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Slave Owning Overseers in Eighteenth-Century 

Virginia and South Carolina

Abstract:

This article examines the position and experiences of plantation overseers in Virginia and South Carolina in the eighteenth century who, whilst themselves employed by planters to supervise their slaves, were also slave owners in their own right. The current historiography often does little more than dismiss the overseer as a figure drawn from the lower stratum of white society. Notwithstanding the reputation of overseers as poor whites who were dependant, shiftless, and villainous, for many of these hard-working and determined individuals working as an overseer was a transitory phase. Slave-owning overseers and those who acquired slaves while working as overseers demonstrated their long term aspirations and the opportunities for social and economic mobility that this employment presented. This study is based upon a range of archival sources from plantation records such as diaries, letter books, account books, legal deeds and contacts.   
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The rhetoric of eighteenth-century planters towards the overseers who managed their enslaved labourers was suggestive of the strongest of prejudices towards those they held to be of low-birth and ill-repute. Overseers, they complained, were “unskilful, idle and disorderly,” men without morals or ambition, and they were quick to blame the “Tyranny and Villainy of Overseers,” for many of the problems that arose on their slave plantations.
 Keen to emphasise their own distinguished status, wealthy planters often conceptualised their society in terms of a clearly defined hierarchy of rank, a hierarchy in which the wretched overseer’s place was all too clear. He came from a distinct and separate order, a “necessary class of men” they acknowledged, but of the meanest sort. Thus, when Thomas Jefferson, in a letter to a friend, attempted to “state the differences between the classes of society” that had formed during the eighteenth century he noted that the “last and lowest,” was a “seculum of beings called overseers.”
 Such invective emphasised the chasm that men of Jefferson’s class believed divided them from the “last and the lowest,” but it misrepresented the reality. The stereotype has persisted; the real character of the overseer remains more elusive. Their backgrounds and their motives for taking their positions were varied. If the poor behaviour of some overseers justified the planters’ anger or scorn, others proved themselves capable and reliable. And, strikingly, some overseers owned slaves or became slave owners while employed as overseers. For these, overseeing was a transitory stage, a means of bridging the social chasm that separated the overseer from his employer.
       

The study of the socially aspiring, slave-owning overseer, challenges the ingrained negative image of overseers held by planters. Inevitably, the fragmentary nature of the evidence related to overseeing means that the voices of the wealthy and the powerful are those heard most clearly in the planters' letters, diaries, and accounts books. Yet these sources provide enough evidence to re-construct the life of the eighteenth-century plantation overseer.
 Men from diverse backgrounds saw overseeing not as inherently degrading but as an opportunity to hone their skills as managers of plantations and slaves. Overseeing provided some men with an acceptable means of improving their prospects and advancing their social and economic status. Indeed, overseers who already owned slaves were able to work them for maximum profit. For those overseers who did not initially own slaves opportunities sometimes arose to acquire them. Slaves might be purchased through the proceeds of overseeing, a process facilitated in many cases by close connection with their planter-employer who might offer favourable terms. 

 

 It might be tempting to dismiss ‘plantation management’ as little more than organised brutality. In fact, overseers undertook many onerous tasks alongside their primary role of managing and disciplining slave labour. Nevertheless, while overseers were a ubiquitous and essential element in the plantation system, they have occupied a limited place in the historiography of colonial slavery. One strand of investigation has focused on the social origins and character of overseers. John Spencer Bassett's ground-breaking investigation of the role of an overseer living and working on a slave plantation, based entirely on the letters of one nineteenth-century overseer, claims there were a very small number of overseers of “an ambitious and advancing class,” but alleges that, beyond those few, the majority of overseers were “illiterate men,” “unimaginative” and unmotivated, due to their lower-class background. This image set the tone for other analyses of plantation overseers, which have, by and large, endorsed this view.
 James Baird states that “the presence of a racially debased slave population stigmatized dependence in new and powerful ways” and characterises overseers, although members of the free white population, as dependants rather than men with ambition or agency.
  William Scarborough’s work was the first piece of scholarship to give overseers more credit for their “erudite comprehension of principles of scientific agriculture.”
 Like Scarborough, the most recent study of overseers by William Wiethoff focuses almost exclusively on the antebellum era. Though Wiethoff provides a provocative analysis of the links between rhetoric, social hierarchy, race relations, and power it adds little to our understanding of the backgrounds and the day-to-day work carried out by overseers in the colonial era and during the revolutionary period.
 Indeed, these scholars presume, rather than prove, that there were few important differences between the overseers in the colonial and antebellum periods. A second strand of investigation of overseers views them in light of its major preoccupation: the influence of slavery and black culture on the social and economic development of the colonial South, and hence emphasises the social conflict between overseers and slaves. The overseers' lives, as autonomous individuals, or as a separate class, are not explored.
 The balance has been redressed to some extent in Max Edelson’s

 recent work on the “plantation enterprise” in colonial South Carolina which has demonstrated that overseers played a pivotal role in the management and movement of goods and people between plantations in the country and towns. He notes, that by at least the “1760s the post of plantation manager became a permanent supervisory position.” Indeed, the overseer involved in the management of a dynamic and expanding plantation enterprise was a significant figure in the plantation world, one who might visit multiple holdings and take part in a wide variety of activities.
 What then was the true socio-economic status of overseers, particularly those who owned slaves, the main theme of this paper, and what contribution did they make to the formation of the slave-plantation system? How can we characterise the working lives of overseers and what benefits accrued to them? 

In South Carolina most planters chose to avoid the heat and fevers of their plantations by residing in Charleston or, more rarely, living in Britain.
 Thus, the overseer performed an essential supervisory task, as recognised by legislation. For example, in 1712, a deficiency law (revised and expanded in scope in 1726 and 1755) was passed in South Carolina that penalized the owners of plantations “wherein six negroes or slaves shall be employed without one or more white person living and residing on the same plantation.”
 In Virginia, overseers were no less important. Although the majority of planters resided on or near their plantations, the need for overseers was also recognised by the law. Early and recurring Virginia legislation penalised plantation owners in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries who did not employ “free,” white, “Christian Overseers” to supervise their slaves and prevent them from taking part in unruly and criminal activities.
 Even elite planters who made their plantation their permanent residence were often absent on government or military business and thus relied on the support of overseers. As a result, during the course of the eighteenth century both South Carolina and Virginia planters and legislatures had not only declared overseeing crucial to the success and security of southern plantations,
 but they also decreed it to be the domain of the white man.
 Thus, the state regarded the overseer as vital to the maintenance of order and the prevention of slave rebellion. For those who owned any number of slaves the overseer served as an intermediary between the owner and the slaves, between the big house and the fields, and between the core and the periphery of plantation business. He worked at ground level on the plantation supervising, motivating, or forcing slave labourers to be industrious, and in so doing, he represented an integral part of labour management systems. The prominent Virginia planter Landon Carter stressed that “negroes cannot be either careful or diligent without an overseer” and his peers, such as Henry Laurens, John Calhoun, Eliza Pinckney, George Washington, Robert Carter, and Thomas Jefferson, evidentially depended heavily on overseers.
 
Overseers were expected to supervise the activities of slaves while at work, from sun-up to sundown. Overseers distributed and organized labour activities, and although the majority of slaves preformed agricultural tasks, overseers also supervised slaves working in a variety of skilled and semi-skilled occupations such as carpentry, blacksmithing, gardening, milling, and weaving. They were also expected to organize and keep track of slaves who worked beyond the confines of the plantation or who were hired out. Most importantly, overseers were required to work the slaves they supervised hard enough to achieve a level of profit that satisfied their employers. The correct balance between care and coercion was a difficult one to strike and overseers were just as likely to be dismissed for treating slaves too leniently as they were for treating slaves too harshly.
 Planters preferred men who they employed as overseers to have some experience of agriculture and planting; however, men with little such experience were not discounted if they had other skills that were useful to the operation of a plantation and the maintenance and development of its infrastructure. 

While ‘ne’er do well’ overseers existed, the diverse tasks demanded of overseers belies the notion that they were generally men who were of questionable morals, drawn from the poorest echelon of society. Planters entrusted their slaves, livestock, tools, buildings, provisions, and the crop, to overseers, and planters expected their overseers to have a background of agricultural knowledge, practical skills and literacy, and sometimes even to possess slaves. These were qualities that the poorest members of society rarely possessed. Rather than all being men of “low circumstances,”
 as Robert Pringle stated, uneducated, inexperienced, young, and prone to episodes of sadistic violence or criminality, overseers were in fact a heterogeneous mix of paupers, floaters, pragmatists, and professionals.
 For example, the sons of middling planters sometimes sought employment as overseers of other men’s slaves in order to establish their independence. Thus, it is not surprising that some colonial overseers came from slave-owning backgrounds or were poor but ambitious men who hoped to become slave owners themselves. 
Slave ownership, according to historians such as Robert Olwell, turned a man into “a master and, in a slave society, into a member of the ruling class.”
 Though the elite planters who ruled the South were unwilling to allow any but the most prosperous and well-respected men into their circle, those who owned slaves moved one step up the socio-economic ladder and their progress was often acknowledged as such by the elite. The records of many large colonial plantations reveal that men who owned slaves worked as overseers. Those who were familiar with slave ownership and who could demonstrate their ability to control slaves, and who understood the importance of slave health and welfare were an attractive prospect for plantation owners and they were well-rewarded for their efforts. Despite the differences in the slave labour systems and culture that developed in the Upper and the Lower South during the eighteenth century, in both regions planters employed slave-owning overseers and, occasionally, offered non-slaveholding overseers the chance to buy slaves. Moreover, some overseers who were, or became, slave-owners during their period of employment also owned or rented land. Furthermore, it is apparent that some artisans who worked as overseers, and who had not necessarily intended to become involved in plantation slavery or slave ownership also, through their role as an overseer, entered into the world of slaveholding. Indeed, overseers who knew they were highly prized expected their employers to aid them in their ambition to join the ranks of slave owners and sometimes threatened to leave if their demands were not met. For these individuals, overseeing was an intermediary stage in a career directed towards economic and social advancement. An overseer with a few slaves could not rival a great planter in social status, but they did become respected, if minor, members of the slave-holding class. In both Virginia and South Carolina, overseers who owned one or more able-bodied slaves used their labour to increase their incomes under the "share" system. That is, overseers' slaves were worked alongside those of the planters, each slave earning a proportionate share of the crop. The share system obviously incentivised overseers: the larger the crop they produced for the planter, the more they earned from their own slaves. 
Many planters, who advertised for overseers in the South Carolina Gazette welcomed overseers who brought their own slaves. One planter offered to place an overseer’s slaves on “shares or hire” them, while others were willing to place a “few on shares,” in some cases up to eight.
 Another planter revealed a preference for “a Person has two or three Hands to put on Shares” stating that a man who could add his own slaves to the workforce would be “more acceptable.”
 Wealthy planters such as Henry Laurens, John Calhoun, William Ancrum, and the Pinckneys employed slaveholders as plantation overseers. At least 11 out of 32 of Henry Laurens's overseers were slave-owners.
 Timothy Creamer took up a post as an overseer for Laurens in 1763. When he and his wife moved on to the South Carolina plantation he was listed as owning two slaves and his employer noted that as well as his standard payment “The Overseer if he employs any Negroes of his own to draw a share of the Crop of Rice in proportion to the number of such his Negroes.”
 In other words, he would have drawn two shares of the crop on top of his annual salary, although of course the value of the shares varied with the size of the crop. William Gambell became an overseer for Laurens in 1773 and brought with him five slaves, for whose labour he collected additional payment. By the time he left Laurens’ employ he was well-respected and sought after by other planters. Indeed, he moved to a new plantation with his slaves and negotiated better terms with his new employer.
 Other overseers, such as Mr Davis and Marlow Pryor, who worked for the South Carolina planter William Ancrum during the American Revolution, are recorded as having taken their own slaves with them to the plantation. The payments planters offered were often dependant on the labour value of their overseer’s slaves. One overseer on the Izard estate in South Carolina owned five slaves. After an assessment of the contribution these slaves could make to the plantation workforce, the overseer was paid three full shares and two half-shares for his five slaves on top of his salary. Similarly, Gambell was not offered five full shares for the labour of the five slaves he owned. His employer judged that there were “only four that can go in the Field., two of them who are ordinary, his fifth Negro is an incumbrance.” The payment Gambell received reflected the different abilities of his slaves.
 

The practice of employing slave-owning overseers continued and, seemingly, became more common during the eighteenth century, as the number of large-scale plantations increased and expanded their activities. Although the trajectories of Virginia and South Carolina were contrasting in many respects, in both regions large plantations quickly began to dominate the markets as well as the landscape. As a result, the options for aspirant individuals who owned small numbers of slaves contracted.
 Overseeing, however, offered a somewhat rare opportunity for economic and social advancement. Planters, who were escalating the size and scale of their operations, increasingly looked for skilled and experienced individuals who would be capable of managing their slaves and business interests. Thus, it is apparent that men with one or several slaves and experience of planting or a trade were the best option and more readily available for hire.
 By the 1790s many plantation account books contain details of the additional payments made to overseers for the use of their slaves. John Ball’s account book shows that his overseer, David Franklin, was paid for the labour of his two slaves, Tom and Old Sambo. Although Franklin received less than half his agreed basic annual salary, after various deductions were taken into account, the additional income he received from his slaves' shares almost doubled his standard salary each year.
 Benjamin Roodes was in the possession of at least two slaves in 1797 when Allard Belin recorded him as an overseer for the forthcoming year. Roodes likely expected to receive additional remuneration for the use his slaves, but, suffered when, as Belin noted, “a tornado happened which killed Mr Roodes two Negro boys.”
 Less commonly South Carolina planters offered overseers a wage rather than a crop-share for the labour of their slaves. For example, John Ewing Calhoun offered one Thomas Gravenstock £16 per annum for each slave's labour rather than a share per slave.
 
Indeed, many planters used the offer of slave ownership to attract or retain experienced and skilled men. John Ewing Calhoun and many of his peers sold slaves to their overseers or allowed them to buy them on credit.
 Marlow Pryor was given financial aid by Ancrum, which enabled him to buy two slaves for each of which he was allowed “one share.”
 Josiah Smith, who managed the plantation affairs of absentee planter George Austin, wrote to Austin that an overseer he had employed was dissatisfied with his contract and terms. He informed Austin “tis ten to one we shall be able to retain him against his will,” but suggested that if the overseer in question proved “tractable and industrious” then the best way to encourage him to stay would be to purchase him a slave and let him gradually pay off the debt.
 Laurens advanced wages or credit to several overseers that he wished to support or retain so that they too could purchase slaves. He wrote to one of his managers concerning his accounts with his overseer William Godfrey; “You will see by my books I owe him no Wages, I enabled him by an Advance of Money, to make a very beneficial Bargain of Negroes…” James Brenard also purchased a slave from one of Laurens’s shipments for £250 South Carolina currency, to be paid the following year. John McCullogh, an experienced planter who likely owned one or two slaves when he was recruited to be an overseer for Henry Laurens, impressed his employer who wrote: 
I am of the opinion that under Mr McCullogh’s directions I shall have ⅓d more preformed by my Negroes than has been done under Mr Noble, & the Negroes better satisfied upon the whole.

Laurens offered McCullough increased autonomy and responsibility, and, more importantly, loaned McCullogh the money to buy six new slaves, which he allowed him to work for “shares” on the plantation where he worked. Laurens noted that he paid “his wages therefore with the allowance for his Negroes.” As a consequence his wage doubled while he was in Laurens’ employ. When McCullogh decided to quit his job, he informed Laurens that he “did not wish to serve anybody as an Overseer after” and enquired about settling any remaining debts he had with his employer. Laurens responded:

I am willing to give McCullogh every reasonable Indulgence for his debt- let him have every opportunity of attempting to improve for his own benefit the Talents put into his hands. I believe him a very honest man & am desirous of befriending him.
 

McCullogh, with ample support from his employer, was thus able to join the ranks of independent planters.

Slave ownership combined with proven success at overseeing brought some men opportunities that they seldom would have achieved outside of the world of slave management. Laurens summed up the potential career paths of successful slave-owning overseers when, after visiting and “fixing a New Overseer” at his Mepkin plantation in 1769, he commented on the man who was being replaced. John Smith, who had been employed as an overseer for Mrs Caws before he entered Laurens’ employ, joined Laurens with at least two slaves. In 1765 Laurens informed him “I have agreed with you upon your own terms & something better…” and, by 1769, according to Laurens, through overseeing Smith had “grown Rich & set up for himself.”
 Overseers who owned slaves could exert some influence over their terms and payment as well as earning additional income and thus   accumulate enough wealth to set up their own plantations.
 

The great planters of Virginia also employed slave-owning overseers and helped to facilitate their transition from non-slaveholder to slaveholder during their employment. George Washington, Lewis Burwell, Robert and Landon Carter, Charles Dabney, William Cabell and many others employed slave-owning overseers. The contracts and agreements that Virginia planters made with their overseers included extra payments, in “shares” or sometimes money, for the labour of their slaves. Robert Carter paid his overseers a share for the labour of each able-bodied slave they owned. James Harrison received one share for his slave Aggy, John Grubb received a share for his slave Charles, and Samuel Straughan also received an additional share for the labour of his slave Ben.
 In 1756, Harrison Harris worked as an overseer for William Dabney and earned an annual wage of £20. In the 1760s he was employed by his former employer’s son, Charles Dabney, as an overseer on the Ambler estate which Dabney managed. Harris was paid in shares (rather than an annual salary) and, also, received an extra share of the crop of tobacco and corn for his “boy Charles” who laboured alongside the Ambler's slaves. From this Harris earned over £30 per annum and, therefore, by 1760 increased his wage by over fifty per cent from what he had earned in 1756.
 Philip Burt, whose father was a middling planter


, was hired as an overseer on New Quarter plantation on the Burwell estate from the early 1760s. Burt drew a full share for his slave, earning an average of £40 per annum between 1763 and 1771, and in one of those years the income from his own and his slave’s shares allowed him to earn £47. This was a higher wage than the basic annual salary overseers usually received, which was in the region of £20-25. In fact, Burt was receiving a sum equivalent to that paid to men who were employed within a managerial position, such as a “head-overseer.” Another of Burwell’s overseers drew extra shares for at least two of the four slaves he owned, which enabled him to earn between £37 and £58 per annum during 1763 and 1770. William Moody was employed by Burwell, as an overseer and used the slaves he owned to increase his profits from overseeing. On marriage, his wife brought a small amount of land, slaves, and skills to the overseeing partnership, which no doubt speeded up the couple’s advancement. Moody become a moderately successful planter; by the time of his death he owned an estate worth £633 and twelve slaves and had served as a juror, surveyor, and lieutenant in the militia. 
 Such individuals do not merely defy the caricature of the overseer as the ill-bred scion of the “last and lowest” class of colonial society; they demonstrate that a successful career in plantation management was a route to property and status. 
William Cabell’s accounts also included extra payments made to overseers for the use of their slaves, but reflect some of the intricacies involved in such arrangements. His account books show that he paid some overseers with provisions, cash sums, or shares. Like most planters, Cabell was willing to integrate his overseers’ slaves into his plantation workforce, but, like his peers in South Carolina, the rate or method of payment varied with the age, gender, and ability of each slave. Initially, Cabell only provided provisions and clothing for one overseer’s slave boy, but as the slave grew older he paid an annual sum of cash for the use of the boy’s labour. This amount increased each year as the slave grew more valuable as a labourer.
 In the contract of another overseer, Burwell gave him monetary compensation for using his own slave woman to be his domestic helper, while another Burwell overseer was allotted a half-share per year for his female slave's plantation labour. Similarly, the additional payment Burwell offered his slave-owning overseers was in line with an assessment of the labour capacity of the slave.

In colonial Virginia and South Carolina, some skilled artisans who could not find work in their trade or who wished to enter the plantation business turned to overseeing. Alongside a secure annual income, through overseeing they gained valuable experience in planting and slave management and access to the network of wealthy, influential planters in the vicinity who could provide support for future ventures. Artisans with the experience to supervise both skilled slaves and field slaves often received above average remuneration once they had proved their aptitude. Artisan-overseers received extra payments for the additional skilled work they undertook and supervised, and, like other slave-owning overseers, increased their earnings by integrating their slaves into the gangs of unskilled and skilled slave labourers they supervised. Such opportunities for self-improvement were not restricted to slave-owning artisans who became overseers. Artisan-overseers, who initially owned no slaves themselves, sometimes used overseeing to acquire slaves, once again, often with the help and support of their employer.  

In Virginia, Charles Higgason worked as an artisan-overseer for Charles Dabney. In addition to his agreed salary for “overlooking the BlackSmiths,” he also received payment for the use of his “negro” on the plantation where he worked.
 John Ross was an overseer of both slave artisans and field slaves for Lewis Burwell. In addition to his payment for working as an overseer, he received a further £9 per annum as “rent” for the use of his slave boy, Phil, on the estate where he worked. After working as an overseer for three years he procured a small plot of land, hired a slave and then bought more slaves, and set up his own plantation. Although illiterate when he died in 1781, his will reflected his material success and hard-earned status (in addition to, of course, the labour of the enslaved).

 At his death he owned a plantation that included at least one hundred acres of land, seven slaves, and a household inventory worth £269.
 

In South Carolina, skilled men who could train and supervise slaves were also sought by planters who strove to make their plantations self-sufficient. Some slave-owning artisans and tradesmen who became overseers, like Paul Villepontoux in South Carolina, brought their slaves to the plantation with them. Villepontoux, the son of a planter, worked simultaneously as an overseer and carpenter for at least three years between 1774 and 1777. He was paid an annual salary for his work as an overseer but he also received payments from his employers for additional carpentry work he undertook, for example making coffins and constructing and repairing plantation boats. While working as an overseer he most likely supervised both field slaves and skilled slaves, and also appears to have supervised the work of his employer’s slaves who were hired out to work on carpentry projects for other planters. His own slaves also worked alongside field slaves and skilled slaves on the plantation where he was overseer and as part of hired-out gangs of skilled labourers.
 He received both monetary payments and shares for the additional work his slaves carried out. Indeed, the labours of his slaves earned him a 25% increase on top of his agreed salary (excluding the additional carpentry jobs he undertook). Villepontoux, after working as a well-remunerated overseer entered into a small-scale planter-partnership with David Anderson. Both men were to supply an equal number of horses to plough, and slave labourers to cultivate the crops and, also, “Provisions according to the number of His respective families.” Villepontoux was to receive a “two fifths part of all the crop of corn, Rice, Potatoes, Cotton” and Anderson would be entitled to “the remaining three fifth parts of the crop.”
 

In other cases, well-established craftsmen who had migrated from Europe, and who did not own slaves, became overseers. Having failed to find enough work in his trade in South Carolina, the English immigrant Stephen Brown was advised by an acquaintance that had progressed from overseer to slave-owning independent planter, that he should follow the same path. His friend predicted that “a few more years experience, gained through overseeing … would make him an able planter” and also afford him entry into the world of slave ownership. Brown followed the advice and took a job as an overseer. Both Brown and his wife were considered “very industrious” by the agent of their employer, who also reported that Mr Brown “& wife will both save what money they get” and be able to “buy a couple of New Negroes on Credit.” Once slave owners, they would be allowed to work them for extra shares. Indeed, if they continued to work hard at their tasks and increased their income from overseeing, it was considered highly likely the couple would, in time, progress into the world of independent, small-scale slaveholders. Sadly, these predictions were disrupted by the death of Mrs Brown, who succumbed to a “sickness” that also claimed the life of another overseer and some of the plantation’s slaves, and, less than three years later, by the outbreak of revolution.
   
Despite the later misfortunes of the Browns, their friends and employer had anticipated slave-ownership and upward mobility lay ahead. Clearly Jefferson’s dismissal of that “seculum of beings called overseers” as the lowest class in colonial society was a misleading generalization, redolent of a stereotype that has persisted for far too long and that has obscured evidence of an occupation that often promoted aspiration and opened an avenue to social mobility. Ownership of slaves proved a key mechanism. For some men, who already owned one or two slaves and, perhaps, rented land, overseeing was an opportunity to secure a future as an independent planter. Furthermore, overseeing offered men from a variety of backgrounds who were not slave owners, but who had agricultural experience or who were skilled artisans or who gained the respect of their employer, the opportunity to become slave owners. Living on large plantations and in regular contact or communication with wealthy planters, overseers were placed in a unique position to buy slaves in the colonial era. Sometimes these slaves were purchased from their planter-employer; more often the advances on their salary or credit extended by their employer financed the buying of slaves. Other occupations which offered no access to this powerful network of wealthy planters and large plantation enterprises did not (or very rarely) provided such opportunities.  From the lowly, to those of moderate means, many men used overseeing to procure slaves or enhance their slave-holdings and prepare them for independent slave ownership and management. 
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�Meaning not clear here, perhaps rephrase?


RESPONSE: I have rephrased this and hope it is now clear.


�


�I wonder if this historiographical section is strictly necessary for the forum format? Perhaps some of it could be relegated to the notes? RESPONSE: the first draft of the work had this section in the footnotes. However, both people who had a look before I sent it to you suggested taking it out of the footnotes and putting it in the main body of the text. I think it might be better placed in the main body of the text as a lot of people are not familiar with this 18th century historiography. However, I am happy to go with whatever you or the editors recommend?


�That’s fine with us, let’s leave it as is.


�Perhaps could say more on this. Do you mean  against Natives/Spanish/French or runaway slaves?


RESPONSE: I am a little reluctant to embark on a possible lengthy digression about the role of the overseer in defence, which would, for example, require a discussion of the law surrounding militia service. I have added to the footnote [at the end of footnote 13] and pointed interested readers to my article that covers some of these issues. 


�Insert ‘as Robert Pringle stated’ to clarify?


RESPONSE: Done.


�Footnote needed here. RESPONSE: Done and I have tweaked this sentence to reinforce the point. 


�Perhaps you could make more of this category of overseer (hitherto overlooked by scholars).


RESPONSE: The notion that overseeing is a transitory state for many who are employed as overseers is one of the main thrusts of the article and is a point I have tried to develop throughout. I am, therefore, not quite clear what it is that you wish me to expand at this particular point. Can you clarify please. 


�Agreed – I get the sense from this paper that overseeing was for these men a temporary state i.e. they didn’t spend their lives as overseers, but did it briefly in order to earn enough to set up on their own – and that would make sense for the son of a middling planter. RESPONSE: Agreed.


�I think the point is that this is the first time in the piece you have specifically mentioned the sons of planters becoming overseers – though it comes up again later. Perhaps you could flag it earlier as one of the categories of men who might become overseers in order to increase their knowledge etc? As presumably most sons of planters just worked for their fathers, before inheriting their slaves? Why might a son of a planter choose to go and work as an overseer elsewhere? 


�although much of the hard work was presumably carried out by his slaves…? 


RESPONSE: True but that was the case for most slave-owning Americans. We could say this for Washington or Jefferson, however, this does not mean that he (or Jefferson or Washington) did not work hard and it is likely that many overseers who wanted to move up the socio-economic ladder had to work quite hard in order to achieve this. Still, I have added a comment acknowledging the contribution of his slaves in brackets at the end of the sentence. 


�Of course, I agree. There’s a danger of over romanticising these hard working men, though –I’ve suggested a slight rephrase, as “laboured for them” perhaps implies that enslaved people acquiesced to doing so? 






