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ABSTRACT

TENANCY AND THE DOMESTIC DOMAIN: FERTILITY AND HOUSEHOLD
ORGANIZATION AMONG POSTBELLUM MISSISSIPPI TENANT FARMERS

By
Kim Arbogast McBride

This dissertation uses household-level data from a late nineteenth to early
twentieth century rural community in northeastern Mississippi to examine relationships
among household structure, fertility, and tenant farming. Theories of proto-
industrialization and semi-proletarianization are used as analogies to postbellum
Southem tenancy, which resembled proto-industrial societies in its attenuated control of
basic resources; intensification of labor due to debts and the landlord’s control of
farming; and household-based organization of labor. Concepts such as the domestic
mode of production are applied to relationships between Southem tenant households
and the larger economy. These concepts are then used to examine intensification of

both production and reproduction and their role in capital accumulation.

The data consists of a variety of documentary records. The main types of
documents used are land deeds, chattel deeds, estate records, population and agricultural
schedules from the federal census, and a private account ledger. The study was
accomplished by a variety of methods. General historical research and reconstruction of
landholding patterns and tenant-landlord relationships was used to provide a historical
narrative of the study area. A series of demographic and agricultural data bases were
constructed, and linked by each household. Analysis of the household focused on
household composition, life cycle stage, and the position of persons within households.
Analysis of marriage patterns and fertility was based upon calculation of a series of
measures, including child-women ratios, children bom per year of marriage, age-specific



fertility rates, indices of the level and character of fertility (m and M), and singulate mean
age at marriage. The fertility analysis was supplemented by a sample of households from
the nearby county seat town, in 1910. Analysis of the agricultural system was
accomplished by summary statistics on wealth and crops.

Major findings include the differences in agricultural production according to tenure
and race; a general similarity between black and white household structure but increasing
nucleation over time; earlier age at marriage and of leaving the parental household for tenant
farmers; and variations in the level of fertility and family limitation according to racial,

tenure, and residential factors.
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
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although other terms, such as African-American or Afro-American, are also appreciated.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Introduction

This dissertation uses household-level data from a rural community in
northeastern Mississippi to examine interrelationships between tenancy and
demographic patterns. Recently, anthropologists have stressed the need for this kind of
research. One example is W. Handwerker. Handwerker (1977:259), described
family, fertility, and economies as "inextricably intertwined,” but concluded that
"despite intensive investigation, the interdependencies among these phenomena remain
elusive.” Recently David Kertzer (1985:103) pointed out the continuing lack of
attention to "the centrality of political economic forces to the understanding of

coresidential processes and household forms”.

More specifically, the study focuses on relationships between household
structure, fertility, and farming. Studies of fertility and of household composition are
numerous, the latter especially by anthropologists. The household is the setting where
processes of kinship, residence, and domestic production come together. While
family, which extends beyond the bounds of residence, is also a key context for
reproduction, the study of household structure allows many insights into the family
(see Hammel 1984 or Wilk and Netting 1984 for recent anthropological consideration
of the household).
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There have been surprisingly few studies focusing on household composition
and formation and other demographic differentials in relation to the organization of
Southem society. This gap in the literature is especially significant because 19th
century Southem cotton production, both under slavery and tenancy, made major
contributions to the ascendency of the United States in a world economy. Katz and
Stern have noted that historical studies of these issues can provide a case study of the
relation between fertility and industrial society "that has implications for understanding
similar processes at work today all over the world” (1980:229; see also Polgar 1972;
Tilly 1978). Especially relevant is the articulation of semi-proletarianized households
within a capitalistic economy, a prominent phenomenon today worldwide.

Questions of theory

Much past theorization conceming household structure and fertility falls under
the rubric of modemization theory, and emphasizes the seemingly inevitable impacts of
industrialization. Part of this consensus is demographic transition theory, which
focuses on the shift from high to low mortality and natality (Caldwell 1976; Notestein
1945; Stolnitz 1964). Another part of modemization theory focuses on the nucleation
of Western households (Goode 1963). These modernization theories have become so
entrenched that well-documented empirical challenges have been ignored or rendered
unintelligible. Challenges include 1) stable or rising fertility in some sectors and
declining fertility in others during industrialization, 2) little association between the
timing of industrialization and fertility decline, 3) a predominance of non-nuclear
household forms in much of Eastern and Southern Europe, 4) a prominence of nuclear
households in pre-industrial Western Europe, and 5) increasing, not decreasing,
household complexity with industrialization (Hammel 1972; Laslett and Wall 1972;
Kertzer 1984; Tietelbaum 1975; van de Walle and Knodet #980; Wall 1983).



Dissatisfaction with modemization theory has led many researchers to consider
alternatives that are more sensitive to the structural oppositions of different population
segments, from local to global levels. Anthropologists have often been among those
offering objections to the old consensus, on both empirical and theoretical grounds
(Cowgill 1975; Nag 1980; Nardi 1981; Polgar 1971; Raulet 1970), and many of the
challenges they have raised are especially appropriate to postbellum rural Southern
fertility. Recent studies of the articulation of proto-industrial or semi-proletarian
households within the market sector (Archetti 1984; Braun 1966; Levine 1977, 1984;
Medick 1976; Smith et al 1984; Tilly 1978, 1984) have provided an alternative
framework for interpreting high fertility among populations with reduced subsistence
capabilities and increased dependence on early forms of wage labor. Except for the
work of Stern (1983; also Katz and Stern 1980, 1981) on differential fertility in 19th
and early 20th century Erie County, New York, this issue has received little attention
in U.S. historical demography. However, the comparisons to the American South are
especially appropriate. The cheap labor and regional differentiation (Wallerstein 1983)
of proto-industrialization describes well the role of Southem agricultural production
during the late 19th and early 20th century, when the U. S. was consolidating its
central position within the world economy (Hacker 1970; Palmer 1984). The
important, and some would say dependent (Woodward 1951) position of the American
South within this development has long been noted but rarely approached on the level

of the household or even the community.

Much of the Western experience, especially the decline of fertility during the
later stages of industrial production and organization, are not appropriate as analogies
or predictors for the less developed wasld today. The industrialization of the West

involved complex, interconnected, endogenous processes. In contrast, many changes
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occurring in less developed countries today are exogenously induced. Yet certain
phases or settings in the historical experience of the West may hold insights for certain
contemporary settings, especially those involving extremely rapid capital accumulation,
or illuminate some contemporary cases of rising fertility. At the least, more detailed
study of the Western experience should help raise significant questions to apply to
contemporary settings.

Recent studies of proto-industrialization sometimes draw upon concepts like the
corporate nature of the household and the domestic mode of production. The concept
of the domestic mode of production, brought to the fore by Sahlins (1972), following
the work of Chayanov (1966) and Wolf (1966), will be applied to relationships
between Southern tenant households and the larger economy.

In the domestic mode of production, the household’s goals center around
reproducing culturally established patterns of life, with little emphasis on creating or
maximizing economic returns or profits (Sahlins 1972). Work routines and intensities
are tied to the family life cycle, and fluctuate with per capita consumption needs as
household composition changes over time. In the proto-industrial setting, as in that of
contemporary semi-proletarianization, the household-based domestic mode of
production is articulated with a capitalist mode. The extra, non-compensated
contributions of the entire corporate household allow for wages or other forms of
compensation at levels otherwise insufficient for the maintenance and reproduction of
labor, allowing for rapid capital accumulation. These processes of general labor
intensification are usually set in motion by the loss of basic resources like land, which
encourages an increase in wage labor and other forms of market production. Once
dependent upon market productiog, falling wages or prices for finished goods can be
used to encourage workers to intensify labor, especlalty in cases of little individual
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control over the means of production. It is expected that data from Vinton farms and
households will show that the composition of households influences the nature of
farming, especially the intensity of farming, as measured in variables such as value of
farm produce per acre or per worker. Especially important should be the number of
persons of different ages, or the ratio of the number of persons in their most productive
years to the number of persons less able to contribute labor, such as the extreme young
and old. This ratio should change as household go through their life cycle. Those
households with less control over their means of production, such as sharecroppers and
renters, may show increased sensitivity to household compositional factors and the
household life cycle. These expectations are based upon the assumption that off-farm
labor is not an important event for most individuals, and that most farms were not able
to generate significant income from means other than farming.

Capitalist production, given its competitive nature, is forced to seek out or
create these types of settings. This is not a unique or temporary feature but rather an
integral aspect of the moder economic system, now institutionalized through part-time
employment, underemployment, low wages, and seasonal migration (often rural to
urban) in large portions of the world. In the proto-industrial setting, losses of
traditional resources and the general disruption of societies in place also broke the
constraints of the European late marriage pattern (Hajnal 1982, 1965).

Postbellum Southern society was not strictly a classic proto-industrial settings.
For example, Southern tenancy developed out of chattel slavery, a form of organization
that was relatively rare worldwide in the 19th century. However, Southern society was
characterized by attenuated control of basic resources such as land; general
intensification of labor due to debts and the landlord’s control of farming; and
household-based organization of labor, with heavy reliance on the entire family’s,
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including children’s labor. In these characteristics it was highly reminiscent of proto-
industrial and semi-proletarian settings.

Households within Soutl

Southem tenancy has often been viewed from the neo-classical perspective of
positive adaptation to market risks. More important, however, are its location within
the wake of a slave-based society, and the negotiations of newly freed blacks for more
autonomous forms of farming. Complete land ownership and autonomy were the
demonstrated goals of many freed blacks, although few managed to secure these goals.
On the other hand, white landowners sought to retain their cultural and economic
position over black laborers while diverting some production risks to them (Flynn
1983; Litwack 1979; Ransom and Sutch 1977; Sholomowitz 1979; Wharton 1965).

The crop-lien credit system upon which Southern tenancy was built was a
compromise between the desires of white landowners and black laborers. Under this
system, the tenant mortgaged the coming year’s crop for the supplies to produce it.
This system provided essentials like seed, tools, and other means (including food) to
laborers who lacked them, and allowed for household-based farming. However, the
tally at year’s end often saw the tenant household in debt to the landlord or furnishing
merchant. In many instances the buildup of debts crushed all hopes of farm ownership
and provided landlords with a lever to persuade dissatisfied laborers to continue or to
increase production.

This leverage was especially important to the extent that many farmers were
operating under a domestic mode of production, regulated more by the inner needs and
rhythms of the household than by market factors. It is assumed in this study that most
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households could be characterized as following the domestic mode of production.
Black women and children had largely withdrawn their labor from cotton production
with the end of slavery and seemed hesitant to participate under the wage system; their
labor was regained, however, with the development of household-based tenancy and
the crop lien system of debt peonage (Allen 1975; Cox 1944; Jones 1985).

The choice of the household as the unit of analysis in this study is reinforced by
the fact that newly freed slaves demonstrated their desire for a household-based form of
production, having rejected the less autonomous gang and squad systems preferred by
many landlords. Other studies have suggested that household size and composition
was increasingly important in negotiating the coming year’s contract and could
influence farm size (Davis et al. 1965; Rosengarten 1974). It is expected that the study
of Vinton will also show a positive relationship between household size and farm size.
This expectation is based upon the assumption that most farm labor was provided by
the household’s members themselves, and not hired labor.

Landlords sometimes demanded set amounts of cotton from their tenants.
Larger plots of land per tenant household could determine whether that tenant
household was able to grow small amounts of subsistence crops in addition to their
cotton, and thus reduce their reliance on the landlord or local merchant. As a result,
tenants frequently pushed for larger plots. Conversely, landlords often tried to keep a
tenant’s acreage small, in order to put as many tenants as possible on their land and
farm it more intensively.. In some cases, especially when cotton prices were low,
landlords depended on the interests charged to tenants accounts as much as the profits
from the agricultural produce, a practice called "farming the tenant.” It is predicted that
this study will show differences in crop-mixes and other strategies according to farm
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size, household size, and household composition and life cycle, and that better situated
households may grow less cotton and more subsistence crops.

Southern Historical Demography

This study also addresses fertility. Past researchers have documented the
South’s relatively high fertility (Coale and Rivers 1973; Coale and Zelnik 1963; Eblen
1974; Grabill, Kiser, and Whelpton 1958; Okun 1958; Rindfuss 1981). But few
studies have been detailed enough to explain the distinctive pattemns observed.
Frequently, researchers assume that the rural nature of the South is sufficient
explanation, without considering societal divisions and dynamics.

Postbellum black populations have especially been neglected, generally not
included in large-scale national studies until the mid-twentieth century. Consequently,
the decline of black fertility from 1880 to 1940 is not well understood (McFalls and
Masnick 1981). Much earlier work is based on measures such as the child-woman
ratio and cannot address issues like age-specific patterns of childbearing and family

The recent research of Tolnay (1987, 1986, 1985, 1984, 1983, 1981),
especially his analysis of Southern fertility and land tenure in 1900, has begun to refine
our understanding of Southern fertility. This work joins with that of Stern (1985) to
apply more sophisticated methods and a concern for the dynamics of class relationships
to historical U.S. populations. Both Tolnay and Stern (1985) apply the recent findings
of European historical demographers to the United States. Tolnay’s conclusions about
fertility differentials within Southem populations arise from the similarities between
Southem tenancy and the proto-industrial setting. These similarities include a lack of
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incentives for the European pattern of late marriage given limited possibilities of land
ownership. Quite the opposite, the household-based organization of labor and the ease
of setting up a new tenant household created incentives for early marriage and
reproduction, lessening the time between generations (Medick 1976). Claims that
proto-industrialization directly increased marital fertility rates are more controversial.
Some researchers suggest an indirect positive effect on fertility, as when intensification
of work or changes in work routines caused a decrease in lactational ammenorhea (see
Levine 1984, Tilly 1984).

Tolnay’s demographic analysis of postbellum Southern populations supports
his prediction regarding earlier marriage for tenants, and supports the comparison with
the proto-industrial setting. Although his analysis showed less clear relationships
between fertility and tenancy, Tolnay concluded, that "of overriding significance [in
black demographic patterns] was the postbellum adoption of an agricultural
organization which emphasized farm tenancy for blacks at the expense of farm
ownership” (Tolnay 1984:306).

This dissertation extends Tolnay’s county-level research to the household-level.
It is predicted that land tenure will be an important variable in explaining fertility
differences. More specifically, it is predicted that tenants will show an earlier age at
marriage, and a slightly higher level of fertility. Although detailed analysis of age at
marriage can only be carried out for one data set, 1910, it is predicted that there will be
some indication of a general drop in age at marriage, perhaps through changes in
household compositional. This expectation is based upon the assumption that tenancy
increased in the study area over time. It is also assumed in this study that fertility is
natural, or nearly natural, especially in the rural sample, and that these differences in
fertility stem largely from increased exposure and not an increased pace of fertility
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within marriage, according to tenure. It is predicted that these differences will hold for
both the black and white samples.

Data and Methodology

The study area is the rural community of Vinton, Mississippi, which consisted of
dispersed houses and farms and several country stores and churches. A few doctors and
storekeepers in the white sample were the only occupations other than farming in Vinton.
The temporal focus is 1880 to 1910. The beginning date of 1880 is sufficiently removed
from emancipation to insure that the tenancy system was well-developed. The end date of
1910 is early enough to minimize changes associated with large scale rural to urban
migration, which stepped up considerably after WWI, industrialization, or agricultural
mechanization.

Data for this study consists of a variety of documentary records collected by the
author. The main types of documents used are land deeds, chattel deeds, estate records,
population and agricultural schedules from the federal census, and a private account ledger.
Some of these data were collected in 1979 and 1980, as part of Michigan State University’s
Tombigbee Historic Townsites Project. This project used archaeology, oral history, and
archival research to study three communities in Clay County, Mississippi (Cleland and
McBride 1983; McClurken and Anderson 1981). Two of these communities were
nucleated towns which existed in the mid-19th century. The third community was a more
dispersed community, which existed from the mid-19th century into the 20th century. It
exists today as a dispersed locality or neighborhood, although most service functions, such
as country stores, a ferry, or a post office, do not exist. Land deeds, chattel deeds,

census records, and a store account book from the Vinton community were the major data
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sources for this study. Besides the data collected during the Tombigbee Historic Townsites
Project, additional data were collected by the author in from 1981 to 1985. These data
included additional land and chattel deeds, court cases, and additional census schedules.
Copies of census schedules were purchased from the National Archives, and other
materials were studied and, when necessary, photocopied, from the Clay, Monroe, and
Lowndes County, Mississippi courthouses. The private ledger was photocopied, with the
permission of its owner, before it was donated to Mississippi State University Special
Collections.

The analysis was accomplished by use of a variety of methods. General historical
research and reconstruction of landholding patterns and tenant-landlord relationships was
used to provide a historical narrative of the study area. This narrative establishes the
nature of tenancy within the study area. Subsequent analysis on the household was
conducted by analyzing the composition of households, their life cycle stage, and the
position of persons within households. The latter two approaches are important to mediate
the generally static nature of household compositional analysis. Analysis of marriage
patterns and fertility was based upon computation of a series of measures, some standard
and some experimental. Specific methodologies are described in their corresponding
chapters. These include calculation of age-specific fertility rates, indices of the level and
character of fertility, and singulate mean age at marriage. A major thrust of the analysis
was to calculate these measures separately for subsamples broken down by race, residence
(rural versus urban), and tenure. Analysis of agricultural was accomplished by summary
statistics on agricultural holdings and production, also broken down by owners, renters,
and sharecroppers. Simple correlation (Pearson’s R) analysis provided assistance in
examining relationships between the agricultural and demographic data.
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Most of the numerically oriented analyses were facilitated by construction of a
series of linked databases for 1880 and 1910. The most basic databases were person and
household databases, constructed from the federal census. The census is organized by
districts, with each district having its own (usually locally known) enumerator. For 1880,
each database consists of the entirety of two census enumeration districts. The first district
used was the northern half of Beat One (a local county subdivision) of Clay County. This
encompasses the Vinton community. The southern half of Beat One, which was
enumerated as a separate district, was not used because it was composed predominantly of
the Waverly community. The second enumeration district used to in the 1880 data set was
the Darracott enumeration district of Monroe County, which bordered Vinton on the
northern side. Historical research established the close interaction of the Vinton and
Darracott communities during this period (McClurken and Anderson 1981; McBride 1983).
Use of these two census enumeration districts resulted in a total data set of 1,184
households from the population schedule of the census. One ward (108 households) from
West Point, the county seat town and the town closest to and most used by the Vinton
population, was also entered into the person and household databases for comparison in the
fertility analysis.

Each person from each households listed in the census was entered as a separate
record into the person database. This record described characteristics of the person, such
as age, sex, race, occupation, and so forth. Each household was then entered as one
record in the household database. The household record described characteristic of each
household, such as name of the household head, household type, life cycle stage, tenure,
number of persons, number of family members, types of non-nuclear family members,
number of non-relatives, and so forth. Each person in the person database was assigned a
household number, according to the household in which they resided. This same
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household number was assigned to the corresponding household in the household
database, and provided the link between the person and household databases.

Both the household and person databases were constructed from the population
schedule of the census. The next step was to link the household database with information
from the 1880 agricultural schedule of the census. This schedule lists each farm by the
name of a farm operator, along with an variety of categories of information on agricultural
holdings and production. This agricultural information includes whether the farm was
owned, worked on shares, or rented for cash; the number of improved acres, the number
of unimproved acres; value of livestock, value of farm implements and machinery; wages
paid to hired labor; counts of livestock, by types, and value of same; acres planted to
individual crops; and yields of individual crops.

The farm operator was the person considered to be in charge of the farm, such as
the owner, or in the case of a tenant farm, the head of the tenant household which rented
the farm. Almost without exception, this person was the head of the rural household, as
given in the population schedule. These names of the farm operators were entered into the
agricultural database. Once sorted alphabetically, the names of these operators were
matched to the names in the person database, and through the household number, to the
household database. Any farms that could not be matched to an entry in the household
database were not utilized. A total of 467 households from the household database were
matched with entries from the agricultural schedule. Very few households in the
agricultural schedule could not be matched to the household database, but a large portion of
households in the household database were not listed in the agricultural schedule. This is
because their members worked as agricultural day laborers and did not own or rent their
own farm. Thus is should be remembered that the agricultural analysis, or any analysis
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that is broken down by tenure, deals only with those persons who operated their own
farms, whether they sharecropped, rented or owned the farm.

Person and household databases were constructed for 1910 in the same manner as
described above for 1880. The 1910 Vinton sample is composed of all of the northern half
of Beat One, or 686 rural households. While most of the detailed analyses focus on the
rural Vinton community, Wards One and Four (525 households) from West Point were
also entered into the person and household databases. This sample is roughly the northern
half of West Point and encompasses large white, black, and mixed neighborhoods. It is
used predominantly in the analysis of fertility, because of the importance of rural and urban
differences in fertility.

Like the 1880 census, the 1910 census provides usual demographic data such as
age, sex, and occupation, which was entered into the person database. However, the 1910
census also provided more detailed information on marital status -- including whether a
marriage was a first, second, third, or, in a few cases, fourth marriage; and the number of
years in the present marriage, which was also entered into the person database.
Demographic information also included the number of children bom to each woman and
number of children surviving, along with a listing of these children and their ages, if they
resided in the household. This also was entered into the database.

Unfortunately, the manuscript agricultural schedules for 1910 (and 1900), which
appears to have given tremendous detail on tenancy arrangements, have been destroyed by
act of Congress. However, the 1910 population schedule included the crucial variable of
whether the household’s home or farm was rented or owned. This information was
entered into the household database. Some additional agricultural data were available for
the 1910 time period from a private account ledger from a Vinton commissary. This ledger
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gives a detailed accounting of the supplies furnished to a group of tenants, as well as other
charges, like rent, and credits, such as pounds of cotton produced. Although this ledger
was for the year 1911, it was linked to the 1910 household database with the assumption
that most households would not have undergone significant changes over one year. A final
database was constructed for the 1910 fertility analysis. This database listed all children,
by the age of their mother, from the 1910 person database.

Armngement of Chapters

Chapter 2. discusses the history of tenant farming in the postbellum South and
gives a brief narrative history of the Vinton community. It highlights the major theoretical
issues in the study of tenancy which the present study can address, and traces the
development of tenancy in the study areas. Chapter 3. presents the data and analyses on
household composition and the household life cycle. It presents a look at household
composition from the perspective of the household unit and the individual. Chapter 4
presents the analysis of marriage and fertility. Chapter 5. presents the agricultural data and
analysis and discusses relationships between the agricultural data and demographic
structure and processes. This discussion includes consideration of Chayanovian
relationships. Chapter 6 summarizes major findings from the study, presents comparative
data from select studies, and assesses the contributions of the study. The Appendix
presents the various systems of classification or categorization used in the analysis of

household structure and composition.



CHAPTER 2
THE CONTEXT OF SOUTHERN TENANCY

Introduction to Southern Tenancy

This chapter provides the historical setting for the analysis of household
composition, fertility, and agricultural production. It introduces the reader to postbellum
Southern tenancy in general, and discusses historical developments within the Vinton
community. In the latter task it draws heavily on McBride (1983), with additional use of
chattel deeds and court depositions from the Clay County Courthouse, West Point,

Mississippi.

Agricultural tenancy was well-established in the South before the Civil War, as well
as in other regions. A number of factors encouraged tenant farming, including tight
money policies and frequent foreclosure by powerful financial institutions, the speculative
nature of American agriculture, which drove up land prices and made short term leases
profitable (Goldenweiser and Truesdell 1924). Antebellum tenancy has frequently been
interpreted as an "agricultural ladder” that allowed those initially without the means to buy
land and supplies to engage in productive farm labor and accumulate the means to become
farm owners . After the Civil War, agricultural tenancy became very common in the South,
especially those areas that specialized in cotton. This tenancy rose to such an extent that

the older interpretations of tenancy were no longer viable (Cox 1944).

16
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Tenancy in the South after the Civil War was frequently the result of the
subdivision of a large plantation into a number of tenant farms. By 1910, fifty percent of
all farms in Mississippi were tenant farms on tenant plantations, higher than any other state.
Another 20 percent of all farms were tenant farms not on plantations, usually single tenant
farms. These tenant "plantations,” as they were frequently called, could be composed of
from one to 50 smaller individual farms. Of these tenant plantations 67 percent were

composed of five to 10 tenant farms (U.S. Census 1913:884, 1916).

By 1930 72% of all Mississippi farm operators were tenants, and 47% of the entire
Mississipi population were members of tenant farming households. This figures compare
to national figures of 25% of all farm operators in 1880 and 42% of all farm operators in
1930. Nationally, there were always more white than black tenants, although blacks might
individually have a higher rate of tenancy. However, in Mississippi, black tenants greatly

outnumbered white tenants (Cooper 1933).

Tenant farming was especially concentrated in cotton areas. A special report on
cotton production in the United States in 1880 (U.S. Census 1884) showed that 43 percent
of the tilled land in Mississippi was devoted to cotton, more than any other state. One of
the most importanf cotton regions of the state was the black prairie, often called the black
belt because of its narrow formation that swept through the northeastern and northcentral
portion of the state. The richness of the black prairie soils had attracted some of the
earliest settlers to Mississippi. Figure 2.1 (taken from U.S. Census 1884) shows the
location of the study area within the black belt. Clay County, within which the study area
is located, devoted 51% of its aéreage to cotton in 1880. This figure is lowered by the non-
cotton lands in western Clay County. On the eastern side, where the study area is located,
even higher proportions of land were planted in cotton. Afthough cotton prices fluctuated

during the thirty years encompasses by the present study, being especially low in the
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1890s, major changes in cotton agriculture did not occur until the drop in demand
associated with WWI (Daniel 1984). Bondurant and Welch (1956) suggest that cotton
prices from 1870 to 1915 were relatively stable and followed closely the wholesale price
index of all commodities. Black populations usually did not begin to show the effects of
large scale out-migration until the next decade, when the growth of jobs in northern
industries and the boll weevil, and dissatisfaction with the increasingly extractive policies
of landlords encouraged abandonment of tenant farming (Fite 1984; Higgs 1984; Kirby
1983).

Thus tenant farming was a proven means of organizing agricultural production in
the United States, and one that would eventually characterize much of the South. A large
percentage of ex-slaves had worked in agriculture during slavery, and wanted to continue
farming. Although most ex-slaves demonstrated a desire to farm for themselves, most
lacked the means to buy or rent land or to even acquire basic agricultural tools and supplies.
Although reconstruction policies initially called for widespread distribution of land to ex-
slaves, such policies were changed, not fully implemented, or repealed. Ex slaves lack of
land, or credit resulted in a massive disequilibrium between labor and land in the South
following the Civil War.

Tenant farming, although always a possibility, was not the initial solution tried in
most part of the South following emancipation. Ex-slaves themselves were not accustomed
to this method of farming, and neither was the majority of Southern white landowners.
Many landowners probably had difficulty imagining persons they had once owned as
slaves, and for whom they had elaborated a massive ideology of paternalism and
dependency, farming on their own, or were generally reluctant to give up any control of
agriculture on their lands. Instead, most early attempts at reorganizing agricultural
production were based upon wage labor. This was the system formally promoted by the
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Freedmen’s Bureau. Often landowners tried to organize blacks to work in gangs, much as
they had under slavery. Arrangements as to provisioning and living conditions, the level
and method of payment, supervision, and other factors varied greatly.

There were many problems with this system. A true test of wage labor was never
possible because landowners were unable to pay wages sufficient to support black
laborers, on a regular basis. The shortage of specie and credit that characterized the South
after the Civil War severely limited payment. As a result, landowners often could not pay
until the end of the season, during which time they had to provide for the physical
necessities of their laborers. To many parties, on both sides of the transaction, this
arrangement was too similar to the situation under slavery. A cotton agent on the Sea
Island noted that , "one thing the people are universally opposed to. They all swear that
they will not work in a gang, i.c., all working the whole, and all sharing alike” (Pearson
1969). Black laborers’ general dissatisfaction with wage work can also be seen in their
demands for converting the fixed wage to a wage determined as a share of the crop. This is
despite the fact that a fixed wage was more secure, and in some circumstances, more
lucrative (Shlomowitz 1984). It is not surprising that blacks would have been dissatisfied
with wage labor in any form, since most had expected their own farms once they were

freed.

Also, black laborers expected wages sufficiently high to support not only
themselves but also non-working members of their family, a situation that many
landowners/employers would not support. A frequent complaint of landowners/employers
during the early years after emancipation was that many black women and children had
withdrawn from agricultural production. For example, contemporaries and modern
economic historians estimated that the labor devoted to agricultural production during the
late 1860s and early 1870s was only about one-third of pre-emancipation levels, in large
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part due to the withdrawal of women and children (Gutman 1976; Jones 1985: Kolchin;
1972; Litwack 1979; Ransom and Sutch 1977; Shlomowitz 1984).

This situation was viewed with disapproval not only by Southerners but by many
of the northern abolitionists who had strongly opposed slavery, especially since women
and children working for wages was a common occurrence in Northem factories. Jones
(1985) suggests that northerners expected blacks to pursue wage work in a self-interested
fashion, and that they misinterpreted black women’s lack of desire to do so as attempts to
imitate middle-class white norms. In these assumptions, the northern critics disregarded
the strong family ties that bound black households, underestimated the desires of black men
and black women to restrict the contact and power white men had over black women, and

underestimated the desires of black women to work directly with and for their families.

It can be argued that as long as black women pooled their wages into a family fund,
they were working for their families. This case has been described as the family wage
economy by Tilly and Scott (1978), among others, as characterizing much of white
women’s wage work in the 19th century. However, the lower wages set for women by the
Freedmen’s Bureau, and the use of the gang organization, may have greatly decreased the
incentive for black women to continue a form or labor which was repugnant and which
separated them from their children, and often husbands, for most of each day. This
interpretation is supported by the fact that more widowed and single black women
participated in wage labor (Flynn 1983; Jones 1985). Woodman (1985) and Strickland
(1985) also argues that contemporary critics (and subsequent scholars) underestimated the
extent to which blacks objected to wage labor itself, regardless of the level of wages or
working conditions, as violating their own moral economy.
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The squad organization of labor was probably the first adjustment to the low
success of wage labor by gangs. In this form, groups of laborers, usually 5 to 10, would
work together. One member would have ultimate authority and responsibility for the work
of all. Squads were often groups of related persons, in some extremes one nuclear family,
and in this way they foreshadowed household-based sharecropping. Although less
objectionable than the gang system, the squad system was not totally successful either.
One problem which was never resolved was how to insure an equitable division of the
product among the various laborers in the squad, matching the return to the varying levels
of work contributed. Squads also did not meet the desire to work as family units
(Shlomowitz 1979).

Sharecropping on separate parcels, farmed by family units, was tried in some areas
in the late 1860s. It aroused bitter complaints from the majority of landowners, who were
still in favor of the gang wage system (Wiener 1978). Wright (1986) estimates that it was
not until 1880 that the individual sharecropping system had more fully replaced the wage
labor system, although of course some scattered wage labor continued throughout the entire
postbellum period.

The system of sharecropping that arose in the South was in some ways similar to
wage labor, since most families brought only their labor to the farm, with all supplies being
fumished by the landlord. The title to the crop actually remained with the landowner, with
the sharecropper being paid out of the returns from the crop. However, sharecropping
differed from the old gang system and from more typical wage labor in crucial ways. The
household replaced the gang, and the constant supervision of an overseer was replaced by
intermittent visits by a landlord or his agent. Individual tenant houses were usually
constructed on the farm, as opposed to the centralized housing that characterized gang wage
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labor (often the old slave quarters). And renters, as opposed to sharecroppers, did have a
stronger legal claim to the crop.

Although many landlords were skeptical of sharecropping and renting, they were
largely forced by the persistence of blacks to adopt this organization. Many landowners
were especially against renting land to blacks, since renting usually assured the tenant
greater autonomy as well as legal title to the crop. Many white landowners were skeptical
that blacks would provide the level of labor the landowner desired without coercive
pressures (Fight 1984; Flynn 1983; Hahn 1983; Wiener 1978). However, landowners
could also see positive elements in sharecropping and renting, among these being the
opportunity to cut down supervision time and costs, the sharing of standard agricultural
risks with laborers, and the hope that the laborers would increase their interest and devotion
to crops when farming as a family unit and sharing the produce.

Most scholars agree that the entire black family was drawn back into cotton
production under sharecropping, and renting. The variety of sharecropping and renting
arrangements was great. A study in 1910 concluded that "the details of these variations in
dealings of landlord and tenant are practically endless” (U. S. Industrial Commission 1901,
cited from Alston and Higgs 1982). The portion of the crop that went to the landlord
versus the tenant varied both regionally, and on a case by case basis. The crop division
usually bore some relationship to the relative inputs supplied by each party. True renters,
whether the rent was paid in cash or crops (often called "standing rent”) had a stronger
legal claim to their holding and crop. Sharecroppers could also be split into true
sharecroppers, who provided only labor, and share tenants, who provided power,
equipment, and a portion of the fertilizer and other inputs. One specific form of share
tenancy was called "thirds and fourths.” The tenant furnished provisions, tools, and the
team but only part of other inputs, and received three-fourths of the cotton and two-thirds
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of the corn as payment (Taylor 1943; Welch 1943). This was a very common system in
Mississippi, and it is likely that a large portion of those farmers reported as sharecroppers
in the federal census were in fact share tenants.

More complication arrangements sometimes included direct contributions of labor
from the tenant farmer to the landlord, to be applied to other farms than the sharecroppers’.
For example, Lewis (1984) reports an arrangement in South Carolina where one day of
labor per week constituted the sole rent. This is a variant of the "sharing of time”
agreement discussed but shown to be rare by Shlomowitz (1979). Also, one plantation
might use several different arrangements, depending on the needs and resources of various
farmers, and the level of input and supervision provided by the landlord varied
considerably. Many additional or side arrangements were often made to a basic contract,
as for example when tenants were paid wages for long-term maintenance work not
considered part of their normal responsibility to their crop. Tenants on a plantation where
the landlord lived elsewhere often had the most autonomy, although the landlord may have
employed an agent. Renters generally had more autonomy, although Edwards (1913)
suggest that this was not originally the case (Edwards 1913; Woofter 1969). Mandle
(1978) points out, however, that racial prejudices restricted the autonomy of all black

farmers, even renters and owners.

Renting usually required ownership of at least one mule and other personal
property. Nationally, the proportion of tenants that rented instead of sharecropped
increased until 1900. Although this trend is consistent with the "agricultural ladder”
interpretation of tenancy (DeCanio 1974; Higgs 1977), this trend has also been linked to
the transfer of lands from local landowners to merchants and factors, many absentee, who
preferred the lower involvement and supervision of renting (Fite 1984). After 1900, the
proportion of sharecroppers increased (Alston and Higgs 1982). This trend is explained by
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Wright (1979) by increases in the prices of mules from 1899 and 1918. It may also be
related to reform policies on the part of landowners to increase profits from tenant
plantations during this period. Such policies were explicitly stated and enforced on a
nearby plantation in Monroe County from 1901 to the early 1920s. The new policies
resulted in the removal of most renters and their replacement with sharecroppers, who
could be controlled to a greater degree by the landlord (Kern et al. 1982).

The Vinton Community

During the postbellum period, Vinton was a loosely dispersed rural community
along the Tombigbee River, in Clay County, Mississippi (Figure 2.2). Exact community
boundaries are difficult to draw (Cleland 1983). The population was predominantly black,
depended on cotton production, and tenant farmers. In the antebellum period, the area had
been characterized by cotton farms and plantations, but also included the nucleated riverport
communities of Colbert (1835-1847) and Barton (1848-circa 1865), and the semi-nucleated
crossroads community of Vinton (1848-present). Settlers in this area had frequently gone
to the Lowndes County seat of Columbus for business, social activities, and to acquire
merchandise, although those in the northern part of the area also patronized the Monroe
County seat of Aberdeen. Many of the large planters also relied on cotton factors from

Mobile to market their cotton and procure supplies.

The nucleated town of Barton began to decline in the mid 1850s when the Mobile
and Ohio Railroad bypassed it for the town of West Point, about 10 miles to the west.
During the 1860s and 1870s, many of the white residents, who in large part had lived in
Barton (Figure 2.2), left the area for West Point and other places. For example, of the 28

white families known to have lived in Barton or near the Vinton store in 1860, only 10
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were located in the 1870 census. Few new white families are known to have moved into
the area during the postbellum period, and the variety of occupations represented decreased
dramatically. Some of the white families who remained in the area experienced financial
difficulties during the postbellum period, as was typical in most parts of the rural South.

Since slave counts are not known for the entire study area, it is hard to say how
many ex-slaves used their freedom to migrate to other places. The frequency of sumames
such as Matthews, Fields, Strong, Keaton, Lloyd, or Cox among the postbellum black
population correspond to those of the larger antebellum planters in the area, and suggest
that many ex-slaves remained. The extent to which Vinton residents were involved in the
Reconstruction government and activities is difficult to determine. There are records of
local complaints to the Freedman’s Bureau concerning leases or contracts now on file at the
National Archives. Letters of the Shaw family of Darracott, just north of Vinton, suggest
that many white residents also experienced considerable difficulty in adjusting to the
changed social and economic conditions.

Monroe County, into which the northern portion of Vinton extended, was an active
Ku Klux Klan area. One of the largest landowners south of Vinton was Thomas Martin,
an absentee landlord from Tennessee who was influential in the establishment of the Ku
Klux Klan. The fall of 1875 was so full of "political excitement,” as described by one local
resident, that the cotton crop was not completely gathered (Clay County Case File 236). In
November of that year a group of 11 of the largest landowners from District One of Clay
County, many of them from Vinton, formed a committee and put out notice that they would
refuse to rent to anyone who voted the Republican ticket. They also warned that they
would refuse to rent or deal with anyone associated with such characters, and that a penalty
of a double rent would be inflicted on tenants who did. They specified that they considered

anyone who refused to cooperate with their committee unworthy of public confidence and
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trust, and that the names of such persons would be sent to the local papers. The
democrats were back in office in 1876.

Little information is available on social activities and networks during the
postbellum period. A number of local clubs, like the Masonic Lodge, the Grange, the
Vinton Gun Club, and a reading club, were organized by the white population. Political
speeches, rallies, and picnics were also popular, as were seances at the Shaw home in
Darracott. The strength of rural community bonds is apparent from the Vinton column in
the West Point paper, where one resident’s illness or accident became the concern of many,
or a courtship or mishap might be the occasion for humor. Eva Coletrane, a 15 year old
white resident, described the Vinton community in 1887 in this way:

Vinton is about ten miles from West Point, two and one half miles north of
east. What a great blessing a post office is, even without the advantage and
privilege of a town or city. There are so few white people living in our
section that living here borders on confinement. It might suit one who does
not like to be crowded, but one of my age, with a strong desire to see a great
deal of the world, suffers a little sometimes, like the inmates of a cage. Were
I qualified to write an interesting letter it would not be a batch of locals. We
have no landings in use, no depots, and but little visiting; hence the
advantages of these things furnishes no material for a Vinton correspondent.

I do not mean to complain, but merely to apologize for having very little in the
way of local items to write (West Point Leader, 24 February 1887).

Even less in known of social activities and networks in the black community. Oral
history has established the importance of the local churches and schools, and of a strong
mutual aid network among black residents (McClurken and Anderson 1981).

Freed blacks demonstrated strong desires for schools for their children (Gutman
1976). County warrant books recording payments to teachers or for repairs to schools
indicate that schools were established for black students at Vinton in the 1870s. Some of
the early schools within the study area were held in churches. These include the schools
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held at Free Grace Baptist church, the Concord churches, and Paines Chapel west of
Vinton. A separate school, the Andrews School, was established near the Bethel Baptist
Church.

Schools, both black and white, were continually being moved around, presumably
in an effort to minimize walking distances and spread out enrollments. In 1891, a new
school was established in the southern portion of Section 35 (see Figure 2.3 below). The
main school for black children at this time was on Town Creek, in Section 34, with the
Fields School serving the southern end of the neighborhood. The white Vinton school
usually had only one instructor at a time, while the main black school at Town Creek
usually had from two to four teachers or assistants, in response to the larger number of
black children.

School was in session for 80 to 100 days a year during most of this period, from
November to March. Attendance was undoubtedly affected by the necessity of children
helping their parents in agricultural chores. The Vinton correspondent to the West Point
paper noted in March 1887 that "the school will be lessened in number soon, as some of
the pupils will have to discontinue. The busy time of the farmers is near at hand.” A state
school census in 1880 indicated that attendance at the black Town Creek school in 1880
was 76 students, 29 males and 47 females.

Attendance at the white Vinton school in 1880 was 30 students, 13 males and 17
females. The fact that the number of white students was almost 40 percent of the number
of black students suggests a much higher attendance rate for the white sample. School
records from the 1890s suggest that total attendance of black students was usually from 85
to 100 pupils during the 1890s. The male to female ratio was usually nearly equal, with
females often slightly more numerous. Enrollment at the white Vinton school ranged from
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33in 1889 to 13 in 1900. At the beginning of the decade there were many more male
students, but by the tum of the century equal numbers of boys and girls attended school.
Because of the fluctuations in school district boundaries, it is hard to estimate the total
school attendance for the wider Vinton neighborhood used in Chapters 3-5. The children
of Vinton merchant W. E. Trotter attended private schools in other communities. Trotter
was likely one of the wealthiest landowners in Vinton, and most Vinton residents probably
could not afford private schools.

The town of Barton, located about one mile south of Vinton, had been severely
damaged by the coming of the railroad to West Point in the mid 1850s and ceased to exist
during the Civil War. The community of Vinton, which had to some degree been
overshadowed by Barton during the antebellum period, now expanded. The center of the
Vinton community remained the Vinton store complex. It included a house, store, post
office, ferry, blacksmith shop, and cotton gin (Way and McBride 1983). However, in
1876 the Vinton school and church, which had been located near the Vinton store, were
moved several miles north to better service the entire rural Vinton community. The church
was eventually merged with a church from the neighboring community of Darracott, and
called Bethel Baptist. It was predominantly composed of white residents, although its
membership roles for 1878 to 1900 include two blacks. Most blacks attended the Concord
I and II churches, located in the western portion of the community; the London Chapel or
Town Creek churches, located in the southern end of Vinton; or Free Grace Missionary
church, organized in 1869 and located near the Bethel Baptist Church in the northem
portion of Vinton.

One of the most important social and economic institutions within the community
was the Vinton store. During the antebellum period, the Vinton store was owned and run

by several persons. However, the last and main owner was William E. Trotter. Trotter
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had spent some of his young adult life in nearby Columbus, Mississippi, before
establishing a store in Moscow, Marion County, Alabama. Shortly before his departure
from Marion in 1854, R. G. Dun and Co. agents reported that he was the best businessman
in the county and that he had made a small fortune in trade. During his stay in Moscow,
he married Sarah A. Moore, who was probably related to the Moore family who owned a
large plantation near Vinton. William E. and Sarah Moore Trotter moved to Vinton, and in
1855 Trotter joined the mercantile business of his brother-in-law William H. Moore, at

Vinton. Moore sold out to Trotter within several years.

Under Trotter’s proprietorship, the Vinton store prospered. Trotter’s land
holdings during the antebellum period had been concentrated around the store, as most of
the prairie land to the west was owned by large planters. However, during the second half
of the nineteenth century, Trotter's holdings grew tremendously. Beginning in 1870, he
bought much of the land just west, north, and south of his home and store. He also
acquired several parcels on the east side of the Tombigbee River, within several miles of
the Vinton store. In 1880, he added another section to the western holdings.

Figure 2.3 shows Trotter’s lands, and gives dates of acquisition and resale or
mortgage. He acquired several parcels through mortgages. It is likely that other
transactions, although not specified, may have represented settlements of debts owed to his
store. By the late 1880s Trotter owned at least 4,369 acres, more than most of the largest
antebellum planters in the area. For example, in 1860, only 2.2% of all plantations in
Lowndes County were over 2,000 acres (Stephen McBride, personal communication
1990). This process of concentration of holdings during the early postbellum period has
also been demonstrated in Alabama and Georgia (Hahn 1983; Wiener 1978).
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Acquisition of land by a rural furnishing merchant like W. E. Trotter was not
unusual. The demise of the factorage system which had supplied much of the rural South
created a large gap in finance and mercantilism. These problems were increased by the
scarcity of banks and specie in the South, a lack of alternative credit arrangements, and a
lack of capital for security. Land values after the Civil War were low, reducing the
collateral of owners, and then a large percentage of the population, the freed slaves, owned
no land and little personal property. The rural furnishing merchant and the crop lien system
solved these problems (Ransom and Sutch 1977; Woodman 1968). With credit from a
northern wholesaler, the merchant sold supplies, usually on credit, to local residents.
Security was provided by a lien on the coming year’s crop. Lien laws were established
soon after the end of the Civil War. They were described by Southern historian C. Vann
Woodward (1951:180) as "one of the strangest contractual relationships in the history of
finance.” Yet Woodman (1968) points out that in some regards they were a continuation
of the factorage system, under which goods were advanced on credit to a planter who
promised to let the factor handle the coming crop. While most antebellum transactions
were conducted by word of honor, the postbellum arrangements were more formal, with a
lien recorded on the crop. Also, the antebellum factor was usually no more than an agent
for the planter, while the postbellum merchant took actual possession of the crop through
the lien.

The furnishing merchant could use a local knowledge of farmers to estimate their
solvency and productive capacity in a way that outside suppliers could not. This
knowledge and the dependence of all farmers, not just tenants, on credit, led the rural
merchant to establish territorial monopolies with virtually no competition. The local
furnishing merchant often not only provided supplies, but managed the marketing of the
agricultural crop for local farmers, served as a bank in dispensing cash, served as the legal
intermediary for persons (especially blacks) unfamiliar with legal and judicial systems, and
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generally became one of the most central figures in the rural community (Clark 1944, 1946;
Ransom and Sutch 1977).

Supplies were usually sold on account, with higher prices for credit purchases, and
interest at 10 to 20 percent of the account. Local Vinton merchant W. E. Trotter charged 10
percent interest, as did a merchant in nearby Pickens County, Alabama (Wesson 1980).
Ransom and Sutch (1977) suggest from a study of a number of merchants in the South that
total interest and credit charges averaged over 50 percent, in addition to wholesale to retail
mark ups. They also suggest that many merchants, as well as landlords, employed a
number of devices, including faulty bookkeeping, intimidation, and violence to keep black
laborers in debt, and thus working. However, these methods are not necessarily in
evidence when a merchant showed a profit, since the markup and interest alone should

have created favorable business conditions.

Since landowners also desired a lien on the coming crop, there was a built-in
conflict between merchants and landlords. Many states passed legislation to help resolve
this conflict. In Mississippi, for example, the landlord lien was given priority over that of
the merchant (State of Mississippi 1880). Other states passed different legislation,
although most states within large plantation regions followed this path.

The conflict between merchants and landlords was sometimes resolved by merging
these two functions in one individual. There is some debate whether the dominant pattern
was for former landowners to become merchants, or merchants to acquire land (Hahn
1983; Ransom and Sutch 1977; Wiener 1978) In the former case, a landlord would often
begin by setting up a commissary, mainly to supply tenants, and later expand into general
merchandising. In the latter, a merchant would acquire land, usually surrounding the
store. Wiener (1978) suggests from a study of a number of merchants in Alabama that in
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plantation regions, planters usually became planter-merchants, and remained dominant.
The planters’ success in lobbying for legislation which gave the landowner the priority lean
was crucial to their continuation of control (Hahn 1983; Wiener 1978). In the less fertile
regions where planters were less common and less powerful, merchants more frequently
became merchant-planters, which created a more revolutionary transformation of the social
structure (Wiener 1978:93). Although the study area is within a plantation area, it is the
later scenario, a merchant-planter transformation, that best describes the events at Vinton
during the postbellum period.

W. E. Trotter supplied farmers who owned their own land, tenants on other
persons’ lands, and tenants on his own lands. For many blacks, on their own for the first
time with little money, tools, supplies, credit, or means to transport supplies the 10 miles
from West Point, the closest town, the Vinton store was probably their only means to begin
farming. Many of the other white landowners in this period became indebted to Trotter as
well. Trotter's goods were shipped by rail to the county seat of West Point, and taken by
wagon to his store. He was supplied by companies from Memphis, Atlanta, New York,
Chicago, Mobile, and likely many others. He supplied a variety of goods, including
mules, to farmers on his own land. In 1886 he owned 32 mules, which he supplied for an
annual charge of from $45 to $100.

Other business at the Vinton store (all run by Trotter) included cotton ginning,
milling, and the Vinton Ferry. The Vinton Ferry had operated during the antebellum
period as well but in competition with the nearby Colbert and Barton ferries. In 1881
Trotter successfully petitioned for a change in the road network, so that traffic formerly
directed to the Barton Ferry was redirected to Vinton. Although the petition was opposed
by those who ran the Barton Ferry, Trotter’s request was granted. This change probably
increased Trotter’s revenues in two ways, first by the ferry tolls, and second, through
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incidental store purchases made by ferry passengers. This arrangement continued until
1893, a year after Trotter’s financial collapse, when the Barton Ferry operators
successfully petitioned to direct traffic back to the Barton Ferry and discontinue the road
from the Barton Ferry to Vinton. It may be that 1893 thus marks the point when the Vinton

store ceased to be the major economic center for most Vinton residents.

Receipts from the Vinton store were sought, but few were located. Trotter’s
monetary strength, as assessed by R. G. Dun and Co., grew from the $5,000 to $10,000
range in the late 1860s to $10,000 to $20,000 in 1874, and to $20,000 to $40,000 in 1876.
In 1877 Trotter was the third largest merchant of the 52 merchants reported in Clay
County. By 1886 his business volume had increased to $40,000 to $75,000. Only 11
percent of all Southern merchants did this much business in 1880 (Ransom and Sutch
1977:138). With this volume and his solid credit rating, Trotter probably could order large

quantities of goods on favorable terms from any national wholesaler.

Many of Trotter’s customers may have settled up their accounts periodically, selling
their cotton or other produce to him, or paying in cash. Unfortunately no individual
accounts from his store have been located, so it is difficult to compare cash and credit
prices, or to estimate interest rates. Trotter frequently required a chattel deed or mortgage
on the coming year’s crop before advancing goods to customers. These chattel deeds
specified the amount initially fumished, the additional amount Trotter agreed to advance
over the year, and the goods mortgaged in return. Usually these goods included livestock,
sometimes described in great detail, all the household goods owned by the family, and any
crops produced by them or others for them. In some cases these deeds specified that the
lien applied to all crops, including subsistence crops and not just cotton or other cash

crops.
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Chattel deeds to W. E. Trotter have been located in Clay County Chattel deed
books. These deeds show advances of $5,608 to 20 customers in 1877, $7,526 to 62
customers in 1878, $9,835 to 32 customers in 1879, $7,580 to 27 customers in 1880, and
$12,119 to 30 customers in 1881. Compared to the estimates of Trotter’s business volume
presented above, these chattel deeds must represent a small fraction of the store’s business
and certainly a small fraction of the total customers. The amount advanced to any one
farmer ranged from $1 to $492. The advances to blacks never exceeded $450, while J. J.
Cox, a white landowner who had many tenants on his own farm, was allowed to charge up
to $1,500.

Until 1882 these chattel deeds usually specified the landowner on whose farm the
crops were to be grown. By doing deed research, these farms have been located. Figure
2.4 shows the location, by section, of the number of farmers doing business with Trotter
from 1877 to 1881. Trotter's main hinterland seems to have extended about 2.5 miles
north and south of the store, and about 4 miles west, for a total coverage of about 20
square miles. He may have also supplied some farmers on the east side of the Tombigbee,
especially since he kept the ferry in operation. However, no chattel deeds have been
located for Trotter in this area, which is in Lowndes County. Figure 2.<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>