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African-American / Slave Tour Interpretation
I. Introduction / Context


The object of this tour is to view and interpret the Joel Lane House from the perspective of the slaves who worked and lived on the property.  But first, a little background information on the house and its owner is needed to set the proper context.  The house was built in 1770 and its owner was Joel Lane, a prosperous businessman, land promoter, politician, and socialite who was born in Halifax, North Carolina in 1740.  Two of the most notable achievements of his life were the formation of Wake County in 1771 and the selling of 1,000 acres to the state of North Carolina for the sole purpose of creating the new state capital of Raleigh in 1792.
    

Besides being a civic and political leader, Joel Lane was also a plantation owner.  He owned approximately 6,820 acres of land, but only about a quarter of it was under cultivation.
  On it, he grew such staples as corn, squash, cabbage, beans, turnips, peas, potatoes, pumpkins, rye, wheat, and other crops.  In addition to these vegetables, he also raised livestock and kept orchards of various fruits.
  For the most part, his plantation, like the majority of those in the 18th century, were self-sufficient – meaning that they grew their own food, built their own shelters and buildings, made their own garments and other types of cloth, and basically took care of anything that needed to be done by themselves.  In order to do make the plantation function, Joel Lane had to have workers, and during his lifetime, that usually meant slave labor.    

“Because extensive records were not kept, or at least did not survive the passing of time, we don’t know a great deal about the slaves of the North Carolina colony beyond basic information.  By 1767, there were about 40,000 slaves in the colony.  About 90 percent of these slaves were field workers who performed agricultural jobs.  The remaining 10 percent were mainly domestic workers, and a small number worked as artisans in skilled trades, such as butchering, carpentry, and blacksmithing.  By 1800, the total number of slaves living in North Carolinas had grown to about 140,000, with the vast majority of them working on small- to medium- sized farms.”
  

It should be pointed out that on the whole, colonial North Carolinians saw slave ownership as desirable.  Slavery filled a practical need: it provided much needed labor.  In many ways, it could also be argued that slavery helped provide not only a certain amount of wealth or at least a degree of comfort for the slave owner, but served as a means to gain both social mobility and political power.


Very little is actually known about the slaves owned by Joel Lane.  First, the plantation’s slave quarters were said to be located somewhere near where St. Mary’s School currently stands.  Secondly, at the time of his death in 1795, Joel Lane owned 32 Negro slaves.  In his will, Joel Lane left to his son John “the household and kitchen furniture . . . and [four] Negroes;” to his daughter Martha Lane, “one feather bed, furniture, and [3] Negroes;” and so on.
  Notice that each time a slave is mentioned, it is done so in association with a piece of furniture.  This juxtaposition (i.e. “chattel slavery”)  implies that slaves were nothing more than pieces of property.  Like pieces of furniture, they could be bought, sold, and passed to other descendants at the discretion of their owner.  In essence, slaves constituted a “particular valuable asset whose labor was virtually requisite to the accumulation of significant wealth by whites.”
  Yet while this designation may have diminished their humanity, slaves were extremely valuable and important to the running of the plantation.  
II. Gardens Around the House


Though we do not know what particular roles or occupations the slaves owned by Joel Lane filled, we can speculate that they probably occupied one of three positions: they worked in the fields, served as skilled artisans, or worked as domestic servants in the homes of their masters.
  Of the three, field work was the most difficult and strenuous.  Field hands would normally work from sunrise to sundown, six to seven days a week.  Depending on the season, they would perform such agricultural tasks as plowing, planting, hoeing weeds, and the harvesting of crops.  They would also tend to other necessary chores such as digging ditches to drain the fields, patching eroded land, tending to the livestock, clearing the land of trees and bushes, and building fences.  This work was not limited to just males; women and children would also work in the fields if they were healthy or of a certain age.
   

Though this work was dull, monotonous, and backbreaking, it did provide the slaves some advantages.  Unlike the house servants who were at their master’s beck and call for 24 hours a day, field hands only worked during the daylight hours.  Their work schedule was also determined by the weather.  If conditions were poor, such as rainy or snowy weather, field work could be suspended.  Also, field hands were not as closely supervised as other slaves.  This allowed them the opportunity to work slower, take more breaks, and in some circumstances, break or lose tools, thereby ending the work day.  To prevent this, some masters turned to the lash; others resorted to some kind of reward – extra food, tobacco, or even money to ensure that work was getting done.
  

Owners who wished to live with a modicum of comfort and ease on their plantations needed slaves with special skills.  Some owners even found it beneficial to teach some slaves how to read, write, and calculate.  Such skills could better secure his master’s profits when he took a load of cotton to be sold or a load of corn or wheat to be milled.
   Many male slaves would be trained as carpenters, blacksmiths, and shoemakers.  Women slaves would become skilled in such domestic arts as dressing hair, making hats and shawls, spinning, weaving, and tailoring.  Such skills often enabled them to earn money on the side.  Owners would hire out these skilled artisans to other families for certain wages, sometimes allowing the slave to keep a small percentage of the overall price.  By being a trained artisan or skilled worker, the slave gained a higher status within the plantation’s work system.  In turn, these skilled artisans allowed the plantation to produce almost everything needed for daily consumption and survival.
  
III. The Kitchen


One of the most skilled slave positions on a plantation belonged to the cook.  Usually, she would answer directly to the plantation owner’s wife and be responsible for the cooking of the home’s meals, as well as the storage and upkeep of its food.  She would often live in the kitchen and have a couple of assistants to assist her.  Her work would begin well before sun-up, and end probably late in the evening.  On an average day, she would make at least 3 meals for the main house’s occupants, her assistants, and possibly some of the house slaves.  In addition to this, she would also do other chores during the day like gathering firewood, stocking the pantry, washing dishes and clothing, food preparation, and making soap.  All of the activities made for a grueling schedule.
  

A plantation’s kitchen was not the bastion of family life like it is in most of today’s households.  It was actually a very uncomfortable place to be.  It was hot, smelly, and not exactly the cleanest place.  The fire in the fireplace would be constantly burning.  This greatly increased the threat of burning down the building because of the sparks that poured out it.  These sparks would not only get on the floorboards and the furniture, but also on the cooks themselves.  They would often carry around bound up strands of wheat which they would use to smack out sparks.  The temperature in the hearth, the area directly in front of the fireplace, would often get well over 160° Fahrenheit.
  So you can imagine how unpleasant it was to sit or kneel in this area for any period of time.  Also, because the cook was constantly placing pots over or even in the fire, she would probably have burn marks on her hands and arms.  In addition to the heat and the threat of being burned, the smoke from the fire probably irritated her eyes and made her cough or choke.  


The heat from the fire caused the cooks to sweat, which contributed to the kitchen’s unpleasant smell.  Also, the soot and ash from the fire would dirty up the place.  In addition to these problems, the cooking and preparation of food also attracted pests, such as insects, mice, and other animals.  All in all, such conditions made the kitchen not the most enjoyable of places.   

Though the working conditions were not the best, the slave who ran the kitchen did have several advantages.  She probably ate a little better than the rest of other slaves because of the leftovers from the day’s meals; she would often get to leave the confines of the plantation in order to go to the market; many times she would be given keys to the home’s pantries and storage bins, a great responsibility; and often, because of her direct contact with the plantation’s owner and mistress, she would foster a close relationship with them, which in turn aided her well being.
  
IV. THE MAIN HOUSE


House servants could be called upon at any hour, during any day of the week.  Because they were in the main house, their jobs were not affected by the weather or the absence of daylight.  Their tasks included cleaning the house, serving food, washing clothes, sewing, emptying the chamber pots, waiting on both the home’s master and mistress, and in some instances, taking care of the children.  Many house slaves actually slept in the home - either on the floor, in a separate room, in the hallway, or possibly on a small bed in the bedroom of one of the home’s occupants.   This close proximity with their masters was often a “double-edge sword” for the slaves themselves.  On the one hand, house slaves usually dressed better than other slaves; they had the advantage of hearing the latest news that was discussed in the house; and like the cook, they often fostered close relationships with their masters.  Yet, on the other hand, house servants were constantly being watched; had no or little privacy; never really had any time off; and their close proximity allowed them to be targets of their master’s frustrations and contempt.
  
V.  CONCLUSION


Of the 32 slaves that Joel Lane had on his property, he more than likely had the 3 types of slaves that we described: field hands, skilled workers, and house slaves.  How he treated them, to be honest, we really don’t know.  Yet, there is one episode in Joel Lane’s life that sheds a little light on his attitudes towards Negros.  His granddaughter told the story that during the late 1700s, two Negroes were found to be living in a thick of woods that resided on his property.  Though the two men claimed to be free, they had no papers to prove it.  They were arrested and placed in the local jail.  Shortly after their incarceration, Joel Lane interviewed these two men in order to learn their story and weigh their character.  After talking to them, Lane decided that even though there was no written proof that the two Negroes were indeed free men, there was also no written proof towards them being runaway slaves.  Therefore, by the dictates of the law, as well as by reason, these men were free until proven to be slaves.  He immediately made arrangements for them to be released and allowed them to live on his property rent-free, and as free men.
  This act leads one to assume that even though Joel Lane believed in and used the system of slavery for his own economic benefit, he also believed that this system was not above the constraints of colonial law.  Further evidence of this belief can be found in his political career.  During the late 1700s, Lane introduced legislation in the colonial assembly that would prohibit a slave owner from killing his slave.  However, since no such law was present in England at the time, it was deemed unnecessary.  Both of these actions imply that Lane’s own ideology of fairness and reason were as important as those of political or economic gain.  
NOTES

1.  To fill out the tour, the normal tour content and guidelines should be incorporated into this specialized tour.  
2.  When giving this tour, the docent may want to point how both members of the Joel Lane family and the slaves themselves viewed the house.  For example, Joel Lane probably saw the house as a haven, while the slaves saw it as a place where the master lived.  

3.  In the great hall or the parlor, the docent may want to discuss how the house slaves viewed the events that took place in the house.  For example, how did the slaves react when they heard talk about the Revolution and how the patriots often referred themselves as “the slaves of Great Britain?”  

4.  One may use the two bedrooms upstairs in the main house to describe some of the house slave’s duties, such as taking care of the children, emptying the chamber pots, or even their own sleeping arrangements.  

5.  The kitchen may also be used as a representation of what the slave’s quarters looked like.  However, it should be noted that the slaves’ quarters probably had dirt floors, hardly any furnishings, and probably no upstairs.  Use this to compare the slave’s home to the master’s.  
6.  Lastly, it should be strongly emphasized that there is very little information concerning not only the daily life of slaves on the Joel Lane Plantation, or on Joel Lane’s relationship with his slaves.  The information presented in this tour is based on accepted historical and scholarly work on colonial slavery and incorporates examples from other documented colonial slave holdings.  The docent is highly encouraged to pursue the works contained in the bibliography and the annotated bibliography to further one’s knowledge and familiarity with the subject.  
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