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Several years ago, an A merican mathematician writing in the
French demographic journal Population noted, “La plus grave
lacune de la documentation sur I'évolution de la population des
Etats-Unis concerne les esclaves.” ! Such a gap meant that much
of the knowledge about the nature of American slavery —
particularly the conditions of life for the enslaved and their
families, their treatment at the hands of the master, and the
economics of slavery — rested upon an uncertain base of
conflicting contemporary impressions. But this same gap invited
the attention of several scholars; their work has had great
significance for historians interested in the structure of the
slaveholding society that once existed in the American South.

Philip D. Curtin’s publication of The Atlantic Slave Trade: A
Census in 1969 was one such stimulating examination of one of
the most important and basic quantitative aspects of slavery.
Although the nature of the evidence restrained the author from
making any elaborate absolute claims, some of Curtin’s
conclusions were sufficiently startling to spur the reexamination
of many assumptions about the character of slavery. Even after
conceding, as Curtin did, a possible 20 percent error as a “range of
accuracy” for his work, the fact remains that only 3.5 to 5.5
percent of all the slaves transported across the Atlantic actually
arrived on the North American continent. Yet nearly one-third of
the present Afro-American population may be found in Canada
and the United States, a remarkable increase. By contrast it
might be noted that although 43 percent of the slaves shipped to
the New World landed in the Caribbean Islands, only 20 percent
of all Afro-Americans are now found there.

*Mr. Ernst holds a B.A. degree from Westminister College (Fulton, Missomﬁi]
and a M.A. from the University of Virginia. He is currently a Ph.D. candidate in
United States urban and social history.
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One of the obvious problems such figures create is that of
seeking an explanation for the apparently phenomenal increase in
the North American population with African origins and the
stagnation or decline of similar populations elsewhere in the
hemisphere. What is most startling about this population growth
is the fact that it was the result, particularly after 1310, of
natural increase.? It may be granted that in some manner the
nature of North American slavery was comparatively more
favorable to this natural increase than was the case in the
remainder of the New World. But in what way? As C. Vann
Woodward has pointed out, there are many serious difficulties
complicating the attempt to determine the relationship between a
set of demographic variables and the social institutions that
produced or accompanied them. As for one possible explanation,
Woodward feared, “The temptation to attribute the unique rate of
increase among the South’s slaves to a deliberate policy of
commercial breeding on the plantations will be irresistable for
some.” At the other extreme from this explanation others might
be expected to see this increase “as prima facie evidence if not
final proof of the superior mildness and humaneness of Southern
slavery ....”?

The conditions that might be expected to assist such natural
population growth may be of some use in assessing whether the
character of American slavery lay closer to one or the other of the
two extremes. First, such growth would be much more likely in a
population with a sex ratio within a normal range — somewhere
between 94 and 104 males per 100 females, that is a population
between 48.5 and 51 percent male. Additionally, there would have
to be some interest by the master class in the production of
offspring. If the owner’s sole interest lay in the extraction of a

maximum amount of labor from each hand, regardless of sex

r
. i nfant mortality
might well have elaimed most of those actually born. While there

then fertility would have remained low and i
is ample documentation for the exploitative nature of American
slavery there is also evidence that masters showed an interest in
the perpetuation or increase of their human property. This
consideration tempered, to some degree, the emphasis '.llmsn the
extraction of labor. Traditionally, this concern with rt-;»t'u‘s'lm-iil'-n

increased whenever the external source of slaves was eliminated
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a condition that prevailed to a large extent in the United States
after the cessation of the legal external slave trade in 1808,

The above conditions typified much of eastern Virginia and
Maryland during the first half of the nineteenth century. It was
in these two states that slavery persisted longest after the closure
of the external slave trade.® Yet even as the slave population had
begun its remarkable increase, the ability of the economies of
these two states to absorb the growing population declined with
the waning tobacco culture in the early 1800’s. Simultaneously,
however, the great agricultural development of present-day
Alabama and Mississippi had also begun. The development of
these new lands depended upon the black population boom in the
upper South. The upper South to Southwest pattern of both the
internal slave trade and wholesale movements of planters and
their property has been well documented. The scope of this
emigration has not received such close scrutiny. Frederic
Banecroft, the historian of the internal slave trade, attempted to
estimate the extent of the movement of Negroes into or out of the
various southern states by considering the decennial censuses and
the decennial rate of increase in the Negro population. His
estimates have, however, recently been criticized as inadequate
and misleading, largely because of Bancroft’s lumping together of
vietims of the slave trade and individuals who may have
accompanied the movement of entire labor forces with masters
removing to new locations.” Yet another failing was the lack of
any information about the age and sex characteristies of those
involved in the population change. This meant that one could
obtain only a vague notion of which proportion of change was due
to the actual removal of individuals and which to the birth of
individuals who would have been born in the upper South had
their parents not been removed to another state. Iu the case of
Virginia, Bancroft did attempt to consider those individuals who
escaped bondage either as runaways ort hrough manumission.?

What follows is an examination of population change among
the slaves of Tidewater and Piedmont Virginia utilizing a census
survival technique similar to that employed by Engerman and
Fogel in their controversial Time on the Cross.® The area surveyed
includes the entire state east of the crest of the Blue Ridge, with
the exception of Alexandria County, a portion of the District of
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Columbia until 1846. Eastern Virginia was, of course, the oldest

slaveholding portion of the state. In additi!_m,_the }.m!k of the

state’s slave population could be found here. This region was the

most likely to produce a surplus population of which masters

could dispose.

TABLE I: SLAVE POPULATION OF VIRGINIA, 1820-1860'°
1820 1830 1840 1850 1860

Virginia I 41?.5,]:":3T169ﬁ:}? | 449,087
|

172.528 | 490,865

Eastof the | 00 o2 | 416,838 | 395,250 ‘ 408.439 | 423,159
Blue Ridge | , |

% of Slaves ;
| East of the 925 | 875 88.0 86.4 R6.2

| Blue Ridge

In order to arrive at some understanding of the dimensions of
the out-migration of slaves, life tables based upon the annual
rates of population growth used by Reynolds Farley were
constructed. To do this successfully in the absence of adequate
vital statistics one must deal with a stable population, that is a
population in which there are fixed age-specific fertility and
mortality rates for an extended period and in which immigration
is absent. In the present case it will be assumed that immigration
was negligible as were losses due to manumissions and successful
escapes from slavery. Reynolds Farley demonstrated the stable
population tendency of the nineteenth-century Negro population
as a whole, and there is little reason to doubt the validity of
extending this condition to large subdivisions of this population.!

The primary difficulty encountered in constructing such life
tables arises from the exceedingly large age categories used in the
slave censuses prior to 1850. Even in the two final slave censuses
ten-year age intervals were used beyond age nineteen. The age
distribution of the 1850 census was, therefore, applied to the 1830
and 1840 trial life tables after adjustments to bring it into
conformation with the reported age intervals of those two
censuses. After the construction of the trial life tables, the oeio’s
[the life expectancy of those reaching age ten] for both sexes in



CHANGES IN THE SLAVE POPULATION 79

the decades from 1830 to 1860 (inherent in the resulting model life
tables) were applied to the ten-year intervals of the trial tables.
This was done in order to obtain the necessary five-year intervals
for the determination of net migration by census survivor rates.
The oe1o rather than the oeo was used because of the lack of census
date for those under age one. The assumption is made in such
cases that eew and oeo are so closely related that one might be
substituted for the other in order to select an appropriate model
life table.!?

The first decade studied, that of 1830-1840, yielded an oeiwo of
35.83 for males and 35.86 for females, corresponding to “west”
level 2 of Coale and Demeny’s regional model life tables published
by Princeton.'” Alternately, United Nations model life tables
could be applied. Both the Princeton and U.N. tables have serious
shortcomings in the methods of their construction and in their
application to populations with such extremely low expectations
of life. But the “west” tables and the U.N. tables are generally
close substitutes, particularly in situations where the mortality
pattern is unclear.' The stable population application revealed
net out-migration in nearly every age group for both sexes, the
apparent bulk of the out-migration occurring among those of
both sexes who were between the ages of five and fourteen
at the beginning of the decade.

In the following decade, the trial life tables produced an oe1o of
40.23 for males and 41.92 for females. These were applied to the
Princeton “east” table at level 3. “East” life tables represent
populations “characterized by high mortality rates in infancy and
increasingly high rates over age 50.” '* Although the demographic
experience of eastern Europe underlies these tables, they do,
particularly in their emphasis upon infant mortality, correspond
to much of the slave experience. The stable populatior application
demonstrated once again that the largest depletion of slave
population occurred in both sexes among that group aged five to
fourteen at the onset of the decade. In this instance, however,
large positive values appear in the net migration column for the
groups aged 0-4 and 50-59 in 1840, anomalies that may reflect the
inadequacies of the life table but which are also derived from the
persistent errors of enumerators in the underlying census data.

In the final ante-bellum decade, marked by a slightly lower
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growth rate, the above pattern appears s lightly altered. In this
instance the trial life table produced an oeio of 38.39 for both
sexes. Princeton’s “east” level 1 table was then consulted. The
derivation of migration figures showed a considerable diminution
of the scale of out-migration, while large positive values again
appeared in the age categories 0-4 and 50-59.

A few specific trends, obvious from the tabular data,'® have
been mentioned. It is also necessary to consider the meaning of
the statistics for the entire period. First, the specific figures
should not be regarded as more than representative of some of the
major dimensions of the shifting population of Virginia slaves. At
these low levels of life expectancy “the recorded experience is
virtually nil, hence the models should be considered as somewhat
tvnhttl\ e extrapolations.” ' Furthermore, no reference has been
made to the numbers of slaves securing free status through
manumission or escape. Yet neither of these categories may be
presumed to have created significant distortions in the general
pattern.

One particularly interesting tendency suggested by the life
tables was that slightly more women than men seem to have
departed from the state during the three decades before the Civil
War. The prevailing sex ratios of this period provide additional
con l‘nmdi]un on this point.

TABLE V: SEX RATIOS FOR VIRGINIA EAST OF THE
BLUE RIDGE, 1830-1860 '®

: 1830 1540 __1_§:':Z_>_!’_ 1860

} ah Slaves | 212,122 | 200,874 | 207,2 | 214,715
i i = e
! Female Slaves | 204,716 | 194,376 4'_ 201,226 | 208,444 |
Sex Ratio ll 103.62 | 103.34 l 102.98 103.01 |

Although Table V suggests that slightly more males than
fvmd es may have departed from Virginia, the stable sex ratios
over these thirty years do confirm the similar population
experiences of both sexes. It also makes the widespread practice
of the kind of polygynous slave breeding discussed by Kenneth
Stampp seem highly unlikely." If only a few males were needed

]
I
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to service “breeding wenches” whose offspring could be sold south
at a considerable profit, then why were there ;-'Lctuall\‘ more n
than females among the slaves of eastern Virginia?

As has been previously noted, individuals in the same age
intervals of each sex appear to have had similar migration
experiences. Although this might seem somewhat euu’s.rii;nah!e,
upon reflection it makes a good deal of sense. The frequent
mention of “breeding wenches” in the advertisements, the
correspondence, and plantation journals suggests the importance
of the natural increase of slaves to a planter in a nation that had
proscribed the external slave trade.?’ The chronic shortage of fluid
capital available for investment in these human
made a large natural increase welcome wherever a
such labor existed. Thus, a ready marke :
well as male slaves in their prime productive and
years. The gradual decline in the migration from Vi
least the partial Imu[ of the successful natural ine
slave population of the southwestern states, an increase that had
its origins in Virginia and other old slave states. In addition,
improved economic conditions in the Old Dominion iy have
caused the retentinn of more slaves within the commonwealth.
Their labor and their offspring had ceased to be a surplus in the
local economy.

goods

1a was at

e of the

The sex ratios and the ages of those constituting the bulk of the
emigration from Virginia hint at the possibility that the
population movement may have been less disruptive of slave
marriages than is generally assumed to be the case. This is not to
deny the frequent occurrence of such tragedies. But it should be
noted that the majority of those who left Virginia were just
entering adulthood and the age at which most slave marriages
occurred. Hence they would have been more likely to have
established a marriage bond in their new home than to have
suffered the anguish of separation from a mate. Then too, the
purchaser in the southwestern states or the master who moved
west with his household a Jpr:(mten‘ the importance of a stable
slave family as an efficient means of securing a natural increase,
a gain to the slaveholder that also mitigated, to some extent, the
harshness of bondage for married slaves. As Eugene Genovese
has noted, planters recognized “that stable unions yielded
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children and contributed to a level of plantation morale which
would be reflected in higher economic productivity.” *!

Such compromises on the part of the master class toward the
enslaved and the responses of the slaves to them suggest that
slavery was a far more varied experience than it has often been
portrayed. Yet each party to these compromises had to m_ake,
consciously or unconsciously, some significant concessions.
Whenever the master yielded, in his own interest to be sure,
something to his slaves they became more than slaves since they
had demonstrated that they were not totally at the whim of the
master. But even as the slaves gained something as valuable as
more security for their families, they validated to some extent the
power of the master over their lives.

A final word might be said about the connection between the
limited demographic data of this paper and the broad statements
of the preceding paragraphs. One important function of
guantitative history is the formulation of new points of view or of
new questions to be probed. Conclusions drawn from such large
aggregations can only serve as tentative statements of what
might have been. They await confirmation or refutation from
other sources. A more thorough understanding of all aspects of
the demography of slavery may require the modification of many
assumptions about the nature of slavery. In this sense it is not
meant to supersede but to complement traditional approaches.
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Part 3. Net Migration by Survival Rates, Females
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Part 2. Net Migration by Survival Rates, Male
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TABLE IV: STABLE POPULATION DETERMINATION OF
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