
Antislavery feeling in the mountains
COMMENTARY AND SIDEBAR NOTES BY DAVID WALBERT

Frederick Law Olmsted, A Journey in the Back Country (New York: Mason Brothers,
1860), pp. 262–265.

As you read...

Frederick Law Olmsted (1822–1903) is best remembered today as the landscape architect who designed
New York City’s Central Park, but he first achieved fame in the 1850s as a travel writer. He began his career
in 1852 with an account of his tours of public parks of Europe. Later that same year, he began his travels
through the U.S. South, writing dispatches to the New York Times. He later published three volumes about
his trips, including A Journey in the Back Country, from which this page is excerpted.

In this book, Olmsted wrote about the land, the people, agriculture, industry, and slavery. He was not
usually complimentary about what he found; he often commented on poor transportation and
accommodations. He was especially critical of slavery, and argued that slavery held the South back from
economic and social progress. Unlike many northern abolitionists, though, Olmsted had little interest in
individual African-Americans, and his portrayals of them were typically quite racist. Nevertheless, his books
influenced many northerners politically, convincing them that slavery must not be allowed to expand into
the West.

For more about Olmstead, see the information about this book from Documenting the American South
(see http://docsouth.unc.edu/nc/olmsted/summary.html).

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

In this passage, Olmsted talks about meeting several men in the mountains of North Carolina and relates
their opinions on slavery. The account uses racial slurs that were common at the time, and we have not
edited the original text.

1. Why was the first man Olmsted met opposed to slavery? How can you tell?
2. Did he think that slavery should be eliminated? Why or why not? What did he think should be done

about it?
3. What was this man’s opinion of African Americans?
4. Why did the men Olmsted met on the road say they were opposed to slavery?
5. Why does Olmsted say they were opposed to slavery? Does Olmsted’s judgment seem fair and

reasonable to you?
6. Many people in western North Carolina supported secession even though they did not support slavery

and, like these men, wished it could be eliminated. Why might these men have supported the
Confederacy in the Civil War?
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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 peace1. There were
also a good many other books and newspapers, chiefly of a religious character. He used,
however, some singularly uncouth 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,
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 Cabin2‘ 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 the Nebraska Bill3. 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
California4, 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 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
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Notes

1. A justice of the peace was a local official who administered the law, tried minor court cases, and
had the power to marry people.

2. Uncle Tom’s Cabin was an anti-slavery novel published in 1852 by Harriet Beecher Stowe. The
novel brought many Americans, mainly in the North, to the abolitionist cause.

3. The Kansas-Nebraska Act, which had just been passed by Congress when Olmsted made his
journey in 1854.

4. California had been admitted to the Union as a free state in 1850.
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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 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.
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2002 by Oxford University Press. With LEARN NC, he has written numerous articles for K–12
teachers on topics such as historical education, visual literacy, writing instruction, and technology
integration.
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