Published on NCpedia (https://www.ncpedia.org)
Home > ANCHOR > Antebellum (1836–1860) > A Slave State > Antislavery Feeling in the Mountains

Antislavery Feeling in the Mountains

[1]

Share it now!

Frederick Law Olmsted is known for many things: his landscape architecture design, including that of the Biltmore Estate,
the writings of his travels during the antebellum, and his disapproval of slavery being three of them. Olmsted's sentiment
toward slavery was not rooted in concern for the enslaved people, but instead in the impact of slavery on the social and
economic development of areas that depended on slave labor.
Just as Olmsted had his reasons for opposing slavery, so did many others who lived in or traveled through the south.
Below is an excerpt from Olmsted's A journey in the back country in the winter of 1853-4recounting a visit to the North
Carolina Mountains where others also held anti-slavery sentiment, but not necessarily out of humanitarian concern.
Note that this entry contains language to refer to enslaved people that we consider offensive in the modern age.
I stopped last night at the pleasantest house I have yet seen in the mountain; a framed house, painted white, with a log
kitchen attached. The owner was a man of superior standing. I judged from the public documents and law books on his
table, that he had either been in the Legislature of the State, or that he was a justice of the peace. There were also a good
many other books and newspapers, chiefly of a religious character. He used, however, some singularly uncouth [2] phrases
common here. He had a store, and carried on farming and stock raising. After a conversation about his agriculture, I
remarked that there were but few slaves in this part of the country. He wished that there were fewer. They were not
profitable property here, I presumed. They were not, he said, except to raise for sale; but there were a good many people
here who would not have them if they were profitable, and yet who were abundantly able to buy them. They were horrid
things, he thought; he would not take one to keep it if it should be given to him. 'Twould be a great deal better for the
country, he believed, if there was not a slave in it. He supposed it would not be right to take them away from those who
had acquired property in them, without any remuneration [3], but he wished they could all be sent out of the country -- sent
to Liberia. That was what ought to be done with them. I said it was evident that where there were no slaves, other things
being equal, there was greater prosperity than where slavery supplied the labor. He didn't care so much for that, he said;
there was a greater objection to slavery than that, in his mind. He was afraid that there was many a man who had gone to
the bad world, who wouldn't have gone there if he hadn't had any slaves. He had been down in the nigger counties a good
deal, and he had seen how it worked on the white people. It made the rich people, who owned the niggers, passionate,
and proud and ugly, and it made the poor people mean.
"People that own niggers are always mad with them about something; half their time is spent swearing and yelling at
them."
"I see you have 'Uncle Tom's Cabin' here," said I; "have you read it?"
"Oh, yes."
"And what do you think of it?"
"Think of it? I think well of it."
"Do most of the people here in the mountains think as you do about slavery?"
"Well, there's some thinks one way and some another, but there's hardly any one here that don't think slavery's a curse to
our country, or who wouldn't be glad to be rid of it."
I asked what the people about here thought of theNebraska Bill. He couldn't say what the majority thought. Would people
moving from here to Nebraska now, be likely to vote for the admission of slavery there? He thought not; "most people
would much rather live in a free State." He told me that he knew personally several persons who had gone to California,
and taken slaves with them, who had not been able to bring them back. There were one or two cases where the negroes
had been induced [4] to return, and these instances had been made much of in the papers, as evidence that the slaves
were contented.
"That's a great lie," he said; "they are not content, and nine tenths of 'em would do 'most anything to be free. It's only now
and then that slaves, who are treated unusual kind, and made a great deal of, will choose to remain in slavery if freedom
is put in their way." He knew one man (giving his name), who tried to bring two slaves back from California, and had got
started with them when some white people suspecting it, went on board the ship and told him it was against the law to
hold negroes as slaves in California, and his negroes shouldn't go back with him unless they were willing to. Then they
went to the slaves and told them that they need not return, if they preferred to stay, and the slaves said they had wanted
very much to go back to North Carolina, yet they would rather remain in California, if they could be free, and so they took
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them ashore. He had heard the slave owner himself relating this and cursing the man who interfered. He had told him that
they did no more than Christians were obliged to do.
I overtook upon the road, to-day, three young men of the poorest class. Speaking of the price of land and the profit of
farming, one of them said, believing me to be a southerner, "We are all poor folks here; don't hardly make enough to keep
us in liquor. Anybody can raise as much corn and hogs on the mountains as he'll want to live on, but there ain't no rich
people here. Nobody's got any black ones -- only three or four; no one's got fifty or a hundred, like as they have down in
the East." "It would be better," interrupted another, somewhat fiercely, "there warn't any at all; that's my mind about it;
they're no business here; they ought to be in their own country and take care of themselves, that's what I believe, and I
don't care who hears it." But let the reader not be deceived by these expressions; they indicate simply the weakness and
cowardice of the class represented by these men. It is not slavery they detest; it is simply the negro competition, and the
monopoly of the opportunities to make money by negro owners, which they feel and but dimly comprehend.
Primary Source Citation:
Olmsted, Frederick Law. A journey in the back country in the winter of 1853-4.New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1907.
[Originally issued 1860.] Available online courtesy of Cornell University and Hathitrust. https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?
id=coo1.ark:/13960/t3tt55m7r;view=1up;seq=9 [5]
User Tags:
abolitionism [6]
antebellum [7]
history [8]
Mountains [9]
North Carolina [10]
North Carolina History [11]
Page [12]
slavery [13]
Students [14]
Teachers [15]
Creative Commons BY-NC-SA [16]
From:
LEARN NC North Carolina History: A Digital Textbook [17]
Copyright Date:
2009
3 January 2018
Source URL: https://www.ncpedia.org/anchor/antislavery-feeling
Links
[1] https://www.ncpedia.org/anchor/antislavery-feeling
[2] https://www.ncpedia.org/glossary/uncouth
[3] https://www.ncpedia.org/glossary/remuneration
[4] https://www.ncpedia.org/glossary/induce
[5] https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=coo1.ark:/13960/t3tt55m7r;view=1up;seq=9
[6] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/abolitionism
[7] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/antebellum
[8] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/history
[9] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/mountains
[10] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/north-carolina-5
[11] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/north-carolina-6
[12] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/page
[13] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/slavery
[14] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/students
[15] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/teachers
[16] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/user-tags/creative-commons
[17] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/learn-nc

2

