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Abstract

“A Plumb Craving for the Other Color”: White Men, Non-White Women, and Sexual Crisis in
Antebellum America

by
Alison Marie Weiss
Doctor of Philosophy in History
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Paula Fass, Chair

“*A Plumb Craving for the Other Color’: White Men, Non-White Women, and Sexual
Crisis in Antebellum America” examines interracial relations between white men and non-white
women in the antebellum period. Focusing on black, Indian, and Spanish American women, this
dissertation argues that such liaisons were far more prevalent, institutionalized, and tolerated
than historians have previously argued. Although such phenomena as black concubines, tribally
organized Indian marriages, and land-rich Mexican wives have been separately examined, no
single study has put them together and questioned their particular prevalence at a specific time in
American history. This dissertation argues that the relationships white men formed with non-
white women follow certain patterns that evidence a sexual “crisis” in antebellum America.

Taking evidence from court records, periodicals, diaries, letters, travelogues and fiction,
this study reveals that non-white women and their relations with white men were often portrayed
in astonishingly similar ways. Whether black, Indian, or Spanish American, the women were
often described as darkly beautiful, sensuous and loving, passionate and loyal, almost slavishly
submissive and domestic, and selflessly brave. The relationships, moreover, repetitively involved
fantasies of total male power: full ownership of the female body, the possibility of polygamy,
and the ease of divorce. Most importantly, the descriptions of both the liaisons and the women
themselves starkly differed from the stereotypes surrounding white women and white marriage.
This dissertation argues that the sexual crisis was thus specifically a “crisis of white femininity,”
wherein cultural stereotypes of virile white men, passionless white women, and hyper-sexual
non-white women created a significant threat to stable white marriages.

Moreover, this study argues that the romanticization of such relations extended far
beyond the men who contracted them: some of the period’s most popular fiction involved
fantasies of interracial love, pointing to a far more deep-seated fascination and desire within the
American public than has hitherto been acknowledged. Each of the three races, therefore, is
examined in two chapters: the first detailing the nature of actual liaisons, the second examining
fictional fantasies. The final chapter and conclusion examine the possibility of a “backlash”—
conscious or unwitting—by white women, and the fate of interracial unions in the whirlwind of
change wrought by the political, social, economic, and cultural transformations of the late 19"
century.
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Introduction

In North Carolina in 1825, twelve-year old Harriet Jacobs became Dr. James Norcom’s
slave. He sexual harassed her for the next decade. "Do you know that | have a right to do as | like
with you—that I can kill you, if I please?”” her memoir recalled him saying when she refused
him. “I can grind your bones to powder!” Other times, he was gentle and pleading. “I would
cherish you,” he insisted, “I would make a lady of you.” He promised to build her a fine house of
her own in a secluded area four miles from town, where she could live in comfort as his mistress.
“No jealous lover ever watched a rival more closely than he watched me,” Jacobs remembered.*

In southwestern Wyoming ten years later, Kit Carson fought a duel on horseback with a
French-Canadian trapper. The trapper lost his thumb to Carson’s bullet, and Carson won the
hand of a sixteen-year-old Arapaho named Waa-Nibe, or “Singing Grass.” Those were, he later
told a friend, “the happiest days of my life.”? Singing Grass, however, died soon after the birth of
Carson’s child, so he took a second wife. Seventeen-year-old “Making-Out-Road” was
reportedly the “Belle of the Cheyennes.” When, however, she learned that Carson had been
having an affair with a Mexican woman, Antonia Luna, she divorced him in the Indian style—
that is, she threw all of his belongings outside their lodge and took off after her tribe. No matter:
a year later, in 1841, Carson met and soon married his third wife, a fourteen-year-old Mexican
girl named Josefa Jaramillo.?

In a shop in Stockton, California ten years later, the young forty-niner Timothy Osborn
fell “head and ears in love” with a gorgeous Chilean girl who pranced through the door.
“Positively and without any exception, she was the most beautiful girl I ever saw!” he wrote
enthusiastically in his diary. Casually dismissing his earlier, nostalgic references to beautiful
New England girls he’d left behind, he announced “talk to me of ‘American Belles’ no longer,
for my beau-ideal of perfect beauty is found at last!”” Ensuing pages of his diary neglected to
mention the previous queen of his fantasies, “dear Annie” of Martha’s Vineyard, and admitted to
stalking streets in a desperate search for his “inamorata incognita.”4

All three of these men were of high-standing in their respective communities, which
represented all three regions of the United States. The doctor was of a wealthy, professional
southern class, Timothy was the son of middle-class New Englanders, and Kit Carson, though
initially of a poor Missouri farming family, became one of the period’s most famous and widely
admired American frontiersmen. These were not men on the fringes of society. These were not

! Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself, ed. Lydia Maria Child (Boston: Published
For The Author, 1861), 62, 91, 124. In her autobiography, Harriet Jacobs (whose real name was Linda Brent) gives
her master the name “Dr. Flint.” In reality, his name was Dr. Norcum. I chose to preserve Jacobs’ pseudonym to
ensure that the reader recognizes her famous literary identity, but decided to mention Dr. Flint’s true name in order
to emphasize the fact that he was a real person. Jean Fagan Yellin, ed., The Harriet Jacobs Family Papers (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008).

2 John S.C. Abbott, Christopher Carson, Familiarly Known as Kit Carson (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company,
1873), 343.

® For the histories of Carson’s three wives, see Marc Simmons, Kit Carson and His Three Wives: A Family History
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2003).

* Journal Entries from Jan 15, 17, 18, 1850, Timothy C. Osbhorn Journal, Bancroft Library, University of California,
Berkeley. This diary was transcribed by Daniel Harris, May 1932, and titled The Heart of a Forty-Niner: The Diary
of Timothy Osborn. The Bancroft Library holds both the original and the transcription of this unpublished
manuscript.



poor, disgraced, or desperate men for whom white women were unattainable. And yet all three of
these men either desired or engaged in sexual relations with non-white women. Furthermore,
they were astonishingly open about their intentions, apparently taking for granted that their
respective communities would condone them. Neither Jacobs’ memoir, Carson’s biographies,
nor Timothy’s diary reveal any kind of qualm about this behavior.

Finally, these men were not unique in their conduct. They are simply well-known
examples of remarkably widespread patterns of interracial desire that persisted throughout the
antebellum period.® This dissertation argues that white men of all regions, ages, and social
classes in the antebellum period were fascinated and sexually excited by the prospect of
miscegenation. Socially conditioned to view race as intrinsically related to behavior, white
American men imagined a racial hierarchy in which darkness of skin, hair, and eye was an index
to sexuality and “the passions.” A kind of orientalism pervaded the American imagination,
ascribing an eroticism and romanticism to women of different races. Black, Indian, and Spanish
American women were the most numerous groups of non-white females in the antebellum
United States, and thus the three this dissertation will focus upon. Each was assigned a specific
niche in this complex racial rubric.

This argument appears to contradict decades of established historiography that
characterizes the antebellum period as imbued with an almost manic abhorrence of
miscegenation. Political and legal decisions of the time certainly reflected this general view.
Laws in almost every region, but especially the South, banned marriage between blacks and
whites. Similar laws existed in a number of northern and western states against marriage between
whites and Native Americans, and in 1830 the federal government evidenced its negative view of
integration by passing the Indian Removal Act.” Many politicians during the Mexican-American
War expressed revulsion at the notion of Mexican annexation and the resultant “mingling” of the

5 Timothy Osborn is not, of course, as well-known as Jacob’s master or Kit Carson. However, he has been included
because his diary contains one of the most frank and open discussions of sexual behavior during the Gold Rush.

® | realize that these designations may appear somewhat problematic to some readers. An explanation of terms is
therefore necessary. I have chosen to refer to the first group of women as “black” for two main reasons: firstly,
because their numbers included African-Americans, Africans, West Indies islanders, and other groups; secondly,
because antebellum society—as will be seen in later chapters—grouped all people who possessed African “blood”
under the single heading “black.” The designation also serves to highlight contemporary beliefs that “black” was at
the opposite pole of the racial spectrum than “white.” I use the term “Indian” because, despite extensive scholarly
use of the term “Native American,” the native tribes of North America themselves have clearly voiced their desire to
be referred to collectively as “Indians.” I use the term “Spanish American” to encompass the peoples of the
historically Spanish colonies. I use this term, rather than “Latin American,” because my focus is solely on the
Spanish colonies (particularly Mexico) rather than those of Portugal and France. Spain possessed the majority of
land in North, Central, and South America, as well as several islands. Furthermore, my historical subjects were
primarily coming into contact with Spanish Americans; in fact, they usually appeared unable or unwilling to
acknowledge the existence of any other European presence in the southern countries. When referring to works by
historians of Latin America who broadly focus on the entire region, | will nonetheless continue to use the term
“Spanish American” (unless their titles and quotations specify otherwise) because I solely cite information relevant
to those countries. Finally, I use the term “white” or “Anglo” to generally mean “Anglo-Saxon” Americans and
Europeans. The term “American” refers specifically to citizens of the United States (or its territories); when
referring to the peoples of Mexico or Central and South America, the term “Spanish American” is used.

" For statistics on anti-miscegenation laws, further detailed in Chapter Eight, see Peggy Pascoe, What Comes
Naturally: Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in America (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press,
2009).



white and “mongrel” races.® Publicly, then, white America appeared to have a stoic, self-
righteous stance against interracial sex.

Yet a growing number of historians in the last two decades have been exposing the fault
lines in this carefully constructed facade. One enduring historiographical interest since the 1960s
has been an emphasis on social history, particularly the study of non-elite or marginalized
groups, and a democratization of sources. The daily lives and individual experiences of men and
women of all social classes can be pieced together from their diaries, letters, and other personal
documents. The secrets revealed in these sources very often show that everyday realities
completely contradicted public beliefs and policy. A growing part of antebellum southern
historiography has revealed extensive interracial sex between white men and black women, and
even between white women and black men.? A number of antebellum western histories have
revealed a similar phenomenon on the frontier, where significant numbers of men indulged in
marriages with multiple Indian women, either successively or simultaneously.*® Rather than
being reviled as “squaw men,” many were wealthy, successful, and highly regarded frontier
businessmen. Another growing genre of American studies focuses on antebellum imperialist
ventures in Spanish America, paying particular attention to the Mexican-American War. These
works not only reveal plentiful examples of affairs and marriages between Spanish American
women and American traders, migrants, and soldiers, but even explicit talk at the political level

& One Congressman, for example, argued that it would be impossible to assimilate “the mongrel, miserable
population of Mexico—the Mexicans, Indians, Mulattoes [and] Mestizos.” Quoted in Reginald Horsman, Race and
Manifest Destiny: the Origins of American Racial Anglo-Saxonism (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press,
1981), 242.

® For example, Joshua Rothman writes “Even if they never approved of it, white Virginians, like white Southerners
elsewhere, tolerated and accommodated a wide array of sexual activity across the color line, ranging from viable and
supportive interracial families to . . . rapes.” Joshua Rothman, Notorious in the Neighborhood: Sex and Families
Across the Color Line in Virginia 1787—1861 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 5. Other
books on this subject include: Clarence Walker, Mongrel Nation: the America Begotten by Thomas Jefferson and
Sally Hemings (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009); Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the
Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999); Deborah Gray White, Ar’n’t I a Woman?
Female Slaves in the Plantation South (New York: Norton, 1999); Catherine Clinton and Michelle Gillespie, The
Devil’s Lane: Sex and Race in the Early South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); Kirsten Firscher,
Suspect Relations: Sex, Race, and Resistance in Colonial North Carolina (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002);
Martha Hodes, Sex, Love, Race: Crossing Boundaries in North American History (New York: New York University
Press, 1999), and White Women, Black Men: Illicit Sex in the Nineteenth-Century South (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1997).

1% For example, Michael Lansing writes that “the fur companies unofficially embraced liaisons between their Euro-
American employees and Native women” because they “wished to reap the economic benefits of Indian-white
romance.” Such relations were therefore “freely accept[ed] and support[ed].” Michael Lansing, “Plains Indian
Women and Interracial Marriage in the Upper Missouri Trade, 1804-1868,” The Western Historical Quarterly 31,
no. 4 (Winter, 2000): 417. Other works on Anglo-Indian relations in the antebellum West include: Albert Hurtado,
Intimate Frontiers: Sex, Gender, and Culture in Old California (Albuguerque: New Mexico Press, 1999); Theda
Perdue, “Mixed-Blood” Indians: Racial Construction in the Early South (Athens: The University of Georgia Press,
2003); Glenda Riley, Building and Breaking Families in the American West (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1996); Simmons, Kit Carson and His Three Wives; William Swagerty, “Marriage and Settlement
Patterns of Rocky Mountain Trappers,” The Western Historical Quarterly 11, no. 2 (April 1980): 159-180; Elliot
West, The Contested Plains: Indians, Goldseekers, and the Rush to Colorado (Lawrence, KA: University Press of
Kansas, 1998).



of “personal annexation”—in other words, sexual union—between the United States and
Mexico."

Finally, some historians and literary scholars have begun to note the prevalence of non-
white women in antebellum literature. The dawn of the nineteenth century witnessed a printing
revolution, and reading material became accessible and affordable to almost every sector of the
increasingly literate American population. Several studies have highlighted the sudden explosion
of literary interest in the Puritan colonies, southern plantations, Aztec empire, western frontier,
and Mexico—all convenient stages for the enactment of interracial dramas. Noble Pocahontases,
magnificent African Queens, beautiful “tragic mulattoes,” courageous Malinches, sparkling

I Amy Greenberg writes that a number of American politicians and journalists encouraged the idea of “personal
annexation,” including Samuel Houston and William Swain, editor of the Philadelphia Public Ledger. Once
America annexed Mexico, Swain insisted, “Our Yankee young fellows and the pretty sefioritas will do the rest of
the annexation, and Mexico will soon be Anglo-Saxonized, and prepared for the confederacy.” Swain quoted in
Amy Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005). Other works on the gendered nature of American imperialism in Latin America, and antebellum
relations between Americans and Mexicans, include: Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny; Robert Johannsen, To
the Halls of the Montezumas: the Mexican War in the American Imagination (New York : Oxford University Press,
1985); Woodrow Borah and Sherburne F. Cook, “Marriage and Legitimacy in Mexican Culture: Mexico and
California,” California Law Review 54, no. 2 (May, 1966): 946—1008; Rebecca McDowell Craver, The Impact of
Intimacy: Mexican-Anglo Intermarriage in New Mexico, 1821-1846 (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1982); Jane
Dysart, “Mexican Women in San Antonio, 1830-1860: The Assimilation Process,” The Western Historical
Quarterly 7, no. 4 (Oct., 1976): 365-375; Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers; Joan Jensen and Darlis Miller, New Mexico
Women: Intercultural Perspectives (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1986); Janet Lecompte, Pueblo,
Hardscrabble, Greenhorn: The Upper Arkansas, 1832—1856 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1978);
Frederick Pike, The United States and Latin America: Myths and Stereotypes of Civilization and Nature (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1992); Deborah Moreno, “’Here the Society is United’: ‘Respectable’ Anglos and
Intercultural Marriage in Pre-Gold Rush California, California History, 80, no. 1 (Spring, 2001): 2—17.

12 Some of the primary books and articles on this subject include: for the “tragic mulatto” character, see Hugh M.
Gloster, Negro Voices in American Fiction (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press 1948); Sterling Brown,
The Negro in American Fiction (New York: Atheneum, 1969); John Herbert Nelson, The Negro Character in
American Fiction (Lawrence, KA: Department of Journalism Press, 1926); Jules Zanger, “The ‘Tragic Octoroon’ In
Pre-Civil War Fiction,” American Quarterly 18, no. 1 (Spring, 1966): 63-70; James Kinney, Amalgamation! Race,
Sex, and Rhetoric in the Nineteenth-Century American Novel (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985); Eve Allegra
Raimon, The “Tragic Mulatta” Revisited: Race and Nationalism in Nineteenth-Century Antislavery Fiction (New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2004); for Indian women, see Robert Berkhofer, The White Man’s Indian:
Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the Present (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1978); Rayna Green,
“The Pocahontas Perplex: The Image of Indian Women in American Culture,” The Massachusetts Review 16, no. 4
(Autumn, 1975): 698-714; Jay B. Hubbell, “The Smith-Pocahontas Story in Literature,” The Virginia Magazine of
History and Biography 65, no. 3 (Jul., 1957): 275-300; Robert Tilton, Pocahontas: The Evolution of an American
Narrative (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994); for Latin-American women, see Pike, The United States
and Latin America; Johannsen, To The Halls of the Montezumas; Andrea Tinnemeyer, “Embodying the West:
Lyrics from the U.S-Mexican War,” American Studies 46 (Spring 2005): 67-86. Gabriele Pisarz-Ramirez, “Blurring
the Boundaries of Gender: The Strong 'Spanish’ Woman in Nineteenth-Century U.S. Popular Women's Writing,”
Amerikastudien / American Studies 53, no. 1, (2008): 57—75; James M. Lacy, "New Mexican Women in Early
American Writings," NMHR 34 (January 1959): 41- 51; Beverly Trulio, "Anglo American Attitudes toward New
Mexican Women," Journal of the West 12, no. 2 (1973): 229-39.

3 The term “tragic mulatto,” which will be discussed at length later in this dissertation, refers to the literary figure of
a man or woman (though usually the latter) who exhibits almost all the qualities of “whiteness,” but is exempt from
white society, enslaved, or brought to suicide because of their “drop” of black blood. The term was coined by
Sterling Brown in his book The Negro in American Fiction, and was used in a variety of American literature from
the antebellum period onward.



Aztec princesses, and regal Mexican noblewomen were all staples of antebellum literature, from
great writers like James Fenimore Cooper and Herman Melville to dime-novel sensationalists
like Ned Buntline and James Holt Ingraham. In all of these, the non-white women were
beautiful, alluring, romantic and excessively (though often unconsciously) erotic. Every work
also contained one or several handsome, courageous, and virile white men through whom, I will
argue, the fantasy of a reader’s interracial desires could be played out.

While scholars in the fields of southern, western, Spanish American, and literary history
have noted these trends in their respective regions and genres, none have yet linked the
phenomena together. This project seeks to do so first by consolidating the existing historiography
on interracial relations in all parts of the United States, and then by examining the literature—
both non-fictional and fictional—that focused on this theme. In this way, | hope to reveal both
the reality of widespread interracial sex in the antebellum period, and the indirect participation of
white men who enacted fantasies of these affairs by reading literature that explicitly described
them. Of course, a number of men at this time must also have entertained and acted upon
homosexual interracial fantasies, especially within the sexually charged, homosocial atmosphere
of the “sporting culture” that Chapter One will detail.** Nonetheless, the difficulty of locating a
sexual practice that was generally kept carefully hidden, and the limitations of time and space,
restrict this dissertation’s focus. My emphasis will therefore solely be on white men and non-
white women as the most active, open, and numerous participants in the antebellum period’s
interracial dramas—and those most threatening to the existing social order.

Finally, this project seeks to probe the reasons behind this blatant contradiction between
antebellum American policy and reality—or, to put it plainly, the disconnect between what was
professed in parlors but revealed in bedrooms. Why did so many white men in this period either
directly or indirectly participate in interracial sex? How could they reconcile these dalliances
with their professed racial ideology? Why did society itself, which so loudly despised
miscegenation, turn a blind eye to it—or even tacitly encourage it? William Henry Harper, for
example, stated in his 1852 Proslavery Argument that the “purity” of white southern women “is
caused by, and is a compensation for, the evils resulting from the existence of an enslaved class
of more relaxed morals.”*® How was this statement, which essentially made miscegenation
between the so-called “men of the superior caste” and their slaves of “easy chastity” a
requirement for the maintenance of white female purity, so widely accepted in southern society?
This dissertation posits three main reasons for the contradiction: first, a gendered understanding
of miscegenation; second, a complex racial hierarchy that involved a kind of color spectrum,
granting women of certain races—or certain racial mixes—some amount of social status; third,
an ideological impasse between the perceptions of ideal, white masculinity and femininity, which
I term a “crisis of femininity.”

' For example, George Chauncey’s book, Gay New York, analyzes the prevalence of homosexual activity in turn-of-
the-century New York, especially within the “sporting culture.” Peter Boag’s work, Re-Dressing America’s Frontier
Past, analyzes the fluid boundaries of gender and sex in the 19th and early 20™ century West, where men and
women of all races and ethnicities found various ways, such as cross-dressing, to redefine their own gender and
sexual identities. George Chauncey, Gay New York (New York: Basic Books, 1995). Peter Boag, Re-Dressing
America’s Frontier Past (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011).

> William Henry Harper, “Harper on Slavery,” in The Proslavery Argument, as Maintained by the Most
Distinguished Writers of the Southern States, eds William Harper, Thomas Roderick Dew, James Henry Hammond,
and William Gilmore Simms (Charleston: Walker, Richards & Co., 1852), 41.



Gendering Miscegenation and Complicating the Racial Spectrum

One historiographical trend pioneered by feminist scholars has been the “gendering” of
social, cultural, and political phenomena. In an article that shaped this approach, Joan Scott
wrote that “gender is a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived
differences between the sexes, and gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of
power.”*® For example, Amy Greenberg’s Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American
Empire examines the way American imperialism was often depicted by contemporaries as a
power play between the virile, strong, “masculine” invader, the United States, and the desirable,
weaker, “feminine” annexed lands.'’ | argue that miscegenation was also viewed by antebellum
contemporaries as a gendered power relationship backed by pseudo-scientific thought. Chapter
One will further detail how medical understandings of sperm and egg, the process of fertilization,
and racial difference appeared to buttress the social ideas of “inferior” versus “superior” races,
and “passive” femininity versus “strong” masculinity. To many contemporaries, miscegenation
through the female line—that is, sex between a white male and a non-white female that produced
mixed-race girls—could actually be ameliorative. In other words, the infusion of supposedly
“white” characteristics through white “blood”—the term contemporaries used to refer to a
genetic process they did not yet understand— could physically and even morally strengthen the
mixed-race progeny.*® On the other hand, miscegenation through the male line—sex between a
white woman and non-white man, or any kind of sex that produced mixed-race male children—
was seen as degenerative. The non-white blood of the male was seen to pollute the white, female
vessel. The resulting children, then, would be tainted with the negative characteristics of the
inferior race: physical and moral degeneracy.

| also argue that this notion of miscegenation as gendered led to a second justification in
the minds of American white men: the blurred boundaries of the racial spectrum. Since
antebellum scientific thought dictated that every race had certain, biologically-determined
characteristics, whites imagined they could observe the phenotypical expressions of white and
non-white blood. In his book Soul By Soul, Walter Johnson observes the way these notions
translated into decisions made in the slave market. Mixed-race male slaves, for example, were
thought to be particularly cunning and rebellious, an expression of the “white” characteristics of
intelligence and love of liberty. Mixed-race female slaves, on the other hand, were believed to be
more delicate, modest, and beautiful than fully black women, thus expressing the particular
virtues of white femininity. “Hybrid whiteness was . . . imagined into meaning by the buyers,”
Johnson writes, “into delicacy and modesty, interiority and intelligence, beauty, bearing, and
vulnerability. These descriptions of light-skinned slaves were projections of slaveholder’s own
dreamy interpretations of the meaningfulness of their skin color.”**

The same preference for mixed-race over full-blooded black women was also
exemplified in white men’s relations with Indian and Spanish American women. Most
contemporary reports such as travelogues or diaries were quick to mention the noble, Spanish

18 Joan Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category for Historical Analysis,” American Historical Review 91 (December
1986): 1067.

7 Greenberg, “American Men Abroad,” in Manifest Manhood, 88-91.

'8 Chapter One will further detail antebellum beliefs on “blood-mixing” and the reproductive process. This
dissertation will use the term “blood,” without quotation marks, as a term commonly used in both the antebellum
and modern periods to refer to genetic backgrounds and the hazy concept of racial lineage.

19 Johnson, Soul by Soul, 155.



blood of a preferred Mexican “sefiorita,” or the French father of an “Indian maiden.”?® Many of
the poems, plays, novels or histories about Pocahontas proudly mentioned her distinguished line
of descendants among some of “the most respectable families of the state of Virginia.”*
Whether first-hand accounts, histories, or fiction, almost all antebellum literary works featuring a
non-white female protagonist repeatedly proclaimed her to be mixed-race, the resulting lightness
of her complexion and virtues of her character plain to all.

Yet the perceived haziness and fluidity of the racial spectrum worked both ways. On the
one hand, it could be used to prove the “whiteness” of a desired mixed-race woman: her light-
complexioned beauty, gentleness, intelligence, delicacy, and modesty. These could give her
enough of a respectable veneer to be socially accepted—or tolerated—as a white man’s
paramour. On the other hand, it could also be used to excuse the white man’s sexual aggression
and the woman’s status as concubine rather than wife. Even when every other aspect of a woman
appeared “white,” any drop of non-white blood was thought to exhibit itself in her sexual nature.
Chapter One will further detail the characteristics ascribed to non-white blood, locating their
foundations in perceptions of social and cultural traditions, as well as antebellum medical
thought. According to scientific tracts, travelogues, and literature, non-white blood translated
into sensuality, volatile passions, sexual ardor, physical boldness, promiscuity, and certain
affinities for masculine pursuits like horse-riding, smoking, hunting, and even fighting and cross-
dressing. Interestingly, almost every mixed-race woman, whether part black, Indian, or Spanish
American, was thought to possess these same traits. This homogeneity is perhaps most obvious
in visual representations. Antebellum illustrations of mixed-race women of every variety are
astonishingly similar. In keeping with the descriptions found in the associated literature, each
illustration has the same “voluptuous” body, “lustrous” black eyes, magnificent mane of long,
“raven” hair, plump, “ruby red” lips, and a “clear,” “olive,” “brunette” complexion brightened by
warm, rosy cheeks.? These women, dazzlingly beautiful, alluringly sensual, ardently loving,
thrillingly passionate, and, of course, marginally respectable and accepted in white society,
fulfilled white male fantasies of the ideal concubine.

% The words “sefiorita” and “Indian maiden™ are in quotation marks to highlight their common use by antebellum
travel and fiction writers to refer to romanticized non-white women. Future references will not be punctuated in this
way unless referring to specific quotes.

2! One example, quoted here, is Samuel Stanhope Smith’s 1787 work, An Essay on the Causes of the Variety of
Complexion and Figure in the Human Species, quoted in Tilton, Pocahontas: the Evolution of an American
Narrative, 10.

22 Each word in quotations represents descriptions that appear repetitively in antebellum poems, novels, newspapers,
travelogues, dime novels, and other literary forms. They will be further analyzed and sourced in the succeeding
chapters.



Figure 0.1: This illustration from Uncle Tom’s Cabin shows the famous scene of the quadroon Eliza—a
classic “tragic mulatta”—leaping across the ice floes of the Ohio River to save herself and her child from
slave-catchers. Charles Bour, “Eliza’s Flight,” ca.1860, colored lithograph, Courtesy of the New York

Historical Society, U.S.A/ The Bridgeman Art Library.

Figure 0.2: This was best-known representation of Pocahontas in the nineteenth century.”® Thomas
Sully, Pocahontas, 1852, oil on canvas, Courtesy of the Virginia Historical Society.

# William M. S. Rasmussen and Robert S. Tilton, Pocahontas: Her Life and Legend (Richmond: Virginia Historical
Society, 1994), 39.



Figure 0.3: This image appeared in a special 1857 issue of Hutchings California Magazine titled “The
World in California.” The image itself was titled “Californios,” and purported to depict native
Californians of Mexican descent. The woman appears extremely white, virginal, and well-dressed, while
her male companion seems rather effeminate in both his features, stance, and dress. Such depictions
reflected contemporary, Anglo-American stereotypes. “Californios,” Hutchings California Magazine,
1857, Courtesy of California State Library.

Such a fantasy is the third reason I posit for the contradiction of antebellum interracial
sex, and the pivot upon which my overarching argument rests. | hold that a variety of social,
cultural, and economic factors in the antebellum period intersected to create significant sexual
and marital disadvantages for white women. I term the confrontation of these forces a “crisis of
femininity.” This, I believe, is the main reason white men increasingly sought out non-white
women for sex or even marriage. | use the term “crisis” for two main reasons. Firstly, the word
connotes a period of flux and upheaval culminating in a decisive change. This is useful for the
construction of my final chapter, which will examine the ways white women themselves were
involved in the crisis’s resolution. The term also connotes danger, which is apt for the
description of changes that actually threatened societal order. Secondly, the term echoes the
historical notion of a nineteenth-century “crisis of masculinity,” which scholars use to describe
the changes in gender norms caused by the Industrial Revolution and the backlash against “soft,”
effeminate, middle-class culture.?* I specifically chose to echo this recognizable concept because

# Many historians place this “crisis of manhood” in the late nineteenth century, after the Civil War, but others locate
the stirrings of discontent and confusion within the antebellum period. See: Joe Dubbert, “Progressivism and the
Masculinity Crisis,” in The American Man, eds Elizabeth Pleck and Joseph Pleck (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-
Hall, 1980); Michael Kimmel, “The Contemporary ‘Crisis’ of Masculinity in Historical Perspective,” in The Making
of Masculinities: The New Men’s Studies, ed. Harry Brod (Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1987); Gail Bederman,
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| believe it is far more useful to understand the way societal change catalyzed major
transformations in both men and women. The onslaught of rapid change wrought by
industrialization, immigration, the Second Great Awakening, universal male suffrage, the rise of
the Cotton Kingdom, the print revolution, imperialism, the expansion of the frontier, and the
pursuit of “manifest destiny” created shifts in gender norms that influenced and reinforced each
other.?® In other words, a “crisis of masculinity” resulting in the rise of a culture that historian
Amy Greenberg terms “aggressive masculinity” was mutually reinforced by a “crisis of
femininity” that | locate within the so-called “cult of domesticity.”?

The “Crisis of Femininity”

Social forces compounded these gender crises and actually worked against white
marriage. As America embarked on the period of industrialization, cities like New York became
pockmarked with factories, shops, and boardinghouses that swelled with young, male workers
fresh from surrounding rural areas. The problem, however, was that young, middle-class women
were not generally expected or encouraged to leave their secure homes for the tumultuous urban
environment. As Greenberg writes, “young unmarried men in America’s cities faced dismal
marriage prospects. Unmarried men outnumbered unmarried women by a substantial margin in
most cities in the 1850s,” and “the censuses of 1850 and 1860 noted a fall in the incidence of
marriage in America.”®’ Furthermore, the period’s booming sex trade and rampant increase in
brothels evidence the availability—and perhaps, to some, the preferability—of alternate options
to marriage.?® Even in the nation’s rural areas, men generally outnumbered women because of
the relatively high rate of childbirth mortality. As for the South, many regions (including the
entire state of South Carolina) had significantly larger black populations than white; black
women, therefore, often outnumbered white. In the West, finally, the dearth of white women is

Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in the United States, 1880—1917 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995); Elliot Gorn, The Manly Art: Bare-Knuckle Prize Fighting in America (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1986); Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from the
Revolution to the Modern Era (New York: Basic Books, 1993); Greenberg, Manifest Manhood.

% An intimidating variety of historiography examines the effect of these various upheavals on American society. For
the purposes of a small footnote, some of the key works include: Paul Boyer, Urban Masses and Moral Order in
America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978); Paul E. Johnson, 4 Shopkeeper’s Millennium: Society and
Revivals in Rochester, New York, 1815—1837 (New York: Hill and Wang,1978); Eugene Genovese, Roll Jordan
Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974); Winthrop Jordan, White over Black:
American Attitudes Towards the Negro, 1550-1812 (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1969); Charles Sellers, The Market
Revolution: Jacksonian America, 1815--1846 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); Richard Stott, Workers
in the Metropolis: Class, Ethnicity, and Youth in Antebellum New York City (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1990); David Henkin, City Reading: Written Words and Public Spaces in Antebellum New York (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1998); Stuart Blumin, The Emergence of the Middle Class: Social Experience in the
American City, 1760—1900 (Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Sean Wilenz, Chants
Democratic : New York City & the Rise of the American Working Class, 1788-1850 (New York : Oxford University
Press, 1984); Greenberg, Manifest Manhood; Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny.

% These terms, as well as the specific ways these “crises” manifested themselves in new gender roles and
definitions, will be further detailed in Chapter One. Greenberg actually refers to the culture as one of “aggressive
manhood,” but I have chosen to use the word “masculinity” as a specific counterpoint to the types of “femininity” I
later discuss.

%" Greenberg, Manifest Manhood, 113.

% For details on the growing sex trade in New York City, see Timothy Gilfoyle, City of Eros: New York City,
Prostitution, and the Commercialization of Sex, 1790-1920 (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1992).
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legendary: the first pioneers, trappers, traders, and forty-niners were men, paving the way for
their “civilizing” counterparts to follow. “It is hardly surprising,” Greenberg writes in her
examination of travelogues romanticizing the women of Spanish America and other historically
“Latin” colonies, “that American travelers would look fondly on Latin American women under
these circumstances.” One clue, she believes, is that “American travel narratives were far more
enthusiastic about the women of Latin America than were European narratives.”? | argue that
the same is true of white American men who “looked fondly” on female slaves, freedwomen,
and Indian women.

Economic forces, too, worked against white marriage. Marriage was extremely
expensive, not because weddings tended to be extravagant but because a married man was
expected to establish and support his entire household. Since respectable white women (in other
words, those who aspired to be termed “middle class™) were not supposed to work, a man had to
ensure that his job and income were lucrative and secure enough foundations to build a family
upon. This predicament was widespread throughout America: men in rural areas had to ensure
that their farms, plantations, or ranches were sufficiently large and successful, and men in towns
and cities had to secure well-paid business or professional positions. Frederick Law Olmsted
commented on this problem when he visited New Orleans and was shocked to find so many
Americans with quadroon mistresses. The designation “quadroon,” which will be further detailed
in Chapter Two, was generally applied to any woman of mixed African and white blood. In New
Orleans, many of these women made up a significant portion of the population of free blacks. In
the old French system of plagage in New Orleans, these women were essentially hand-picked by
white men (in formally conducted business transactions with the placées’ parents) as mistresses.
Olmsted better understood the initially outrageous situation when the men who engaged in
plagcage explained it to him. “One reason which leads this way of living to be frequently adopted
by unmarried men,” Olmsted wrote, “is that it is much cheaper than living at hotels and
boarding-houses.” After all, he continued, clearly assuming that his audience understood the
obstacles to marriage, “no young man ordinarily dare think of marrying, until he has made a
fortune to support the extravagant style of house-keeping, and gratify the expensive tastes of
young women, as fashion is now educating them.” Therefore, “many [men] are obliged to make
up their minds never to marry.” Olmsted described one young man who insisted that keeping a
quadroon mistress was the cheapest way to live in New Orleans. This man hired two apartments
at low rent and didn’t require a servant, since the quadroon “did the marketing, and performed all
the ordinary duties of house-keeping herself.” In fact, Olmsted appeared convinced that this style
of living was in many ways preferable to marriage with a white woman. After all, he mused, “a
woman of high society is so useless, with no solid acquirements.” How could mens’ “passions
[be] dormant while a pure domestic life is held to be so far in their future?””*° Non-white
mistresses could at least be defended as understandable, and perhaps even viewed as necessary.

Olmsted’s reasoning could be—and was—just as easily applied to situations elsewhere in
the United States. In the West, for example, many trappers, traders, and frontiersmen took Indian
wives. Indian marriages solidified relations with Indian communities, which were essential
components of trade that relied on Indian cooperation, protection, and labor. Edwin Denig at Fort
Union in the Rocky Mountains, for example, wrote in 1848 that by marrying into prominent

% Greenberg, Manifest Manhood, 113.
% Frederick Law Olmsted, A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States, With Remarks on Their Economy (New York:
Dix & Edwards, 1856), 598—600.
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Indian families, men in charge of trading posts “increase their adherents, their patronage is
expanded, and they make correspondingly larger profits. Their Indian relatives remain loyal and
trade with no other company.”*! The fur companies therefore actively encouraged these unions,
eager for the economic leverage they secured.* Similarly, many men who worked within
Mexican territory made alliances with prominent Mexican families that greatly increased their
economic, social, and political clout. As historian Albert Hurtado explains in his work on
interracial relations in Mexican California, the secularization of mission lands after independence
bestowed vast holdings on Mexican ranchero families. “This transfer of property created . . . an
elite that was land and cattle rich but money poor. It also made the daughters [of these families]
exceedingly attractive marriage partners” to European and American newcomers.> Unlike
American women at the time, Mexican women were allowed to own property, and daughters
inherited land and estates on an equal basis with sons.>* Foreigners married to Mexican women
were also granted Mexican citizenship, which lifted certain trade restrictions, opened a web of
kin networks, and offered influential public offices.*®

In many parts of the United States, it therefore made social and economic sense to have a
non-white paramour or wife. These, however, could not be the only reasons non-white women
often appeared to be more attractive partners than white women. Such justifications do not, for
example, explain why so many wealthy, successful men participated in interracial alliances.
Chapter Two, for example, will detail the significant participation of wealthy planters in a sex
trade of mixed-race slave girls. The majority of men who engaged in this “fancy girl” trade were
extremely prosperous and married to elite white women. They therefore gained no social or
economic benefit from their concubines at all. Similarly, a number of men who conducted
western trade among the Indians or in Mexican lands were also wealthy, successful businessmen
with white families back East. Perhaps most importantly, however, the literature that
romanticized these non-white women bestowed no social or economic advantage on readers at
all: they were clearly indulging some other interest. Even the travelogues of tourists in the South,
soldiers in Mexico, western migrants, or forty-niners focused far more on the beauty, sensuality,
promiscuity, and availability of black, Indian, and Spanish American women than on their
economic promise. And, most tellingly, an astonishing array of literature, travelogues, diaries
and newspaper accounts compared white women to their “duskier sisters” and announced a
preference for the latter. When a German duke visited New Orleans in 1825, for example, he
remarked that, when he went to a subscription ball to which only whites of “good society” were
admitted, most of the gentlemen “did not remain long at the ball, but hasted away to the
quadroon ball” that was going on simultaneously. There, among ladies described by one
American newspaper as “the most beautiful women in the world,” the Duke explained that the
white men “amused themselves more, and were more at ease.”>® Thus even when white women
were available, even when men were financially and socially stable enough to marry them, and

3! «“Journal of Rudolph Friederich Kurz,” 156, quoted in Lansing, “Plains Indian Women,” 420.

%2 Michael Lansing, “Plains Women,” 417.

¥ Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers, 22, 23.

3 Dysart, “Mexican Women in San Antonio,” 371.

% Craver, The Impact of Intimacy, 1-27.

% Bernhard, Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, Travels Through North America, During the Years 1825 and 1826,
(Philadelphia: Carey, Lea & Carey, 1828), 1: 58. Quote on “most beautiful women in the world” from Wilson
Conworth, “Wilson Conworth, Number Nine,” The Knickerbocker, February, 1838, 101.
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even when relations with a non-white woman provided no obvious advantage, they were often
preferred over white wives. What, then, explained this apparent perversion?

| argue that the aforementioned beliefs in gendered miscegenation and a fluid racial
spectrum created, as earlier descried, white male fantasies of the ideal concubine. The reason
such a woman was particularly attractive to white men was because, besides various economic
and social factors, there was an underlying cultural dilemma structuring the crisis of femininity.
The changes in both male and female gender norms created a vast divide in sexual definitions
and expectations. Furthermore, | argue that the crisis affected all sectors of society. Historians
generally agree that the middle class, which emerged in the nineteenth century amid the
dislocations of industrialization and urbanization, formulated the period’s gender norms.
According to Peter Stearns, “it was middle-class values that, in many spheres of activity, came to
influence the total society most completely.” By virtue of its ability to attain higher education
and to dominate the consumer culture, the nineteenth-century middle class “extend[ed] class
values into redefinitions” of cultural forms like gender norms.*” This meant that certain gender
roles and expectations permeated all classes of society. For example, the “cult of domesticity,”
which will be further examined in ensuing paragraphs, was really only attainable for those
classes who could afford to keep women at home. Yet the definitions and requirements of “true
womanhood” that it established came to be seen not as class-specific, but natural to the sex.
Though some working-class women shunned the expectations, others internalized its
associations with respectability and strove to establish them to the best of their ability within
their own households. Victorian writers “were adamant that respectability was not based on birth
or wealth but could be learned by anyone who accepted the ideology of domesticity and
exhibited appropriate genteel behavior.”*

However, other Americans reacted against Victorian gender codes, questioning their
definitions and deliberately rebelling against their expectations. If most historians agree that the
“cult of domesticity” began to establish a standard definition of femininity, many argue that
antebellum definitions of masculinity were still in flux.3®> Amy Greenberg, for example, posits
that a Victorian code of respectable, “restrained masculinity” was challenged by an adherence to
a kind of “martial” or “aggressive masculinity.”*® Such a division, furthermore, was not simply
along class lines. Though “aggressive masculinity” was particularly established among the

%" Peter N. Stearns, “The Middle Class: Toward a Precise Definition,” Comparative Studies in Society and History
21, no. 3 (July 1979): 395. For other works on the creation of the nineteenth-century middle class, see Karen
Halttunen, Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830—1870 (New
Haven: Yale University, 1982); Mary Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York,
1790—1865 (Cambridge: Cambridge U Press, 1981); Blumin, The Emergence of the Middle Class; Johnson, A
Shopkeeper’s Millennium.

% Robert Fitts, “The Rhetoric of Reform: The Five Points Missions and the Cult of Domesticity,” Historical
Archaeology 35, no. 3 (2001): 116.

% A few works within the comprehensive historiography examining multiple forms and practices of masculinity in
the mid-nineteenth century include: Mark Carnes and Clyde Griffen, eds, Meanings for Manhood: Constructions of
Masculinity in Victorian America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990); Bruce Dorsey, Reforming Men and
Women: Gender in the Antebellum City (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000); Amy Greenberg Cause for
Alarm: the Volunteer Fire Department in the Nineteenth-Century City (Princeton: Princeton University Press,1998);
Greenberg, Manifest Manhood; Brian Roberts American Alchemy: The California Gold Rush and Middle-Class
Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000); Susan Johnson, Roaring Camp: The Social World
of the California Gold Rush (New York: W.W. Norton, 2000); Wilenz, Chants Democratic.

%0 Greenberg, Manifest Manhood, 9-11.
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working classes as a direct reaction to middle-class expectations, it permeated all classes of
society, in all parts of the country.

Many northern men felt displaced by the anonymity of urban living, the industrial
revolution’s replacement of artisanal labor with machine work, and the hypocrisy and
sentimentality they perceived in Victorian middle class culture. These men often adopted what
historians have termed a culture of “aggressive masculinity” or a “sporting culture,” indulging in
a fast-paced, often licentious urban lifestyle characterized by brothels, fighting-pits, and
saloons.** Though often organized by working-class men and proliferating in poorer
neighborhoods, middle and upper class men often indulged in these pursuits by going
“slumming” in the seedier parts of town.*” In the South, the economic changes wrought by the
cotton boom and resulting entrenchment of slavery encouraged a similar masculine culture.
There, a culture of “honor” mandated a kind of belligerent, courageous, energetic masculinity
that would buttress and protect a world of women, children, and slave dependents. Young, elite
planters were taught that virility, strength, and passion were necessary for an effective master
and patriarch. Gambling, dueling, drinking, and pursuing sexual adventures with slaves were
considered part and parcel of a young master’s education.*® This culture of honor was to some
extent even adopted by yeomen farmers who did not own slaves: they were, as historian
Stephanie McCurry has described, “Masters of Small Worlds™ in which familial dependents
replaced slaves in the patriarchal hierarchy.** As for the West, many northern and southern men
saw the frontier as the font of a rugged, raw kind of masculinity. Those who chose to venture out
as trappers, traders, soldiers, explorers and gold-hunters were all encouraged to cultivate a rough-
and-ready “frontier spirit.” Men like Kit Carson, Davy Crockett, and, later, Wild Bill Hickock,
became folk heroes, renowned for their ability at cards, their stomach for whiskey, their prowess
on a horse, their skill with guns, and their adventures among rabid Indian warriors and adoring
Indian maidens.*® These various men had been indoctrinated with the belief, part cultural and

*! Numerous historians have examined the “sporting culture” that sprang up among young, displaced men in urban
areas. A few include: Wilenz, Chants Democratic; Gilfoyle, City of Eros; Patricia Cohen, Timothy Gilfoyle, and
Helen Horowitz, The Flash Press: Sporting Male Weeklies in 1840s New York (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2008); Amy Gilman Srebnick, The Mysterious Death of Mary Rogers: Sex and Culture in 19™ Century New
York (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995).

*2 For more on “slumming,” or the habit of certain middle and upper-class men of spending nights in the poorer
neighborhoods enjoying the brothels, saloons, and fighting pits, see: Tyler Anbinder, Five Points : the 19" Century
New York City Neighborhood That Invented Tap Dance, Stole Elections, and Became the World's Most Notorious
Slum (New York: Free Press, 2001); Gilfoyle, City of Eros; Robert Dowling, Slumming in New York : From the
Waterfront to Mythic Harlem (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2007); Seth Koven, Slumming : Sexual and
Social Politics in Victorian London (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). As these books show, these
pursuits were more numerous in working-class neighborhoods, but certainly not limited to them. Even the more
respectable parts of many American cities boasted expensive brothels and saloons.

“3 The key source on antebellum southern masculinity and the culture of “honor” is Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern
Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old South (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983). See also Steven Stowe,
Intimacy and Power in the Old South: Ritual in the Lives of the Planters (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1987); Kenneth Greenberg, Honor and Slavery: Lies, Duels, Noses, Masks, Dressing as a Woman, Gifts,
Strangers, Death, Humanitarianism, Slave Rebellions, The Pro Slavery Argument, Baseball, Hunting and Gambling
in the Old South (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996).

* Stephanie McCurry, Masters of Small Worlds : Yeoman Households, Gender Relations, and the Political Culture
of the Antebellum South Carolina Low Country (New York : Oxford University Press, 1995).

“ A few key works on antebellum western masculinity, the “frontier spirit,” and western folk heroes include:
Leonard Richards, The California Gold Rush and the Coming of the Civil War (New York: Vintage Books, 2007);
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part scientific, that men were more passionate and sexual than women, and that sexual
adventures were necessary for the honing of one’s manliness.

Antebellum women were affected by the same social and economic forces, but in an
entirely different way. As the public sphere in the North began to move from town and village
greens to urban centers, women were increasingly confined to the private, domestic sphere. The
world of industry and politics was increasingly portrayed as a dangerous whirlwind, a shark-fest
of competing interests. As factory work, offices, political fraternities and town halls drew more
and more men away from the home, the domestic realm became women’s domain. For a woman
of any class to earn the epithet “respectable,” she was expected to care for her family, manage
her household, and ensure that home became an idyllic “haven” where her bread-winning
menfolk could rest like tired ships after the storm of the public sphere.*® Such a philosophy was
perhaps even more entrenched in the South, where the prevailing culture has been described as
“fantatical” in its idolatry of southern women.*” Historians have explained this exaggeration of
the so-called feminine qualities of delicacy, innocence, dependency and purity as a consequence
of, as William Henry Harper wrote, the presence of an “enslaved class of more relaxed
morals.”* Slavery thus “whitened” white women, enabling them to cultivate more refined,
domestic virtues and accomplishments as slaves took over fieldwork and household chores. As
for yeomen women whom necessity often placed in the fields, the presence of even one, hired
slave was viewed as a rung up the social ladder.“® In the West, by contrast, servants and slaves
were extremely rare. Women on the frontier were unable to enjoy the refinements available to
their northern and southern sisters, but they proclaimed their “civilizing influence” with a proud
vengeance. Though their floors were often packed dirt, their parlors replaced by grimy cook-
stoves, and their vanity tables replaced by tin buckets of cold water, frontierswomen insisted on
domesticating the “Wild West.”*® Eliza Farnham, for example, organized the California
Association of American Women in 1848 with the express purpose of “civilizing” that territory
by filling it with women. In her broadside advertising the venture, she insisted that “the presence
of women,” with all their “kindly cares and powers,” would be “one of the surest checks on
many of the evils” in California.>*

Historians have termed this ideology in all its regional manifestations the “cult of
domesticity.” One of the main reasons women were thought to be ideally suited for this domestic
world was because they were believed to be naturally more virtuous than men. Just as cultural
and scientific beliefs intersected to construct an image of inherent male passion, the same forces

Johnson, Roaring Camp; West, The Contested Plains; David Murdoch, The American West: The Invention of a Myth
(Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2001); Matthew Basso, Laura McCall, and Dee Garceau, eds, Across the Great
Divide: Cultures of Manhood in the American West (New York: Routledge, 2001).

% For the “cult of domesticity” in the North, see Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class; Nancy Cott, The Bonds of
Womanhood: “Woman’s Sphere” in New England, 1780—1835 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977);
Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catharine Beecher: A Study in American Domesticity (New Haven: Yale University
Press,1973); A more detailed analysis of the historiography will appear in Chapters One and Eight.

*" For the description “fanatical,” see Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics 1830-1930
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1970), 15.

“® Harper, The Proslavery Argument, 41.

*° Johnson, Soul by Soul, 90, 93.
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fashioned an ideal of innate female purity. Historian Barbara Welter famously identified this
ideology as the “cult of true womanhood,” arguing that the phrase was used by nineteenth-
century writers addressing the subject of women “as frequently as writers on religion mentioned
God.” The attributes of “True Womanhood,” Welter explained, were the means by which a
woman judged herself and was judged by her husband and the rest of society. The four cardinal
virtues, she explained, were piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity.> Purity was the
fulcrum on which the other traits balanced: a chaste woman evidenced her virginal piety, her
sexual submission to none but her husband, and her sole commitment to domestic relationships.
Such a virtue, moreover, was seen as being natural to women. “The accepted belief,” historian
Anne Firor Scott writes, “was that only men and depraved women were sexual creatures, and
that pure women were incapable of erotic feeling.”® Indeed, in his examination of divorce in
Victorian America, Robert Griswold provides numerous examples of successful cases featuring
women who attempted to divorce their husbands for being too sexually demanding. The
opposite, cases in which men attempted to divorce their wives for “passionlessness,” was usually
unsuccessful. Griswold writes that “this emphasis on passionlessness had become the reigning
orthodoxy by 1850.7>* Such a belief was not simply the result of white men’s attempt to protect
the legitimacy of their own offspring, or to reserve the women of their own race for themselves.
Feminist historian Nancy Cott holds that “the belief that women lacked carnal motivation was
the cornerstone of the argument for women’s moral superiority, used to enhance women’s status
and widen their opportunities in the nineteenth century.”> Whatever the fundamental reason
behind this claim of female purity hinging on total asexuality, it was almost universally accepted.

Antebellum American society therefore created a massive ideological rift between the
ideals of masculinity and femininity that, | argue, resulted in a very real, physical rift between
white men and women. If white society necessitated such a yawning divide between a rampant
male libido and a feeble female sex drive, where could the excess sexual energy go? If white
men were encouraged to have multiple sexual adventures to polish their masculinity but expected
white women to enter their marriage beds as breathless virgins, how could they account for such
drastically different sexual repertoires? American society provided the solution in the form of
non-white, preferably mixed-blood women: beautiful and erotic enough to tempt white men, they
were nonetheless degraded enough to use carelessly and cast off at the least inconvenience.
Furthermore, the affairs did not carry the same guilt as those with white prostitutes, since the
degradag(iion of non-white women was present in their very blood, not in tragic pasts of seduction
or rape.

%2 Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” American Quarterly 18, no. 2 (Summer, 1966):
152.

%% Scott, Anne Firor, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics 1830-1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1970), p 54.

% Robert L. Griswold, “Law, Sex, Cruelty, and Divorce in Victorian America, 1840-1900,” American Quarterly 38,
no. 5 (Winter, 1986): 752.

% Nancy F. Cott, “Passionlessness: An Interpretation of Victorian Sexual Ideology, 1790-1850,” Signs 4, No. 2
(Winter, 1978): 233.

*® White prostitutes created a dilemma in Victorian minds, since they seemed to contradict white women’s “natural”
passionlessness. Their “fall” was often explained as the result of tragic rape or seduction. See Srebnick, The
Mysterious Death of Mary Rogers, especially Chapter Three, “The Beautiful Segar Girl: Mary in the City of the
New World.”



17

The real threat at the core of this “crisis of femininity,” of course, was the possibility that
these colored concubines would supplant white wives in their husbands’ affections. This
dissertation argues that such a danger was actually very real. Southern divorce cases detailed
scandalous stories of men inviting their black mistresses to slip into bed between themselves and
their wives, or of white women being forced to wait on slave concubines enthroned in their
chairs and dressed in their clothes. Western records condemned men who lured white wives to
the frontier only to force them to labor alongside their multiple Indian “squaws.” Newspaper
articles gossiped about soldiers who returned to their old northern sweethearts only to introduce
them to their new, scintillating Mexican wives. Travelogues and diaries bluntly proclaimed the
charms, looks, and elegance of Indian, Mexican, and black women superior to those of white
women. And dime novels, short stories, and even high literature repeatedly presented dual
heroines, one dark and passionate, the other light and insipid, and steered the reader’s preference
decidedly toward the former. Clearly, in being raised to the rarified heights of the social pedestal,
antebellum white femininity was practically pushed out of the physical realm and replaced by
sexual fantasies of race.

A Note on Structure and Sources

My chapters will be organized according to both the structure of my argument and the
nature of my sources. Chapter One will delve more thoroughly into the concepts of the “crisis of
femininity,” the gendered nature of miscegenation, and the fluidity of the racial spectrum by
engaging further with the historiography on antebellum concepts of race and gender. It will
examine numerous primary sources, from advice manuals to etiquette books, letters, diaries, and
medical tracts, in order to illuminate the cultural descriptions and scientific justifications behind
the concepts of virile white masculinity, passionless white femininity, and hypersexual non-
white femininity. It will also suggest that the “crisis of femininity” was actually apparent to a
number of observers, from the feminist Eliza Farnham to the French political theorist Alexis de
Tocqueville. These writers wrote quite bluntly on the matter, suggesting their own reasons and
solutions for it.

Chapters Two through Seven will be organized according to the race of the women they
focus upon. In an attempt to organize these analyses chronologically and geographically,
Chapters Two and Three begin with black women, Chapters Four and Five move on to Indian
women, and Chapters Six and Seven end with Spanish American women. In this way, the
analysis moves from the South to the Southwest and follows the expansion of slavery, Indian
Removal, western migration, the Mexican-American War, and the Gold Rush. As my analysis
focuses solely on the types of non-white women with whom white men contracted open relations
such as marriage or concubinage, Chapters Two and Three will be limited to a particular
category of black women: the mixed-race slaves and freedwomen who were expressly purchased
or contracted for extended, semi-official sexual relations. My intention is not to negate the
experiences of other black women who were raped or otherwise sexually exploited by white
men, but rather to focus on the small, very specific category with whom white men sought
liaisons that mirrored their official relations with white women. Such unions with Indian and
Spanish American women, even extending to marriage, were more common. For this reason, and
because they deal with far greater geographic areas and significantly more numerous groups of
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women, the chapters on Indian and Spanish American women will be longer than those on black
women.

In order to highlight my emphasis on certain racial, social, and cultural perceptions that
whites (by which I mean Anglo-Americans and a few Western Europeans) had of these varying
non-white peoples rather than historical reality, | will also consistently use quotation marks to
highlight certain terms. Stereotypical descriptions used by my historical subjects, such as
“savage,” “wilderness,” and “civilized,” will generally appear in quotation marks. Historical and
literary terms and phrases such as “cult of femininity,” “tragic mulatta,” and “culture of
aggressive masculinity” will also be presented in this way, so as to present them as intriguing
theories and analytical strategies rather than historical facts.

In order to highlight the juxtaposition of reality and myth, the two chapters focusing on
each group of women are thematically paired. The first of each pair will probe the “reality” of
miscegenation: travelogues, diaries, letters, court cases, newspaper articles, and marriage
statistics will illuminate the ways contemporary white men described, engaged in, and justified
their interracial affairs. Such an analysis will present the scope of antebellum miscegenation as
well as the existence and influence of the gender and race ideologies discussed in Chapter One.

The second of the paired chapters will present the contemporary fiction that focused on
miscegenation with the women of each race. Generally, the works fall into categories that | label
“tragic mulatta” literature (concerning mixed-race black women); “Pocahontas” or “frontier”
literature (concerning Indian women); and “southwestern,” or “Spanish American” literature
(predominantly concerning Mexican women). | argue that such literature both influenced and
was influenced by the actual instances of miscegenation that it bluntly described. My intention is
not to conflate literature and reality, or to suggest that the popularity of the literature indicates
the same pervasiveness of miscegenation in American society. Indeed, | argue that one of the
main reasons such literature did enjoy such popularity was because it did not reflect reality: it
enabled white men to participate in a fantasy of interracial sex that was safely within the confines
of the romantic imagination. Nonetheless, the literature does evidence a comprehensive
knowledge of the various types of interracial relations that existed in America. Moreover,
personal accounts of white men who actively sought out interracial relations—whether tourists to
New Orleans’ quadroon balls, forty-niners nosing around Indian camps, or soldiers touring
Mexico’s cantinas and fandangos—repeatedly referenced romantic literary portrayals of non-
white women.

I do not mean to suggest that this kind of “sensationalist” literature was dominant, read
by the majority of men, or even a major influence on men’s actions. It was certainly a major
genre of American fiction, but there was no truly dominant style at this time. The majority of
literature considered “respectable” and middle-class, in keeping with Victorian culture, was of
the “sentimental” genre. This was characterized by moralizing works like Harriet Beecher-
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and domestic novels like Alcott’s Little Women.*’ Sensationalist
literature featuring non-white heroines and interracial sex was another feature of the culture of

> professor Elisa Tamarkin, interview by author, U.C Berkeley English Literature Department, January 27, 2012.
For works on sentimental literature in America, see: Herbert Ross Brown, The Sentimental Novel in America
(Durham, N.C: Duke University Press, 1940); Cathy Davidson, Revolution and the Word: the Rise of the Novel in
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986); Elizabeth Barnes, States of Sympathy: Seduction and
Democracy in the American Novel (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997); Jane Tompkins, Sensational
Designs: the Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985).
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“aggressive masculinity” that specifically reacted against Victorian norms. Nonetheless, thanks
to its cheap production, it was very numerous and widespread, as well as extremely popular.®®
Furthermore, such prototypes of non-white heroines and investigations of interracial relations
were not limited to the sentimental genre: they were prevalent in a wide variety of works. My
examples will therefore include the writings of such literary greats as Sir Walter Scott, James
Fenimore Cooper, Herman Melville, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Lydia Maria Child, as well the
sensationalism of the forgotten, like Ned Buntline, Charles Averill, James Holt Ingraham, Harry
Halyard, and John Davis. The issues raised in literature about slavery, the West, and Spanish
America were addressed in a variety of ways. Some, like abolitionist tracts, were serious,
politically and morally motivated. Others seem to simply have titillated readers’ curiosity about
exotic peoples and places. This dissertation will examine both types in an attempt to locate
recurring patterns in the general body of American fiction.>®

Another genre of extremely popular antebellum literature was the travelogue. These
works straddled the divide between reality and fantasy, fact and fiction, but are significant to my
analysis primarily because so many readers consumed them gullibly. The popularity of these
narratives of exploration—on the high seas, in the West, through the South, or in Spanish
America—is clear from their prevalence in antebellum library catalogs, the constant appearance
of excerpts and reviews in almost every major periodical, and the publication of foreign works in
American editions. Historian William Lenz argues that they “functioned as transitional works in
an era still suspicious of fiction but hungry for wonders.”® And, indeed, wonders seemed to
abound in the antebellum period, especially. The expansion of slavery, mass immigration,
American imperialism, western migration, and America’s emergence as an industrial power with
increasingly clear designs on the western hemisphere meant that significant numbers of white
Americans were coming into contact with peoples of different races and cultures more than ever
before. Is it any wonder, then, that the overwhelmingly male-authored travelogues spent
considerable amounts of time describing—and most often admiring—the looks, language, dress,
and folk practices of the women in every exotic new place? In many accounts, non-white women
seem on par with mermaids, sirens, fairies and sphinxes: beautiful, mysterious, dangerous, and
altogether far more exciting than the known elements of the female sex present America’s
villages, towns, and cities.

My final chapter and conclusion are also presented as a thematically linked pair, focusing
primarily on the latter half of the nineteenth century—a period I label a “backlash” to the “crisis
of femininity.” These chapters seek to resolve the contradiction my dissertation appears to
present: if such a crisis really did exist for white femininity, exacerbated by a simultaneous crisis

*8 For more on sensationalist literature (which will be further defined in the succeeding section) and its popularity
and place in American society, see: Cohen et al., The Flash Press; Johannsen, To the Halls of the Montezumas;
Shelley Streeby, American Sensations: Class, Empire, and the Production of Popular Culture (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2002); Michael Denning, Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working-Class Culture in
America (London: Verso, 1987).

T echo Michael Denning’s caveat from his comprehensive analysis of nineteenth-century American dime novels,
substituting my own type of research—covering a broader expanse of genres—for his own focus on dime novels.
“Though I will look at only a small fraction of the tens of thousands of [books] published in these years I hope to
demonstrate that the formulas and figures that recur . . . hold a central place in [this genre] generally.” Denning,
Mechanic Accents, 5.

% William E. Lenz, “Narratives of Exploration, Sea Fiction, Mariners' Chronicles, and the Rise of American
Nationalism: ‘To Cast Anchor on that Point Where All Meridians Terminate,”” American Studies 32, no. 2 (Fall,
1991): 41—45.
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in the formation of American masculinity, why is the period instead remembered for its
increasingly institutionalized racism, growing belief in a scientific rationale behind white
supremacy, and adamant social, legal, and political policies against miscegenation? I argue that
these phenomena only really began to characterize the century in its later years, spurred by
reform movements, increased western migration, the Civil War, and the rise of Jim Crow. | will
argue that some of the main instigators of these changes were women, who reacted to the “crisis
of femininity” in a variety of direct and indirect ways. As Victorianism increasingly became the
hegemonic culture, as the southern plantation aristocracy fell from power, as women began to fill
western towns and cities and create the institutions of “respectable society,” and as anti-
miscegenation laws began to proliferate in the majority of states, the crisis became less
immediate. Miscegenation persisted, but white women established themselves as an effective
police force. Chapter Eight therefore suggests that American women co-opted the “crisis of
femininity” for their own purposes. By campaigning against it in the name of civilizational
reform, they—intentionally or indirectly—turned the tables, using the implications of the threat
to actually strengthen their own social and cultural power, and to buttress the ideology of white
supremacy.

My conclusion, finally, examines whether these public actions reflected private thought:
in other words, whether literature itself began to reflect the changing ideas about race and
gender, and whether interracial fantasies disappeared or were simply transformed. The analysis, |
hold, is relevant even today, in a society and pop culture that still possess a complicated, tenuous
relationship with the issue of interracial sex that is rooted deep within the practices, stereotypes,
and fantasies of almost 200 years ago.

Reader Responses: Applying Literary Theory to Historical Analysis

A dissertation so focused on both historical and literary sources must present dual
contexts and analyses. A brief section on the historical context of the antebellum literary world,
as well as the application of literary theory to historical subjects, is therefore necessary. Exactly
how large was the American reading population in the antebellum period, and what were they
reading? More specifically, what meaning did authors and readers give to their books? Can
historical actions—what actual people did in reality—be linked to literary content—the fantasies
that played out in a reader’s imagination?

One of the reasons a particular focus on antebellum publications is so central to my
argument is that the period witnessed a print revolution. Innovations in print technology included
the invention of stereotyping and electrotyping, Napier’s cylinder press, Hoe’s ten-cylinder
press, and Fourdrinier's paper-making machine. Suddenly, the numbers and circulation of
newspapers shot up, so that in 1850 more than 2,500 newspapers were being published in the
United States—more than any other nation in the world. Not only could books, newspapers, and
pamphlets now be made so cheaply and in such mass quantities that almost anyone could afford
them, but the nation’s new transportation and communication networks also sped them to the
very corners of America’s hinterlands.®*

It was, moreover, an “age of universal authorship” as well as an “age of book-making.
One didn’t have to be a great scholar or even a great writer to publish cheap stories in

5962
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newspapers and magazines. The kind of literature that was cheap, mass-produced, and scorned
by many respectable writers as “trash” was called “sensationalist literature.” These dime-novels,
serials, and pamphlets had atrociously complex yet formulaic plots, exotic, dangerous settings,
white male heroes who practically oozed manliness, evil villains with rapacious appetites for
murder and rape, and beautiful heroines with luxurious curls, heaving bosoms, and dresses apt to
accidentally slide off their shoulders.

In Novels, Readers, and Reviewers, Nina Baym argues that, contrary to the “essential
premise on which our history of the American novel is based,” America in the 1840s and 50s
was “a nation of novel readers.” Certainly, some moralists and church organizations worried that
novels were corrupting youth’s imaginations, but her analysis shows that the vast majority of
periodicals and reviewers praised fiction. Indeed, she claims, by the 1850s the novel had been
accepted as “the literary art form of the nineteenth century.” Everyone read them, “from the most
cultivated leisured classes on down.” Novels were available in periodicals (which also exploded
in number at this time), in cheap pamphlets, in fancy bound editions, and in libraries. The nation,
contemporary reviewers claimed, was being inundated with novels: “floods” of them, according
to the New York Review; like “the locusts in Egypt,” remarked the Ladies Repository; and “thick
as autumn leaves all over country,” agreed the American Review.”

Any major current event could trigger the “deluge.”® Slavery, for example, was a hugely
favorite topic as the issue became increasingly heated, twisted to the purposes of southern
apologists and northern abolitionists alike. In To The Halls of the Montezumas, Robert Johannsen
analyses the astonishing array of literature that surrounded the Mexican-American War, created
by and for the soldiers themselves. Johannsen holds that “reading among Americans had never
been so popular or so widespread. The expansion of public education, one of the highest literacy
rates in the world, and an increase in leisure time brought on by industrialization created a
growing demand for reading material.” ®® Even foreign visitors commented in amazement on
America’s voracious literary appetite and bewildering numbers of newspapers. The soldiers’
literary passion was apparent in their diaries and the letters they sent home. They quoted books
and newspapers, requested them to be sent in the mail, and admitted to carrying them on
campaign in knapsacks and searching for them among Mexican booksellers.®® As my own
primary source analysis will show, other western travelers—migrants, explorers, trappers,
traders, and forty-niners—possessed a similar kind of literary appetite, usually for stories
glorifying the frontier and the adventurous lives of those who braved it. Almost all of the
literature on slavery, the West, or Spanish America involved interracial affairs, often at the very
center of the plot.

Of course, most readers never ventured anywhere, choosing instead to read about such
exciting exploits in the privacy of their own homes. The expansion of literacy at this time meant
that women must also have been reading these kinds of stories. After all, much of the cheaper
literature was widely available in a number of periodicals, bookstores, and libraries, and
interracial plots entered even into the period’s most vaunted, “high” literature. Partly because of

% Nina Baym, Novels, Readers, and Reviewers: Responses to Fiction in Antebellum America (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1984), 14, 17—18, 44, 47, 50. Periodicals quoted Ibid., 26—27.

8 «Deluge” quoted from the Christian Examiner, March 1845, referencing the “deluge” of novels that have “poured
upon us from all lands.” Quoted in Ibid., 27.
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% Ibid., 149, 175—175.
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the dearth of non-white authors at this time, a non-white literary public must also have consumed
these works. Nonetheless, it appears that white men were the primary, intended audience.
Periodicals specifically aimed at men were far more likely to print sensationalist stories, while
ladies’ magazines most often presented domestic or sentimental fiction.®’ The significant number
of stories that were turned into plays also tended to cater to a male audience, since, prior to the
1850s, theaters were primarily male domains that respectable, middle-class women avoided.®
Even books with a political bent, like abolitionist works, can be interpreted as having (to a
certain extent) a targeted male audience: after all, it was men who had the voting power over the
“peculiar institution.” Library records also point to a gender division in reading patterns between
sensationalist and travel literature (primarily male), and sentimental or domestic fiction
(primarilg/ female). Though both men and women read all genres, gendered preferences are
obvious.” Shelley Streeby argues in her analysis of nineteenth-century sensationalist literature
that this was due to the period’s “ideologies of separate, gendered spheres” and the belief in
“essential gender differences,” which “exerted pressures on definitions of popular body genres.”
Sentimentality, she explains, was “increasingly being identified with middle-class women and
with feminization in the mid-nineteenth century, even as sensationalism was more often
associated with a masculine . . . resistance to sentimentality.””

Perhaps most obviously, however, the characters and the plots of the vast majority of
literature concerning interracial love affairs were explicitly geared toward male consumption.
The authors were overwhelmingly male; the stories themselves almost always concerned an
admirable, manly, white hero; the love story usually focused on a similarly admirable, beautiful,
feminine, non-white woman, as well as an occasional white, female rival; the general plot was
usually adventurous, aggressive, exciting, and passionate (all “male” traits); and the language
was often explicitly sexual. Nonetheless, as literary scholars have long debated, a reader’s real
engagement with the text is hard to determine. To what extent do a reader’s literary choices
reflect his or her own thoughts or actions, and to what extent do these choices influence them?
As one scholar put it, “does the text manipulate the reader, or does the reader manipulate the text
to produce the meaning that suits [his or her] own interests?”’* Furthermore, to what extent can

%7 | make this claim based on my own research. The vast majority of fiction analyzed in this dissertation appeared in
male-oriented periodicals like the Knickerbocker rather than female-targeted papers like Godey’s Lady’s Book.
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the author’s own intentions be fathomed? Do the ideas, desires, and actions represented by the
characters reflect both the author and the reader’s own, or can the latter sympathize with them
without sharing them?

My dissertation argues that, in general, nineteenth-century authors very blatantly
presented their own opinions on their own characters and plots. The “good” characters and “bad”
characters were clearly demarcated, as was the course of a tragic or happy plot. In fact, many
nineteenth-century authors interjected their own opinions or moral messages into their works,
clearly directing the reader to a specific interpretation. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for example,
Stowe interrupts her own narrative of a slave family’s escape to declare, in a narrative voice
detached from any character, “Who can speak the blessedness of that first day of freedom? Is not
the sense of liberty a higher and finer one than any of the five?”’? Nineteenth-century authors
also manipulated their readers’ responses in more subtle, indirect ways, playing upon their own
knowledge of their intended readers’ beliefs and conventions. As Peter Rabinowitz argues in
Before Reading, nineteenth-century authors expected their readers to comprehend the meaning
behind skin, eye, and hair color. Since eyes were treated as the “windows to the soul” in
nineteenth-century fiction, the reader was expected to recognize a character’s moral persona
through a description of his or her eyes. The fact that many non-white female characters
possessed “flashing, dark eyes” was intended to connote passion and hyper-sexuality.” As will
be seen in successive chapters, certain descriptive adjectives went together, creating patterns that
linked the whole genre of interracial literature together: dark skin, eyes, and hair, for example,
were linked with the adjectives “warm,” “luxurious,” “flashing,” and “ripe;” white skin, fair hair,
and blue eyes, on the other hand, were linked with the adjectives “frail,” “sweet,” “innocent,”
and “childlike.” The connotations of such descriptions were meant to steer the reader’s interest to
particular characters. More often than not, the most admirable, sexual, and exciting descriptions
were bestowed upon non-white female characters—even when the white, male hero himself
chose the more insipid, frail white woman for his lover.

In this way, the reader’s tastes were usually intended to be linked with the author’s.
“Happy” endings usually involved a connection between the interests of the author, reader, and
white male hero, as the latter chose the “right” female lover and lived happily ever after.
“Tragic” endings usually involved some kind of break among the three: either the white hero
chose the “wrong” woman, or his choice of the “right” one nonetheless ended tragically. Of
course, the simple preference of a non-white over a white woman in a story did not mean that
either the author or reader entertained interracial fantasies in his own, personal life, or that he
was more likely to suddenly seek them out. As literary scholars Marshall W. Alcorn and Mark
Bracher argue in their application of psychoanalysis to literature, reading enables people to
entertain, “at least provisionally, perspectives, values, and attitudes divergent from and even

meaning than the author had intended. However, | also assume that audiences are to some extent self-selecting: the
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(New York: Palgrave, 2002), 156; Peter Rabinowitz, Before Reading: Narrative Conventions and the Politics of
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contrary to their own.”’ In literature where authorial intentions are clear, the reader can be
“occupied” by the thoughts of the author: he can be steered, so to speak, to agree with the desires
or actions of certain characters even though these may be directly contrary to his own.” By
delineating a particular “enemy” and pointing out the means to a “happy” ending—in other
words, by creating a common antagonist and a common goal—the author can establish a so-
called “narcissistic alliance” between the reader and a character.’® In this way, a middle-class,
married, conservative, racist male reader could still desire a happy ending to the love story
between a young, adventurous frontiersman and his beautiful, noble Indian princess. Such an
“alliance” does not mean this reader would then divorce his wife, race out West, and eagerly
seek out Indian tribes.

Nonetheless, literary theorists also argue that literature can indeed “alter a person’s inner
world, that representation of reality interposed between perception and action.”’” Stories can
dramatize a reader’s feelings or perceptions of which he or she may have been entirely unaware.
“An encounter of this sort,” Alcorn and Bracher argue, “allows the reader to grasp his or her own
desires more clearlg/ and pursue them more effectively through the diverse and often treacherous
terrain of reality.”’® My dissertation argues that the popularity of interracial themes, and the
strange way they played out—most often establishing a clear preference for non-white over
white female characters—presents clear evidence of latent, perhaps unconscious desires present
in the so-called “inner world” of American society, particularly among white American men.
Furthermore, the fact that so many travelers, soldiers, adventurers, and migrants who ventured
South or West explicitly referred to this kind of literature in their personal narratives seems to
prove that some readers did indeed “grasp [their] desires” and “pursue them” across the more
“treacherous terrain of reality.”

Nineteenth-century readers and reviewers seemed to have been aware of the strange
directions their desires took when reading certain books. “Every man recognizing in himself the
elements of character delineated,” a book reviewer in Harpers wrote, “sees himself openly
revealed—his secret sympathies, impulses, ambitions—his vices, virtues, his temptations; and
follows with terrible fascination the course of his undeveloped future—passes thoughtful and
alarmed, and hangs back upon the very edge.”’® Rather than praise the kind of mutual
understanding and sympathy such a “narcissistic alliance” could lend, the reviewer suggested
that the revelation of such “secret” truths was frightening and problematic. Perhaps, then, this
reviewer had in mind the plethora of literature that revealed to men certain, “secret” truths about
their “terrible” and “alarming” fascination with non-white women, and the possibility of an as-
yet-“undeveloped future” of interracial romance.
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“The Great Craving of My Nature”’
Race, Gender, and Sexual “Crisis” in Antebellum America

“An Education of This Kind is Not Without Danger: "
Contemporary Views on the “Crisis of Femininity”

In 1831, the young Frenchman Alexis de Toqueville traveled all around America,
scribbling notes on a society, political structure, and culture that bemused and fascinated him. In
1835, Democracy in America provided the world with the first detailed, insightful portrait of the
“great experiment” in America....and a rather dismal view of American sexual relations.

According to Tocqueville, Americans were much more orderly and chaste than
Europeans. This, he hypothesized, was due to the rigid moral strictures they imposed on their
women, their unromantic views on marriage, and the separation of men and women into almost
totally separate spheres of work. “Although the travellers who have visited North America differ
upon a great number of points, they all agree in remarking that morals are far more strict there
than elsewhere,” he wrote. “In America all books, novels not excepted, suppose women to be
chaste.” This was because society placed intense pressure on women to conform to certain moral
standards. Americans, Tocqueville explained, “do not rely on religion alone to defend the virtue
of woman; they seek to arm her reason also. . . they first [teach her] to exercise a proper control
over [her]self.” Tocqueville conceded that such gender expectations may have made society
“more tranquil and better regulated,” but he warned that “an education of this kind is not without
danger,” since it meant that, for men, “domestic life has often fewer charms.” With his usual,
astonifhing talent for perception, Tocqueville noticed a gender crisis after a stay of less than two
years.

The problem with this “education,” Tocqueville wrote, was that it tended “to invigorate
the judgment at the expense of the imagination, and to make cold and virtuous women instead of
affectionate wives and agreeable companions to man.” Marriage, to both men and women, was
therefore considered by Americans to be “a covenant which is often onerous, but every condition
of which the parties are strictly bound to fulfill.” Rather than bringing men and women closer
together, marriage exacerbated the distance between the sexes. “In America the independence of
women is irrevocably lost in the bonds of matrimony,” Tocqueville stated. “[She] lives in the
home of her husband as if it were a cloister.” Such a metaphor connotes withering chastity as
well as a “sacrifice of her pleasures to her duties.” In Europe, he claimed, this was “seldom
demanded of her.” In the United States, “the inexorable opinion of the public,” which

! The title of this chapter is taken from a quote by South Carolina Senator James Henry Hammond, justifying his
extra-marital affair with a slave by explaining that his white wife “could not fulfill the great craving of my nature.”
Hammond quoted in John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 96.
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Tocqueville noted was set by the middle class, “carefully circumscribes women within the
narrow circle of domestic interests and duties, and forbids her to step beyond it.” Most likely
describing the way such a system was defended to him, he wrote that “[it is] the best pledge and
most certain sign of the purity of her morals; . . . [and] the highest security for the order and
prosperity of the household.” Nonetheless, Tocqueville went on to express his own opinions on
the matter, explicitly noting the way it created a crisis of femininity:

All these distinct and compulsory occupations are so many natural barriers, which, by
keeping the two sexes asunder, render the solicitations of the one less frequent and less
ardent—the resistance of the other more easy. . . . [T]here [are] at the same time a great
number of courtezans and a great number of virtuous women.

Perhaps most Americans were greatly offended by Tocqueville’s summary of their
gender roles and sexual relations. Others, however, vehemently agreed that a crisis existed, and
admonished society for ignoring it. One of the most vociferous denouncers was the proto-
feminist Eliza Farnham. She viewed the rising rates of prostitution and alarming proliferation of
urban brothels as evidence of the abuse of society’s sexual standards. Though, like Tocqueville,
she did not actually use the term “crisis of femininity,” her criticism of contemporary gender
roles and the potential societal danger they presented almost exactly echoed Tocqueville’s own.
“The experiences of civilized homes too sadly testify that even their attractions are not always
sufficient to withhold men,” she wrote in her magnum opus Woman and Her Era. “Thousands of
husbands and fathers who mean to maintain character, command respect and exercise a social
power, participate freely in these horrors, which they call pleasures, of the sensual circle. . . .
[T]hose loathsome, abhorrent relations which are the opprobrium of Civilization.”®

Farnham, however, defined the crisis differently than Tocqueville. While the latter stated
his distrust of the moral pedestal upon which American society placed its women, Farnham
believed it necessary and natural. Tocqueville ascribed American men’s waning interest in
matrimony to the frigidity and separation engendered by this pedestal and the “cult of true
womanhood” it inspired. Farnham, however, insisted that the trouble lay in the sexual double
standard: if men, too, aspired to the moral heights they required of their women, evils such as
prostitutes, concubines, and extra-marital affairs would evaporate. She located the problem not in
the perceived “passionlessness” of American women, as Tocqueville did, but in the hyper-
sexuality—and its tolerance by society—of American men.

“Man’s first self-hood is the animal or lower nature [while] woman’s first self-hood is the
angelic or higher nature,” she wrote. “Man is the degrader of the Love-relations; Woman their
elevator.” Furthermore, she declared that shocking numbers of men “revel . . . in bestial
sensuality,” but “if they suffer at all, in view of such conduct, they suffer but temporarily,” since
society exonerated them as soon as “they plead their appetites in extenuation of almost any
vicious behavior in themselves.” On the other hand, woman “is not characteristically sensuous as
man is, but affectional . . . her intentions are pure, wise, and comprehensive.” Farnham explained
the “crisis of femininity” in explicit sexual terms when she wrote that “in men, in general, the
sexual desire is inherent and spontaneous . . . . In the other sex, the desire is dormant, if not non-

* Ibid., 211-222.
® Eliza Farnham, Woman and Her Era (New York: A. J. Davis, 1864), 2: 76.
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existent.”” Clearly, then, some Americans in the antebellum period were just as aware of the

yawning sexual chasm as foreigners like Tocqueville were—and as their modern observers are
today.

Yet Farnham’s solution to this crisis is baffling to a modern reader. The fault, she
explained, lay with men—not for possessing a naturally aggressively sex drive, but for failing to
exert control over it. Farnham’s feminist argument held that, were men to give women more
rights and influence, the latter would be able to “soften,” mould,” and “refine” them. “A better
day comes to Woman and also to Man,” she predicted, “as she grows more influential over him,
and he, by her withdrawal of his sensual standards, more conformed to the spiritual love which
her nature yields, and desires in return.” Farnham therefore placed the onus for such change upon
women, since “the purity of Woman is the everlasting barrier against which the tides of man’s
sensual nature surge.” It must therefore be “steadily beaten back, or human welfare decays in her
failure.”® Rather than relax their own moral standards, Farnham believed women must be even
more vigilant in maintaining them. Indeed, she put her own words into action by campaigning
against prostitution.’ That horrific institution, she assured her readers, was caused solely by men,
since she denied the possibility that women would pursue such liaisons of their own volition. The
only reason for the existence of such degraded beings was the sexual appetite of the men who
seduced, raped, or otherwise caused their downfall.® In Farnham’s ideal America, society
would most closely resemble the state of the angels, cultivating only a pure, spiritual love
without a trace of sexual desire. One wonders how, exactly, she imagined the population would
reproduce.

Yet many of Farnham’s views were widely accepted in antebellum society. How could a
“crisis of femininity” that was obvious to so many contemporaries have engendered such
radically different views on its causes and solutions? How could Farnham’s solution, which
appears so idealistic and unreasonable today, have appeared such a desirable goal to antebellum
society? And how, moreover, could Tocqueville, who had been in America for less than two
years, come to a more insightful and realistic conclusion about the crisis than American citizens
themselves? The answer lies in perspective. Tocqueville’s foreign origins enabled him to see the
crisis as a cultural phenomenon born of a vehemently religious, proudly self-policing, democratic
society. Farnham, however, approached the issue from the perspective of one indoctrinated into
certain religious and scientific beliefs. She was raised in a society that believed gender
differences to be natural, inherent, and biological. To suggest change in American sexual natures
would be akin to requesting stripes on a leopard. Men, with their “natural” lustiness, could not
require their inherently passionless women to suddenly develop a sexual appetite, and women
could only request control over manly sensuality. The virtual immutability of this belief system
explains why the crisis existed for so long. American men and women were taught from
childhood—in advice manuals, books, newspapers, medical tracts and a variety of other social
media—that their respective genders had certain, natural qualities that resulted in different

" Farnham, Woman and her Era, 2: 102, 76, 77, 118, 95, 285.
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expectations, roles, and lifestyles. What was natural was good, these sources claimed, and what
was American was best.

“Forgive almost any vice in a man who is manly; . . . If [he] will fight, . . . ride a dangerous
horse ovelr1 a rough country, . . . do [his] level best on whiskey, . . . [is] a devil of a fellow with
women.”’

The Culture of “Aggressive Masculinity”

The traditional, Victorian ideal of American masculinity in the antebellum period was
one of impeccable self-discipline, rigidly controlled emotions, composed strength, and loving
devotion to God and family. Amy Greenberg has termed this masculine type “restrained
manhood” to contrast with her definition of “martial” or “aggressive manhood.” While she
acknowledges that not every man fell into one of those two camps, since there were a wide
variety of gender practices at the time, she does argue that these two “visions of manhood” were
dominant. In the middle decades of the nineteenth century, the two concepts “competed for
hegemony:” one tended to be practiced more by members of the middle and upper classes, and
members of the latter tended to be of the lower-middle or working classes. Nonetheless, a reason
for their constant flux was the fluidity of the class boundaries that defined them, and members of
all classes ascribed to both types.*?

Yet by virtue of its primary association with the middle class, “restrained masculinity”
had a tenacious hold on general social values, and a claim to the contested designation of
“national culture.” Scholars generally define “middle class” as specifically non-manual laborers:
the white collar workers, artisans, petite bourgeoisie, and small capitalists who established “a
lifestyle, set of cultural codes, behaviors, and conventions that helped to define an increasingly
homogeneous civic order.”® Historian Seth Koven eloquently describes the British Victorian
middle class as “a paradoxical blend of arrogant self-confidence and anxious self-doubting,” a
characterization that just as aptly applied to the contemporary American equivalent.* Although
those who ascribed to Victorian ideals claimed them morally superior and nationally dominant,
they nonetheless felt constantly threatened by the presence of other competing (and often
blatantly reactionary) cultures. The “domestic values” of thrift, sobriety, sexual restraint,
emotional control, and financial success seemed constantly endangered by the hedonistic vices
offered in urban areas, especially.™ The middle class felt the true precariousness of its cultural
mores when it viewed its young men carousing in slums, gambling halls, and saloons, and even
its respectable elders slipping in and out of brothels.

The middle class therefore attempted to pre-emptively strike at the impending threats by
publishing a variety of advice and etiquette manuals to young men, especially those who found
themselves adrift in the tumultuous cities.™ Etiquette manuals detailed exactly how to dress,

** John William De Forest, A Union Officer in the Reconstruction, eds James H. Croushore and David Morris Potter
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where to have lunch, how to handle one's silverware, how to sit in polite company, and how to
court pretty ladies. Total control was the key to pristine middle-class behavior, integral to setting
oneself apart from what was commonly portrayed as a bellowing, drunken lower class and an
indolent, ostentatious upper class. From 1830 to 1850, colorful male dress gave way to drab
black and gray suits. Control of one's body required rigid posture, subdued gestures, and even
prudent gazes. Most importantly, one had to control one's emotions: excessive anger, laughter,
and volume was to be strictly avoided. In general, one had to maintain a kind of “parlor
behavior”--a standard of comportment that would have made even the most genteel of ladies,
sitting primly on plumped parlor cushions and sipping tea, completely at ease.*’

Books like William Alcott’s The Young Man'’s Guide gave specific instructions for men
on how to bathe, dress, comport themselves, and act in front of women. Alcott waxed eloguent
on the virtues of industry and temperance and the evils of indolence, drunkenness, gluttony and
lust. He even addressed a component of the “crisis of femininity,” anxiously advising men that
“you ought to keep matrimony steadily in view. . . . Never consider yourself complete without
this other half of yourself. It is too much the fashion among young men at the present day to
make up their minds to dispense with marriage; an unnatural, and therefore an unwise plan.”*®
Often, these kinds of advice manuals echoed the prim exhortations to women about
passionlessness. One tract written by an anonymous author who simply chose to dub himself “A
Gentleman” insisted that “the true method of getting along in society and in business, is to stave
off all passionate and hostile feeling, whether of anger or scorn, and never let it enter your
bosom, whatever may be the provocation.”*® William Thackeray’s Mr. Brown’s Letters to a
Young Man about Town, written in England but published in America to popular reception,
advised men to cultivate this kind of gentleness by basking in women’s company as often as
possible. “Run their errands” he coaxed, “send them flowers and elegant little tokens; show a
willingness to be pleased by their attentions and to aid their charming schemes of shopping, or
dancing, or this, or that. I say to you, make yourself a lady’s man as much as ever you can.” As
for friends who may laugh at such dalliances, Thackeray encouraged young men to “[ignore]
your club-swaggerers who are sucking the butts of billiard-cues all night [and] call female
society insipid.”*

The problem was, however, that a large contingent of men did scoff at the insipidness of
female society, and reveled in the kind of “bestial sensuality” that Farnham had despaired of.
Indeed, Farnham herself wrote that “average men” refuse to respect men who aspired to self-
control and spiritual rather than sensual relations with women:

They do not believe in the love which lives in the spirit, and only expresses itself
through the senses . . . . To them, sensuality in some degree, is synonymous with
manhood, and they are amused or contemptuous, at the idea of its lack, in any
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individual of their sex, to that degree which admits always of control by the higher
faculties. No matter that he is strong, humane, affectionate, faithful, candid, honest,
unselfish, constant; they praise him with bated breath, notwithstanding all these
excellences, if this demand of the animal nature is not strong enough to overrule, in
some moments of temptation, reason, conscience, honor or humanity, one or all; and
they will show more sympathy with him who sets them aside in an adroit, not criminal
way, than with him whose noble life and pure conduct steadily acknowledge their
sovereignty.”*

To Farnham’s grief, “restrained manhood” was in no way the mainstream culture of
masculinity at this time. Especially in urban areas, young men rebelled against what they
considered a repressive, effete, and downright boring paragon of morality. Openly competing
with Victorian mores was a whole underworld of commercialized sex and an astonishingly blunt,
pseudo-political ideology one historian has labeled “libertine republicanism.”?? As previously
mentioned, this culture was particularly cultivated among the working-classes. Nonetheless, as
evidenced by such activities as “slumming,” members from a variety of other classes who felt
alienated by Victorian expectations found vindication in the “aggressive masculinity” that
characterized libertine republicanism.

As historian Timothy Gilfoyle has evidenced in his exposé of New York City’s “vice
dens,” sex became a major urban commercial industry in the mid-nineteenth century.
Prostitution, masked balls, strip-teasing, “model artist shows” and pornography were readily
available to an overwhelmingly male consumer world of entertainment, goods, newspapers and
advertisements. Indeed, these affairs were shockingly public: prostitutes flaunted themselves in
the infamous “third tier” of theaters, brashly held rooms in hotels, and advertised in guidebooks,
newspapers, and personal cards. Willing women could be found in revolting waterfront “cribs,”
down dingy alleys, in gaudy brothels, or in tastefully furnished, expensive “parlor houses.”
Gilfoyle ascribes the proliferation of these options to a profound discontent with women’s power
in marriage. He explains that, thanks to the “cult of domesticity” and belief that women were
naturally more virtuous than men, “the average American female enjoyed increasing power and
autonomy within the family, especially over matters of sexuality and reproduction.” Gilfoyle
suggests that many men were “resentful” of the American middle class’s ideal of “male sexual
control and self-restraint within the family and . . . women as ‘passionless.’” As a result, they
“sought sexual power elsewhere.”?

Should a man feel resentful of the so-called “petticoat government” which many felt
women were imposing upon society, he could find a whole underground world to please his
sexual appetites.”* Not only did sexual commercial venues pockmark portions of most cities, but
those who dabbled in this kind of male culture had their own literary media, networks of
communication, and even political groups. Historians Timothy Gilfoyle, Helen Horowitz, and
Patricia Cohen published the first comprehensive analysis of the period’s so-called “Flash
Press:” a collection of periodicals that aimed to entertain and enlighten men of the so-called
“sporting culture” about leisure-time activities and erotic entertainments available in cities like
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New York. With such suggestive titles as the Flash, Whip, Rake, and Libertine, this press
provided guides to the city’s brothels, racy gossip columns, descriptions of the city’s prostitutes,
sensationalist stories, and pornographic pictures. They were, moreover, cheap, easily produced,
plentiful and widely available. Such popularity and its resulting threat to Victorian mores was
proved by a series of trials in 1843 that effectively shut the papers down. Nonetheless, the culture
they publicized did not in any way subside. As Cohen, Gilfoyle, and Horowitz argue, the papers
had succeeded in “normaliz[ing] those activities and thereby emboldened men to feel
comfortable asserting male sexual prerogatives in opposition to the emerging canons of
respectability.” When perusing the Flash Press, the authors argue, “an underworld that formed a
larger part of antebellum American culture than hitherto acknowledged” emerges, challenging
what “has often been seen as a monolithic Victorian sexual regime.”®

Moreover, the papers spread a pseudo-political ideology that had been taken up with a
vengeance in various urban areas, particularly in working-class neighborhoods. “Libertine
republicanism,” the authors of the Flash Press history describe, “mixed an emotional critique of
privilege and hierarchy with language more often associated with an expressive, promiscuous,
male-centered sexuality.” Its political implications were that it democratized male heterosexual
gratification, making it available to anyone with the means. “Political liberation or republicanism
was meaningless without sexual freedom. Sex in the flash press not only represented liberty, it
made one a better republican.””® Such an ideology fit snugly within a working-class, Democratic
movement that was on the rise at this time. The proponents of this political-cultural ideology
valorized male fraternity, aggression, virility and courage, and scorned anything effeminate or
middle-class.

One well-known leader of this movement in New York was Mike Walsh. An immigrant
from Ireland, Walsh proclaimed himself a spokesperson for a predominantly young, working-
class political fraternity that alternately called itself the “’Young Democrats,” the “Spartans,” or
the “Subterraneans.” He was also a champion of the so-called “b’hoy” culture. Young and
mostly working-class, the b’hoys wore gaudy clothes, soaped and curled their hair, proclaimed
their commitment to manly fraternity, joined all-male cohorts like volunteer fire companies and
street gangs, and indulged in a raucous Bowery nightlife of oyster bars, saloons, fighting pits and
brothels. It was the b’hoys who were the primary proponents of the so-called “sporting culture”
in antebellum New York City. The universe of working men like the “b’hoys,” one historian has
explained, “revolved around not sober self-control, but treating companions to drinks and being
treated in return; not saving for the future, but daredevil gambling; . . . not dogged
industriousness, but revelry, conviviality, and good times; . . . not the sacred home-life of
husband, wife, and children, but the raucous companionship and mutuality of male friends in
male institutions.”*’
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Indeed, a major component of the political ideology was a disgust with middle-class
weakness and sentimentality, and an encouragement of passion and lustiness. The hypocrites
who “worship middle-class values,” Walsh proclaimed, are

men who are a mere connecting link between the animal and the vegetable kingdom . . .
fellows that would not knock a man down in the street, because they haven’t got
strength enough to knock a cockroach down, fellows that won’t whistle “We won’t

go home till morning” because they haven’t wind enough; and that are not lascivious,
because they have not got stamina enough in their composition to keep their

backbone straight.?

Walsh romanticized an image of gladiatorial political combat. “[It is] the duty of every
honest man to uphold honesty and honest men,” he wrote, “and throw himself into the breach at
the hazard of his political existence—standing unmoved the stabs, cuts, and shots of his
assailants—fighting unaided, alone and successfully against fearful odds, to shield Freedom, in
this her last foot-hold on earth.”?® Such politics became common in the Tammany Hall era,
completely overturning Victorian codes. Members of Walsh’s fraternity were often hired by
Boss Tweed’s political machine to act as “shoulder-hitters” at the polls on elections day. There,
they would intimidate voters into casting ballots for the Democrats, and in return would often be
given minor civic offices.*® In the twentieth century, when such an ideology had mellowed, the
labor racketeer Richard “Big Dick” Butler complained that “clections nowadays are sissy affairs.
Nobody gets killed anymore and the ambulances and patrol wagons stay in their garages. . . .
[Before,] to be a challenger at the polls you had to be a nifty boxer.”*! Particularly in Northern
urban centers, then, the “libertine republicanism” of “aggressive masculinity” exerted a powerful
influence on American culture, politics and literature.

The South, on the other hand, did not struggle as much with multiple, opposing views on
manhood. There were, of course, a variety of subcultures, but not the same phenomenon of two,
competing, dominant cultures as in the North. After all, the class that set the cultural and
political standards in the South was far more homogenous, the product of a rigidly hierarchical
society based almost entirely on a plantation economy. The overwhelmingly rural region did not
have as strong or rapidly growing a middle class as the industrializing North. A strictly
patriarchal societal order placed wealthy, white planters at the pinnacle of power, and as such
they became the paragons of southern masculinity. Many historians argue that this patriarchal
system solidified with the beginning of slavery: a kind of feudal lord, wielding virtually absolute
power, was necessary to both protect, order, and discipline a household of male and female,
black and white dependents. Such a gendered hierarchy extended even to yeomen households,
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where children and wives expected their patriarchs to be just as strong, authoritative,
occasionally brutal, and unquestionably obeyed as those of the planter elite.*

Historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown’s Southern Honor analyzes these qualities as
components of the southern culture of “honor.” Besides the aforementioned Machiavellian
qualities, a “southern gentleman” was expected to prove his “honor”—or his masculine courage,
daring and virility—against any perceived slight on his or his family’s reputation. From a
southern boy’s first years, Wyatt-Brown writes, “fighting, horse racing, gambling, swearing,
drinking and wenching were all activities that tested [his] honor among his peers.” When a
southern boy hit adolescence, it was common and actually expected that sexual experiments
would follow, usually with a slave. This was especially common among slave-owning families,
but even southern boys who did not own female slaves could seek them out for sexual
gratification. Male lust was regarded as a natural impulse, and to suppress it was an unhealthy
denial of nature that could lead to “prissiness and effeminacy.” A healthy sex life—without
regard to marriage—was therefore natural and expected, “a point of honor” and “an informal rite
of virilization.”**

Northerners visiting the South often commented in mingled surprise and fascination on
southern ideas of masculinity. While gender codes in the North were contested terrain between
multiple, increasingly class-divided cultures, one Union officer commented that the entirety of
the South “highly prizes virility” and “looks upon man as the lord of creation.” Indeed, he wrote,

It seems to me that the central trait of the ‘chivalrous Southron’ is an intense respect for
virility. He will forgive almost any vice in a man who is manly; . . . If you will fight, . . .
if you can ride a dangerous horse over a rough country, if you are a good shot . . ., if you
do your level best on whiskey, if you are a devil of a fellow with women, in short, if you
show vigorous masculine attributes he will grant you his respect.®*

The South may not have boasted numerous brothels and burgeoning numbers of
prostitutes, but it did have millions of women who, by virtue of being chattel property, could
neither refuse sex with white men nor demand compensation. As Chapter Two will show, casual
and official relations between white men and black women were extremely common within all
social echelons—but perhaps especially among the slaveholding elite, who had the most access.
One planter even defended his own wide-ranging sexual activities in his diary by referencing
“the very greatest men” who had “been addicted to loose indulgences with women. “ For
example, he wrote, “Webster and Clay are notorious for it and President Harrison got his wife’s
niece by child.”® In their history of sexuality in America, John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman
hold that these kinds of affairs were so institutionalized that Southerners had a special term—the
“gander months”—that referred to the late months of pregnancy, when husbands typically sought
sex outside of marriage.*
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Unlike many northern men adrift in a female-starved city, most southern men—at least of
the elite classes—did not have the same difficulty finding women. Nonetheless, southern men
often evidenced a boredom and impatience with marriage. As the next section of this chapter will
show, southern women were expected to adhere even more strictly to the mores of the “cult of
true womanhood” than their northern counterparts. For many southern men, marriage threatened
to be a stifling, confining institution that curbed their masculine powers. It was, therefore, often
seen as a business arrangement, conducted in order to secure good business, land, or familial ties,
but not requiring a man’s full effort or attention. Virginian Senator John Randolph’s advice to his
nephew was that “few love-matches are happy ones. . . . After all, suitability is the true
foundation for marriage.”’ South Carolina Senator James Henry Hammond agreed, explaining
in a letter to his younger brother, Marcus Claudius Marcellus, that “Women were meant to
breed—men to do the work of the world.” They were ornaments or playthings, but “one soon
tires” of the game and returns to the important doings of marketplace and battlefield, courthouse
and cotton plantation.®® Interestingly, however, Hammond did not appear to think that wives
were meant to fulfill men’s sexual urges. He had sexual relations with a number of his slaves
while governor of South Carolina in the 1840s, and finally formed a long-term relationship with
a slave woman while separated from his wife. He justified the liaison by explaining that his wife
could not fulfill “the great craving of my nature.” Such an explanation, with its reference to
helplessly, inherently lustful masculine sexuality, excused the practice at all levels. Even the
Supreme Court of Kentucky refused to judge a white man insane because he wanted to marry the
slave he had just emancipated. Although it acknowledged its adamant disapproval, the court
declared that such concubinage occurred far too often to be excused on the grounds of mental
instability.*°

In most parts of the West, there was no Supreme Court to judge interracial relations, nor
many urban centers with entrenched, competing cultures. Most of the antebellum West—roughly
defined as the region extending west of the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean, much of it
under foreign rule or still governed as territories rather than states—was a wide, wild frontier
with very few white women, dotted with trading posts, forts, and occasional oases of small but
burgeoning towns and cities. What culture and society did arise in the early years was quite alien
to any other American region: in Mexican territory, it was secondary to Catholic, Mexican
culture; in other territories, it was a contentious mix of European, Spanish American, and Indian
elements. Even when territories came under American rule, as after the Mexican-American War,
they remained culturally heterogeneous, male-dominated, and, according to many American
women, horrifically “uncivilized.” In a land of harsh climates, unforgiving terrain, dangerous
Indians and brutal outlaws, where the majority of work was hard, manual labor in mining camps,
on ranches and farms, or at trading posts, Victorian culture was starkly out of place. The
antebellum West, then, was a world that vindicated America’s regional variations of “aggressive
manhood.” It was a world where the cultivated traits of bravery, a fighting spirit, and disdain for
“soft” living, as well as the disillusionment with white American femininity, could have an
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outlet.** As the authors of The Annals of San Francisco described in 1855, "Gold dust was
plentier than pleasure, pleasure more enticing than virtue. Fortune was the horse, youth in the
saddle,gissipation the track, and desire the spur. Let none wonder that the time was the best ever
made."

In California, for example, some of the first men to race into the gold fields were wealthy
members of trading and mining companies. The cost of passage was often extremely high, and a
member had to agree to the company’s bylaws: to behave “like a gentleman,” to act honorably,
and not to gamble, fight, drink excessively, or chase prostitutes in ports. Once on board,
however, such rules totally dissolved: crew records report complete debauchery, as though all the
men treated their journey as an unprecedented opportunity to openly flout all Victorian mores
and societal strictures.”* For many men, rich and poor, northern and southern, that is exactly
what the trip out West was intended to be. Men of both regions’ cultures of “aggressive
masculinity” found unprecedented opportunity in the new territories. David Broderick, who was
so successful in the Gold Rush that he became a California Senator, had been a bouncer in New
York saloons, a member of the New York volunteer fire company, a renowned prize-fighter, and
a personal friend and political ally of Mike Walsh.** David S. Terry, who became chief judge of
the state Supreme Court, was a devout Southerner so dedicated to opening California’s vast lands
to slavery that he belligerently announced his intention of changing the state constitution “by
striking out the clause prohibiting slavery . . . or, failing in that, to divide the state and thus open
a portion of California to Southerners and their property.”* Described even by friends as
“truculent” and known as a renowned knife-fighter, Terry had a reputation for the kind of
gladiatorial political combat that Mike Walsh would have been proud of. In his second year on
the bench he’d slashed at a member of the San Francisco Vigilance Committee with his bowie
knife. One week after the senatorial election in 1859, Terry challenged David Broderick to a
duel. When Broderick’s gun shot wildly into the ground, Terry took careful aim and shot
Broderick fatally in the lung.*® Outside of the political bull-ring, one young, illiterate Missourian
who had run away from home at the age of sixteen to become a trapper, living among the Indians
and even marrying two Indian women, became one of America’s best-known folk heroes. A
celebrated Indian-fighter and agent, a courier and scout during the Mexican-American War, and
John C. Fremont’s guide in the exploration of California, Kit Carson appeared to know the West
like the back of his hand.*’

Whether in the California gold mines, trading posts and towns in the Rocky Mountains
and Mexico, or military expeditions into Mexican territory, the West invited, valorized, and
elevated “aggressive masculinity.” After all, the beneficial, taming influence of respectable white
women was hardly ever available. As Chapters Four through Seven will further detail, however,
many men appreciated and took advantage of this situation. After all, there certainly were
women in the West, if a man cared to shed certain prejudices. Some men appeared to view the
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vast stretch of the West in the same way many members of trading and mining companies
viewed their ships: as a place where societal restrictions crumbled, and where old taboos became
new, irresistible temptations. If one correspondent told it true, almost all the women in California
were available. “As yet,” the transplanted Bostonian William Perkins wrote, “we have no wives
in California. Thousands of women there are, but these are all mistresses or independent. This
state is so common that it excites no remark.” After all, Indian and Mexican women, or the
multitudinous French prostitutes, were seen to be naturally suited to such a state. As for the
prospect of respectable white women arriving with “civilizing” intentions, Perkins dubiously
wrote that “virtue must put on some more pleasing aspect to enable her to conquer the
formidable enemy already entrenched advantageously.” Would men so easily turn from the
sexually available, sensual, non-white women to pursue prim and pursed, middle-class white
women? Perkins thought not. “It is too much to expect from weak male human nature in
California,” he apologized, “that a man ever so correctly inclined, should prefer the lean arm of a
bonneted, ugly, board-shaped specimen of a descendent of the Puritans, to the rosy cheeked, full
formed, sprightly, and elegant Spaniard.”*® As will be further explained in a later chapter, by
“Spaniard” Perkins actually meant “Spanish American”—in other words, women considered to
possess a rather dubious mix of “Mediterranean” blood (an inferior varietal to “Anglo Saxon”)
and native or even black heritage.

Adultery, prostitution, and premarital sex were considered excusable offenses in all
regions of America in part because, as Hammond and Perkins declared, they were seen as
“natural” to men’s inherently lustful bodies. One of the main reasons for this adamant belief was
an outpouring of antebellum medical tracts obsessed with defining and understanding sex and
sexuality.*® The human body was viewed as an incredibly complicated, delicate machine wired
with a complex network of nerves. It was believed that, to keep the machine running smoothly,
the wiring had to always be in perfect tune, and all the nerves synchronized. As one of the
strongest and most important “passions” or “appetites,” the sex drive was to be exceptionally
maintained.

The heated arguments that characterized this medical debate, however, differed over the
best way to go about this. One contingent of medical theorists, including the rather infamous
Sylvester Graham, believed that the human body was like a rubber band. In its natural state,
Graham argued, the body was “entirely destitute of sensibility.” Frequent stimuli, however,
whether in the form of spicy, exotic food, thrilling novels, or sexual activity, “irritate and
debilitate the nerves of organic life, and induce in them, a state or morbid irritability, and thereby
disorder all the organic functions of the system, and lead to the most painful and often the most
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fatal diseases.” In other words, such stimulation caused the rubber band to vibrate, grow taut
and then flaccid, and finally erode its elasticity entirely.

A separate contingent of theorists, on the other hand, likened the sex drive to something
more like a muscle: regular exercise kept it strong and healthy, while total abstinence made it
atrophy. Charles Knowlton, for example, wrote in his popular tract Fruits of Philosophy that the
sex drive “cannot be mortified with impunity. . . . A temperate gratification promotes the
secretions, and the appetite for food; calms the restless passions; induces pleasant sleep; awakens
social feelings; and adds a zest to life.” Frederick Hollick agreed in his controversial,
exceptionally detailed Origin of Mankind, stating that “the development and well-being of
mankind . . . depends to a great extent, upon the due and proper gratification of our sexual
feelings. Indeed, some theorists went so far as to picture the body as a kind of shaken champagne
bottle: a certain release of sexual energy was necessary lest the build-up cause some kind of
explosion. “There is a common error of opinion among young men,” Graham wrote with disgust,
“that health requires an emission of semen at stated periods, and that frequent nocturnal
emissions in sleep, are not incompatible with health. All this is wrong—entirely, dangerously
wrong!”*! The problem, of course, was that, to many men, it was not dangerously wrong at all.
The divide in medical opinion left plenty of room for the vindication of “libertine republicanism”
and “aggressive masculinity.”

Although medical experts (or those who pretended to be) could not agree on the correct
approach to sex, almost all believed that men were inherently more sexual than women. “It is
known by all,” Dr. Luther Bell wrote in a popular medical tract on masturbation in 1840,

That at that period denominated puberty, . . . the propensity described as amativeness by
the phrenologists, naturally and spontaneously occupies no small space in the physical
development, as well as the moral character of the [young man.] [He] feels within himself
an aching void to be satisfied.>?

Men’s sexual urges were often described as “cravings” or “voids” needing to be filled, and the
power and danger of their sexual appetites as volcanic. “I have known men who indulged
morning, noon, and night,” one writer avowed, “I have also known men to murder, in this way,
three of four wives, in rapid succession, and the world is full of victims of this inordinate lust.”>®
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Women were believed to possess the power (directly related to their own “passionlessness”) to
quell these raging appetites. “You will be my law,” one man wrote to his fiancée in a letter, and
another stated “you will cleanse me.” Elia Nason confessed to his fiancée Mia Bigelow “Oh Mi
how intensely do I long to see you—to feel you—to put these very hands . . . in your bosom—
that soft delicious bosom. . . . I shall tear you to pieces. . . . My passions are terrible and none but
you could master them.”>* Such letters point to the way these scientific views had permeated
popular thought. After all, many reasoned, they seemed to be easily observed: men could
produce sperm at an astonishing rate per day, and even into old age, while women produced only
one egg per month and became sterile after menopause. That such biology would be related to
sexual desire was seen to be perfectly demonstrated in every corner of the animal kingdom. “The
female everywhere refuses sexual union with the male, except at the appointed season,” wrote
Thomas Nichols, who was actually considered quite radically progressive in his sexual views.
“Compulsion at any time, and especially during pregnancy, cannot be called beastly, for it would
be a libel on the brutes. But what are men to do! | really cannot answer. They must do the best
they can.” For many men, of course, the “best they can” meant “with whatever woman is
available.” In urban areas, the most available women were prostitutes. In the South, the most
available women were slaves, or perhaps freedwomen. And in many parts of the West, if Perkins
is to be believed, a great many women were available—as long as one did not mind prostitutes or
non-white women. What almost all men in all regions agreed on, however, was that respectable
white women, even when around, were never openly available—nor, as the following chapters
will show, always desirable.

“Love of home, of children, and of domestic duties are the only passions theyfeel”S6

White Womanhood

In her ground-breaking article on the “cult of true womanhood,” historian Barbara Welter
explains that the “cult of domesticity” and the required attributes of a “true woman” were
established in the antebellum period as mainstays against the social, political, and economic
changes that men felt irresistibly sweeping them along. Because the nineteenth-century man, a
“busy builder of bridges and railroads, at work long hours in a materialistic society,” felt guilty
that he had turned America into “one vast counting-house,” he established woman as a “hostage”
to the neglected religious values of his forbears. While the public sphere was buffeted by the
storms of progress, the private, domestic sphere was supposed to be an oasis of calm. “In a
society where values changed frequently,” Welter explained, “where fortunes rose and fell with
frightening rapidity, where social and economic mobility provided instability as well as hope,
one thing at least remained the same—a true woman was a true woman, wherever she was
found.”®’

Indeed, unlike the period’s numerous, competing views on masculinity, Americans of
multiple classes and regions appeared to more or less agree on the qualities of a “true woman.”
As Welter shows, almost all authors who wrote about women in the mid-nineteenth century used
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the phrase without defining it, assuming that all readers would know what they meant.*® While
men of wealthy, respectable classes could still flout Victorian codes and ascribe to cultures of
“aggressive masculinity,” it was widely acknowledged that only the most degraded, low-class
women ignored the requirements of “true womanhood.”*® Even women who identified as
feminists or campaigned for women’s rights, such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Eliza Farnham,
Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Angelina Grimké, did so without questioning these attributes and
duties.®® Unlike the masculine cultural world, then, no two versions of femininity competed for
hegemony in the antebellum period. Furthermore, as Tocqueville himself noticed, Victorian
female education and the separation of male and female spheres was evident in all regions of
America. This section will therefore acknowledge certain regional exaggerations of and
variations on the “cult of true womanhood,” but will emphasize a more national trend.

Victorian lithographs abound with images of delicate, willowy, snow-white women with
tiny hands and feet, rosebud mouths, and rather childlike faces. This, of course, was the ideal
rather than the reality, but one that many American women styled and dressed themselves to
imitate. Corsets squeezed their bodies into hourglasses, cinching wasp waists and pushing up
broad bosoms. Ballooning leg-of-mutton sleeves and voluminous hoop skirts ensured that
fashionable women could hardly move around without fear of knocking things over, getting
tangled in passersby, or tripping over themselves. In order to ensure that her skirts did not begin
to bunch up over her hoop skirts, or that the whole, rickety apparatus wouldn’t sway like a
capsizing ship, a woman had to take tiny, measured steps. Hems of dresses trailed on the ground,
making the obvious statement that a genteel woman could keep it clean only if she never walked
anywhere. Fashionable magazines like Harper’s Bazaar gave women all sorts of tips for
achieving the look of the fashion plates. They advised women to always have their bodies
slightly bent, giving them a soft, sloped-shouldered, vulnerable look. If a woman wanted that
tiny, bee-stung mouth, she was advised to repeat a sequence of words beginning with “p,” like
“peas, prunes, and prisms.” Elizabeth Cady Stanton once stated that she never bothered to give
feminist literature to any woman who had the “prune and prisms look™ on her face.®

Enough American women apparently achieved this look to have foreign observers
commenting on them as “sylphlike,” “ultra-attenuated,” “ctherealized,” “fragile,” “frail,” and
“slight,” with a “wax doll prettiness.”® The British actress and author Frances Kemble wrote that
American women looked as though “a puff of wind would break them in half or a drop of water
soak them through.”®® Such delicacy was also one of the first comparisons white, American men
made between their own women and those they met while traveling in Indian or Mexican
territory. Although many professed shock at the looseness of dress among Indians and Spanish
American women, a good number professed they far preferred it. “Among the Mexican women,
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young and old, corsets are unknown,” George Kendall wrote on the Texas Santa Fe Expedition.
Dressed with this alluring “abandon, ” their forms had “a roundness, a fulness, which the divinity
of tight lacing never allows her votaries.”® In his novel Typee, which supposedly related the true
story of his captivity by Pacific island Indians, Melville waxed poetic about the idyllic Eden
where the Indian women “were not filled with envyings of each other's charms, nor displaying
the ridiculous affectations of gentility, nor yet moving in whalebone corsets, like so many
automatons, but free, inartificially happy, and unconstrained.”®® Perhaps, then, women who
attempted to live up to lithographic standards were obeying the dictates of fashion more than the
desires of many American men.

Fashion itself appeared to follow the dictates of science, which insisted on female
delicacy, purity, and passionlessness. Measurements of height, weight, and cranium size were
published as evidence that women were the weaker, subservient sex. Adherents to the notion of
climatology asserted that America’s climate, in many places more extreme than that of Western
Europe, made its women particularly frail. Elizabeth Cady Stanton publicly lectured on her belief
that the difference between English and American climates caused American women to be “more
highly wrought, physically more delicate and slender, their voices pitched in a higher key.”
Physiognomists argued that small features indicated virtue and a “great delicacy of sentiment.
Doctors insisted that women, primarily because they only ovulated once a month, were simply
not naturally sexual. Thomas Nichols went so far as to suggest that a woman who had sex more
than once a month was “violat[ing] natural law.”®" Dr. William Sanger found himself flummoxed
by the prostitutes he interviewed, who insisted that the majority of them had entered into the
profession of their own inclination. Sanger decided that these women were perversions, an
exception to majority rule. “The full force of sexual desire is seldom known to a virtuous
woman,” he asserted, in part because nature had made males hypersexual. The natural frigidity
of women was therefore nature’s “beneficent design of repressing those evils which must result
from mutual appetite.”® The British physician William Acton, who was widely read and
respected in America, asserted that his vast medical experience had clearly shown him that “the
majority of women are not much troubled with sexual feeling of any kind. . . . Love of home, of
children, and of domestic duties are the only passions they feel.”®

Whether these scientific ideas helped to create cultural norms and societal expectations or
whether the latter led to science’s attempts at validation, is hard to determine. Cultural and
scientific ideas seemed to complement each other, and to use each other as proof. Thus the
plethora of advice manuals and etiquette books that were published for women echoed and
elaborated on these views. Woman’s physical delicacy was seen to complement the delicacy of
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her character, her physical weakness to complement her submission to her husband, and her
asexuality to complement her primary role as mother and nurturer. Virginia Cary’s Letters on
Female Character, ostensibly written to a young female friend after her mother’s death, became
a very popular advice manual. To Cary, the Bible was an excellent source on the debate over
“woman’s place.” Since Eve had been created from Adam’s rib, she was “formed for man, and
therefore must continue in contented subordination to his authority.” Furthermore, since woman
had led man into original sin, “it is additionally incumbent on her to make up to man, by dutiful
obedience, for the evil she has occasioned him.” For these Christian reasons, Cary explained, a
woman’s place was solely within the home, and her entire world was to revolve around the
desires of her husband, which should always come before her own. To Cary, one quintessential
virtue was meekness. A truly perfect woman was virtually invisible, shrinking “from the public
gaze, like the meek-eyed violet, and shed[ding] the incense of her good works around, so as to
mark the spot where she blooms in lowly retirement.” Just as the harsh sun caused an abhorrent
darkening of pure, lily-white skin, so “The unchecked gaze of the world tarnishes like the
meridian beam of a summer sun.” Meekness was to be complemented by passionlessness and
gentleness, since Cary proclaimed “there is something indescribably repulsive in a boisterous,
passionate, blunt, course female.” In fact, self-will of any sort was dangerous for women. To be
self-willed was to be independent and domineering, a perversion in the female sex. “The very
first sign of moral and intellectual improvement in the sex,” Cary explained, “is a readiness to
give up what is generally dear to human beings—their own will and wishes.”"

Once a woman had cultivated these traits of delicacy, meekness, submission and
selflessness, she was perfectly suited for marriage. As if understanding that a man, while
appreciating these virtues in a housekeeper, nurse, and nanny, may not find them entirely
romantic or alluring, Cary counseled women not to expect romance from a man after marriage.
Men, she explained, would be too busy with other affairs, so women could relinquish romance
and sink into natural, deep affection. After all, she explained, “love is in fact a dangerous
passion, which must be subjected to vigorous control.””* While Cary was certainly popular, her
pessimistic views on love were not mainstream during this period. Love was, indeed, vaunted as
woman’s highest emotion—but a woman’s love was expected to be purely spiritual, without
even an understanding, much less a feeling, of lust. Eliza Farnham’s work Woman and Her Era
described the supposed nature of woman’s love: “She is inexperienced in the most intimate
relations,” Farnham explained, clearly believing that the majority of women subscribed to the
Victorian mandate of chastity. “She believes long and long, that the same expressions of love
which satisfy her—the language of the beaming, tender eye, the innocent, clinging lips, the
clasped hands, and the deep, tremulous tones . . . must satisfy her lover also. And if she finds an
encroaching ardor in him, she is blind to its real character.” Women’s love, then, was the fairy-
tale variety, grounded in romantic daydreams rather than earthy feelings of lust. For this reason,
man was believed to always be the initiator of sexual relations. Woman, totally innocent about
sex and possessing no natural desire for it, had to be effectively coaxed and wheedled into
participating. And even then, Farnham said, “She will shrink instinctively from the manifestation
[of sexual passion] . . .. It is forever the Man, who first acts from sense and then appeals to it in
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VA: Ariel Works, 1830), vi, 25, 61, 62, 192. Italics in original.
™ Ibid., 132.
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Woman.”"® Such a perspective seemed to imply that all varieties of sex, whether within marriage
or without, were dangerously similar to rape and seduction. Rather than being a marital joy, sex
was often portrayed as a tragic deflowering.

To Farnham, sex was repulsive and degrading to women. Her views on marriage were
almost as unromantic as Cary’s, though the latter assured women that they needn’t fear excessive
attentions from their husband. Farnham, conversely, warned women that “What Man wants of
Woman, as a general rule, is the gratification of his animal passions.” To Farnham, the
commandment of wives to obey their husbands required men’s bodies to violate and degrade
women’s, causing “the spiritual to prostitute itself to the sensual and gross.” For a respectable
woman to maintain her dignity, Farnham explained, she had to maintain her passionlessness, to
refuse his sensual advances. “It is a fall for my sex when it descends to meet his at the level of
sense,” she wrote. “In sensuality she descends to him, where he is sovereign, and both are
dwarfed and depraved by entering his realm.” It was the woman’s job to tame a man’s sexual
appetite, and to redirect his interests to more a spiritual love. “The purity of Woman is the
everlasting barrier against which the tides of man’s sensual nature surge,” Farnham wrote.”® Dr.
Redfield, quoted often in Farnham’s works, wrote that a woman “finds a man’s love impulsive,
impetuous, demanding, overbearing, selfish, sensual, impure and gross, and she puts checks upon
it; moderates it, guides it, subjects it to her own; chastens and purifies it.”"* Many marriage
manuals of the period advised sexual restraint in marriage, desiring true union to be more
spiritual than sensual. Court cases allowing women to divorce men for imposing excessive
sexual demands reflect a growing belief that the state had the power to regulate male sexuality,
and that the ideal marriage was one of sexual restraint. >

Of course, such views on women’s asexuality and ascetic marriages could not have been
true for everyone in American society. It is certain that numerous women took great pleasure in
sex, and that many marriages were sexually fulfilling for both husband and wife. The fact that
Americans in the antebellum period were particularly private about their love lives and sexual
desires makes it difficult to ascertain the extent to which people truly internalized these societal
mores. Nonetheless, the fact that almost all the most numerous and popular publications
concerning these subjects insisted on these “natural” truths speaks to their influence on society.
These works must therefore have had quite a profound impact on many women’s attitudes and
approaches to sex, and on many men’s decision whether or not to get married. A sampling of
various women’s personal writings attests to the power this ideology had on their perceptions of
their own sexuality. “What terrible temptations lie in the way of your sex!” Harriet Beecher
Stowe wrote in a letter to her husband, referring to men’s rampant sexual appetites. “Till now I
never realized it—for tho | did love you with an almost insane love before | married you | never
knew yet or felt the pulsation which showed me that | could be tempted in that way.” Stowe
insisted that she had never felt so much as a stirring of sensuality, further claiming that “there
never was a moment when | felt anything by which you could have drawn me astray—for | loved
you as I now love God.”"®Angela Grimké wrote to her fiancé just a few months before her
marriage that she thought it repulsive that men believed “seriously that women were made to

2 Farnham, Woman and Her Era, 2: 89-90.

" 1bid., 289, 77, 95.

™ Dr. Redfield quoted in Ibid., 138.

® Griswold, “Law, Sex, Cruelty, and Divorce,” 732, 733.

"® Harriet Beecher Stowe to husband, 1845, quoted in Cott, “Passionlessness,” 234.
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gratify their animal appetites, expressly to minister to their pleasure.” Lest her own husband
expect such sexual submission from her, Grimké assured him “my soul abhors such a base letting
down of the high dignity of my nature as a woman. . . . In truth | must say that | never was
reconciled to the compound [relat]ions of mau’riage.”77

Marriage was thus often seen as a damper to sexual passions rather than an instigator or
vindication. Many men must have perceived marriage not only as the end of dalliances with
various degraded women, but of sexual desire entirely. If the aforementioned sources were to be
believed, white women were far too delicate, refined, and virtuous to engage in sex for any other
reason except reproduction, much less to ever express their enjoyment of it. Such a belief lends a
new urgency to Thomas Nichols’ question “But what are men to do?” For many men the answer
lay within the ideology itself. According to the “cult of true womanhood,” only white women
were entirely chaste, pure, and virtuous. The belief in the inherent sensuality and lasciviousness
of “colored” women—whether Indian, black, Spanish American or other—had a far longer
legacy than that of Victorian views on white womanhood.

“Hot constitution’d Ladies possess a temper hot and lascivious ~78
Racial Sexuality

Scholars in a variety of disciplines now generally agree that race does not actually exist,
at least in biological terms, since it bears no intrinsic relationship to human physical variations.
Various studies have shown greater genetic variation between brothers of the same race than
between men of different races, and scientists at Penn State have recently found that the mutation
for white skin involves a change of just one letter of DNA code out of the 3.1 billion letters in
the human genome. Historians hold that the idea of “race” only came about in the nineteenth
century, when new scientific fields began to associate it with certain qualities that, before, had
been associated with class, religion, and even climate. Race, then, is very real in historical terms,
but only as a social construct. ’

Historian Evelyn Higginbotham suggests that scholars therefore use race as a
“metalanguage,” as it has always been used to construct and represent other social and power
relations like gender, class, and sexuality. In certain societies, she argues, “racial demarcation is
endemic to their sociocultural fabric and heritage,” their laws, economy, institutions, customs,
culture and philosophies.” Gender, too, is therefore “inextricably linked to and even determined

" Angelina Grimké to Theodore Dwight Weld, March 4, 1838, in Letters of Theodore Dwight Weld, Angeline
Grimké Weld, and Sarah Grimké, ed. Gilbert Barnes and D.L Dumond (New York: D. Appleton-Century, 1934), 2:
587.

8 William Smith New Voyage to Guinea (1744), quoted in Elise LeMire, Miscegenation: Making Race in America
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 28.

" A brief presentation of various scientific, anthropological, and historical works (including the studies mentioned)
that define race as a social construct include: Audrey Smedly, “Race and the Construction of Human Identity,”
American Anthropologist, New Series 100, no. 3 (Sept. 1998): 690; Rick Weiss, “Scientists Find A DNA Change
That Accounts For White Skin” The Washington Post, December 16, 2005; Faye Harrison, “The Persistent Power of
‘Race’ in the Cultural and Political Economy of Racism,” Annual Review of Anthropology, 24 (1995): 47--74;
Ritchie Witzig, “The Medicalization of Race: Scientific Legitimization of a Flawed Social Construct, Annals of
Internal Medicine 125 no. 8 (October 1996): 675--679; Hannah Franziska Augstein, ed, Race : the origins of an
idea, 1760-1850 (Bristol, England : Thoemmes Press, 1996); George Frederickson, Racism: A Short History
(Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2002).
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by racial identity.”® From the first days of contact, white Europeans and Americans began to
associate skin color with certain religious tendencies, societal constructs, gender norms, and
sexual practices. In nineteenth-century America, these solidified into a racial spectrum that
encompassed a prism of colors, yet maintained strict poles of “black™ and “white.”®" For this
reason, certain races that were not considered “black,” such as Indians or Mexicans, were
nonetheless felt to possess a number of “black” traits, such as laziness, hyper-sexuality, and
cowardice, by virtue of being placed nearer the darker pole of the racial spectrum. Similarly,
mixed-race people were perceived to have certain “whiter” traits because they were closer to the
white pole.®

Gender, like race, is a social construct with apparent biological foundations—in this
case, sex—that has proved extremely mutable over time. From the Renaissance to the antebellum
period, for example, Western associations with white femininity changed from lasciviousness
and sin to purity, chastity, and virtue. Yet from the first writings of European travelers in Africa
to America’s most entrenched period of slavery, Western concepts of black women’s sexuality
resisted change.®® Darkness of skin color, hair, and eye—from Shakespeare’s sonnets to
European travelogues to American colonists’ diaries and letters—translated into female passion
and sensuality.* The following section therefore details white European and American
perceptions of non-white social practices like polygamy, common-law marriages, prostitution
and pre-marital sex rather than the reality. While the nature of these practices was rooted in such
diverse realities as religious ideology, cultural beliefs, and the desperation of poverty, whites
interpreted them as evidence of the inherent lasciviousness of “dark™ peoples.

Accounts of African women began to proliferate in the seventeenth century as Europeans
became deeply enmeshed in the profitable slave trade. Many of them quoted Pliny and lulius
Solinus’s ancient accounts of Africans to substantiate their claims that black women were
“common,” since they went about naked, marriage was unknown, and chastity ignored.® Reports
of European travelers invariably mentioned that African men and women appeared to have

8 Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, “African-American Women's History and the Metalanguage of Race,” Signs 17,
no. 2 (Winter, 1992): 252, 254.

8 Frederick Hollick, in his piece on race, wrote that “The human species has its gradations, and may be considered a
chain, the links of which are the different varieties, some of whom are evidently superior to others, while the
Caucasian, or white variety, is superior to all the rest.” He went on to explain that the black race was at the bottom,
S0 near to apes, in fact, that African chimpanzees often raped African women. Frederick Hollick, An Inquiry into the
Rights, Duties, and Destinies, of the Different Varieties of the Human Race, with a View to a Proper Consideration
of the Subjects of Slavery, Abolition, Amalgamation, and Aboriginal Rights. (New York: W.B. & T. Smith, 1843), 7;
Frederick Hollick, The Origin of Life and Process of Reproduction in Plants and Animals (1878; repr., Philadelphia:
David McKay, 1902), 485.

8 As this subject is a main focus of this dissertation, the extensive historiography will not be cited in a single
footnote. However, for works dealing specifically with the black/white binary in the South and West, see Jordan,
White Over Black; Stephanie Cole and Allison Parker, eds., Beyond Black & White: Race, Ethnicity, and Gender in
the U.S. South and Southwest (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2004).

8 Jordan, White Over Black, 263.

® In his sonnets, Shakespeare’s “dark lady” is “as black as night, as dark as hell.” The Dark Lady sequence (sonnets
127-152), is overtly sexual and passionate, contrasted with the more spiritual love expressed in the “Fair Youth”
sequence. Robert Matz, The World of Shakespeare's Sonnets: An Introduction (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co.,
2008), 111. For more on depictions of the “dark lady” in fictional and travel literature, see: Pisarz-Ramirez,
“Blurring the Boundaries of Gender,” 58; Jennifer Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New
World Slavery (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004).

® Morgan, Laboring Women, 27.
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rampant and random sex. In a description that suggests horror, fascination, and a veiled attempt
at vicarious participation, the oft-quoted fourteenth-century writer Leo Africanus wrote that at
night all the men and women of an African village cloistered themselves in one cottage, “each
man choosing his [woman] which hee had most fanciee unto” and each woman, supposedly,
offering no resistance.®® By 1622, the explicit association of blackness with hyper-sexuality was
so established that one traveler among the “Maudingos” of Cassan had to make excuses for the
exceptional chastity of the newly married women he encountered, who “observe[ed] herin a
shamefast modestie, not to be looked for, among such a kinde of black or barbarous people.”®’

Almost all European travelogues agreed that black women’s favored sexual partners were
white men. As William Smith wrote in his 1744 account of Guinea, “hot constitution’d” African
women possessed a “temper hot and lascivious, making no scruple to prostitute themselves to the
Europeans for a very slender profit, so great is their inclination to white men.”®® Besides the
incredible ease and nonchalance with which they engaged in sexual relations, African women
were reported to be astonishingly fertile. Travelers often noted that African women worked the
entire time they were pregnant, never resorting to the “lying in” common to European women,
nor even possessing a nurse. When the child was born, Europeans agreed that the women
returned to their work the very next day, suckling their newborns by handing them their giant,
distended breasts over their shoulders.®

In 1810, a Hottentot woman who was given the Dutch name “Sarah Bartmann’ was
toured around Europe as part of a titillating freak show, so popular that various royal courts
demanded to gape at her. Advertised as the “Hottentot Venus,” she was reported to have
atrociously large buttocks and breasts, and was depicted as virtually naked, gnawing on a pipe
and making lusty grabs at gawking spectators. By the nineteenth century, European notions
about black women had become so entrenched that the woman was showcased not as
representing a unique deformity, but embodying proof of the grotesque femininity and perverted
sexuality of all African women. Europeans were so fascinated by these apparently inherent
African traits that, upon her death, Bartmann’s body was dissected and described in great detail
in a book by two French scientists. They emphasized the enormous enlargement of her sexual
organs—which anthropologists now state resulted from the tribe’s cultural ritual of manipulating
the labia to cause hypertrophy —as biological proof for black women’s hyper-sexuality. On
display in a museum, widely published in medical pieces, and discussed from Europe to the
Americas, Sarah Bartmann’s genitalia became the symbol for black femininity throughout the
nineteenth century.®

8 Leo Africanus “Observations of Africa, taken out of John Leo in His Nine Books, by Master Pory,” quoted in
Morgan, Laboring Women, 29.

8 Richard Jobson, The Golden Trade: or a Discovery of the River Gambra, and the Golden Trade of the Aethiopians
(1628: repr., New York: Da Capo Press, 1968), 56.

% William Smith New Voyage to Guinea (1744), quoted in LeMire, Miscegenation, 28.

% Morgan gives a number of examples of these descriptions in travelogues. See Morgan, Laboring Women, 35—41.
% Sander Gilman, “Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of Female Sexuality in Late Nineteenth-
Century Art, Medicine, and Literature,” Critical Inquiry 12, no. 1 (Autumn, 1985): 213-216. The original medical
piece was published as: Georges Cuvier, “Extraits d’observations faites sur le cadaver d’une femme connue a Paris
et a Londres sous le nom de Venus Hottentote,” Memoires du Museum d’histoire naturelle, 3 (1817).
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Figure 1.1: In this depiction, the “Hottentot Venus”—her notorious backside hugely exaggerated—is so
lascivious that she lustily gropes after a well-dressed, wealthy white woman. The rope that surrounds
her seems more designed to keep her from inappropriately touching the white spectators than the other
way around. Sebastien Coeure, The Hottentot Venus in the Slaon of the Duchess of Berry, 1830,
watercolor on paper, Courtesy of the Archives Charmet/The Bridgeman Art Libary

As historian Jennifer Morgan argues in her work Laboring Women, these depictions of
African women’s promiscuousness, fecundity, and propensity for hard labor were the
foundations on which American slaveholders built an institution that relied on female labor and
fertility. A woman who, in her native land, was reported to ignore marital rites could be totally
denied them in America. A woman who birthed, nursed, and then neglected children in such a
bestial manner could be relied upon to do so within an institution that gave her the same status as
a breeding cow. Finally, a woman who was believed to possess such an uncontrollable sexual
appetite that reports claimed she mated with African apes and lustily chased after white men was
an ideal tool for the satiation of the latter’s own sexual urges.®* Two stereotypes of female
sexuality thus arose in the antebellum South: the roly-poly, motherly, doting “Mammy,” who
was usually past child-bearing age; and her antithesis, the young, promiscuous “Jezebel.” In a
society where miscegenation was so rampant that travelers almost always commented on it, the
“Jezebel” was a convenient scapegoat for white male adultery, rape, and seduction. According to
the prevailing racial ideology, white men were not only exonerated from rape (because black

*! The idea that African women mated with apes had become so widespread by the eighteenth century that even
Thomas Jefferson commented on it. Believing that the males of one species preferred females of the next highest
species, he argued that black males preferred white females “as uniformly as is the preference of the Oranootan for
the black women over those of his own species.” Jefferson quoted in Monique Scott, Rethinking Evolution in the
Museum: Envisioning African Origins (New York: Routledge 2007), 25; For more examples of reports claiming that
these liaisons occurred, see Morgan, Laboring Women, 46—47.
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women were thought never to refuse their advances), but also blamed black “Jezebels” for
seduction.®

Antebellum literature—whether personal, like diaries and letters, or public, like novels
and travelogues—very rarely spoke of desire for fully black women. Of course, white men
actively pursued these women, but discussions of such relations or admissions of attraction
almost always centered on mixed-race black women. Ideas about black women’s bestial
sexuality seem to have become so entrenched that only a mingling of superior, white blood could
excuse white men’s confessions of desire. In the majority of literary portrayals, mixed-race
women were referred to as “quadroons.”® While this term initially referred to a person who was
one-fourth black, it came to connote almost any combination of black and white racial mixture.
This study will therefore echo the language of antebellum literature and refer to these mixed-race
black women as “quadroons”—or, when explicitly stated by a contemporary, “mulattas.” To
emphasize the point that only mixed-race black women were openly discussed and pursued as
sexually desirable mistresses, this dissertation will limit its analysis to that category.

In romantic fiction, a quadroon’s desirability was based primarily on the ownership of her
body. Almost every male character who encountered or fell in love with a quadroon fantasized
about owning her body. In Lydia Maria Child’s A Romance of the Republic, the man who bought
the beautiful quadroon Rosabella smiled as he thought to himself that ““ he had acquired complete
control of her destiny” and could “hide her away and keep his own secret,” while she would be
forced to “be satisfied with any arrangement he chose to make.”** In this case, fiction appeared
to closely represent reality: the quadroon Harriet Jacobs recalled in her memoir that her master,
Dr. Norcom, “told me I was his property” and “that | must be subject to his will in all things,”
swearing “by heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to him.”® In fictional
representations of this desire, the quadroon concubine was made all the more desirable because
her white blood was almost always from some distinguished American family. A number of
stories even linked her blood to that of Jefferson, who was rumored at this time to have had an
affair with his slave Sally Hemings.® The quadroon who appeared in the literature, then, was
almost always described as “noble” with a “queenly bearing,” though descriptions of her body
were far more sexual than those of white women.”’ Finally, the literature often indulged the
fantasy of polygamy, providing the white, male protagonist with both a legitimate, white wife
and a secret, mixed-race concubine he only pretended to marry.

Antebellum views on Indian women’s sexuality were slightly more complex than the
blatant promiscuity attributed to black women. Although their dark skin was, again, seen as an
indication of their degraded nature, Indian women had the ironic advantage in the nineteenth
century of having, at least in the mind of the East Coast public, virtually disappeared. After
Indian Removal in the 1830s, Americans had to venture West to encounter Indians—and by the
time of the Mexican-American War and the California Gold Rush, Indians had been so long gone

%2 \White, Ar'n’t I a Woman?, 38.

% Monique Guillory, “Some Enchanted Evening on the Auction Block: The Cultural Legacy of the New Orleans
Quadroon Balls,” University of Michigan, 1999.

% Lydia Maria Child, A Romance of the Republic (Boston: Ticknor & Fields, 1867), 67.

% Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 62.

% For more on the story of Jefferson and Hemings, see Annette Gordon-Reed, Thomas Jefferson and Sally
Hemings: An American Controversy (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press 1997).

°" These terms appear repetitively in multiple literary works analyzed in this dissertation. Specific examples and
citations will appear in Chapters Two and Three.
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from the East Coast that western travelers invariably expressed great curiosity and excitement
about seeing them. Almost always, however, they also expressed disappointment. Many admitted
that they had cherished an ideal of the American Indian as a “noble savage,” only to often find
them in reality small, diseased, poor, and altogether pathetic.”® This confusion rested on the
juxtaposition of two, opposing portrayals of American Indians in American culture: the “good,”
generous Indian of the Pocahontas variety, and the “bad,” savage Indian of the type portrayed in
captivity narratives.* Such a dichotomy was present from the very first Indian encounters, but
gained an immediacy in the antebellum period. Literary portrayals of the “noble savage” became
extremely popular at the same time as frightening reports of warring, raping, kidnapping western
Indians spread across the nation.

As historian Rayna Green has pointed out, this same dichotomy pertained to Indian
women, who were either negatively portrayed as jealous, promiscuous, savage “squaw” figures
or beautiful, liberty-loving, generous “Pocahontas” types.'* Nonetheless, both figures were
associated with female promiscuity, or at least sexual desire for white men, since even
Pocahontas betrayed her tribe for the love of a white man. American cultural thought about
Indian women, then, was in agreement about their particular adoration of white men and sexual
boldness (after all, Pocahontas went against her father’s wishes), but more ambiguous about the
nature of that sexuality. While early accounts like Amerigo Vespucci’s descriptions insisted that
Indian women “go about naked and are very libidinous” and that “when they had the opportunity
of copulating with Christians, . . . they defiled and prostituted themselves,” there was also a
major cultural trend in the nineteenth century that romanticized Pocahontas types, whose
sexuality was portrayed as beneficial to white men.’** Nonetheless, new contact with western
tribes appeared to contradict the romantic images of the disappeared “noble savages” of the
Northeast and confirm the savagery and primitivism of early accounts. Both the first European
colonists and nineteenth-century western migrants constantly commented on the Indians’ near
nakedness, polygamy, and premarital intercourse, all of which were seen as evidence of their
natural promiscuity. John Smith was distressed when young Indian women attempted to
welcome him into the tribe by offering to sleep with him, and western travelers reported that
Indian women often prostituted themselves to white travelers and were given away as wives and
concubines to seal treaties and agreements. The fact that Indian women appeared to accept and
even invite these situations made many American men suppose that they were as naturally
libidinous as black women.'%

% More examples of this “disappointment” will be detailed in Chapters Four and Eight.

% The very first captivity narrative, in which the Indians were portrayed as savages incapable of civilization or
religion, was Mary Rowlandson’s The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, published in 1682 but still well-known in
the nineteenth century. Such publications significantly increased in the antebellum period, including famous works
by Mary Jemison and Olive Oatman.

1% Green, “The Pocahontas Perplex.”

191 \vespucci, quoted in Berkhofer, The White Man’s Indian, 10. The romanticization and sexualization of
Pocahontas in literature will be further detailed in Chapter Five.

192 1y’ Emilio and Freedman, Intimate Relations, 7—8; Berkhofer, The White Man’s Indian, 7—10; It must be noted
that, while traditional Indian practices did involve polygamy, openness to premarital sex, and the use of women as
“gifts” to seal agreements, Indian women most often were forced into prostitution because of dire circumstances in
the West. As Hurtado writes, “prostitution was not a usual part of California Indian society, but native women took
it up in the most desperate circumstances. Starvation, Indian wars, and sexual assaults shaped their sexual lives. The
low prices that Indians received for their sexual services certified their low racial and sexual status among
California’s prostitutes.” Hurtado, Intimate Frontiers, 87.
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Timothy Osborn, in his trip to the California gold mines, appears to have confronted the
squaw/Pocahontas dichotomy in the flesh. An avid reader who often inserted quotations from his
favorite poems and novels into his diary, he confessed that his encounters with western Indians
did not meet the expectations he’d garnered from popular books. “They are a different species
from our New England Indians,” he decided. Indeed, his descriptions, like many other western
migrants, more nearly mirror those of African-Americans than American Indians, emphasizing
their dark skin, broad features, and coarse hair. As for their women, Timothy reported that “those
who are supposed to know [say] that Indian women, like the beasts of the field, have their certain
times for seeking the man.” In his experience, he admitted, he had seen Indian girls who, when
““in heat,” would fondle around you and in every possible way would ask you to relieve them.”
On the other hand, he wrote that he had “seen many Indian girls whose person | have coveted but
whose modest appearance forbade me ever attempting to do anything wrong.”** As will be
corroborated by other reports analyzed in Chapter Four, American men seem to have felt more
conflicted about Indian women’s sexuality than about that of black women. Within the racial
spectrum, Indian women were placed slightly higher than the latter, and therefore their
associated sexuality was more complicated. In this way, white men could write about Indian
women in very similar ways to black women, speaking of their “lustfulness,” their polygamy,
their “fruitefulness,” and their quick, easy births, and yet more openly express their desire and
admiration for even pure-blooded tribeswomen.**

In the romantic literature, an Indian woman’s desirability was partly based on the
ownership of her body, as with black women. Many stories indulged this fantasy of ownership
by presenting the Indian woman as a purchasable, tradable commodity. It was well-known that
Indian women in the West were given to Indian men (as well as white trappers and traders) in
exchange for a certain number of pelts, blankets, horses, or other valuable commodities. While
such a trade was viewed by Indian society as a way of cementing kin networks and trade
relationships, and a woman could leave or divorce her husband if she desired, white society
viewed such a practice as a form of pseudo-slavery. In one fictionalized diary account, the
purchase of wives was seen as a fine joke. When a group of white, male travelers stayed in an
Indian camp for a few days, a number of tribesmen became enamored of their musical
instruments and suggested they be traded for Indian wives. “Brothers, do strike the bargain!” one
of the musicians’ companions yelled, “It’s a capital joke. I will save your instruments at all
events.” The “marriage” was then accomplished with a simple exchange of hands, and the Indian
women “gave themselves up without any resistance to their supposed intended husbands,
allowing themselves to be embraced and kissed by them to mutual satisfaction.” Such ease
would certainly have been valued in an American society all too burdened with the financial,
legal, and ceremonial complexities of marriage.'®

193 October 20, 1850, Timothy C. Osborn Journal; August 8, 1850, Ibid.

1% For examples of early writings speaking of Indian women in the same way as African women, see Morgan,
Laboring Women, 16—30. The specific quotes listed are from A Treatyse of the Newe India by Sebastian Miinster
(1553), trans. Richard Eden (Ann Arbor, MI: University Microfilms, 1966), 57.

1% professor WM. Beschke, The Dreadful Sufferings and Thrilling Adventures of an Overland Party of Emigrants to
California: Their Terrible conflicts! With Savage Tribes of Indians!! And Mexican Bands of Robbers!!! With
Marriage, Funeral, and Other Interesting Ceremonies and Customs of Indian Life in the Far West. Compiled from
the Journal of Mr. George Adam, one of the Adventurers (St Louis, MO: Barclay and Co., 1850), 32—37. More on
Indian marriage practices will be detailed in Chapter Four.
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This desire for ownership became even more provocative when combined with the
fantasy of polygamy. The fact that polygamous marriages were prevalent with Indians in all time
periods and regions made them a very popular theme in romantic literature. Furthermore, the
well-known fact that frontiersmen like the famed Kit Carson had multiple Indian wives made the
prospect all the more alluring. Since Indian marriages were not sanctioned by the church, they
were not legally binding in American society. Not only could white American men therefore
have as many Indian wives as they wished, but they could also legally pursue a legitimate
marriage with a white woman. Such a plot-line is very common in western literature, echoing
that of the black concubine/white wife in southern literature.

Finally, the fantasy of ownership was further developed by incorporating an aspect of the
Pocahontas myth: exceptional devotion to white men. In almost every romance, Indian women
betrayed their own societies, spurned Indian lovers, and even sacrificed themselves for their love
of a white man. Desirability, therefore, was based on the belief that a white man could essentially
own an Indian woman’s body and soul. Purchase was an option in the way it never could be for
white women, but it was also believed to be unnecessary; in the literature, Indian women almost
always gave themselves fully and willingly to white men. The novel Rebels and Tories described
this classic theme of Indian women’s all-consuming love for white men by claiming that the
Princess Na-she-ma

found [the white man’s] song sweeter than the voices of spring birds; and like a thirsty
doe, panting for the cooling waters of the lake, her ear drank in the warbling fondness
of his tongue, till her own heart went away captive to the stranger, and peace no longer
dwelt in the red chief’s wigwam, and the sight of her own braves pleased no more.'%

Like quadroons, Indian women were almost always granted genteel blood—in this case, a
royal Indian parent—permitting the realization of aristocratic fantasies, as well. Unlike
literature’s quadroons, however, Indian women were more often described as childlike, innocent
“maidens,” or “children of the forest.”*" While they were also described in sexual terms, Indian
women’s sensuality appears to have lain more in their wildness and the opportunity they
presented to white men of a retreat from societal restrictions into the liberating arms of Nature.
While many Indian women were described as mixed-race, the literature was therefore more
accepting of full-blooded Indians as long as they were princesses (like Pocahontas) and fully
removed from European or American society.

The women who received the most open admiration among American men, however,
were Spanish American. Whether in diaries, travelogues, novels, articles, or political discourses,
Americans seemed particularly confused about the place of Spanish American people within the
racial spectrum. A number claimed to be fully white, descended in pure lines from the Spanish
conquistadors. Even so, as will be seen in Chapter Six, many North Americans considered
Spanish, or “Mediterranean,” blood inferior to Anglo-Saxon, as it was thought to be tainted with
“Moorish” influences. Other Spanish Americans were every gradation of skin color imaginable,
the result of centuries of intermingling among Indians, Europeans, and Africans. Spanish
American society was not—indeed, simply could not—be constructed along the lines of the

1061 awrence Labree, Rebels and Tories, or, The Blood of the Mohawk! A Tale of the American Revolution (New
York: DeWitt and Davenport, 1851) 13.
197 gpecific examples of books mentioning these oft-repeated terms will be analyzed in Chapters Four and Five.
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racial binary that so rigidly existed in the United States. To make matters more complicated,
society in nations like Mexico had a relatively fluid caste system, allowing degrees of social
mobility that were virtually impossible in the United States. Of course, whiteness was certainly
prized and consistently placed at the top of the social hierarchy, and strict racism did ensure that
a number of European, primarily elite families carefully preserved their biological, “true”
whiteness. Nonetheless, Mexicans of almost any racial designation could still “whiten” in a
number of ways denied non-whites in the United States: by obtaining official gracias al sacar
sanctions that wiped “tainted” blood from genealogies and “proved” white descent; by improving
their socioeconomic standing and obtaining titles like “Don;” or by moving to the northern
frontier to claim racial superiority as a “bastion of civilization” against the “wild” Indians that
still posed a threat in those regions.'® For this reason, though North Americans agreed that
Spanish Americans were a “mongrel” race, they were often confronted with the latter’s adamant
insistence on whiteness. Where such a mix of varying races, nationalities, and associated
character traits fit between the poles of America’s simplistic racial spectrum was perplexing.109
As a result, Americans lumped together a number of racial stereotypes pertaining to
blacks, Indians, and Spaniards and insisted that these constituted the Spanish American persona.
Almost all American visitors attempted to link various features, traits, and customs to the
“blood” of one or another parent race, resulting in a cacophony of racial stereotypes. In one of
his highly influential lectures in the 1830s, Scottish intellectual Alexander Kinmont held that
there was a psychological connection between Spanish Americans and Negroes.'*° Others held
that apparent Spanish American submissiveness and inability to govern themselves (seen as an
excuse for an American takeover) was a result of the blood of a conquered race, the Aztecs.'**
Still more suggested that their perceived passionate natures resulted from the addition of Spanish
blood, itself containing the admixture of “Moorish” blood and therefore “tainted” in American
eyes.? It was, however, generally agreed that the mongrel Spanish American was, as popular

198 These subjects will be further detailed in Chapter Six. For more on gracias al sacar petitions, see Maria Elena
Martinez, Genealogical Fictions: Limpieza de Sangre, Religion, and Gender in Colonial Mexico (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2008); Ann Twinam, Public Lives, Private Secrets: Gender, Honor, Sexuality, and Illegitimacy in
Colonial Spanish America (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999). For more on the possibility of “whitening”
by improving one’s social position and becoming politically or economically successful, see Patricia Seed, “The
Social Dimensions of Race: Mexico City, 1753,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 62, no. 4 (November
1982): 569—606; For more on the “whitening” that occurred on the frontier, where “white” was defined as “not
Indian,” see Ana Maria Alonso, Thread of Blood: Colonialism, Revolution, and Gender on Mexico’s Northern
Frontier (Tuscon: The University of Arizona Press, 1997).

199 One of the most comprehensive accounts of American political, social, and cultural attitudes toward Spanish
Americans can be found in Pike, The United States and Latin America.

19 Alexander Kinmont, Twelve Lectures on the Natural History of Man and the Rise of Progress and Philosophy
(Cincinnati: U.P. James, 1839), 289—290. The lecture will be further quoted in Chapter Six.

1 In his exceptionally popular book, The History of the Conquest of Mexico, William Hickling Prescott wrote that
“in th[e] faltering step, and meek and melancholy aspect [of the Mexican Indians], we read the sad characters of the
conquered race.” William Hickling Prescott, History of the Conquest of Mexico, With a Preliminary View of the
Ancient Mexican Civilization, and the Life of the Conqueror, Hernando Cortez (London: Richard Bentley, 1843),
27. It is also important to note that America’s perception of Spanish Americans’ “submissiveness” and political
ineptitude was informed both by the “Black Legend,” which held that Spain had been a tyrannical, oppressive
colonial force, and by the results of the Mexican War of Independence. Although the conflict had ended in 1821,
political upheaval and violence continued for decades. See Pike, The United States and Latin America.

12 For example, William Watts Hart Davis, a travel writer and U.S. Attorney for New Mexico, explained the
negative results of the admixture of “Moorish” blood in Spanish American peoples in El Gringo: or, New Mexico
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writer Francis Parkman wrote, “by no means” white, lacking what William Watts Hart Davis
called “the stability of character and soundness of intellect that give such vast superiority to the
Anglo-Saxon race over every other people.”**?

Nonetheless, nineteenth-century Americans had a particular interest in Spanish American
people: imperial designs. Although the Indians had their own “nations” in the West, neither they
nor the African race were thought capable of constructing actual, civilized nation-states.*** North
Americans refused to consider Spanish American nations perfectly “civilized,” but they did
evidence a political, economic, and cultural structure that appeared more cohesive and
centralized than that of Indians or Africans. More importantly, they were in possession of vast
tracts of lands temptingly bordering America. For this reason, much of the literature on Spanish
American peoples was more open to the idea of racial mixing and more blunt about the
possibility of sexual relations or marriage with Spanish American women. Unlike works on
Indians or Africans, white Americans did not have an extensive literature about encounters with
Spanish American peoples until the nineteenth century, when the ideology of “manifest destiny”
and new, imperialist designs began to make the annexation of various southern nations a distinct
possibility. When such expansion was described, it was very often in terms that connoted sexual
union.

Like black and Indian women, Mexican women were portrayed as naturally passionate,
lustful, and exceedingly desirous of white men. They were reported to have the same love of
flashy colors and ostentatious finery as the other non-white races, similar habits like smoking
and dancing, and a similar tendency to abandon men of their own race and even their nation itself
to pursue white men. Furthermore, like Indian, African, and slave societies, Spanish Americans
were reported to be notoriously careless of marriage, often dispensing with it altogether to
engage in common-law unions, or blatantly engaging in adultery. Historian Frederick Pike has
argued that the same rationale that white American men used to sexually exploit African-
American women was used to pursue Spanish American women. Interracial sex was excused by
casting Mexican women as the aggressors.**> Furthermore, while descriptions of their fecundity
did not approach the hugely exaggerated accounts of Indian and African women’s plentiful,
sporadic, painless births, Spanish American women were nonetheless thought to be quite careless
of their children’s parentage.116

The literature on Spanish American women focused not so much on the ownership of the
female body as that of the lands connected to her dowry. Imperialist designs, therefore, were
prevalent even in the romantic literature, especially as this genre became prevalent after the
triumph of the Mexican-American War. While Indian and quadroon women were often tragic
figures in the literature because they were rarely able to marry their white lovers or enter white

and Her People (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1857), 214—215. This work will be further quoted in
Chapter Six.

13 Francis Parkman quoted in Greenberg, Manifest Manhood, 94; Davis, El Gringo, 217.

114 These ideas were widely discussed in political, scholarly, and popular literature. One of the most comprehensive
analyses of the histories, civilizations, and capabilities of each race was Josiah Nott and George Gliddon, Types of
Mankind: or Ethnological Researches, Based Upon the Ancient Monuments, Paintings, Sculptures and Crania of
Races, and Upon Their Natural, Geographical, Philological and Biblical History, 6™ edition (Philadelphia:
Lippincott, Grambo & Co, 1854).

1> pike, The United States and Latin America, 10—13.

18 Further descriptions of the perceived habits of Spanish Americans—and the reality that lay behind certain
traditions like marriage and the baptism of illegitimate children—will be further evidenced in Chapter Six.
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society, Spanish American women were very often granted the happy ending of a legitimate
marriage. The option of a common-law marriage did exist, but only a legitimate, church-
sanctioned marriage could ensure the transfer of the wife’s property and wealth to her white
husband. For this reason, the literature waxed almost as eloquent about Spanish America’s lands
as its women, often utilizing similar adjectives: beautiful, fertile, lush and opulent. Almost every
Spanish American woman in the literature was, true to the aristocratic fantasy that characterized
other interracial plots, descended of noble blood—either Spanish aristocracy or Aztec royalty.
Furthermore, almost every story with a Spanish American heroine introduced the reader to her
family’s gorgeous mansion and vast tracts of fertile land. The women themselves were actually
very rarely presented as purely white; usually, they possessed a combination of Indian, black,
and Spanish traits. As these three races had long been established in the literary canon, newer
literature that featured Spanish American women therefore borrowed from these existing types.

Finally, perhaps because, in fiction, a Spanish American heroine’s aristocratic blood held
social value, her religious upbringing had sanctioned her virtue, and her dowry and property
were so desirable, she was rarely confronted with white, female competition. In fact, a significant
number of Spanish American women were taken home to the United States at the close of their
stories to be proudly presented to white families and integrated into American society.
Obviously, the whitening process of miscegenation was prevalent in literature, too—at least, if
the two races were considered relative social equals, and if marriage meant significant pecuniary
and territorial gains.'*’

Ironically, if non-white women of every variety were all perceived to share the same
passionate, lascivious qualities that made them the antithesis of white womanhood, non-white
men were almost always described as effeminate. Such a perception allowed white men to ignore
them as a threat in the former’s pursuit of non-white women, and to downplay the potential for
the opposite occurrence of sexual relations between white women and non-white men. Lydia
Maria Child wrote that

The comparison between women and the colored races is striking. Both are characterized
by affection more than by intellect; both have a strong development of the religious
sentiment; both are exceedingly adhesive in their attachments; both, comparatively
speaking, have a tendency to submission; and hence, both have been kept in subjection by
physical force, and considered rather in the light of property, than as individuals.**®

Child’s comments were meant to be flattering to the black race, portraying them as human rather
than bestial and insisting that they possessed the very traits that were so admired in women.
Nonetheless, the effects of ideas like Child’s were to emphasize the masculine superiority of the
white race over the weaker, effeminate races, and to indirectly condone racial oppression and
sexual aggression.

The weakness and effeminacy of blacks, Indians, and Spanish Americans appeared to be
proven by societal constructs and cultural traditions. Black slaves, of course, were denied legal
marriages. Male slaves had no claim over their women whatsoever: their wives could be raped,
sold, or killed before their eyes. Indian men were reported to prostitute their own women, and,
though polygamists, were often described as having little sexual drive. This perception was in

7 The patterns in literature focusing on Spanish American seiioritas will be further analyzed in Chapter Seven.
18 | ydia Maria Child, “The African Race,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, April 27, 1843, 187.
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part a result of white men’s perception of Indian social structures, wherein the men hunted and
the women worked in the field and tended to domestic and village duties. Such a system
appeared to confirm Indian men’s laziness and Indian women’s slave status. In his famous work
on the various races of mankind, Count Buffon wrote that Indian men’s penises were “small and
feeble,” and that they had “no ardour for women” or propensity for “lively” and “tender”
attachments, since “they regard their females as servants destined to labour, or as beasts of
burden.”™*® Spanish American men were similarly seen as slothful and unable to fulfill their
women’s sexual desires, a result attributed to their degraded bloodlines, the remnants of Spanish
aristocratic institutions, and the corruption of Catholicism. The Southern Quarterly Review
pronounced Mexican men flighty “butterflies,” who “flirt a little, intrigue a little, gamble a little,
fight fowls a little, and ride a little on a little horse that moves along at a little mincing pace.”
They were the ineffective rulers of a “drowsy realm of inactivity,” ruled over by priests and
soldiers who “oppress[ed] the bosom of the beautiful land and crush[ed] its vitals by the weight
of mingled superstition and despotism.”*?° Such a description is blatantly sexual, suggesting that
an infusion of good, strong, Anglo-Saxon American blood could revive the “bosom” of the
country by paying attention to those of its countrywomen.

That non-white men posed no threat and that non-white women very obviously preferred
white men was explained in biological as well as social terms. It was natural, scientists and racial
theorists explained, that women would prefer men of the stronger, more virile, intelligent, and
altogether superior race. The Southern Quarterly Review, for example, explained that Californian
senoritas, “as [the women] of all other countries, preferr[ed] brave men,” and “therefore did not
permit a moment’s rivalry between the races. The Anglo-Saxon, or Norman races were
inevitably preferred.”*! Indeed, as the next section will show, white men’s very sperm were
thought to be stronger than those of non-white men. For this reason, miscegenation between
white men and non-white women could be viewed as ameliorative for the inferior race, creating
children that slowly advanced up the rungs of the hierarchical racial spectrum.

“The inferior varietals of the human race . . . are giving way as the Caucasians advance "%

“Gendering” Miscegenation

Fertilization was not fully understood until 1876, when Oskar Hertwig used advances in
microscopy to show how the sperm penetrated the egg. In the antebellum period, scientists were
divided on a variety of theories: they knew that sperm and egg existed, but they did not know
how actual conception took place, nor of the existence of DNA. One major theory held that the
future baby was contained—in tiny, folded form—in the head of the sperm, and that the egg
simply served as a kind of food basket. An opposing theory suggested that the folded human
existed in stasis within the egg, and that the sperm somehow came and stirred it into life. Both

19 Count Buffon quoted in Michéle Duchet, Anthropologie et histoire au siécle des lumiéres (Paris: Francois
Maspero, 1971), 229-80.

120 southern Quarterly Review, October 1847, 371.

121 «“The Congquest of California, and the Case of Lieutenant Col. Fremont,” Southern Quarterly Review, July 1849,
420.

122 Hollick, An Inquiry into the Rights, 12.
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theories therefore rested on the notion that the male sperm contained the energizing life force:
the egg was either simply a nest or a food trough.*?

Such notions of superior male agency in fertilization translated into theories about racial
mixing. It was supposed that the race of the male had a greater impact on the offspring resulting
from an interracial union. In their influential work Types of Mankind, scholars Josiah Nott,
George Gliddon, and Samuel Morton wrote that not only did children of interracial unions tend
to resemble their father’s race, but the father’s “blood” could sometimes remain in the female
body to influence future children.*?* Examples were given of black women who had borne
multiple mulatto children by white men, and who then, after taking on a new, black partner,
continued to produce markedly white children. Indeed, the authors of Types of Mankind
suggested that repeated intercourse strengthened the father’s racial influence over his child. They
described the case of “an English gentleman in the West Indies, who had a large family by a
Negro woman, and where the children exhibited successively, more and more, the European
features and complexion.”125

This, of course, translated perfectly into the prevailing sexual and racial ideology. If a
man’s white blood was more powerful than a non-white woman’s, thus leaving a greater imprint
on the offspring, it could also be inferred that a white man’s sperm was more powerful than that
of a non-white man. Types of Mankind immediately made this connection, asserting that there
was extensive proof of native Australian women who, after birthing children by European men,
“los[e] the power of conception, on a renewal of intercourse, with a male of [their] own race,
retaining only that of procreating with the write men.” Hundreds of such instances were cited
among “the Hurons, Seminoles, Red Indiens, Yakies, Mendosa Indians, Auracos, South Sea
Islanders, and natives of New Zealand, New South Wales, and Van Diemen’s Land.” This, the
authors asserted, was the way Nature ensured that the strongest race prevailed.'*®

Such medical “proof” bolstered the popular belief in the antebellum period that the
inferior races were dying out. This could apparently be noted in the gradual extinction of the
Indians, low fertility among certain slave communities, and the ease with which certain African
and Indian races were thought to have been conquered. Such a belief was integral to the notion
of “manifest destiny,” which placed the Anglo-Saxon male at the head of a conquering racial
wave that would sweep over the North American continent and subject it to superior, white rule.
“That the inferior varieties of the human race will only endure for a limited period is being
proved by the indisputable fact that they are continually dwindling away,” the popular medical
writer Frederick Hollick asserted. “[ They] are giving way as the Caucasians advance.”'?’ Even if
the horrific possibility of sexual union between non-white men and white women occurred, many
writers asserted that it could never be fruitful. Many antebellum people ascribed to the idea of
polygenism, which held that different races were, in fact, different species, sprung from totally

12 Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1990) 172, 173, 174.

124 people in the antebellum period no longer believed that fertilization involved a mixing of “blood,” but they
persisted in using the word to connote whatever mysterious, generative force established human traits. Professor
Thomas Laqueur, interview with the author, University of California, Berkeley, Department of History, October 8"
2011.

125 Nott and Gliddon, Types of Mankind, 396.

12 1bid., 396.

27 Hollick, An Inquiry into the Rights, 12. For the primary historical piece on the racial ideology of Anglo-
Saxonism, see: Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny.
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different lineages. While the idea was theologically delicate, since it negated the story of Adam
and Eve, it nonetheless held significant popular sway. In his work on human hybridity, the
French physician Paul Broca insisted that the human races were so very different that crossed
unions often resulted in unhealthy, infertile offspring—just like the mules produced by horses
and donkeys. Interestingly, however, Broca’s theory still left room for the notion of the
superiority of white male sperm. He wrote that while the union of a black man and white woman
was very frequently sterile, that of a white man and black woman was as productive as a
marriage with any other race.?

Such an ideology therefore suggested that amalgamation was not necessarily a bad thing,
as long as it occurred between white men and black women. In fact, it could even be seen as part
and parcel of the advance of the Caucasian race and the disappearance of the inferior varietals,
especially if, as Types of Mankind insisted, continued miscegenation created whiter and whiter
children. The legal system buttressed this interrelated racism and sexism: interracial sex between
white men and non-white women was rarely penalized in court, though the opposite occurrence
(non-white men and white women) was considered a dire occurrence and was harshly
punished.*® In this way, the law both buttressed white male hegemony and condoned
miscegenation through the female line.

Mixed-race people, then, held a complicated place in American society. Shunned in
respectable white society, they were nonetheless increasingly numerous in the antebellum period.
The racial binary that kept them in an inferior position to whites nonetheless could still not fully
castigate them as “black,” “Indian,” or any other full-blooded race. While they were granted a
number of “white” traits, almost all accounts—whether public or private, political, scientific, or
literary—agreed that though these were expressed agreeably in mixed-race women, they were
perverted and degraded in mixed-race men.

The reasons for these depictions are rooted in the antebellum metalanguage of race,
which associated various character traits with skin color. As previously described, non-white
characteristics were most often described as effeminate. The descriptions of these characteristics
reached their height in a movement historian George Frederickson calls “romantic racialism,”
popularized primarily among abolitionists.** Lydia Maria Child’s comments about the natural
submissiveness of the “colored races,” as well as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
fit into this ideology. According to romantic racialists, the “colored races,” especially the Negro,
contained certain traits that, while intellectually weaker than those of the Anglo-Saxon race,
were also highly laudable. These included, as various intellectuals and ministers wrote, “a strong
religious tendency, and that strength of attachment which is capable of any kind of self-denial
and self-sacrifice,” a “willingness to serve,” “gentle[ness,” and “humb[le] but truly . . . noble
qualities which teach [them] to obey.”**! Nonetheless, while these qualities fit snugly within the

128 paul Broca, On the Phenomena of Hybridity in the Genus Homo (London: Longman, Green, Longman &
Roberts, 1864) 25—35. For more analyses of the polygenist theory, see: George Stocking, Jr, Race, Culture, and
Evolution: Essays in the History of Anthropology (The Free Press: New York, 1968); Frederickson, Racism.

129 For more on miscegenation law, which will be further detailed in Chapter Eight, see Pascoe, What Comes
Naturally.

130 George Frederickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-American Character and Destiny,
1817—1914 (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1971), 104—110.

B! Kinmont, Twelve Lectures, 188-193, 198, 218; James Freeman Clarke, Slavery in the United States: A Sermon
Delivered on Thanksgiving Day, 1842 (Boston, 1843), 24; James Russell Lowell, Anti-Slavery Papers, Boston and
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“cult of true womanhood,” they were in stark contrast to much of the period’s forms of
masculinity. A mixed-race person’s retention of the “dark™ qualities of submissiveness, piety,
weakness and obedience would therefore have appeared attractive in a female but inferior or
revolting in a male.**

Similarly, any perceived “white” qualities were viewed as attractive and ameliorative in
the female, but threatening in a male. The “white” traits of intelligence, courage, and love of
liberty were seen to be perverted in mixed-race males, resulting in low cunning, dishonesty,
deception, and criminality. Mixed-race Indians were often blamed for deceit and betrayal, often
occupying a societal position committed neither to Indian nor to white society, and thus loyal to
neither. Mixed-race Mexicans were also described as loathsome “half-breeds,” occupying
similar, liminal societal positions as bandits. Mixed-race blacks were seen to be particularly
dangerous slaves, prone to stirring up rebellion because of a misguided sense of entitlement to
white rights. The cunning, intelligence, and superiority complex that were expressed in their
white blood made them a threat to their masters. While mixed-race slave men were three times
more likely to be assigned to skilled, “white” work like carpentry or blacksmithing, slave traders
often found it difficult to sell them. One light-skinned slave recalled that he had spent months in
the New Orleans slave market before being sold, saying that he was “too white” and that buyers
“were afraid I could read and write and would never serve as a slave but run away.”133 Light-
skinned mulattos were particularly mistrusted because of their attempts to “pass” in white
society. This not only permitted escape, but raised the frightening specter of black men hiding in
white society, able to attack white men and pursue white women.***

A mixed-race woman, on the other hand, was very often admired. With whiter skin and
smoother hair, she conformed more readily to white standards of beauty. Furthermore, her
perceived “white” qualities of delicacy, domestic abilities, and intelligence made her more
attractive and respectable—and therefore more sexually desirable—in white men’s eyes. Such
views on mixed-race women are most obvious in white men’s organization of the slave market.
As historian Walter Johnson has shown, a word that persistently recurred in slaveholders’
descriptions of light-skinned slaves was “delicate,” since “all of their race science and all of their
superstition made slaveholders suspect that the whiteness in their female slaves made them ill-

132 One possible contradiction of this statement can be found in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in which Tom’s virtue lies in
the fact that he does possess the so-called “feminine” virtues of piety and obedience. Yet Stowe was not suggesting
that Tom was a paragon of masculinity. Rather, he was supposed to embody the black race’s perceived “best”
qualities—which, as Lydia Maria Child wrote, were very similar to feminine virtues. Stowe’s true paragon of
masculinity is George, the strong, heroic, handsome mulatto. While Tom certainly is not perceived to be revolting,
he is clearly inferior.

3 Henry Bibb, Narrative of Henry Bibb: an American Slave (1849) quoted in Johnson, Soul by Soul, 151.

134 As the focus of this dissertation will be on mixed-race women, mixed-race men will not be studied as closely. For
more on secondary source analyses of perceptions of mixed-race Indian, Spanish American, and black men in white,
American society, see: Thomas N. Ingersoll, To Intermix with Our White Brothers: Indian Mixed Bloods in the
United States from Earliest Times to the Indian Removal (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005);
Claudio Santo, Black, White, and Indian: Race and the Unmaking of an American Family (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005); Betsy Ekkila, Mixed Blood and Other Crosses: Rethinking American Literature from the
Revolution to the Culture Wars (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005); Harry J. Brown, Injun Joe’s
Ghost: The Indian Mixed-Blood in American Writing (Columbia: University of Missouri Press); Penelope Bullock,
Penelope Bullock, “The Mulatto in American Fiction,” Phylon 6, no. 1 (1st Qtr., 1945): 78-82; Nancy Bentley,
“White Slaves: The Mulatto Hero in Antebellum Fiction,” American Literature 65, no. 3, (Sep., 1993): 501-522;
Johnson, Soul by Soul; Pike, The United States and Latin America; Greenberg, Manifest Manhood (2005).



58

suited for the daily rigors they demanded of dark-skinned women.” For this reason, mixed-race
women were almost always chosen for domestic work. One slave, Mary Ellen Brooks, whose
traders described her as “delicate,” “intelligent,” “well-suited for a house servant,” “fancy,” and
“a mulatto,” was allowed a sleeping mattress while in the slave market, a practice traders
explained was “usual with house servants.”**> Even more tellingly, the “fancy girl” sex trade
examined in Chapter Two limited itself entirely to the sale of mixed-race women who were
supposed to possess the various “white” traits of beauty, delicacy, domesticity, and intelligence.
The value American society placed on the expression of these “white” traits in mixed-race
women was demonstrated in the exceptionally high prices paid for “fancy girls,” which were far
and away the highest in the slave market.

The admirable qualities of mixed-race women were very often remarked upon in Indian
and Mexican as well as black women, making them the most frequent protagonists of romantic
literature about interracial unions. In his journeys around Spanish America, American travelogue
writer Henry Augustus Wise admitted

| know not how or why, but there certainly is an irresistible charm, that floats like a mist
around Spanish creoles; indeed, creoles of all nations have a style of fascination
peculiarly their own, which renders them truly bewitching, with the power of retaining
their spells as long, and as strong as any. Not that their features are more beautiful, eyes
brighter, or manners even as refined as those in older countries, for they are not; but still
they have soft languishing eyes, rich dark hair, and pliant graceful forms, combined with
the greatest possible charm in woman, earnest unaffected, and amiable dispositions.**

Such a description is very telling of these women’s particular place within the racial spectrum:
not as “refined as those in older countries,” but with a beauty and sexuality that was
“languishing,” “rich,” and “pliant.”

According to these beliefs about the gendered nature of miscegenation, mixed-race
women were not only exceptionally alluring, uniting, as one author claimed, “the desirable points
of character in both races,” but amalgamation via white male blood could be viewed as a
whitening process.*” Antebellum fiction toyed with this idea by providing surprising numbers of
happy endings with mixed-race marriages and admirable, white offspring. Perhaps more
obviously, however, this fiction was distinguished by a recurring racial theme: the juxtaposition
of perceived “dark™ and “light,” white and non-white characteristics in the form of two,
competing heroines. Such an association of “darkness” with certain passionate, sometimes evil
feminine qualities was, of course, a centuries-old literary trope. However, the juxtaposition of a
dark, desirable character with a fair, insipid character, and the very obvious preference of the
author for the former—even if he or she granted victory to the latter—was a particularly popular
plotline in antebellum America.>® It is my belief that this juxtaposition enabled white American
society, and particularly white men, to evaluate the “crisis of femininity” in literary form,

135 Johnson, Soul by Soul, 154.
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vicariously living through the white male characters who had to choose between the two women.
Such a choice, and such an obvious preference for the “dark” lady over the “light,” reflected the
same conflict that was occurring in American society at large.

“[Her courage] gave yet a deeper colour of carnation to her complexion, and yet more brilliant
fire to her eye.”
The “Dark Lady” in Antebellum Fiction

A significant portion of the literature examined in the following chapters utilized this
plotline by juxtaposing an Indian, Spanish American, or black woman (all usually mixed-race)
with a white woman. Usually, the two were presented as half-sisters, cousins, or friends who
were both in love with the same man—an implicit theme that spoke to the prevalence of
miscegenation in American society. Interestingly, the two women were very rarely enemies;
indeed, the darker woman almost always loved, admired, and wished to protect her fair friend.
Darkness, therefore, was not always associated with evil, as in the biblical tradition.
Furthermore, it was not solely associated with sensuality, passion, and ardor, for the fictional
accounts of dark women were far more complex than those of travelogues or diaries, which often
dismissed non-white women as desirable but decidedly inferior in terms of adherence to the “cult
of true womanhood.” The most provocative aspect of this genre of antebellum fiction is that it
almost invariably portrayed the dark woman as older, wiser, braver, and more heroic than her fair
companion. It was the dark woman who, in various stories, risked her life for her white lover,
carried daggers, stilettos, and pistols, boldly fought villains, bravely defended her virtue, and
even cross-dressed. The fairer woman, by contrast, was almost always sweet, pure, and virtuous,
but weak, insipid, and undeniably boring.

Such a contrast often had such an impact on readers that, if the fair lady ended up
winning the love of the white man, or if the dark lady met a tragic end, the author was subjected
to angry reviews. James Fenimore Cooper, for example, encountered numerous protests from
fans when he killed off Cora, the remarkable quadroon heroine who so captivated readers. Many
expressed great disappointment that he had allowed Alice, Cora’s childlike, pale, perpetually
fainting sister, to achieve the happy ending of rescue and marriage instead. Cooper’s
Leathertocking Tales were extremely popular in the antebellum period, cited not only by
numerous authors attempting to copy his style of so-called “frontier literature,” but also by
travelers who eagerly sought Cooper’s variety of “noble savage” among the western Indians.
Indeed, as popular literature increasingly turned to the West for a romantic settin%, Cooper’s
“noble savage” and brave, mixed-race frontierswoman became stock characters.**

Yet literary scholars agree that the novels with the greatest impact on antebellum
American western fiction—and, indeed, on the period’s romantic fiction in general—were Sir
Walter Scott’s Waverly series, especially Ivanhoe.**! References appear again and again in Gold
Rush diaries and especially in soldiers’ accounts of the Mexican-American War. In his analysis
of the literature surrounding that conflict, Historian Robert Johannsen noted that soldiers
continually compared Mexico, the legend of the Aztec conquest, and their own military ventures

139 Sir Walter Scott, lvanhoe: A Romance (1819; repr., London: Whittaker & Co., 1830), 2: 16.

40| eMire, Miscegenation, 35-52.

141 The Waverly series was published from 1814 to 1831, with lvanhoe published in 1820. They therefore pre-date
the vast majority of all the other books mentioned in this dissertation, validating the distinct possibility—when not
explicitly stated by authors themselves—that the later, American works were inspired by Scott.
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to Scott’s romances. One soldier mused dreamily that some of the scenes he saw “reminded me
of those described by Scott, . . . the ruined white walls of a Hacienda at a distance having a
striking resemblance to the Feudal Castle of some bold Baron. . I would not have been in the
least surprised to have seen [a horseman] draw up and challenge one of our number to break a
lance in honor of “fayre ladye” and chivalry.*** Historian Lois Banner, furthermore, contends
that it was lvanhoe that first introduced the trend of “splitting the female personality into two
characters, one “dark and sensuous” and one “blonde and virtuous.”**® It is therefore possible
that Scott’s women—the dark Jewess Rebecca and the fair Saxon Rowena—greatly influenced
the juxtaposed heroines of later, American fiction. As will be evidenced in the ensuing chapters,
the dark and fair ladies of American literature very often displayed markedly similar physical,
mental, and character traits to Rebecca and Rowena. An analysis of Scott’s work is therefore
useful as a prototype.

Scott’s dark Jewess, Rebecca, is very obviously the author’s—and, by extension, the
reader’s—favorite female character, despite the racial impurity Scott almost obsessively
reiterates. When the reader first meets her, attention is immediately directed to her sensuality.
Her form is described as “exquisitely symmetrical,” “shewn to advantage” by an exotic,
“Eastern” costume of “the richest Persian silk” that, due to the day’s heat, was partially
unbuttoned. This, Scott suggestively writes, “something enlarged the prospect to which we
allude”—meaning her magnificent bosom. He enthuses about the “darkness of her complexion,”
the “brilliancy of her eyes, the superb arch of her eyebrows,” and “the profusion of her sable
tresses” that cascaded over “a lovely neck and bosom.”*** Despite her sexualized portrayal, no
doubt is ever cast on Rebecca’s virtue. Indeed, her generosity, intelligence, and kindness are
continually emphasized in various short scenes in which she cares for Jew and Gentile, nobleman
and commoner alike.

Her spotless purity and remarkable bravery are displayed to their fullest effect when she
is captured by the Norman villain, Brian de Bois Guilbert. When the corrupt Templar knight
appears in her prison chamber to announce his intentions of making her his paramour, a station
to which he obviously feels that she, being an inferior Jewess, would immediately agree, she
boldly refuses him. Shocked into rage, the Templar announces his right of ownership to her
body. I am, he says, “a conqueror. Thou art the captive of my bow and spear—subject to my will
by the laws of all nations; nor will I abate an inch of my right, or abstain from taking by violence
what thou refusest to entreaty or necessity” Such language echoes that of Doctor Norcum about
his slave, Harriet Jacobs. A medieval setting could therefore also provide the fantasy of
ownership of a racialized female body. Rather than submit to a fate as his sex slave, however,
Rebecca becomes even more desperately defiant. Declaring “I spit at thee and I defy thee!” she
throws open the lattice window and stands on the edge, declaring that if the Templar comes a
step nearer she will throw herself out, where her body “shall be crushed out of the very form of
humanity upon the stones of that courtyard, ere it become the victim of thy brutality!” Such
heroics so awe the Templar that he not only agrees never to do her harm, but falls even more
deeply in love with her. Scott invites the reader to share in this profound admiration, going to
great lengths to describe the magnificence of her passion. He writes that her determination, as
well as her phenomenal beauty, “gave to her looks, air, and manner, a dignity that seemed more

142 samuel Chamberlain, My Confession , quoted in Johannsen, To the Halls of the Montezumas, 83.
143 Banner, American Beauty, 11.
144 Scott, Ivanhoe, 1:111.



61

than mortal.” Indeed, her passion—itself the result of her “colored” race—is described as
physically coloring her: “her cheek blanched not,” and her resolve “gave yet a deeper colour of
carnation to her complexion, and yet more brilliant fire to her eye.” The Templar, Scott
proclaims—and it is obvious that he includes himself and the reader in this statement—thought
he “had never beheld beauty so animated and so commanding.”**®

This certainly establishes Rebecca as lvanhoe’s most fascinating beauty, since its only
other representative, the Saxon Lady Rowena, is rather pathetic by comparison. She is “formed
in the best proportions of her sex,” though the eye is not invited to linger over her contours as it
was over Rebecca’s. Her complexion is “exquisitely fair” and her expression “noble,” and Scott
insists that she does not have “the insipidity which sometimes attaches to fair beauties.”
Nonetheless, while he acknowledges her ability to “command as well as to beseech,” he explains
that “ mildness [is her] more natural expression.” Rather than being dressed in an exotic costume
of rich hues, with dark tresses falling luxuriously over her shoulders, Rowena’s fair hair is
arranged in ringlets under a veil that she pulls over her face as soon as she enters the room, thus
denying the reader further voyeurism. Although ostensibly the head of her household, Rowena is
described as rather spoiled and petulant, exercising “despotic authority” that contrasts starkly
with Rebecca’s selflessness and courageous determination.

The most obvious juxtaposition of Rowena and Rebecca’s qualities, however, comes with
the description of their shared kidnapping ordeal. Although Rowena at first appears righteously
disdainful of her kidnapper, Walter De Bracy, Scott explains that this is because she hadn’t
believed his intentions. Her initial courage, then, is brushed aside as “fictitious,” born of her
expectation that all would “give way before her wishes,” and “it deserted her when her eyes were
opened to the extent of her own danger.” While Rebecca, then, had leapt to the window ledge
and proclaimed her willingness to die for her virtue, Rowena “quails” before her kidnapper,
“casting her eyes around, as if to look for the aid which was nowhere to be found, and after a few
broken interjections, . . . raised her hands to heaven, and burst into a passion of uncontrolled
vexation and sorrow.”**® Rather than call for admiration of female beauty and passion, Scott
presents some comic relief by describing her kidnapper as totally flummoxed, and quickly
removes him—and the reader—from the scene with the distraction of a hunting horn at the castle
gate. Scott excuses Rowena’s rather pathetic conduct, which he blatantly contrasts with
Rebecca’s courage only five pages later, by explaining that the fair lady’s “disposition was
naturally that which physiognomists consider as proper to fair complexions, mild, timid, and
gentle.”**" Here, then, is the scientific rationalization of racial conduct that lent itself to the
literary development of insipid white women and passionate “dark ladies.”

Both Rebecca and Rowena are in love with Wilfred of Ivanhoe, the noble, brave paragon
of chivalry who lends his name to the title. Yet while lvanhoe obviously shows his admiration
for Rebecca while she is nursing him from his near-fatal wounds, he immediately withdraws his
show of interest when he learns of her race. Scott invites the reader to be righteously indignant
about this prejudice, describing Ivanhoe’s attitude as painfully “cold” and yet insisting that “the
gentleness and candour of Rebecca’s nature imputed no fault to Ivanhoe for sharing in the
universal prejudices of his age and religion.” Though she knew Ivanhoe saw her “as one of a race
of reprobation,” she “ceased not to pay the patient the same devoted attention to his safety and

%5 1pid., 2: 12, 14—16.
18 1hid., 1: 58, 59, 272, 344.
17 1bid, 1: 343.
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convalescence.”* Such a tragic scene suggests that the reader’s preference for a different ending
allowing interracial love would be merited. Indeed, the message could even be interpreted as
disparaging the racism keeping interracial couples from happy endings. Scott was almost
certainly not attempting to make any grand statement about interracial union in his novel, nor
suggesting that various American races be substituted for Rebecca’s Judaism. Nonetheless, the
popularity of his novel made such fictional racial juxtapositions increasingly common.

Moreover, Scott established a precedent for a favored, “dark” heroine. His choice to end
his novel with a marriage between Rowena and Ivanhoe, as well as Rebecca’s removal to the
Moorish Empire to live out her days as a kind of Jewish nun, created quite a negative reaction.
Like Cooper’s readers, Scott’s fans wondered why the superior—albeit “colored”—woman was
so “summarily and unnecessarily disposed of.”**® William Makepeace Thackeray went so far as
to write a burlesque sequel to Ivanhoe that ended the way, he claimed, he and everyone else had
hoped. “My dear Rebecca,” he writes, “so admirable, so tender, so heroic, so beautiful,” was so
unjustly set aside for “that vapid, flaxen-headed” Rowena who, he declared, was “unworthy of
Ivanhoe, and unworthy of her place as heroine.” There was simply no way, Thackeray claimed,
that readers could be expected to believe that Ivanhoe, “whose heart had been warmed in the
company of the tender and beautiful Rebecca,” could “sit down contented for life by the side of
such a frigid piece of propriety as that icy, faultless, prim, niminy-piminy Rowena.”* In his
own hilarious sequel, Rebecca and Rowena, Ivanhoe suffers under Rowena’s nagging, despotic
rule for a few years before being handily “killed” in battle. Rowena marries again, and Ivanhoe,
whose death was incorrectly reported, finds Rebecca (who has converted to Christianity) and
marries her on the spot.

Clearly, then, audiences on both sides of the Atlantic professed certain racial preferences
and yet practiced—or fantasized about—their total opposites. Fictional literature was the safe
venue that allowed such fantasies to be played out and even given happy endings. The “dark
lady” was given free rein to wear exotic clothing, expose her bosom suggestively, fall
desperately in love with white men, betray her own people to secure her lover, give her body and
soul to his keeping, jump out of windows, wield stilettos, shoot arrows and pistols, and have her
eyes flash, her hair toss, and her complexion “color” and “darken” in sensual ways denied to, as
Scott wrote, the “mild, timid, and gentle” dispositions of “fair complexions.” The preference of
Rebeccas over Rowenas could, in fictional literature, be freely acknowledged by characters,
authors, and readers. In literature, characters could grandly profess, like the Spanish conquistador
Cortes to his Aztec slave Malinche in Edward Maturin’s very popular 1845 novel, Montezuma:
The Last of the Aztecs, that “love regards not distinction of person or rank.” Prudently set in a
different time period and exotic location, and safely between the pages of a book, readers could
spurn the prejudice that kept two lovers of different races apart, and agree with Maturin’s Cortes
that “where the heart is fixed, it over-leaps all difference of grade and blood; all those tyrannical
barriers society hath established between the gentle-born and the base—between those who love,
there is no distinction save in the degree of passion which unites them; . . . Love levels all.”**!
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Indeed, such romantic drama was so alluring to antebellum audiences that Maturin’s work was
almost immediately turned into a play after its publication, allowing audiences to watch
interracial drama in action. Pocahontas and John Smith, a love story that paralleled that of
Malinche and Cortes, as well as several dramas featuring southern masters in love with their
white quadroons, were also very popular theatrical topics in this period.'? Of course, the desire
to actually see such dramas suggests that society’s interest was not solely, safely within the pages
of books. The fact that literature was finding fault with “icy, faultless, prim, niminy-piminy”’
white women and desiring the “warmth” of darker races, and that such dramas were being
brought to life on the stage, suggests that the same preference may have been playing out in
society, too—far more than Americans were publicly willing to admit.

152 Examples of these stage dramas include: James Nelson Barker, The Indian Princess; or, La Belle Sauvage
(Philadelphia: T&G Palmer, 1808); George Washington Custis, Pocahontas, or, The Settlers of Virginia (1830;
repr., Alexandria, VA : Bell & Howell Information and Learning Company, 2000); Robert Dale Owen, Pocahontas:
A Historical Drama (New York: George Dearborn, 1837); Charlotte Mary Sanford Barnes. The Forest Princess, or
Two Centuries Ago (1844; repr., Philadelphia: E.H. Butler & Co., 1848); Dion Boucicault, The Octoroon, or, Life in
Louisiana : a Play, in Four Acts (London : Thomas Hailes Lacy, 1866); and various stage productions of Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, including the most famous, George Aiken, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Or, Life Among the Lowly: A
Domestic Drama in Six Acts (1852; repr., New York: Samuel French Inc, 1959).
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“We Lived Surrounded By Prostitutes”’
“Fancy Girl” Sex Slaves, Quadroon Concubines, and
Southern Harems

“Almost every Southern planter has a family more or less numerous of illegitimate coloured
children™?
“Fancy Girl” Sex Slaves

In the grand bazaar of the St. Louis Exchange in 1842, the actor and travelogue writer
Louis Tasistro was floored by an astonishing sight. Poised on the auctioneer’s block in the center
of the room was a gorgeous, extraordinarily light-skinned woman wearing a curve-hugging, low-
cut bombasin gown and surrounded by swarms of excited men who ogled at her from below. The
auctioneer, yelling over the enthusiastic chatter of the prospective buyers, reeled off her
exceptional qualities, which, Tasistro remarked, were “as long as a Welsh pedigree, which is
saying a great deal.” As the praises of her body, character, work abilities, intelligence, piety,
morality and virtue—in that order—spiraled to ever greater proportions, the bids followed suit
and, Tasistro writes, “the tug of war commenced.”

This woman, introduced to the crowd as “Amanda Mix,” was known by buyers, traders,
and auctioneers—as well as their wives, who publicly professed ignorance but privately raged
about such women—as a “fancy girl.” As the highest-priced slaves on the market, “fancies” were
sold and registered as “nurses,” “domestics,” or “housekeepers,” but were specifically bought as
concubines. A “fancy girl’s” exorbitant price reflected the values attached to her skin color,
body, character, sexuality, upbringing, accomplishments and virtue—which increased the closer
they mirrored those of white women. The auctioneer in Tasistro’s account began by showing off
the “fancy’s” figure as the most basic foundation for her status as a potential concubine. Telling
her to step forward and “let the gentlemen see how firm you stand on your corn-stalks,” he
pronounced her “a beautiful picture” and invited the assembled men to imagine the body
underneath the tight dress. Tasistro described the young lady as thoroughly enjoying the
attention, proudly displaying her buxom form, blushing prettily at each compliment, and heartily
joining in all the laughter and jokes. While many accounts with abolitionist agendas described
these women either as weeping delicately or defiantly resisting degradation, Tasistro’s scene

! This title refers to a quote from Mary Chesnut, further quoted later in this chapter, complaining that “Under slavery
we live surrounded by prostitutes. Like patriarchs of old, our men live in one house with their wives and
concubines.” Mary Chesnut, Mary Chesnut’s Civil War, ed. C. Vann Woodward (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1993), 21, 22, 40, 41.

2 Frances Anne Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation 1838-1839 (New York: Harper &
Brothers Publishers, 1864), 15.

® Louis Fitzgerald Tasistro, Random Shots and Southern Breezes, Containing Critical Remarks on the Southern
States and Southern Institutions, With Semi-Serious Observations on Men and Manners (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1842), 88.
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projected the white slave-buyer’s personality preferences onto his subject: clearly, Amanda Mix
was the ideal “fancy girl,” a vivacious, confident coquette.*

With the value of her body established at five hundred dollars, the auctioneer began to
laud her character, assuring the buyers that she was “as tractable as a lamb” and “extremely
honest and industrious.” Requesting her “certificate,” he read aloud from a letter—*“good-
humoredly” pulled out of Amanda Mix’s bosom—from her previous owners, testifying that the
woman “is a most excellent servant, always obedient, never grumbles, is seldom sick, and is
exceedingly fond of children.” In other words, in addition to being a beautiful concubine,
Amanda Mix would be the ideal type of slave, one who would never draw her owners’ age-old
complaints about thievery, lying, laziness, and sickliness. She was, moreover, “very generally
useful in everything,” “an accomplished cook,” “good with children,” an excellent baker,
seamstress, and nurse, and “a real maid-of-all-work.”® While the field work fit only for the
blackest and “lowest” slaves was unmentioned and clearly beneath her, she was the perfect asset
to a domestic idyll, skilled at every task that all white wives were expected to have and yet which
were increasingly relegated to their slaves.

Tasistro described how the auctioneer then placed his hands on Amanda Mix’s head and
remarked on a strongly developed “philoprogenitiveness.”® A “fancy girl,” blessed with precious
drops of white blood, was supposed to possess a variety of white sensibilities. Besides being
more beautiful, intelligent, and domestic than her blacker sisters, “fancies” were often described
as being far more delicate and accustomed to relative luxury. One observer noted that in the
“jails” where slaves were kept prior to auction, the “fancy” quarters were “not only comfortable,
but in many respects luxurious.”” After all, many “fancy girls” were brought up in relative luxury
and style, having been the daughters of domestic slaves whom it was customary to rear within
the plantation household itself. In this way, they could be trained to entertain respectable
company and to be the best sort of influence on the white children they cared for. Many
“fancies” therefore knew, as one ex-slave recalled, “how to talk low and how to act in company,”
and so possessed some of the qualities of refined white women.® The rarest types of “fancies,”
often those with doting, white, wealthy fathers, even had accomplishments like piano-playing or
singing that rivaled those of debutante white southern belles. Clearly, having a “fancy”
concubine was a far more respectable type of sexual adventure than a random foray into the slave
quarters.®

Amanda Mix’s bids, having steadily climbed with the pronouncement of each
“extraordinary quality,” finally peaked with the auctioneer’s description of her unblemished
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moral character. Asserting that she was an excellent Christian, the auctioneer cried out
“Gentlemen, remember what a blessing it is to have a sober and well-contented woman about
your wives and daughters, on whose unblemished character you can so entirely rely!”*°
Ironically, of course, Amanda Mix would in essence be a concubine under the very nose of her
white mistress—hardly the type of moral paragon a southern lady would wish to be around
genteel company and children. Yet in a society where white women’s jealousy of their men’s
liaisons with slaves was well-known—though most often borne in silence—a seemingly demure,
obedient, virtuous “fancy” could play out the pretense of a happy household. After all, it was
customary for these white men to build a separate, “Little House” cabin for their concubines and
resulting progeny, and to there establish a “shadow family” that eerily mirrored their “Big
House” counterparts.™ A “fancy girl” like Amanda Mix would, ideally, happily acquiesce to her
position and never attempt to usurp her white mistress’s authority.

Because Amanda Mix was sold along with her child, the auctioneer was not able to fully
capitalize on the qualities that always attracted the highest bids: virtue and chastity. These
characteristics most clearly highlight the irony that lay behind the “fancy” trade. Though sold
expressly for sexual purposes, a “fancy girl’s” sexuality was—at least at first—supposed to
resemble that of an ideal white woman rather than a stereotypically promiscuous black slave.
Besides the pseudo-scientific ideas surrounding black femininity that had begun in the Middle
Ages and increased with the advent of the African slave trade, American slavery itself had
contributed to notions of black hyper-sexuality. The fact that slave-owners relied on black
women’s fertility in order to increase their own profits and yet simultaneously denied them legal
marriages meant that whites created a system in which black women were perpetually seen as
promiscuous, illegitimate, and uncontrolled by the laws of marriage. Slaves were often seen as
having so few qualms about sex that they were just as willing and fecund as animals. Indeed,
many wills and estate inventories simply called slave women’s children “breedings.”12 One slave
recalled that her master was so convinced his slaves possessed bestial sexual natures that he
initiated a practice intended to increase his property every nine months: he “took all the fine
looking boys and girls that was thirteen years old or older and . . .strip[ped] them naked and put
them in a big barn every Sunday and le[ft] them there until Monday morning. Out of that came
sixty babies.”? Furthermore, the fact that white men could and did rape black women with
virtually unpunished frequency, and that some black women welcomed whites’ sexual advances
in hopes of securing a modicum of safety and assistance for themselves and their children,
seemed to confirm the notion that all black women were conniving “Jezebels.”

A “fancy” who could be sold as a virgin therefore received the highest bids for having,
thanks to her inherent “white” virtue, escaped the degradation ascribed to her black blood. In his
novel Clotel, which he avowed was based on true slave experiences, William Wells Brown

10 Tasistro, Random Shots, 92.

! For white women’s silent suffering, see Chesnut, Mary Chesnut’s Civil War; For “shadow family” see: Joel
Williamson, New People: Miscegenation and Mulattoes in the United States (New York: The Free Press, 1980), 50,
51. The terms “Big House” and “Little House” were often used by contemporaries when speaking of the large
plantation home and the small, separate house a master often built for his “fancy.” See for example Mary Reynolds
quoted in George Rawick, The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, Supplement, Series 2 (Westport, CT:
Greenwood Publishing Company, 1979) 8: 3292.

12 Morgan, Laboring Women, 83.

3 Dorothy Sterling, We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century (London: W.W. Norton & Co.,
1984), 32.
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described the auction of a beautiful quadroon who claimed descent from Thomas Jefferson.
While the auctioneer began with a list of the same qualities that made Amanda Mix desirable, the
bids suddenly skyrocketed to four hundred extra dollars as soon as he announced that "the
chastity of this girl is pure; she has never been from under her mother's care, she is a virtuous
creature.”** Some accounts illustrate that chastity and virtue were simply taken for granted by an
insistent buyer. In her autobiography, the “fancy girl” Louisa Piquet recalled being stripped by
slave-buyers at the slave auction until one gentleman protested and insisted she be taken away.
“He said he knew I was a virtuous girl, and he’d buy me anyhow,” she remembered.™ Other
buyers convinced themselves that the very purchase and use of a “fancy” would in fact preserve
her virtue and heighten her respectability. Harriet Jacobs, the “fancy girl” mentioned in the
Introduction, was willed to Dr. Norcum at the age of twelve, and began receiving—and
successfully spurning—his attentions when she turned fifteen. Pleading for her to succumb to his
advances, her master insisted that “he was going to build a small house for [her], in a secluded
place, four miles away from the town,” and insisted that he would “cherish” her and “make a
lady out of [her].” The men who bought “fancies” needed to convince themselves of the
respectability and ladylikeness—in other words, the relative whiteness—of their expensive
concubines. Tellingly, when Jacobs’ master attempted to remind her of his preferential treatment,
he inquired “have I ever treated you like a negro?”16 The answer, of course, was no: a “fancy”
woman’s high price indicated her peculiar position within a separate racial and sexual caste.
Nonetheless, what went unsaid in the slave markets but was suggested in travelogues and fiction
was that, once deflowered, a “fancy girl’s” black blood would stir her passions and warm her to a
white master’s advances. As long as he believed that she was a virgin on the auction block, a
“fancy” buyer could convince himself that it was his virile manliness that had awakened her
sexual nature.

As evidenced by the qualities hawked from the auction stand, a “fancy girl” therefore
possessed the four cardinal virtues of the “cult of true womanhood”: piety, purity,
submissiveness and domesticity. In appearance, sensibility, and character, then, she mirrored the
ideal southern white woman; in sexuality and sexual availability, however, she remained a black
slave, her body, life, and progeny owned by her white master. Clearly, a major part of a “fancy
girl’s” appeal was the fact that her lover could own, use, and dispose of her body in whatever
way he wished; unlike white women, a “fancy” had no familial, legal, or societal protections. In
her 1860 autobiography, Harriet Jacobs lamented that it was “no matter whether the slave girl be
as black as ebony or as fair as her mistress,” because “in either case, there is no shadow of law to
protect her from insult, from violence, or even from death; all these are inflicted by fiends who
bear the shape of men.” From the age of fifteen, Jacobs had to endure harassment, threats, and
physical abuse from her master, Dr. Norcum. At first, she wrote, “my master began to whisper
foul words in my ear,” and “peopled my young mind with unclean images, such as only a vile
monster could think of.”*’ Such conduct would have been almost impossible with, and likely
revealed by, an upper-class white woman, but Dr. Norcum knew he could treat his slaves
however he wished. When Jacobs continuously spurned his approaches, Norcum resorted to

4 Brown, Clotel, 64.
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verbal abuse that clearly indicated his fantasy of domination and the extreme frustration he felt at
its hindrance. Louisa Piquet recalled in her autobiography that her purchaser had informed her
that "if | behave[d] myself he'd treat me well: but, if not, he'd whip me almost to death. . .he was
always so jealous. He never let me go out anywhere.”*® Dr. Norcum and Louisa Piquet’s owner
had been brought up in a society wherein a white man’s rights and will were second to none.
Their desire to control Harriet and Louisa’s lives, bodies, space, sexuality, and personal freedom
reflected their wish to assert both racial and sexual omnipotence. Sometimes, this megalomania
was revealed in a threat on the “fancies’” lives. “Do you know that | have a right to do as I like
with you,” Dr. Norcum threatened Jacobs, “that | can kill you, if | please?" Similarly, Louisa
Piquet remembered her master telling her that “nothin' but death should separate us; and, if I run
off, he'd blow my brains out.”*® An appeal of a “fancy” was, to some men, more than sexual: it
gave them a sadistic power over her very life, one they could never have possessed with a white
wife protected by law.

The white men who bought “fancies” were almost all from the upper classes, and many
cultivated an honorable, respectable reputation. After all, these slaves held the highest prices on
the market, so few spendthrift profligates, young “sporting men,” or members of the
stereotypically disreputable lower classes could afford them. Most often, “fancy” buyers were
owners of profitable plantations, wealthy merchants, or successful slave-traders. Furthermore,
miscegenation was accepted in the antebellum southern community as long as certain rules were
discreetly observed. If the man involved was socially questionable, the relationship became a
subject of complaint. If he was, however, a “gentleman” of discretion and local standing, there
was usually no public outcry. Even if he had a white wife, she too was expected to hold her
tongue about the arrangement, deferring as usual to her husband’s apparent good sense and
sacrificing her own happiness for her family’s reputation.20

Although usually sharing similar social backgrounds, “fancy” owners were of a variety
of marital categories. Evidence from court cases, newspaper stories, slave narratives, and “fancy”
autobiographies highlight a few distinct types. First, there were the men like Harriet Jacobs’
owner, Dr. Norcum, who were married to a white wife but established a separate, “Little House”
for their “fancies.” These were the masters most often mentioned by scandalized Northerners and
Europeans in travelogues. Second, there were the younger men—primarily mentioned in
romantic novels—who were so struck by a “fancy’s” beauty that they lost their hearts and bought
her immediately. Sometimes, as with the “fancy” buyer in William Wells Brown’s story, Clotel,
these men were from out of town, “unprepared to behold with composure a beautiful young
white girl of fifteen in the degraded position of a chattel slave” and losing themselves to
“sympathy [that] ripened into love.”* Other times, like the young man in Lydia Maria Child’s
novel, A Romance of the Republic, he had been spurned by a white woman or her family, and in
his loneliness and desperation lost his heart to a “fancy.” A third category consisted of white men
who had recently divorced or been separated from their white wives, usually because of the
latter’s apparent unfaithfulness, malevolence, or other unsuitability. These men, like the owner of
Eliza, a companion in Solomon Northup’s slave coffle who figured in his autobiography, left
their old, “Big Houses” and established their “fancies” as housekeepers in their new, “Little
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Houses.”?* A fourth category consisted of older widowers like Louisa Piquet’s owner. This latter
group, it can be assumed, wished to simply buy a doting, companionable “housekeeper” rather
than to try their luck with more challenging, young white women, who might desire younger
suitors.

Sometimes, men of each category kept their “fancies” their whole lives, rejecting white
wives altogether and occasionally emancipating their concubines and mixed-race families in
their wills.?® Piquet’s master, for example, told her almost tenderly that when he saw her at the
market he thought he’d buy her “to end his days with [her.]”** Others, especially those who had
bought their “fancies” in their youth, later took a white wife in order to establish a good social
standing or to realize various business or political ambitions. Many of these men lived until their
deaths with two separate families in two separate households, ignorant of the tragic fate that
often befell their “fancies” when the slave women fell into the hands of widowed white wives,
were stripped of any willed money, land, or possessions, and subsequently sold.?

Some “fancy” owners were quite public about their relations. John Powell, an editor of
the New Orleans Picayune, entertained his dinner guests at his “fancy” mistress’s “Little House,”
and the slave dealer Theophilus Freeman was reported to receive visitors while lying in bed with
his “fancy” Sarah Connor.?® While such blatant transgressions of social customs were relatively
rare, varied accounts agree that the “fancy” practice was common and widely accepted. While in
Yazoo City, Mississippi, abolitionist Levi Coffin remarked to his hotel-keeper about two lavishly
dressed and bejeweled mixed-race women he had seen that day. To Coffin’s astonishment, the
hotel-keeper nonchalantly informed him that they were slave mistresses kept by two of the
town’s wealthy merchants. “Most of our merchants, and other gentlemen of wealth and high
standing, keep such women,” the man told Coffin. In fact, one of the community’s wealthiest
men, who, the hotel-keeper assured Coffin “stands fair in this community,” had several
plantations, keeping a black wife and family on one and a white wife and family on the other.
When an appalled Coffin inquired whether the white wife knew of this arrangement, the hotel-
keeper replied “yes, but she can’t help it, and I don’t think she makes any fuss about it.”?’ Such a
silence shocked many travelers, who insisted that the keeping of “fancy” concubines was
outrageously prevalent. The British actress Fanny Kemble reported that “it is notorious, that
almost every southern planter has a family more or less numerous of illegitimate coloured
children.”® Even southern white women admitted in their private diaries that sexual slavery was
rampant. “Under slavery we live surrounded by prostitutes,” the wealthy plantation mistress
Mary Chesnut wrote in her famous Civil War diary. “Like patriarchs of old, our men live in one
house with their wives and concubines; . . . Any lady is ready to tell who is the father of all the
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mulatto chilglgren in everybody’s household but their own. Those she seems to think drop from
the clouds.”

“Extravagantly described to me as females beautiful beyond all others >

Quadroon Placage

“Fancy” buyers were usually men who lived in rural southern areas, or merchants who
dealt specifically in slaves. For men in the rare, urban centers of the South, a separate practice
became increasingly popular and notorious. The city of New Orleans, alternately under Spanish
and French rule until the American takeover in 1803, was the epicenter of a complex system of
concubinage known as plagage, which had been set up to link the free quadroon community to
white men with particular sexual tastes. Interracial sex had been widespread, acknowledged, and
generally condoned in French and Spanish New Orleans society. Yet the quadroon mistresses
became so famous, and the system itself so intricate and well-established, that placage
seamlessly continued into the American takeover. Travelers to New Orleans rarely failed to
comment on the magnificent “quadroon balls,” the gorgeous concubines, and their well-satisfied
patrons. Such descriptions were so fascinating to northern audiences that periodicals abounded
with excerpts from travelogues specifically detailing the remarkable system.

Ostensibly, Americans continued the practice of holding quadroon balls in order to
supplement their de jure authority with cultural capital as they acted out the role of insiders. The
first governmentally sanctioned ball occurred just two years after the Louisiana Purchase, and by
1809 they had reached the official status of an “institution.”** A man who wanted a quadroon
mistress went through a series of elaborate steps that mirrored the dances at the balls themselves.
First, he paid two dollars at the door of the ballroom, a considerable sum that kept out the “riff-
raff” and ensured that only men with the means to keep a mistress could enter. He was then
required to leave any knives, pistols, or other arms he kept about his person with an attendant;
too many prior instances of bloody duels fought over quadroons had tightened restrictions.*? Of
course, the very fact that men were prepared to fight duels—the established means by which they
established their “honor” and protected that of their women—meant that these quadroon
mistresses were given far higher statuses than prostitutes or other black women.*® Once in the
ballroom, a man was confronted with a fantastic panorama of bright colors, waving feathers,
expensive fabrics, swinging hoop skirts, elaborate hairdos and magnificent masks. Although men
certainly acknowledged each other at these balls, and their whole purpose was to seek out a
beauty fair enough to be a paramour, most attendees wore masks. Masquerades were the most
popular kinds of balls in New Orleans, but the practice most likely also added an element of
mystery, exoticism, and romance to the quadroon balls, specifically. Furthermore, a mask
enabled a quadroon—known as a placée—to coquettishly hide her full charms from all but her
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most interested suitors, and for the suitor himself to feel a particular ownership of his mistress’s
features.*

Once a man found a woman who suited his desires, he made an arrangement to meet with
her and her protector at a future date. The placée’s business agent was usually her mother, who
had often been a quadroon mistress herself, and had ushered her daughter into the process after
her. Of course, as her daughter was almost always the child of a white lover, placage ensured
that each, progressive generation became whiter and whiter. Travelers often remarked in
astonishment at the radiant color spectrum that existed at the balls, ranging from olive-
complexioned ladies wearing fantastic turbans to lily-white creatures with flaxen curls. At the
first meeting, the would-be suitor arranged every last financial detail with the quadroon’s
protector. They established a location for the house he would set up for his mistress, as well as
the value of the furniture and the yearly allowance with which he would provide her. Finally,
they agreed upon a system of child support for any offspring that might result, especially in the
event of the quadroon’s abandonment. From that time on, the placée belonged to her paramour
for as long as he wished to keep her. Although born free and therefore granted more rights than
an enslaved “fancy girl,” a quadroon placée was nonetheless considered “black” no matter the
shade of her complexion, and was therefore denied the legal and societal protections granted to
white women. Because she was not legally married, she could not run to the courts in the
occasion of abuse or abandonment. Her lover could choose either to keep her as his de facto
wife, marry another woman and flaunt her as his mistress, or abandon her as soon as his desire
flagged, his finances failed, or a better opportunity with a white wife arose.*® Because the two
systems of concubinage—“fancy” enslavement and quadroon plagage—so closely mirrored each
other, this dissertation will collectively refer to both kinds of women as “quadroon mistresses.”

Like the “fancy” owners, men who kept placées were usually of relatively high economic
standing. It appears, however, that they came from a wider variety of classes, and that the
maintenance of a placée was somewhat easier than that of a “fancy.” In his travelogue A Journey
to the Seaboard Slave States, Frederick Law Olmsted remarked that an apartment with a placée
as housekeeper was by far the cheapest option for a young man “on the make.”*® Perrin du Lac,
in his own travelogue, explained that “many men would rather live in concubinage with a woman
than marry. In that way they enjoy the advantage of being well cared for, along with the option
of dismissing the woman if she proves unsatisfactory or unfaithful.”®" New Orleans wills provide
one means by which to ascertain how common and widespread this practice was. Between 1810
and 1860, about 7% of wills mentioned interracial union, either by frankly acknowledging their
mistresses, mentioning their mixed-race children, or listing a quadroon housekeeper as a
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suspiciously fortunate beneficiary. Interestingly, these wills run the gamut from massive estates
to relatively meager holdings. The occupations and literacy rates of the male testators also
represent a relatively wide range of social classes. Of course, these wills certainly do not reflect
all the unions taking place, nor do they all involve the specific system of placage. Nonetheless,
they assist in demonstrating how widespread interracial unions were.*® Furthermore, reports of
quadroon balls and the practice of placage were not limited to New Orleans. The cities of
Charleston in South Carolina, Natchez and Biloxi in Mississippi, Mobile in Alabama, and St.
Augustine and Pensacola in Florida, also had their own versions of the institution.*

Regardless of this relatively broad class distribution, it is clear that, for many men, a
placée was a sign of social prestige, like a handsome buggy or a racing horse.*° Furthermore, the
ability to openly flaunt such women seems to have been a source of particular pride, and a way
to establish white male hegemony. The Reverend Philo Tower, a Northerner who had been
sympathetic to slavery until a voyage around the South opened his eyes to its abuses, published a
travelogue that was loudly indignant about placage. “These monstrous unions,” Tower
proclaimed, “have not even the reserve of vice, which conceals itself from shame.” Indeed, rather
than remaining cloistered in their specially furnished apartments, Tower was appalled to see the
placées prancing down public streets in their new finery, and hanging on the arms of their white
paramours. “They expose themselves openly to all eyes,” Tower described in disgust, “without
any infamy or blame attaching to the men who thus demean themselves.”*" In an unpublished
manuscript from 1825, Judge Charles Gayarré wrote that placées were given their own boxes in
the opera’s second tier. He mentions that one Creole planter had one box established for his wife
and white family, and another right above it reserved for his placée. Arrangements like these,
Gayarré explained, were the reason there were so few houses of prostitution in New Orleans.*?

A great many men journeyed to New Orleans with the express purpose of catching
glimpses of these infamous concubines. The popularity of the subject is evidenced not only by
the fact that almost every southern travelogue mentioned placage, but that a considerable number
of periodicals chose to publish those specific excerpts. “The Quadroon Creoles hav[e] been
somewhat extravagantly described to me as females beautiful beyond all others,” the British
geographer George William Featherstonhaugh confided in Excursion Through the Slave States,
and a correspondent for the Boston paper Little’s Living Age admitted that he “made a point of
going to some of the quadroon balls,” as he “had heard a great deal of the splendid figures and
graceful dancing of the New Orleans Quadroons.”*

Wilson Conworth, a regular travel writer for the widely popular Knickerbocker, wrote an
exceptionally blunt account of the “dissipation” he sought among the quadroons, titling his
section “Quadroon Women—Schools of Sensuality.”** By 1840, the Knickerbocker was the most
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influential literary publication of its time, flirting with the standards of propriety, pandering to
the male “sporting culture,” and often echoing the style of the “flash press.”45 Conworth quite
openly declared himself a “sporting man,” and explained that his sole reason for going to New
Orleans was to “dissipate my cares and to make a bold rush at something.” Confessing that he
and his friends were “not fairly sober during the whole time of our stay in the city,” Conworth
indulged his northern readers with a scandalous description of his escapades, catering to the
notions of southern depravity that had been fed by abolitionist tracts like Tower’s, and
inadvertently fanned into a sexual fantasy. “Northerners have no idea of the utter want of
principle that characterizes the southern man of pleasure,” Conworth wrote, teetering on the edge
of both condemnation and envy,

[T]he grossness, the debauchery, the sensuality, that walks in open day, and glories in its
degradation. Here is every thing to entice the senses; and the blood of the northerner

[is] warmed up by the climate; his senses fascinated by novel and luxurious allurements
to sensual pleasure; . . . [Many, when they return to the North,] pine for the freedom
from restraint which the South affords. *°

Obviously aware that a number of his readers followed his accounts specifically in order
to live vicariously through his experiences, Conworth then detailed the quadroon balls he knew
many were salivating after. The quadroons, he sighed, “look[ed] like angels,” but laid all the
traps of the devil, scintillating with “enticements of dress, and passion, and complexion, and
winning smiles, to waylay the imprudent.” Furthermore, he explained, many of the women were
undoubtedly chaste, “wear[ing] brows adorned with the virgin wreath.” This, however, he
appraised not as an attribute deserving of respect, but one that sent their market value through the
roof. “They are to be bought and consumed,” he wrote, “No man can look upon these young
girls, panting to be bought. . .with indifference. They have been educated for the market.”*’
Clearly, their virginity was simply another “enticement,” promising their suitors an untouched
body and a “panting” desire that had yet to be coaxed into full-fledged sexual passion.

Conworth went on to describe the quadroon placées in a way that echoed their depictions
in popular literature. He waxed lyrical about their “black flashing eyes, swimming in passion;
their luxurious persons . . . fifteen years of age, and yet blooming in all the richness of
womanhood.” Confirming a number of previous accounts, he stated that “they certainly, though
not of full blood, are the most beautiful women in the world.” Taking for granted that his
audience understood the stereotypically lustful, uncontrollable nature of American manhood,
Conworth wrote that he and his friends were so charmed by the beautiful quadroons that “we did
not stop to reason very profoundly about vice and virtue, but gave ourselves up to the fascination
of the senses. Young men are apt to form very strong sensual attachments.”*® In this way,
Conworth excused his and his friends’ conduct by playing on societal and pseudo-scientific
expectations, and by drawing on the stereotype of the black “Jezebel.” He thus placed the blame
for seduction on the quadroons and their irresistible “enticements,” despite their professed
virginity and angelic appearance.
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Lest he disappoint his readers, Conworth went on to relate a questionably true story about
his own relationship with a quadroon placée. He continued to play on the stereotypes his
audience was sure to have collected from other travelogues and fictional literature. Quadroons
were thought to be almost obsessively loyal to their patrons. Rather than attributing this to the
fact that their livelihood depended upon their paramour’s magnanimity, this devotion was
actually seen as an inherent part of their ardent nature. “One young girl gave herself to me of her
own accord,” Conworth remembered, suggesting that the quadroon’s virginity was willingly
relinquished without even a business arrangement. Lest his readers suppose that she was a
woman of low morals or a prostitute, Conworth assured them that “She said she loved me, and |
was very well pleased with the adventure; . . . She would willingly have given me all she
possessed. She would have left the city with me.” In fact, her adoration was so zealous that
Conway claimed she was prepared to sacrifice herself for him: when he was thrown into prison
for reneging on his gambling debts, “she found me out, and clung to me as if her whole life was
at stake. She wished to heap money upon me, for she had money from some source. She would
have purchased my release by the prostitution of her person to one she loathed.” Such passion,
commitment, forgiveness, and sacrifice must have appeared deeply romantic to Conworth’s
readers, who may have reflected that these traits were rather rare in a respectable, staunchly
moral white woman. Interestingly, Conworth ended his story in a sincerely regretful tone,
admitting that he left his quadroon only to find her, years later, “in the lowest grade of
wretchedness and vice—very sad.”*® Rather than moralizing that such an end was fitting for one
so willing to prostitute herself, Conway’s tone suggests that he and his thoughtless, callous youth
were to blame. He therefore played on readers’ sympathies, hinting that such total dependence
was rather alluring: a kind of fantasy of ownership that secured total female submission and male
dominance. Society expected white women to entirely submit to white men’s authority, but it
forced black women to do so. Such a requirement surely titillated many white men’s fantasies of
total social, sexual, and racial mastery.

“This is a view of the subject that it is thought best for women to ignore”50

White Women’s Reactions

White women were certainly aware of the “fancy girls” on surrounding plantations, the
cottages on New Orleans’ infamous Rampart Street, the quadroon balls that competed with their
own gatherings, the occupants of the opera’s second tier, and the dark-complexioned ladies
sighted on the arms of respectable white men. Yet society strictly instructed white women to
ignore these practices, holding that they were unfit for chaste female discussion and impossible
for them to understand. Like the brothels in northern cities, “fancy girls” and quadroon placées
were to be chalked up to men’s uncontrollable sexual appetites. Some men, like pro-slavery
activist William Henry Harper, even instructed women on the beneficial nature of these
interracial unions, explaining that the degradation of black women helped to keep ravening male
appetites away from the rarified pedestals of pure, white women.*

When Judge Gayarré watched one of his New Orleans hosts appear at home with a black
arm band to commemorate the death of his placee, it was therefore fitting that the man scold his
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curious wife, “Madame that is something about which you must not inquire.”*? White women,
however, seethed at the blatant sexual double standard in private. Like Mary Chesnut railing
about life “surrounded by prostitutes” in her Civil War Diary, Ella Thomas betrayed her
desperation and fury in an 1858 journal entry. “I know that this is a view of the subject that it is
thought best for women to ignore,” she wrote, “but where we see so many. . .‘fancy %irls’ Ohis it
not enough to make us shudder for the standard of morality in our Southern homes!”>® Although
society assured white women of their vaunted status and the respect of white men, it was
becoming glaringly obvious that non-white women were receiving far more attention, money,
and adulation than was seemly. The reality was that interracial unions were increasingly
widespread: white men were devoting a considerable portion of their income to the liaisons,
some were choosing concubinage over marriage, and a significant amount of literature was
catering to these appetites and even declaring blatant preferences for “colored” over white
women. Were these non-white paramours therefore becoming a true threat to white wives?

The Reverend Philo Tower certainly thought so. He was appalled at the small proportion
of men who had families in New Orleans. “Probably not one in twenty is married,” he reported,
and if a man was, he simply “le[ft] a family at the North, and while here entirely forgets that at
home he has left a wife.” Many travelogues confessed that men simply couldn’t help but forget
their frigidly respectable white wives when the warm arms of darker ladies beckoned. Alexander
Wilson, a nineteenth-century European poet, wrote while visiting Charleston that “the negro
wenches are all sprightliness and gaiety,” and that “their sexual habits” were so eager and
energetic that they “render[ed] the [white] men callous” to the questionable charms of white
women’s “frigid insipidity.” The Englishmen George Featherstonhaugh and S.A Ferrall agreed
in their respective travelogues, calling the quadroons they saw, both slave and free, “females
beautiful beyond all others” and “decidedly the finest women in the country.” Even the
American-born Frederick Law Olmsted admired the placées for being “frequently sent to Paris to
be educated,” and therefore “very accomplished” as well as exceptionally beautiful. “I have
rarely, if ever, met more beautiful women,” he confessed. “They are much better formed, and
have a much more graceful and elegant carriage than Americans in general.”*

The bluntest comparison between white and black American women was made by the
German nobleman Bernhard, Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, who published a travelogue of his
wanderings in North America from 1825 to 1826. Having attended an exhausting number of
white, upper-class balls in New Orleans, he finally slipped away with a number of other men to a
nearby quadroon ball. This he admitted to enjoying far more, and when he guiltily crept back
into the white ball, he “could not . . . refrain from making comparisons, which in no wise
redounded to the advantage of the white assembly.” The fact was, the Duke reflected, the
quadroon balls were simply more fun, and men who attended them “amused themselves more,
and were more at ease.” Such a preference was glaringly obvious in the white ball, which
gradually became so depleted of young men that the Duke finally noticed that “there were more
ladies than gentlemen present.” Rather than deploring the situation, however, the Duke simply
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explained that the preference was completely understandable. “Several of these females have
enjoyed the benefits of as careful an education as most of the whites,” he wrote, conferring a
degree of respectability and status on the quadroons. “They conduct themselves ordinarily with
more propriety and decorum, and confer more happiness on their ‘friends,” than many of the
white ladies to their married lords.”® They were, in the Duke’s eyes, truly the perfect
concubines, throwing balls that were far more amusing, proffering charms that were far more
available, and caring for their paramours with far greater passion, than white women. Such an
unfavorable racial comparison was even evident to another woman, the British travelogue writer
Matilda Houstoun, who wrote that the white women in New Orleans were “remarkably indolent”
and “apt to grow extremely corpulent.” They were, moreover, only “very slightly educated” and
so lazy that “love-making . . . requires too much thought and exertion to be ever a popular
amusement with them.” As a result, Houstoun understood why “the quadroon balls [we]re very
much resorted to by white gentlemen.”°

Of course, the situation is far more complicated than a simple explanation of white
frigidity or laziness versus “colored” warmth and passion. Certainly, many white women must
have desired to care for their husbands with as much fervor and devotion as were attributed to
quadroon mistresses. It seems, however, that stereotypes of “respectable” white female sexuality,
the status that a concubine appeared to confer, and the fact that many men were absent from their
homes on extended business trips, combined to create a rather sterile sexual environment for
many southern white wives. By the eve of the Civil War, a few women were feeling threatened
enough to speak publicly about the issue. A Virginian woman named Mrs. Douglass wrote a
letter intended to be distributed to the public. The fact that she wrote this incendiary message
from jail, where she had been imprisoned for teaching slaves to read, suggests that she was far
more radical in her views than most southern women. Nonetheless, the fact that she dared to
expose the “crisis of femininity” she saw occurring in the South proves that many women were
aware and deeply concerned about the predicament. “Amalgamation,” she declared, “is one great
evil hanging over the Southern Slave States, destroying domestic happiness and the peace of
thousands.” Insisting that the practice was “more general than even the Southerners are willing to
allow,” Douglass proclaimed that “it pervades the entire society. Its followers are to be found
among all ranks, occupations, and professions.” Casting aside the vow of silence white women
had unofficially been forced to take on the issue, Douglass wrote that

[T]he white mothers and daughters of the South have suffered under it for years—have
seen their deepest affections trampled upon—their hopes for domestic happiness
destroyed, and their future lives embittered, even to agony, by those who should be all in
all to them, as husbands, sons and brothers.>’

Perhaps most southern women thought that Mrs. Douglass was treading on dangerous
ground, pandering to the wishes of the abolitionists who published biographies of “fancy girls”
and wrote novels about beautiful, tragic quadroon mistresses in order to galvanize northern
sympathy. Yet if many of these same autobiographies and other slave testimonies are to be
believed, a number of southern women felt threatened enough to lash out in their own ways at

% Bernhard, Travels through North America, 1: 58-63.
% Matilda Charlotte Houstoun, Hesperos: or, Travels in the West (London: John W. Parker, 1850), 1: 74.
% Mrs. Virginia Douglass quoted in Olmsted, A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States, 601.
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the “Jezebels” they felt were stealing their white men. Harriet Jacobs’ autobiography, for
example, revealed a number of stories of the wild, almost dangerous jealousy some white wives
unleashed on their husbands’ “fancy girls.” Jacobs remembered seeing a young slave girl dying
soon after the birth of her nearly white child, and recalled that, as the girl screamed in agony, her
white mistress stood by and mocked “You suffer, do you? I am glad of it. You deserve it all, and
more t0o.” It would seem that, to this woman, the blame for the illicit relation lay entirely with
the slave girl: she had lured the white man away with her bewitching sexual charms and left his
white wife a betrayed fool. Jacobs’ own mistress, Mrs. Norcum, unleashed her misery and fury
upon the young slave when she learned of her husband’s advances. After Jacobs had confided
her sexual harassment to the woman, Mrs. Norcum became fanatical in her supervision. Jacobs
wrote that she often woke up in the middle of the night to find her mistress bending over her,
ensuring that she was not with her master. Other times she was awakened by whispers in her ear
as Mrs. Norcum pretended to be her husband, murmuring sexual invitations in the attempt to
catch Jacobs in the act of answering encouragingly.®® Such behavior seems almost a perverse
kind of titillation, as though Mrs. Norcum desired to both participate as a voyeur in a possible
sexual encounter and to learn the means by which she thought Jacobs seduced her husband. It
betrays her fear of both the slave girl’s potential power and the threat to her marriage.

Some white women attempted to eradicate a quadroon mistress’s threat by removing
some of her power, especially her physical beauty. Because a white mistress would almost
certainly incur her husband’s wrath if she physically abused these women, she had to resort to a
more creative type of attack. Numerous accounts tell of black mistresses whose hair was shorn
off by a jealous white woman. A quadroon’s hair, after all, was usually remarked upon for being
especially smooth and delicately curled, a feature that indicated her whiteness. One slave, Jack
Maddox, recalled a time his master brought home a lovely mulatto girl who had gorgeous long,
black, straight hair. His wife emerged from the house and demanded “what you bring that thing
here for,” to which her husband sheepishly replied “honey, I brung her here for you. She going
do your fine needle work.” Maddox recalled his mistress responding furiously “Fine needlework,
your hind leg!”® As soon as her hushand was away, the woman grabbed a pair of scissors and
cropped the girl’s hair to the skull.

In New Orleans, white women tried a similar tactic to hide the hair of the free quadroons.
As far back as 1788, when plagage was prevalent under Spanish rule, white women pushed for a
law that forbade black women to wear fancy hats. They were forced to wear scarves tied around
their heads as turbans, a fashion that, ironically, many male travelers remarked upon with great
admiration as adding another additional element of exoticism.?® American women in New
Orleans attempted to up the ante, prohibiting quadroons from driving through the streets in
carriages, sitting in the presence of white ladies, or entering white apartments without special
permission. They also secured their right to whip quadroons, even if the latter were not slaves,
should the latter verbally abuse them in the presence of witnesses.®* As with the turbans,
however, such restrictions were simply loose bindings through which white men consistently

%8 Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 24, 54.

%% Jack and Rose Maddox quoted in Rawick, The American Slave, Supplement, Series 2, 7: 2531. Other instances of
“fancies’” hair being shorn can be found in Rawick’s other volumes, as well as in the fictional literature. Slave
narratives mentioning the practice include: Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl; Picquet, Louisa Picquet, the
Octoroon; Solomon Northup, Twelve Years a Slave.
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created loopholes. After all, quadroons walking in the street were far more visible to admiring
gazes than those in carriages, and separation between white wives and quadroon mistresses was
to be preferred. The conduct of the auctioneer at Louisa Picquet’s sale displayed the nonchalance
with which many white men treated these jealous attacks. Although Picquet’s mistress had
chopped off all her hair in a fit of pique before selling her, the action did not lessen her price.
The auctioneer simply informed the buyers that, when it grew back, the hair would be sleek,
straight, and smooth—just as a “fancy’s” should be.®” His and the buyers’ indifference points to
the probability that these desperate counter-attacks by white women did nothing to turn their
husbands from the pursuit of their fantasies.

The reality is that white wives were reacting to a threat that, in some instances, became so
real that it actually toppled them from their pedestals and inverted the racial hierarchy. For one
thing, quadroon mistresses very often provided their paramours with children, even when the
men already had white families. These children were often financially supported by their white
fathers, and sometimes even educated, sent abroad, emancipated, or willed property and wealth
upon their fathers’ death.®® The existence of such a family could therefore pose a threat to a
white woman’s own children. One interview with the ex-slave Mary Reynolds illuminates the
type of disaster that could befall a plantation where racial boundaries were so blatantly
transgressed. Reynolds’ master, Dr. Kilpatrick, who was both husband and father to a white
family, also kept a “yellow gal dressed in fine style” in a separate, “Small House™ on his
plantation. Although he claimed she was his seamstress, Reynolds insisted that the entire
plantation knew she bore him “a mess of white younguns” to whom she taught fine manners and
dressed in fashionable clothing. One day, the two eldest mulatto children wandered down to the
“Big House” and attempted to play with the white children in their doll house. According to
Reynolds, Kilpatrick’s white son informed them that “you can’t go in the doll house 'cause that is
for white chillun.” Kilpatrick’s mulatto son informed him importantly that “we ain’t no Niggers
‘cause we got the same dada you got,” and that “he comes to see us every day and fetches us our
clothes and things from town.” An ensuing fight brought the entire affair to the attention of Mrs.
Kilpatrick, who approached her husband upon his return home. Reynolds remembers Mrs.
Kilpatrick saying slyly, “I'm studying in my mind about them white younguns of that yellow
Nigger wench from Baton Rouge. . . . It looks kinda funny that they got the same kind of hair
and eyes as my chillun and they got a nose that looks like yours.” When Mr. Kilpatrick flatly
denied the accusation as just “the talk of little chillun,” his wife reminded him meaningfully that
“over in Mississippi I got a home and plenty with my dada.” The threat of leaving—or perhaps
of telling her father of Kilpatrick’s infidelity—was apparently sufficient to make her husband
buy her a new span of horses in an effort at compensation. Yet Reynolds remembered that her
owners’ relationship forever changed after that. Mrs. Kilpatrick became cold and distant with her
husband, and never had any more children with him. She had used up all the weapons a white
woman had: she had accused her husband, threatened to leave or tell her family, ended the loving
relationship expected of a wife, and stopped welcoming him into her bed. Such actions, however,
appear to have been futile, for Reynolds remembered that the “yellow gal” continued to have

%2 picquet, Louisa Picquet, the Octoroon, 16.
8 For court case evidence, see: Catterall, Judicial Cases, 2: 17, 29, 45, 357, 367, 382, 426, 430, 439, 451, 470, 515,
530, 585.
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more and more “white younguns,” though they were never again allowed near the “Big House.”
In this instance, at least, a white man had truly replaced his white wife with his “fancy.”®*

The bulk of evidence for such a replacement, however, appears in a number of shocking
court cases in which spurned white wives brought evidence of their husband’s infidelity to court
in an attempt to receive alimony. Divorce was highly frowned upon in antebellum America,
especially in the South, and petitions from women accusing their husbands of interracial affairs
were unusual. After all, besides the taboo against divorce, most white women obeyed the
unofficial vow of silence on such matters. Nonetheless, as historian Joshua Rothman observed in
an analysis of 192 divorce cases in Virginia from 1803 to 1851, such petitions were far from
rare. Slightly more than sixteen per cent of all divorce bills passed by the Virginia General
Assembly in the antebellum period involved interracial adultery. Many divorce petitions from a
variety of states involved a white wife pressing for divorce after discovering a “fancy”
concubine, or being slandered by neighbors.®> A few, however, illustrate the lengths to which
some white men were prepared to degrade a white wife, taking cruel advantage of the submissive
role into which societal conventions had straight-jacketed her. In Jelineau v Jelineau in 1801,
Mrs. Jelineau held that her husband cohabited with his “fancy” and lavished his attention on their
mulatto child. Were this not degrading enough, she testified that he “daily insulted” her and
encouraged his “fancy” to do the same. Apparently determined to humiliate her and upend the
social hierarchy, he forced them all to dine at the same table. One day, when she reached to serve
herself some food, he snatched her plate from her and told her she could only eat after he and his
“fancy” had finished.®

Another case in 1849, Hansley v Hansley, involved a similar domestic inversion. Mrs.
Hansley testified that her husband had abandoned her bed entirely, sleeping exclusively with his
“fancy,” Lucy. He also deprived his wife “of all those domestic duties . . . which belong to a
wife,” and placed Lucy in full control of the household. He constantly insulted his wife, telling
her she was “an encumbrance” and requiring her to submit to Lucy’s authority. He, like Jelineau,
encouraged his “fancy” to mock and disdain his wife, and would devise particularly demeaning
situations. Mrs. Hansley wrote that often, at night, he would force her to sleep with him and yet
would bring Lucy into the bed at the same time. At these times it was Lucy he “treated as his
wife,” which likely means that it was she with whom he engaged in sexual intercourse as his
wife lay beside her. Both Jelineau and Hansley appear to have taken great pains to literally
replace their white wives with their “fancies,” constantly reminding the white women that they
were failing in both sexual and domestic duties. Hansley’s use of the word “encumbrance” is
very telling: to him, his white wife was simply a facade catering to social niceties and tradition,
screening the true relationship that, because of laws against mixed marriages, remained
impossible to make public. Upon the success of the divorce case, Mr. Hansley declared that he
“would part with all the property he had before he would with . . . Lucy and his child.”®" The
“fancy” had become more important than his wife, his wealth, his home, and his reputation.

A number of men actually left their legitimate wives and took up with their mistresses in
another establishment, claiming them as wife. Others left the country entirely, hoping to obtain a
legal marriage elsewhere. One man appears to have indulged in a fantasy of polygamy. His white

% Mary Reynolds quoted in Rawick, The American Slave, Supplement, Series 2, 8: 3292.
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wife’s petition claimed that he “indulg[ed] in illicit intercourse even in his own house with the
vilest blacks of the Town, and even openly boasted of the number of his black wives.”®® Evelina
Newman’s petition raised the specter of the most frightening predicament: the loss of support not
only of herself but also her children. She stated that her husband had brought his “fancy” and
their two, mixed-race children into his own household and treated them as his legitimate family,
forcing his own, white family to undertake the domestic chores reserved for slaves. Evelina
proclaimed that her husband “stat[ed] that the two children were his and that he meant upon
principle, to do more for them, than for his lawful children.”®® Although many of these divorce
petitions were rejected, partly because interracial affairs were so common, these latter three were
granted because they so blatantly perverted the southern social structure. The “crisis of
femininity,” then, was very apparent to whites and blacks, travelers and native Southerners—but
as long as it stayed within certain bounds, keeping non-white women in degrading sexual roles
and white women in vaunted, legitimate positions, it could be ignored as a “natural” aspect of
gender relations. As soon as the sexual hierarchy overturned the racial hierarchy, however, the
crisis became an immediate threat that the courts acted to quash.

In many of these cases, the white woman’s voice comes through in her defense of her
own marital conduct. Of course, it was in her own interest to project herself as an innocent
victim, and to profess that she had gone to every length to save her marriage and be an ideal
wife. Yet many of the testimonies have a ring of truth: the women sound genuinely confused and
hurt that the respectable, wifely, white conduct they’d been instructed in their whole lives had
failed to win their husbands’ love and devotion. Many first mentioned their respectable families
and high statuses, establishing themselves in the middle and upper classes and therefore as
adherents to Victorian standards of womanhood. Lucy Watts declared she was born “of the most
respectable parentage,” and Sophia Dobyns stated that she had “enjoyed all the blessings which
can result from parental tenderness, all the advantages which are derived from education, and all
the benefits arising from the fortune and high standing in society of her deceased father.” All
insisted that they had entered their marriage with, as Lucy Watts said “no improper motives,” but
only with the desire to love and care for their husbands. Watts said she had given her husband
“sincere and ardent affection,” and Dobyns that she had expected “a fulfillment, of those
youthfull anticipations, of reciprocal attachment and blissful old age.” Mary Terry wrote that she
had been a “dutiful and affectionate wife,” and Janet Hunter that she had “performed the part of
an affectionate, conciliating and virtuous wife and employed all the means of her power to render
[her husband] happy and contented.””

Perhaps the key to these women’s confusion lay in the very words they used to describe
their wifely conduct: “dutiful,” “virtuous,” and especially “affectionate” are adjectives that are
continually repeated in a number of petitions. On the one hand, this clearly exemplifies these
women’s need to use Victorian standards of wifely conduct and the ideology of the “cult of true
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womanhood” to defend themselves. After all, most judges would be far more willing to rule in
favor of a demure, virtuous, high-class model of womanhood than an immodest, bold woman
whose low conduct could be blamed for her husband’s philandering. But perhaps the words also
suggest a completely opposite reason for their husbands’ infidelity: too little passion rather than
too much, too affectionate a demeanor rather than too ardent, and too virtuous rather than too
exciting a wife. Perhaps the disconnect lay with the husband’s dissatisfaction with the “cult of
true womanhood,” and his preference for the sexuality and ardor of a non-white woman whose
passions made him consider her more his equal.

Such a preference became suspiciously prevalent in literature, too. Rose Maddox, an ex-
slave interviewed in the 1930s, remembered that, before the Civil War, “a white man laid a
nigger gal whenever he wanted her. Seems like some of them had a plumb craving for the other
color.”™ Such a “craving” appeared time and time again in literature featuring “fancies” or
placées. In almost every story, the primary love story involved a white man and a mixed-race
black woman.

™ Jack and Rose Maddox, interviewed in Rawick, The American Slave, Supplement, Series 2, 7: 2531.
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~3~

“Qur Love Shall Bridge This Horrid Gulph”
The “Tragic Mulatta” in Antebellum Literature’

In the early nineteenth century, a new kind of literary figure became so fascinating to the
reading public that she began appearing in a large variety of poems, novels, and plays of all
genres, in almost every region of America. Arriving first in the 1820s, she became a stock
character in almost all literature concerning slavery, appearing in bestsellers from The Last of the
Mobhicans to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and continuing to proliferate even after the Civil War. In 1937,
Sterling Brown first labeled this figure the “tragic mulatto,” which another literary scholar later
wrote was “probably the oldest archetype in our literature.”

While male versions of the “tragic mulatto” were also very prevalent, it was the female
character who was usually the main protagonist. After all, mixed-race black men were generally
distrusted in American society: their sex, and their drops of superior white blood, made them
potentially threatening competition. On the other hand, mixed-race black women were not only
acknowledged to be beautiful and fascinating, they also engaged in sexual relations with white
men with relative impunity. The extent of this practice, the fame surrounding women like the
New Orleans quadroons, and a growing debate about slavery made increasing numbers of writers
turn to the “tragic mulatta” as an ideal type of Juliet in a mixed-race love story that flirted with
social taboos, suggested social change, and hinted at society’s unresolved sexual tensions.

To a modern reader, the stories featuring “tragic mulattas” are almost humorously
repetitive. The woman is always exceptionally beautiful, and “mulatta” is actually a misnomer:
more often, she is only one fourth, one eighth, or even one sixteenth black. For this reason, this
dissertation will refer to “tragic mulattas” either by their literary designation, or with the same
term that had been used to refer to all varieties of significant black and white mixture: quadroon.
The usual “tragic mulatta” literary formula—at least, the one most studied by scholars—goes
like this: the quadroon is almost always born into supposed freedom, the daughter of a white man
and his adored, mixed-race slave concubine. The death of her white father then occasions the
shocking revelation that some combination of laziness, oversight, or shame prevented her father
from ever officially freeing her black mother. Apparently as careless with his money as he was
of his beloved family, the father is revealed to have been profoundly in debt. When the inevitably
greasy, grotesque creditors come to his estate, they inform his terrified daughter of her slave
status and immediately consign her to the auction block. From there, the “tragic mulatta’s”
exceptional beauty, grace, education, piety and chastity strike the heart of a handsome, white
purchaser. He sets her up in an idyllic cabin, usually festooned with fantastically beautiful

! The title of this chapter is derived from a quote in Captain Mayne Reid’s The Quadroon, in which the white hero
declares in defiance of the social strictures keeping him from a union with his enslaved quadroon lover, “Alas! This
horrid gulph—this social abyss that yawns between us. Well! It cannot separate souls. Our love shall bridge it—
Ha!” Captain Mayne Reid, The Quadroon: or, A Lover’s Adventures in Louisiana (New York: Robert M De Witt,
1856), 222.

2 Brown, The Negro in American Fiction, 145; Catherine J. Starke, Black Portraiture in American Fiction: Stock
Characters, Archetypes, and Individuals (New York: Basic Books, 1971), 47.
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flowers that the woman’s own, warm spirit nourishes, and they enjoy several years of romantic
bliss. The “tragic mulatta” loves her rescuer with an ardor and selflessness that appears to
consume her entire world, which rarely contains anyone besides her husband, child, and flowers.
Nonetheless, the political and financial ambitions of her white lover usually lead him to take a
white wife, whose paleness, frailty, and frigidity are almost always emphasized in relation to her
“dusky” counterpart. The jealousy of the white wife, the heartbreak of the “tragic mulatta,” the
death of her lover, or her own sacrifice to save his life, tend to consign her to a beautiful death,
and she is mourned by readers as superior in all ways to both white characters.

Many authors, of course, deviated in a number of ways from this standard plot, but most
chose to structure their stories with the same, basic threads. The “tragic mulatta” is always
beautiful, virtuous, educated, accomplished, and possesses all of the qualities of “true
womanhood.” She is, moreover, always desperately in love with her white man, willing to
sacrifice herself entirely for his happiness. Finally, she is, without exception, the most admirable
female character in the books, always outshining her insipid, frail, jealous, cruel, or simply
uninteresting white counterpart. Although the author often brings the interracial affair to a safe
end by killing her, he cannot do so without also ruining her white lover, subjecting him to death
by heartbreak or dissipation, and often leaving his white wife a cold, loveless widow. Such an
ending must have appeared so tragic and unjust to many audiences that a number of authors
began to offer happy endings, suggesting such astonishing conclusions as legalized interracial
marriage and blacks “passing” into white society.

Historians and literary scholars have suggested a number of reasons for the popularity of
the “tragic mulatta,” and for the repetitive nature of her past, character traits, and storyline. One
major theory concerns her most frequent appearances in anti-slavery novels: because of her
white blood, beauty, and obvious adherence to the “cult of true womanhood,” she was a more
pitiable figure to white audiences than a fully black figure. This, Sterling Brown writes, was “a
concession, unconscious, perhaps, to race snobbishness even among abolitionists.”* The fact that
she, her friends, and most of her family were so often unaware of her black blood must also have
inspired fear as well as pity in white readers; if racial mixing in the South was so prevalent and
certain slaves so very light-skinned, what was to prevent future kidnappings of truly white
people? Female audiences especially, would have understood the terrible fear of a sudden
reversal of fortune that left them with no male protector, abandoned in a society in which they
were cast as frail dependents.”

Another theory concerns a second aspect of the abolitionist agenda: the revelation of
Southern promiscuity. The degradation, evil, excess, and sexual impropriety occasioned by
slavery was a favorite claim of northern abolitionists claiming moral superiority. As literary
scholar Jules Zanger writes, “the very existence of the [“tragic mulatta”] convicted the
slaveholder of prostituting his slaves and of selling his own children for profit.”® The lighter her
skin color, the more the evidence pointed to multiple generations of interracial mixing—which,
of course, connoted rape, adultery, concubinage, and sexual deviance.

® These descriptions of stock characters, traits, plots and endings have been drawn from my extensive reading of the
novels that will be analyzed in this chapter. They are also detailed in: Zanger, “The Tragic Octoroon,” 63—64.

* Brown, The Negro in American Fiction, 45. See also Zanger, “The Tragic Octoroon,” 64—66; Hugh M. Gloster,
Negro Voices in American Fiction (Chapel Hill, N.C, 1948), 12, 17.
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® Ibid., 66.



84

All of these interpretations are certainly important aspects of the literature, and essential
devices of an author’s political and moral agenda. Yet in focusing primarily on the “tragic
mulatta’s” appearance in northern, abolitionist fiction, literary scholars often overlook her
various appearances in other regions and genres in the decades before slavery became so hotly
contested. The “tragic mulatta” figure was a quintessentially American character, and as such she
appeared on the scene at the very moment American novels began to proliferate. Only some two
hundred works of fiction had been produced from 1779 to 1829, and James Fenimore Cooper
was the best known American novelist of the time. His remarkable heroine, Cora Munroe, was
the first “tragic mulatta” figure to appear in American fiction, in his exceptionally popular 1826
novel, The Last of the Mohicans.” Cooper’s popularity, as well as his readers’ professed
adoration of Cora, most likely inspired other writers to copy details of her character.

The southern plantation novelists, who began writing in the 1820s, used the “tragic
mulatta” figure surprisingly often. Whether this was because they decided to address an obvious
and public topic, or whether they were drawn to the Romeo and Juliet-type romance, they
managed to put a pro-slavery spin on the story. Some southern writers excused the situation by
placing it in a different time period, like French-ruled New Orleans, or by making the “tragic
mulatta’s” lover a foreigner. Southern authors invited readers to sympathize with the quadroon
character, whom they provided with all the virtues possessed by whites in the “cult of true
womanhood,” but they blamed her misfortunes on particular, evil-minded individuals rather than
on the institution of slavery itself. In Mrs. E.D.E.N Southworth’s novel Retribution, for example,
the tragic mulatta Minnie’s white master is responsible for saving her from degradation at the
New Orleans auction block and restoring her to her white, French husband. In Charles Peacock’s
The Creole Orphans, the white character Charles Ormond’s love for his quadroon mistress,
Marie, is actually portrayed as an edifying aspect of slavery. Though he claims to abhor
miscegenation and admits disgust of Marie’s black blood, his intense love for a character whose
“white” appearance and virtues are practically hammered into the reader’s consciousness
vindicates his actions. Since the two men who eventually pursue Marie’s children with the evil
intentions of enslavement are actually Yankees, the story’s ambiguous message is that
benevolent slavery can actually lead to loving, “whitening” relationships between Southern
whites and blacks. In fact, The Creole Orphans, as well as at least one other southern novel, J.H
Ingraham’s The Quadroon, end with a definitive “whitening:” the quadroons in the novel are
revealed to have been white all along, due to a secret swap in their infancy. Such an ending
therefore vindicates the white men for having loved their quadroons, and yet does not pretend
that the reality of interracial attraction is impossible. After all, the interest of both the white lover
and the reader is vested in a character believed by both from the beginning to be a quadroon—her
final revelation as a white women only serves to remove the legal barriers around her.?

" 1bid., 36—39.

8 Ibid., 36—66. The following analysis will include a few books in which the quadroon woman is, at the end,
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Clearly, abolitionism was not the only purpose behind the “tragic mulatta” figure, and her
use as a pro-slavery trope was also shaky and flawed. Although Northerners used the figure in a
few literary works prior to the 1850s, it appears that the Fugitive Slave Act and the subsequent
escalation of the slavery issue catalyzed a virtual cascade of interracial dramas.® Nonetheless,
although many of these books admitted to having political agendas, others claimed only to
entertain. Clearly, something else was at play, something that could take on a political angle but
was primarily directed at the demands of the reading public. I argue that literary scholars have
overlooked an essential aspect of the “tragic mulatta:” her blatant desirability and superiority to
every white, female character. Even those authors who doggedly advanced their abolitionist
messages continued to utilize suspicious stereotypes that had characterized the “tragic mulatta”
decades before she took on a political dimension. Whether described in 1826 or in 1865, her
beauty was always sexual, characterized by a voluptuousness and passion that contrasted starkly
with the frail frigidity of even the most likeable white women. Furthermore, in the contest that
inevitably developed between herself and a white woman, the “tragic mulatta” was unfailingly
the victor—even if her death made the triumph a tragedy. Such a plotline not only suggests a
decades-long, geographically prevalent “crisis of femininity,” but also the romantic fantasy—
apparent in both the North and South—of a world in which racial mixing was legal and the right
combination of white and black blood could make a woman the ideal wife.

“They are of that beauty which you benighted Northerners little dream of ™™

Appearance

A “tragic mulatta” never received less than half a paragraph—and sometimes multiple
pages—rhapsodizing about her exceptional beauty. While many literary scholars have claimed
that authors emphasized her whiteness, this is misleading: almost every single “tragic mulatta”
was described as being decidedly darker than fully white women, whether in a way that clearly
marked her African origins or that ambiguously compared her to a woman of “Mediterranean”
origins. Indeed, her complexion was usually the first thing authors chose to detail, in terms
connoting warmth and fertility, flowers and fruits, and a voluptuous, blooming ripeness. “The
delicate damask on that cheek,” gushes the Spanish nobleman Henrique to his adored quadroon
lover in Ingraham’s The Quadroone, “the sun, in ripening, hath just browned, like a rare peach.”
Lydia Maria Child writes that Xarifa, her own quadroon heroine, has a complexion “rich and
glowing as an autumnal leaf. . . . scarcely deeper than the sunny side of a golden pear,” and
Peacock’s Marie in The Creole Orphans has cheeks “with a slight ripe tinge of carnation, such as
the peach obtains by exposure to the sun’s rays.” Indeed, many authors proclaimed that their
quadroon heroine’s skin color was far more gorgeous than that of white women. Maum Guinea,
in Mrs. Victor’s Maum Guinea’s Plantation Children, asserts that her quadroon child had “skin
handsomer dan any white chile’s could be—a sort of brown, not dark, rich and smooth and
velvety, wid de red in her cheeks like peaches.” The Yankee character Talbot in The Creole
Orphans writes his friend Mr. Stamp that the quadroon girls he lusts for “are of that beauty

their “tragic mulatta” characters were quite few. Those analyzed in this dissertation are: Joseph Holt Ingraham, The
Quadroone; Or, St. Michael’s Day (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1841); Mary Langdon, Ida May; A Story of
Things Actual and Possible (Boston: Phillips, Sampson and Company, 1855); James Peacocke, The Creole
Orphans: or, Lights and Shadows of Southern Life: A Tale of Louisiana (New York: Derby & Jackson, 1856).
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which you benighted Northerners little dream of . . . the olive and rose struggling for the mastery
in their cheeks.”"*

What set a quadroon’s appearance apart even more than her skin color, however, was the
sexual way in which she was inevitably described. While white women in almost every “tragic
mulatta” novel were carefully accorded respectful portrayals, authors appeared to revel in
descriptions of quadroons’ overtly sensual figures and features. The quadroon heroine in Van
Buren Denslow’s novel Owned and Disowned has “rich, pouting lips” that are bright “red” and
“tempting,” and “large, sparkling eyes of an irresistibly melting softness” that are “black,
lustrous, and passionate.” The quadroon servant Filippa in Augustine Duganne’s “The Bravo’s
Daughter” has “large, sleepy eyes, fringed with long lashes,” “a voluptuous-looking mouth, and
teeth dazzlingly white, like little pearls.”*? The quadroon’s teeth appear to have been of a
particular fascination to authors and characters alike; both often compared them to glimmering
jewels, as though they wished to probe into the “rich” mouths to retrieve them.

The alluring contours of a quadroon’s mouth were often accompanied by titillating
illustrations of her body, which was just as “ripe” as the rest of her. Julia in Owned and
Disowned is proclaimed to have a “finely moulded and voluptuously graceful form,” and Emilie
in The American Lounger has “a superb neck and bust.” In a scene that, due to literary
conventions, likely would not have taken place if the lady was white, the narrator of 4 Lover’s
Adventure in Louisiana joyously describes the way orange harvesting caused a pleasing jiggling
in his quadroon lover’s lush form. “The exercise of shaking down the oranges,” he remembers,
made “ her full bosom r[ise] and f[all] with her excited breathing, and the light wrapper she wore
enabled me to trace the noble outlines of her form,” which “exhibited an undulating motion . . . .
She was large and womanly, yet of perfect proportion.” Such graceful movement was attributed
to the black blood these women possessed, which apparently gave their bodies a form and
motion so sensual that its exoticism was immediately recognizable. The quadroon Rose in Maum
Guinea, for example, is described as having “that indescribable grace, which no thoroughly
Caucasian blood could ever emulate,” and which “pervaded every movement and curve of her
form.” While always explained as elegant and admirable rather than promiscuous, a quadroon’s
“grace” was therefore seen to be an irrefutable indicator of her passionate, sexual nature. In The
Creole Orphans, for example, Charles Ormond’s beloved quadroon mistress and quasi-wife,
Marie, has a form “of that voluptuous, flowing mould, whose every action is grace,” and which
“expressed the deep, yet hidden fires, which burned within a shrine as pure as a vestal’s.”*?

Even if a quadroon was dressed in carefully concealing clothing, and even if the jealous
attentions of a white mistress deprived her of luxurious hair or fashionable clothing, her
passionate sensuality was thought to be always recognizable in her eyes. In Victorian literature

' Ingraham, The Quadroone, 45; Lydia Maria Child, “The Quadroons,” in Fact and Fiction: a Collection of Stories
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especially, the eyes were seen as the “windows to the soul:” a character’s true nature and
intentions could almost always be divined and foreshadowed by a brief description of them.
was in the delineations of a quadroon’s eyes that her ambiguous nature emerged. Authors
seemed torn between depicting her as sensuous yet innocent, voluptuous yet chaste, passionate
yet angelic. After all, she was intended to have enough white blood to make her truly virtuous,
pious, gentle and loving, but some hint needed to be given of the sexual depths that lurked
within—the “deep, yet hidden fires, which burned within a shrine as pure as a vestal’s.”* Eyes,
then, were the means by which authors assured their readers of the hot, black blood stirring
within a graceful, respectable exterior. A quadroon mistress of a South Carolina planter in
Langdon’s Ida May has “eyes full of passion” reflecting a “heart of fire,” and Azelic in
Ingraham’s The Quadroon has “glorious dark eyes filled with witchery.” In Ingraham’s
American Lounger, the French baron who falls in love with the quadroon Emilie is positively
ensnared by her “large-orbed, jet-black eyes, that seemed to float in lakes of liquid languor.”
Although her exterior is the epitome of beauty and grace, and although he first sees her in a
Catholic cathedral, proving her devout piety, he confesses that in her eyes he saw “an expression

. strange and indefinable; . . . as if a serpent had been looking through the eyes of a gazelle.
Dark fires burned deeply within, and the intensest passion there slumbered.” The French baron
gazes into them “with sensations such as a woman’s eye had never before created in his bosom,”
and later tells his friend, a New Orleans native, of their “basilisk fascination." His friend
knowingly informs him that this is “the mark of the quadroon even to the sixth generation, when
all other signs of her African descent are lost.” It is, the friend confides, the proof of the wild
spirit within, unquashed by the addition of white blood. “We often speak of the fine eye of a
spirited woman as having a little devil in it,” he explains, and “in the eye of the quadroon there
lurks the devil.” Lest the enamored baron suppose that this made quadroons dangerous or savage,
the friend goes on to assure him that “they show none of [the devil] in their dispositions. They
are warm hearted and full of passion, and fire, but it is difficult to rouse them to anger.” They
are, in fact, “universally affectionate, good-natured.” In other words, the “devil” in the quadroon
lay coiled deeply within her sexual nature, to be roused in love and, one assumes, sex, but
otherwise quiescent.*®

The drop of black blood in a quadroon therefore tinted her skin a deep, warm color,

added enticing curves to her figure, puffed her lips to an inviting fullness, gave her a provocative
kind of “grace,” and infused her eyes with a spiritual fire. It also enabled authors to place their
quadroon characters in remarkably sexual positions, even to the extent of stripping them naked.
Authors usually provided marginal protection by insisting on the quadroon’s innocence and
describing her pathetic attempts to conceal her body, but readers were nonetheless invited to
watch her sexual exposure. In Neighbor Jackwood, for example, the author invites the reader to
gaze at the quadroon Charlotte’s breast—which is inadvertently exposed by her disarrayed
dress—before he even describes her face. Edmund Kirke’s My Southern Friends is even more
blatantly sexual. By bringing his narrator to the slave market and subjecting him to the coarse
talk of a lascivious slave trader, the reader is invited to simultaneously condemn yet observe the
sale of beautiful mulatto women. “Luk at thet!” the slave trader cries, as he throws the woman’s
dress up “to her knees, while the poor girl reached down her shackled hands in the vain effort to
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prevent the indignity.” He proclaims her “good at breedin’” and says “Ye kin ***** > The
asterisks, the author explains, symbolize the parts “of this discourse [that] will not bear
repeating.” Although the narrator proclaims that “the cool bestiality of the trader disgusted me”
and that his exhibitions were “disgraceful even to describe,” he not only remains at the market to
see more women, but details further spectacles. The trader finds a quadroon woman whose dress
he proceeds to wrap tightly around her in order to show off her voluptuous contours. “I want ter
show ye she’s sound’s a nut,” he says, “Look a’ thar, now,” and with a quick, dexterous
movement, he tore open the front of her dress.” The author interjects with his suggestive
kx> which we suppose stands for a description of the girl’s exposed breasts. The reader
only sees—or imagines seeing, through the narrator’s eyes—the breasts for a moment, before
“the poor girl, unable to use her hands, ben[ds] over nearly double” to hide them."’

Such sexual exhibitions hardly ever appeared in antebellum literary portrayals of white
women, but a quadroon’s black blood apparently left her as few literary as legal protections.™®
Nonetheless, quadroons were almost always portrayed as being totally innocent of these sexual
designs, and adamant about protecting their chastity. A kind of virgin/whore dichotomy thus
emerges from the literature, in which conflicting images of the quadroon as pious, chaste and
holy compete with portrayals of her sensuousness and sexual availability. In Longfellow’s poem
“The Quadroon Girl,” for example, the quadroon girl who is bought as a concubine is described
as being totally naked above the waist, “No garment she wore save a kirtle bright/ And her own
long, raven hair.” Nonetheless, the next stanza calls her “As holy, meek, and faint/As lights in
some cathedral aisle/The features of a saint.” Zoe, the title character of Elizabeth Livermore’s
Zoe: or the Quadroon’s Triumph, “presented so perfect a picture” of this dichotomy that her
“luxurious, dreamy, passionate orientalism,” is “redeemed from its sensuous character by the
pure Madonna-like expression which was natural to it

Even when described as spiritual and holy, quadroon characters were given a warmth and
earthiness that tied them firmly to the terrestrial realm. In contrast, many white women in the
“tragic mulatta” tales were described as being so pale as to be virtually bloodless, so tiny and
frail they were compared to children or fairies, and so sexless and angelic that they belonged
more to the heavenly than earthly realm. Their appearances ranged from being feeble, childlike,
and almost impossibly pure to icy, untouchably elegant, and more like statues than living
women. They were almost always presented as foils to the quadroon women: fair when the other
was dark, frail when she was voluptuous, cool when she was warm, and spiritual when she was
earthly. Quite often, the two women were presented as half-sisters, one fully white and the other
partly black.

This comparison was first presented in Cooper’s major bestseller, The Last of the
Mohicans. Two sisters, Cora and Alice, are traveling to an American fort during the French and
Indian War. Along the way, they are pursued and captured by Indians, and the plot follows their
trials and eventual rescue. Even before the reader is made aware of Cora’s quadroon status (her

7J.T. Trowbridge, Neighbor Jackwood (Boston: Lothrop, Lee &Shepard Company, 1857), 41; Edmund Kirke, My
Southern Friends (New York: Carleton, Publisher, 1863), 71-72.

18 Certain publications were an exception. The “Flash Press,” for example, often published extremely sexual stories,
filled with “heaving white bosoms,” in their papers. However, unlike “tragic mulatta” literature, these stories were
not intended for the general reading public. See Cohen, Gilfoyle, and Horowitz, The Flash Press.

¥ Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “The Quadroon Girl,” in The Poetical Works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow:
Early Poems (1853; repr., London: Grant Richards, 1903), 1: 41. Elizabeth D. Livermore, Zoe: Or, the Quadroon’s
Triumph (Cincinnati: Truman and Spofford, 1855), 163.



89

father was married to a West Indian mulatto), she is acknowledged as the more beautiful,
interesting, and admirable sister. Her shining black hair is compared to the magnificent “plumage
of the raven,” and her complexion “appeared charged with the color of the rich blood that
seemed ready to burst its bounds.” She is “noble-minded,” “dignified,” “ardent, high-souled and
generous” with “dark, kindling eyes.” Her younger sister Alice, on the other hand, has golden
hair, blue eyes, and a “dazzling” white complexion. She is childlike, “dovelike,” and frail, with a
face of “sweet innocence,” “piety,” and “dependence.” When, at one point, she faints against a
tree, she is described as a “beautiful emblem of the wounded delicacy of her sex, devoid of
animation and yet keenly conscious.” Her ardent admirer, the British soldier Duncan, proclaims
that “her soul is pure and spotless as her skin.”?°

The same comparison of white innocence and dark sensuality is used even more
pointedly in Van Buren Denslow’s Owned and Disowned. The plot is faintly similar to The Last
of the Mohicans, in that a white father (this time a Southerner) is raising his quadroon and white
daughters as sisters, and both are involved in a kidnapping scheme—this time with pirates. As
with Cora and Alice, Julia (the quadroon daughter) is acknowledged to be superior in courage
and intellect to her white sister Ada, and the descriptions of her appearance seem similarly
biased. At one point, the author even places them together at a mirror, comparing their faces in
the reflection.

The voluptuous loveliness of the Creole,?* mingling, perhaps, with the pride of the
Spanish and the grace of the French, combined in Julia with the mentality of the
American; while Ada’s golden hair, and pale, slightly tinged cheek, blue eye and
slender, fairy form shone with the pearl-like fairness of the Saxon. But there was in
her delicate and childish features an infantile prettiness, which contrasted with the
dignified intellectuality of her sister, and compared with her, she seemed like a doll-
like, though lovely creature, whom no years could change from child to woman. Such
doubtless are sent to earth like flowers and cloud-tints, only to gratify our taste and
love for the beautiful and pure.?

Such a contrast is quite blatantly in favor of the earthly, womanly Julia over the “doll-like,”
evanescent Ada, who is so clearly sexless that “no years could change [her] from child to
woman.”

Perhaps because conventions dictated that ideal white women be portrayed as innocent,
dependent, pious and chaste rather than bold, wise, ardent and sensual, or perhaps because the
authors truly intended to steer the reader’s attraction to the darker-skinned woman, almost all
depictions of white women in the “tragic mulatta” literature were sexless. Louise Arnoult, the
white heroine of Duganne’s “The Bravo’s Daughter,” “united in her features and person the
charming simplicity of a child.” Her form was slight and “not voluptuou([s], but with a
“symmetry, which we admire so much in the angelic creations of a Guido’s or a Raffael’s
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genius.” The other white girl in the story, Alice, echoes Ada’s description, being altogether too
pure for the world: she is of a “strange unearthly loveliness . . . [that] cannot remain long upon
earth—that has no affinity with mortal things.” Charlotte, the white wife Lydia Maria Child’s
slaveholder marries to fulfill his ambitions despite his love for his quadroon mistress, is “inferior
in beauty” to the quadroon Rosalie. Charlotte has “blue eyes [that] were gentle, though
inexpressive.”23

At their best, then, white women in the “tragic mulatta” stories were compared to angels,
doves, children or fairies. These are the women who, like Cooper’s Alice and Duganne’s Louise
Arnoult, were allowed a happy ending of marriage or who, like Denslow’s Ada or Duganne’s
Alice, were doomed to tragically beautiful deaths. At their worst, however, white women were
depicted as cold, calculating and selfish perversions of the “southern belle” ideal, whose jealousy
and ambition wrecked the happiness of the other characters. Philippa, in Elizabeth Stoddard’s
Two Men, detests the quadroon Charlotte for having stolen the love of her life, her foster-brother
Parke. Yet Charlotte’s warm, languid beauty contrasts starkly with Philippa’s severe, icy
features, “her thin lips [and] her clear, cold eyes” that “were like the tinted iceberg, which rides
towards its fall in the summer sea.” Maum Guinea in Maum Guinea’s Plantation Children
recalls Mrs. Dudley, the white wife her adored master and lover abandoned her for, as being
“pale, with gold colored hair and very delicate features,” that were altogether “too quiet and
cold—she hadn’t no color nor sparkle ‘bout her.” Her blue eyes, moreover, were “cold and sharp
as steel.” Mabel, the white woman in Ida May who briefly ensnares the heart of the white slave-
owner Walter before he falls truly, deeply in love with the quadroon Ida, is supposed to be the
epitome of white, southern female beauty. Nonetheless, she, too, is described in cold, lifeless
terms. Her eyes are a “celestial blue,” her complexion of “alabaster purity,” and her face and
figure “so purely statuesque” that “she was like a living, breathing piece of sculpture.” At their
most beautiful, then, whether they were childlike and ethereal or statuesque and icy, white
women were fundamentally untouchable.?*

“Dark fires burned deeply within, and the intensest passion there slumbered "2
Character and Sexuality

Since appearance was considered a fundamental aspect of race, and since race was
thought to play an essential role in the formation of character, a quadroon’s sensuous, passionate
appearance was always directly related to her personality. As Zoe, the quadroon protagonist of
Livermore’s Zoe, or the Octoroon’s Triumph cries out in desperation at her white boarding
school, where she feels she does not fit in,

It is all good enough for white people, but why won’t they allow that I can be different!
Was | not born in the burning tropics, where the sun shines all the year with fervor as
well as light, and down deep in my soul there is a thirst which no water of earth has

yet slaked, and in my brain is a flame which perpetually burns, writing like a serpent after
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the stream that would quench it; and in my heart, O my poor heart! A loud cry rending
me for the love that would lull it to sleep.”®

Just as a quadroon’s appearance was a mix of the virginal and the provocative, her
character was thought to be a mixture of meekness and passion, innocence and ardor. In general,
a quadroon character was initially presented as a docile, obedient, and virtuous young woman
whose brave passions and ardent, selfless devotion were awakened by her love for a white man.
This love, as Zoe explains, is the “stream that would quench” the “writhing serpent” within her.
Moreover, a quadroon’s love is not, as Peacocke explains in The Creole Orphans, “that refined
and sentimental love, which poets in their moon-struck fancies prate about, but . . . that warm
and generous passion such as children of the tropics feel.” Interestingly, besides being portrayed
as more sensuous and capable of “generous passion” than white women, quadroons were also
occasionally presented as intellectually superior. Cooper’s quadroon heroine Cora, for example,
is “noble-minded and wise,” while her younger sister Alice is a rather simple, “artless but ardent
enthusiast.” Cora’s own father charges her with the duty of protecting her guileless sister, telling
her to remember that “on your presence of mind and ingenuity even your life, as well as that of
Alice, may in some measure depend.” The quadroon Julia in Owned and Disowned, whose
relationship with her half-sister Ada was described so similarly to that of Cora and Alice, is
preferred by the white Mr. Defoe because his time with her evidences “a fitness of thought and a
congeniality of soul.” White Ada, on the other hand, has only “an infantile prettiness, which
contrasted with the dignified intellectuality of her sister.”?’

More often, however, a quadroon’s elegance, manners, and marvelous domestic skills
were praised. These, of course, were emphasized as attributes that would make her a suitable
household mistress. On the one hand, her white blood was thought to provide her with domestic
and social refinement. In her short story “The Quadroons,” for example, Lydia Maria Child
explains that New Orleans’ quadroon mistresses were specifically raised to be “highly cultivated
in mind and manners.” On the other hand, the traditional association of light-skinned slaves with
domestic work appears to have also influenced the quadroon stereotype: almost all quadroons in
the literature were portrayed as hard workers, caring nurses, excellent housemaids, and
wonderful cooks. Ironically, this was often mentioned in contrast to white southern women, who
appear to have been stereotyped—at least by northern writers—as lazy and frail. Adela Roland,
the title character of Adela the Quadroon, is “unlike many southern ladies of gentle birth”
because she “united with great beauty an appearance of strong and ruddy health.” Furthermore,
“to the accomplishments and refinements of a thorough education, she added, what is seldom
found in southern women, a perfect familiarity with the domestic duties of the household.”
Unlike southern ladies, many of whom were thought to relegate all chores and even the running
of their households to their most capable slaves, Adela “superintended everything within doors,
and was as busy as a bee.” Even in the North, a quadroon’s domestic abilities were supposed to
be particularly noticeable. Charlotte in Neighbor Jackwood, for example, is a quadroon who has
escaped to New England. Even among the inheritors of the “Protestant work ethic,” Charlotte is
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praised for having beautiful manners, irreproachable piety, and a natural ability with domestic
chores. She is, Neighbor Jackwood’s wife remarks, “about the handiest girl ‘t ever I see.”?

According to the literature, quadroon women not only ensured that their lovers’
households were cozy, domestic havens, they were also affectionate, adoring partners. While a
white wife raised in high society (especially a “southern belle””) might be expected to express
discontent, make demands, or exhibit profligate spending habits, quadroons were reported to be
perpetually content. “They are . . . universally affectionate, good-natured, and remarkable fora. .
. simplicity of manners,” the visiting French baron in The American Lounger is informed by his
New Orleans friend, Mr. Beranger.?® After all, quadroons, unlike white women, could not expect
to be loved and provided for by their white lovers; they only lived in hope of their generosity.

Most importantly, quadroons were thought to love their white men ardently and
selflessly. In the literature, this was attributed partly to the fact that the white men were always
their saviors, rescuing them from the auction block, poverty, or lascivious white villains, and
partly to 