it. In Virginia we boarded for some time in a 

family consisting of a widow and her four daughters, and I there witnessed a scene strongly 

indicative of the effect I have mentioned. A young female slave, about eight years of age, had 

found on the shelf of a cupboard a biscuit, temptingly buttered, of which she had eaten a 

considerable portion before she was observed. The butter had been copiously sprinkled with 

arsenic for the destruction of rats, and had been thus most incautiously placed by one of the 

young ladies of the family. As soon as the circumstance was known, the lady of the house came 

to consult me as to what had best be done for the poor child; I immediately mixed a large cup of 

mustard and water (the most rapid of all emetics) and got the little girl to swallow it. The desired 

effect was instantly produced, but the poor child, partly from nausea, and partly from the terror 

of hearing her death proclaimed by half a dozen voices round her, trembled so violently that I 

thought she would fall. I sat down in the court where we were standing, and, as a matter of 

course, took the little sufferer in my lap. I observed a general titter among the white members of 

the family, while the black stood aloof, and looked stupified. The youngest of the family, a little 

girl about the age of the young slave, after gazing at me for a few moments in utter astonishment, 

exclaimed "My! If Mrs. Trollope has not taken her in her lap, and wiped her nasty mouth! Why I 

would not have touched her mouth for two hundred dollars!" 

The little slave was laid on a bed, and I returned to my own apartments; some time afterwards I 

sent to enquire for her, and learnt that she was in great pain. I immediately went myself to 

enquire farther, when another young lady of the family, the one by whose imprudence the 

accident had occurred, met my anxious enquiries with ill-suppressed mirth—told me they had 

sent for the doctor—and then burst into uncontrollable laughter. The idea of really sympathising 

in the sufferings of a slave appeared to them as absurd as weeping over a calf that had been 

slaughtered by the butcher. The daughters of my hostess were as lovely as features and 

complexion could make them; but the neutralizing effect of this total want of feeling upon youth 

and beauty, must be witnessed, to be conceived. 

There seems in general a strong feeling throughout America, that none of the negro race can be 

trusted, and as fear, according to their notions, is the only principle by which a slave can be 

actuated, it is not wonderful if the imputation be just. But I am persuaded that were a different 

mode of moral treatment pursued, most important and beneficial consequences would result from 

it. Negroes are very sensible to kindness, and might, I think, be rendered more profitably 

obedient by the practice of it towards them, than by any other mode of discipline whatever. To 

emancipate them entirely throughout the Union cannot, I conceive, be thought of, consistently 

with the safety of the country; but were the possibility of amelioration taken into the 

consideration of the legislature, with all the wisdom, justice, and mercy, that could be brought to 

bear upon it, the negro population of the Union might cease to be a terror, and their situation no 

longer be a subject either of indignation or of pity. 



9 
 

I observed every where throughout the slave States that all articles which can be taken and 

consumed are constantly locked up, and in large families, where the extent of the establishment 

multiplies the number of keys, these are deposited in a basket, and consigned to the care of a 

little negress, who is constantly seen following her mistress's steps with this basket on her arm, 

and this, not only that the keys may be always at hand, but because, should they be out of sight 

one moment, that moment would infallibly be employed for purposes of plunder. It seemed to 

me in this instance, as in many others, that the close personal attendance of these sable shadows, 

must be very annoying; but whenever I mentioned it, I was assured that no such feeling existed, 

and that use rendered them almost unconscious of their presence. 

I had, indeed, frequent opportunities of observing this habitual indifference to the presence of 

their slaves. They talk of them, of their condition, of their faculties, of their conduct, exactly as if 

they were incapable of hearing. I once saw a young lady, who, when seated at table between a 

male and a female, was induced by her modesty to intrude on the chair of her female neighbour 

to avoid the indelicacy of touching the elbow of a man. I once saw this very young lady lacing 

her stays with the most perfect composure before a negro footman. A Virginian gentleman told 

me that ever since he had married, he had been accustomed to have a negro girl sleep in the same 

chamber with himself and his wife. I asked for what purpose this nocturnal attendance was 

necessary? "Good heaven!" was the reply, "if I wanted a glass of water during the night, what 

would become of me?" 

 

From CHAPTER 34: Return to New York—Conclusion  

I suspect that what I have written will make it 

evident that I do not like America (…) I speak 

not of my friends, nor of my friends' friends 

(…) but of the population generally, as seen in 

town and country, among the rich and the 

poor, in the slave states, and the free states. I 

do not like them. I do not like their principles, 

I do not like their manners, I do not like their 

opinions. 

Both as a woman, and as a stranger, it might 

be unseemly for me to say that I do not like 

their government, and therefore I will not say 

so (…) Their elders drew together, and said, 

"Let us make a government that shall suit us 

all; let it be rude, and rough, and noisy; let it 

Figure 2: A caricature of Frances Trollope, found in an 
old scrapbook kept by a woman named Sarah Tuttle 

from 1834 to the 1860s 
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not affect either dignity, glory, or splendour; let it interfere with no man's will, nor meddle with 

any man's business; let us have neither tithes nor taxes, game laws, nor poor laws; let every man 

have a hand in making the laws, and no man be troubled about keeping them; let not our 

magistrates wear purple, nor our judges ermine; if a man grow rich, let us take care that his 

grandson be poor, and then we shall all keep equal; let every man take care of himself, and if 

England should come to bother us again, why then we will fight altogether." 

. . . when a native of Europe visits America, a most extraordinary species of tyranny is set in 

action against him; and as far as my reading and experience have enabled me to judge, it is such 

as no other country has ever exercised against strangers (…) if refinement once creeps in among 

them, if they once learn to cling to the graces, the honours, the chivalry of life, then we shall say 

farewell to American equality, and welcome to European fellowship one of the finest countries 

on the earth. 
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Fanny Kemble, 1809-1893 
Journal of Residence on a Georgia Plantation, 1838-1839 (1865) 

 

On refuting Southern arguments for 

slavery (December, 1838): 

My Dear E——. I return you Mr. ——'s letter. I 

do not think it answers any of the questions 

debated in our last conversation at all 

satisfactorily: the right one man has to enslave 

another, he has not the hardihood to assert; but 

in the reasons he adduces to defend that act of 

injustice, the contradictory statements he makes 

appear to me to refute each other. He says, that 

to the continental European protesting against 

the abstract iniquity of slavery, his answer 

would be, 'the slaves are infinitely better off 

than half the continental peasantry.' To the 

Englishman, 'they are happy compared with the 

miserable Irish.' (…) it is not a true reply. Though the negroes are fed, clothed, and housed, and 

though the Irish peasant is starved, naked, and roofless, the bare name of freeman—the lordship 

over his own person, the power to choose and will—are blessings beyond food, raiment, or 

shelter; possessing which, the want of every comfort of life is yet more tolerable than their fullest 

enjoyment without them. Ask the thousands of ragged destitutes who yearly land upon these 

shores to seek the means of existence—ask the friendless, penniless foreign emigrant, if he will 

give up his present misery, his future uncertainty, his doubtful and difficult struggle for life, at 

once, for the secure, and as it is called, fortunate dependance of the slave: the indignation with 

which he would spurn the offer will prove that he possesses one good beyond all others, and that 

his birthright as a man is more precious to him yet than the mess of pottage for which he is told 

to exchange it because he is starving. 

 

On equality  

Mr. ——, in his letter, maintains that they are an inferior race, and, compared with the whites, 

'animals, incapable of mental culture and moral improvement:' to this I can only reply, that if 

they are incapable of profiting by instruction, I do not see the necessity for laws inflicting heavy 

penalties on those who offer it to them. If they really are brutish, witless, dull, and devoid of 

capacity for progress, where lies the danger which is constantly insisted upon of offering them 
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that of which they are incapable. We have no laws forbidding us to teach our dogs and horses as 

much as they can comprehend; nobody is fined or imprisoned for reasoning upon knowledge, 

and liberty, to the beasts of the field, for they are incapable of such truths. But these themes are 

forbidden to slaves, not because they cannot, but because they can and would seize on them with 

avidity—receive them gladly, comprehend them quickly; and the masters' power over them 

would be annihilated at once and for ever.  

… Mr. —— lays great stress, as a proof of the natural inferiority of the blacks, on the little 

comparative progress they have made in those States where they enjoy their freedom, and the 

fact that, whatever quickness of parts they may exhibit while very young, on attaining maturity 

they invariably sink again into inferiority, or at least mediocrity, and indolence. But surely there 

are other causes to account for this besides natural deficiency, which must, I think, be obvious to 

any unprejudiced person observing the condition of the free blacks in your Northern 

communities. If, in the early portion of their life, they escape the contempt and derision of their 

white associates—if the blessed unconsciousness and ignorance of childhood keeps them for a 

few years unaware of the conventional proscription under which their whole race is placed (and 

it is difficult to walk your streets, and mark the tone of insolent superiority assumed by even the 

gutter-urchins over their dusky cotemporaries, and imagine this possible)—as soon as they 

acquire the first rudiments of knowledge, as soon as they begin to grow up and pass from infancy 

to youth, as soon as they cast the first observing glance upon the world by which they are 

surrounded, and the society of which, they are members, they must become conscious that they 

are marked as the Hebrew lepers of old, and are condemned to sit, like those unfortunates, 

without the gates of every human and social sympathy. From their own sable colour, a pall falls 

over the whole of God's universe to them, and they find themselves stamped with a badge of 

infamy of Nature's own devising, at sight of which all natural kindliness of man to man seems to 

recoil from them. They are not slaves indeed, but they are pariahs; debarred from all fellowship 

save with their own despised race—scorned by the lowest white ruffian in your streets, not 

tolerated as companions even by the foreign menials in your kitchen. They are free certainly, but 

they are also degraded, rejected, the offscum and the offscouring of the very dregs of your 

society; they are free from the chain, the whip, the enforced task and unpaid toil of slavery; but 

they are not the less under a ban. Their kinship with slaves for ever bars them from a full share of 

the freeman's inheritance of equal rights, and equal consideration and respect. All hands are 

extended to thrust them out, all fingers point at their dusky skin, all tongues—the most vulgar, as 

well as the self-styled most refined—have learnt to turn the very name of their race into an insult 

and a reproach. How, in the name of all that is natural, probable, possible, should the spirit and 

energy of any human creature support itself under such an accumulation of injustice and 

obloquy? Where shall any mass of men be found with power of character and mind sufficient to 

bear up against such a weight of prejudice? Why, if one individual rarely gifted by heaven were 

to raise himself out of such a slough of despond, he would be a miracle; and what would be his 

reward? Would he be admitted to an equal share in your political rights?—would he ever be 

allowed to cross the threshold of your doors?—would any of you give your daughter to his son, 
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or your son to his daughter?—would you, in any one particular, admit him to the footing of 

equality which any man with a white skin would claim, whose ability and worth had so raised 

him from the lower degrees of the social scale. You would turn from such propositions with 

abhorrence, and the servants in your kitchen and stable—the ignorant and boorish refuse of 

foreign populations, in whose countries no such prejudice exists, imbibing it with the very air 

they breathe here—would shrink from eating at the same table with such a man, or holding out 

the hand of common fellowship to him. Under the species of social proscription in which the 

blacks in your Northern cities exist, if they preserved energy of mind, enterprise of spirit, or any 

of the best attributes and powers of free men, they would prove themselves, instead of the lowest 

and least of human races, 

the highest and first, not 

only of all that do exist, but 

of all that ever have 

existed; for they alone 

would seek and cultivate 

knowledge, goodness, truth, 

science, art, refinement, 

and all improvement, 

purely for the sake of their 

own excellence, and 

without one of those 

incentives of honour, 

power, and fortune, which 

are found to be the chief, 

too often the only, 

inducements which lead 

white men to the pursuit of 

the same objects.  

 

On education  

But I have more frequently 

heard, not that they were 

incapable of receiving 

instruction, but something 

much nearer the truth—that 

knowledge only makes 

them miserable: the moment they are in any degree enlightened, they become unhappy. In the 

letter I return to you Mr. —— says that the very slightest amount of education, merely teaching 

Figure 3: Butler Island, the rice plantation 
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them to read, 'impairs their value as slaves, for it instantly destroys their contentedness, and since 

you do not contemplate changing their condition, it is surely doing them an ill service to destroy 

their acquiescence in it;' but this is a very different ground of argument from the other. The 

discontent they evince upon the mere dawn of an advance in intelligence proves not only that 

they can acquire but combine ideas, a process to which it is very difficult to assign a limit; and 

there indeed the whole question lies, and there and nowhere else the shoe really pinches. A slave 

is ignorant; he eats, drinks, sleeps, labours, and is happy. He learns to read; he feels, thinks, 

reflects, and becomes miserable. He discovers himself to be one of a debased and degraded race, 

deprived of the elementary rights which God has granted to all men alike; every action is 

controlled, every word noted; he may not stir beyond his appointed bounds, to the right hand or 

to the left, at his own will, but at the will of another he may be sent miles and miles of weary 

journeying—tethered, yoked, collared, and fettered—away from whatever he may know as 

home, severed from all those ties of blood and affection which he alone of all human, of all 

living creatures on the face of the earth may neither enjoy in peace nor defend when they are 

outraged. If he is well treated, if his master be tolerably humane or even understand his own 

interest tolerably, this is probably all he may have to endure: it is only to the consciousness of 

these evils that knowledge and reflection awaken him. But how is it if his master be severe, 

harsh, cruel—or even only careless—leaving his creatures to the delegated dominion of some 

overseer, or agent, whose love of power, or other evil dispositions, are checked by no 

considerations of personal interest? Imagination shrinks from the possible result of such a state 

of things; nor must you, or Mr. ——, tell me that the horrors thus suggested exist only in 

imagination. The Southern newspapers, with their advertisements of negro sales and personal 

descriptions of fugitive slaves, supply details of misery that it would be difficult for imagination 

to exceed. Scorn, derision, insult, menace—the handcuff, the lash—the tearing away of children 

from parents, of husbands from wives—the weary trudging in droves along the common 

highways, the labour of body, the despair of mind, the sickness of heart—these are the realities 

which belong to the system, and form the rule, rather than the exception, in the slave's 

experience. And this system exists here in this country of your's, which boasts itself the asylum 

of the oppressed, the home of freedom, the one place in all the world where all men may find 

enfranchisement from all thraldoms of mind, soul, or body—the land elect of liberty. 

 

The inability to socialize between races 

You know very well dear E——, that in speaking of the free blacks of the North I here state 

nothing but what is true and of daily experience. Only last week I heard, in this very town of 

Philadelphia, of a family of strict probity and honour, highly principled, intelligent, well-

educated, and accomplished, and (to speak the world's language) respectable in every way—

i.e. rich. Upon an English lady's stating it to be her intention to visit these persons when she 

came to Philadelphia, she was told that if she did nobody else would visit her; and she probably 
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would excite a malevolent feeling, which might find vent in some violent demonstration against 

this family. 

 

On African features and beauty  

Do you know that little as grown negroes are admirable for their personal beauty (in my opinion, 

at least), the black babies of a year or two old are very pretty; they have for the most part 

beautiful eyes and eyelashes, the pearly perfect teeth, which they retain after their other juvenile 

graces have left them; their skins are all (I mean of blacks generally) infinitely finer and softer 

than the skins of white people. Perhaps you are not aware that among the white race the finest 

grained skins generally belong to persons of dark complexion. This, as a characteristic of the 

black race, I think might be accepted as some compensation for the coarse woolly hair. The nose 

and mouth, which are so peculiarly displeasing in their conformation in the face of a negro man 

or woman, being the features least developed in a baby's countenance, do not at first present the 

ugliness which they assume as they become more marked; and when the very unusual operation 

of washing has been performed, the blood shines through the fine texture of the skin, giving life 

and richness to the dingy colour, and displaying a species of beauty which I think scarcely any 

body who observed it would fail to acknowledge. I have seen many babies on this plantation, 

who were quite as pretty as white children, and this very day stooped to kiss a little sleeping 

creature, that lay on its mother's knees in the infirmary—as beautiful a specimen of a sleeping 

infant as I ever saw. The caress excited the irrepressible delight of all the women present—poor 

creatures! who seemed to forget that I was a woman, and had children myself, and bore a 

woman's and a mother's heart towards them and theirs . . .  

While I am speaking of the negro countenance, there is another beauty which is not at all 

unfrequent among those I see here—a finely shaped oval face—and those who know (as all 

painters and sculptors, all who understand beauty do) how much expression there is in the outline 

of the head, and how very rare it is to see a well-formed face, will be apt to consider this a higher 

matter than any colouring of which, indeed, the red and white one so often admired is by no 

means the most rich, picturesque, or expressive. At first the dark colour confounded all features 

to my eye, and I could hardly tell one face from another. Becoming, however, accustomed to the 

complexion, I now perceive all the variety among these black countenances that there is among 

our own race, and as much difference in features and in expression as among the same number of 

whites. There is another peculiarity which I have remarked among the women here—very 

considerable beauty in the make of the hands; their feet are very generally ill made, which must 

be a natural, and not an acquired defect, as they seldom injure their feet by wearing shoes. The 

figures of some of the women are handsome, and their carriage, from the absence of any 

confining or tightening clothing, and the habit they have of balancing great weights on their 

heads, erect and good. 
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On the female slave (January 1839): 

Now, E——, just conceive for one moment the state of mind of this woman, believing herself to 

belong to a man who, in a few days, was going down to one of those abhorred and dreaded 

south-western states, and who would then compel her, with her poor little children, to leave her 

husband and the only home she had ever known, and all the ties of affection, relationship, and 

association of her former life, to follow him thither, in all human probability never again to 

behold any living creature that she had seen before; and this was so completely a matter of 

course that it was not even thought necessary to apprise her positively of the fact, and the only 

thing that interposed between her and this most miserable fate was the faint hope that Mr. ——

 might have purchased her and her children. But if he had, if this great deliverance had been 

vouchsafed to her, the knowledge of it was not thought necessary; and with this deadly dread at 

her heart she was living day after day, waiting upon me and seeing me, with my husband beside 

me, and my children in my arms in blessed security, safe from all separation but the one reserved 

in God's great providence for all His creatures. Do you think I wondered any more at the woe-

begone expression of her countenance, or do you think it was easy for me to restrain within 

prudent and proper limits the expression of my feelings at such a state of things? And she had 

gone on from day to day enduring this agony, till I suppose its own intolerable pressure and M—

—'s sweet countenance and gentle sympathising voice and manner had constrained her to lay 

down this great burden of sorrow at our feet. I did not see Mr. —— until the evening; but in the 

meantime, meeting Mr. O——, the overseer, with whom, as I believe I have already told you, we 

are living here, I asked him about Psyche, and who was her proprietor, when to my infinite 

surprise he told me that he had bought her and her children from Mr. K——, who had offered 

them to him, saying that they would be rather troublesome to him than otherwise down where he 

was going; 'and so,' said Mr. O——, 'as I had no objection to investing a little money that way, I 

bought them.' With a heart much lightened I flew to tell poor Psyche the news, so that at any rate 

she might be relieved from the dread of any immediate separation from her husband. You can 

imagine better than I can tell you what her sensations were; but she still renewed her prayer that I 

would, if possible, induce Mr. —— to purchase her, and I promised to do so.  
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Harriet Martineau, 1802-1876  
 

“I determined to go to the United States, chiefly because I felt a strong curiosity to witness the 

actual working of republican institutions (. . .) I went with a mind, I believe, as nearly as possible 

unprejudiced about America, with a strong disposition to admire democratic institutions, but an 

entire ignorance how far the people of the United States lived up to, or fell below, their own 

theory. I had read whatever I could lay hold of that had been written about them; but was unable 

to satisfy myself that, after all, I understood anything whatsoever of their condition. As to 

knowledge of them, my mind was nearly a blank; as to opinion of their state, I did not carry the 

germ of one” (Society in America, Vol. I, 1837)  

 

 

How to Observe Morals and Manners, 1838 

 

The “dangers” of a traveler who stereotypes  

 

If a traveller gives any quality which he may have 

observed in a few individuals as a characteristic of a 

nation, the evil is not speedily or easily remediable. 

Abject thinkers, passive readers, adopt his words; 

parents repeat them to their children; and townspeople 

spread the judgment into the villages and hamlets--the 

strongholds of prejudice; future travellers see according 

to the prepossessions given them, and add their 

testimony to the error, till it becomes the work of a 

century to reverse a hasty generalization (...) As long as 

travellers generalize on morals and manners as hastily as 

they do, it will probably be impossible to establish a 

general conviction that no civilized nation is 

ascertainably better or worse than any other on this side 

barbarism, the whole field of morals being taken into the 

view. As long as travellers continue to neglect the safe 

means of generalization which are within the reach of all, and build theories upon the 

manifestations of individual minds, there is little hope of inspiring men with that spirit of 

impartiality, mutual deference, and love, which are the best enlighteners of the eyes and rectifiers 

of the understanding (Introduction). 

 

Here then is the wise traveller's aim,--to be kept in view to the exclusion of prejudice, both 

philosophical and national. He must not allow himself to be perplexed or disgusted by seeing the 

great ends of human association pursued by means which he could never have devised, and to 
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the practice of which he could not reconcile himself. He is not to conclude unfavourably about 

the diet of the multitude because he sees them swallowing blubber, or scooping out water-

melons, instead of regaling themselves with beef and beer. He is not to suppose their social 

meetings a failure because they eat with their fingers instead of with silver forks, or touch 

foreheads instead of making a bow. He is not to conclude against domestic morals, on account of 

a diversity of methods of entering upon marriage. He might as well judge of the minute 

transactions of manners all over the world by what he sees in his native village. There, to leave 

the door open or to shut it bears no relation to morals, and but little to manners; whereas, to shut 

the door is as cruel an act in a Hindoo hut as to leave it open in a Greenland cabin. In short, he is 

to prepare himself to bring whatever he may observe to the test of some high and broad principle, 

and not to that of a low comparative practice. To test one people by another, is to argue within a 

very small segment of a circle; and the observer can only pass backwards and forwards at an 

equal distance from the point of truth. To test the morals and manners of a nation by a reference 

to the essentials of human happiness, is to strike at once to the centre, and to see things as they 

are (Section I). 

 

Many may object that I am making much too serious a matter of 

the department of the business of travelling under present notice. 

They do not pretend to be moral philosophers;--they do not desire 

to be oracles;--they attempt nothing more than to give a simple 

report of what has come under their notice. But what work on 

earth is more serious than this of giving an account of the most 

grave and important things which are transacted on this globe? 

Every true report is a great good; every untrue report is a great 

mischief. Therefore, let there be none given but by persons in 

some good degree qualified. Such travellers as will not take pains 

to provide themselves with the requisite thought and study should 

abstain from reporting at all (Section I).  

 

An observer, to be perfectly accurate, should be himself perfect. 

Every prejudice, every moral perversion, dims or distorts whatever 

the eye looks upon. But as we do not wait to be perfect before we travel, we must content 

ourselves with discovering, in order to avoidance, what would make our task hopeless, and how 

we may put ourselves in a state to learn at least something truly. We cannot suddenly make 

ourselves a great deal better than we have been, for such an object as observing Morals and 

Manners; but, by clearly ascertaining what it is that the most commonly, or the most grossly, 

vitiates foreign observation, we may put a check upon our spirit of prejudice, and carry with us 

restoratives of temper and spirits which may be of essential service to us in our task (Chapter II).  
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Society in America, Vol. I and II (1837) 

 

The breadth of her travels and experience
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“Political non-existence” of slaves and women 
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Retrospect of Western Travel (1838) 
 

On The American Senate 

The American Senate is a most 

imposing assemblage. When I 

first entered it I thought I never 

saw a finer set of heads than 

the forty-six before my eyes: 

two only being absent, and the 

Union then consisting of 

twenty-four states. Mr. 

Calhoun's countenance first 

fixed my attention; the splendid 

eye, the straight forehead, 

surmounted by a load of stiff, 

upright, dark hair; the stern 

brow; the inflexible mouth; it is 

one of the most remarkable 

heads in the country. Next him sat his colleague, Mr. Preston, in singular contrast; stout in 

person, with a round, ruddy, good-humoured face, large blue eyes, and a wig, orange to-day, 

brown yesterday, and golden to-morrow. Near them sat Colonel Benton, a temporary people's 

man, remarkable chiefly for his pomposity. He sat swelling amid his piles of papers and books, 

Figure 4: the American Senate, as drawn in 1840 
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looking like a being designed by nature to be a good-humoured barber or innkeeper, but forced 

by fate to make himself into a mock-heroic senator.  

Opposite sat the transcendant Webster, with his square forehead and cavernous eyes; and behind 

him the homely Clay, with the face and figure of a farmer, but something of the air of a divine, 

from his hair being combed straight back from his temples. Near them sat Southard and Porter; 

the former astute and rapid in countenance and gesture; the latter strangely mingling a boyish fun 

and lightness of manner and glance with the sobriety suitable to the judge and the senator. His 

keen eye takes in everything that passes; his extraordinary mouth, with its overhanging upper lip, 

has but to unfold into a smile to win laughter from the sourest official or demagogue. Then there 

was the bright bonhommie of Ewing of Ohio, the most primitive-looking of senators; and the 

benign, religious gravity of Frelinghuysen; the gentlemanly air of Buchanan; the shrewdness of 

Poindexter; the somewhat melancholy simplicity of Silsbee; all these and many others were 

striking, and for nothing more that for their total unlikeness to each other. No English person 

who has not travelled over half the world can form an idea of such differences among men 

forming one assembly for the same purposes, and speaking the same language. Some were 

descended from Dutch farmers, some from French Huguenots, some from Scotch Puritans, some 

from English cavaliers, some from Irish chieftains. They were brought together out of law-

courts, sugar-fields, merchants' stores, mountain 

farms, forests, and prairies. The stamp of originality 

was impressed upon every one, and inspired a deep, 

involuntary respect. I have seen no assembly of chosen 

men, and no company of the highborn, invested with 

the antique dignities of an antique realm, half so 

imposing to the imagination as this collection of stout-

souled, full-grown, original men, brought together on 

the ground of their supposed sufficiency, to work out 

the will of their diverse constituencies. (179-180) 

 

On English interest in Jefferson and 

Madison  

It is something that, living under institutions framed 

by the few for the subordination of the many, the 

English feel the interest they do about such men as 

Jefferson and Madison; men inspired by the true religion of statemanship, faith in men, and in 

the principles on which they combine in an agreement to do as they would be done by. This 

political religion resembles personal piety in its effect of sustaining the spirit through difficulty 

and change, and leaving no cause for repentance, or even solicitude, when, at the close of life, all 

Figure 5: Thomas Jefferson, the third 
President of the U.S. 
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things reveal their values to the meditative sage. Madison reposed cheerfully, gayly, to the last, 

on his faith in the people's power of wise self-government. As for Jefferson, he has left, in his 

last letter to Madison, a few sentences which we may be thankful for, as golden links added to 

the chain by which the glorious memories of these two good men are indissolubly connected:— 

The evil influences of slavery have entered in to taint the work of the great champion of 

freedom. The political attachments of this once democratic institution are to the leader 

who, in order to uphold slavery, would, to judge him by himself, establish a 

Lacedæmonian government throughout the South; making every white man a soldier, in 

order to preserve a false idea of honour, and to obviate danger from the oppressed servile 

class. To observing eyes it appears plain that the hour is approaching when these young 

men must, like all other American men, choose their part, and enter decisively into 

struggle to maintain or overthrow the first principles of freedom. It will then be seen 

whether "the vestal flame" has been kept alive, or whether the name of him who 

cherished it has been honoured with mere lip-worship, while the labours of his latter 

years have been despised and undone. The eyes of the world will be fixed on Jefferson's 

University during the impending conflict between slaveholders and freemen. 

 

On slave mothers 

There is something inexpressibly disgusting in the sight of a slave woman in the field. I do not 

share in the horror of the Americans at the idea of women being employed in outdoor labour. It 

did not particularly gratify me to see the cows always milked by men (where there were no 

slaves); and the hay and harvest fields would have looked brighter in my eyes if women had been 

there to share the wholesome and cheerful toil. But a negro woman behind the plough presents a 

very different object from the English mother with her children in the turnip-field, or the Scotch 

lassie among the reapers. In her pre-eminently ugly costume, the long, scanty, dirty woollen 

garment, with the shabby large bonnet at the back of her head, the perspiration streaming down 

her dull face, the heavy tread of the splay foot, the slovenly air with which she guides her 

plough, a more hideous object cannot well be conceived, unless it be the same woman at home, 

in the negro quarter, as the cluster of slave dwellings is called. 

 

On Southern women 

The dinner is plentiful, including, of course, turkey, ham, and sweet potatoes; excellent claret, 

and large blocks of ice cream. A slave makes gentle war against the flies with the enormous 

bunch of peacocks' feathers; and the agitation of the air is pleasant while the ladies are engaged 

in eating, so that they cannot use their own fans, which are hung by loops on the backs of their 

chairs. The afternoon is spent in the piazza, where coffee is served. There the ladies sit, whisking 

their feather fans, jesting with the children, and talking over the last English poem or American 



33 
 

novel, or complaining bitterly of the dreadful incendiary publications which Mr. E. heard from 

Mr. H., who had heard it from Mr. M., that Judge R. had said that somebody had seen circulated 

among the negroes by some vile agent of the horrid abolitionists of the North. 

 

On American harassment due to her abolitionist views  

A lady who sat next me amused me by inquiring, with kindness, whether it revolted my feelings 

to meet thus in assembly with people of colour. She was as much surprised as pleased with my 

English deficiency of all feeling on the subject. 

A note was handed to me (…) from one of the gentlemen in the hall; and it asked me whether I 

had any objection to give a word of sympathy to the meeting (...) The case was clear as daylight 

to my conscience. If I had been a mere stranger, attending with a mere stranger's interest to the 

proceedings of a party of natives, I might and ought to have declined mixing myself up with their 

proceedings. But I had long before published against slavery, and always declared my conviction 

that this was a question of humanity, not of country or race; a moral, not a merely political 

question; a general affair, and not one of city, state, party, or nation. Having thus declared on the 

safe side of the Atlantic, I was bound to act up to my declaration on the unsafe side, if called 

upon.  

I foresaw that almost every house in Boston, except those of the abolitionists, would be shut 

against me; that my relation to the country would be completely changed, as I should be 

suddenly transformed from being a guest and an observer to being considered a missionary or a 

spy; and results even more serious than this might reasonably be anticipated (…) I was presently 

introduced to the meeting, when I offered the note as my reason for breaking the silence of a 

stranger, and made the same declarations of my abhorrence of slavery and my agreement in the 

principles of the abolitionists which I had expressed throughout the whole of my travels through 

the South. 

Of the consequences of this simple affair it is not my intention to give any account, chiefly 

because it would be impossible to convey to my English readers my conviction of the smallness 

of the portion of American society which was concerned in the treatment inflicted upon me. The 

hubbub was so great, and the modes of insult were so various, as to justify distant observers in 

concluding that the whole nation had risen against me. I soon found how few can make a great 

noise, while the many are careless or ignorant of what is going on about a person or a party with 

whom they have nothing to do; and while not a few are rendered more hearty in their regard and 

more generous in their hospitality by the disgraces of the individual who is under the oppression 

of public censure. All that I anticipated at the moment of reading the note came to pass, but only 

for a time. Eventually, nothing remained which in the slightest degree modified my opinions or 

impaired my hopes of the society I was investigating. 
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On American misconceptions about the British 

It has been represented in England that a jealousy of English superiority, even in natural 

advantages, is very prevalent in the United States. I do not think so; and I am by no means sure 

that it is not nearly as rare as the opposite extreme. One instance of each kind of prejudice came 

under my notice, and I am not aware of more. At a party at Philadelphia, a lady asked me if I had 

not crossed the Alleghanies, and whether I did not think them stupendous mountains. I admired 

the views they presented, and said all I could for the Alleghanies; but it was impossible to agree 

that they were stupendous mountains. The lady was so evidently mortified, that I began to call 

the rivers stupendous, which I could honestly do; but this was not the same thing. She said, in a 

complaining tone, 

"Well, I cannot think how you can say there are no high mountains in the United States." 

"You mistake me," I said. "I have not seen the White Mountains yet; and I hear they are very 

grand." 

"You English boast so of the things you have got at home!" said she. "Why, I have seen your 

river Avon, that you make so much of. I stood by the Avon, under Warwick Castle, and I said to 

my husband that it was a mighty small thing to be talked of at such a distance. Why, if I had been 

ten years younger, I could almost have jumped over it." 

I told her that I believed the Avon was not so celebrated for the quantity of water in it as on some 

other accounts. 

 


