


[image: image]





THE FIRST 

EMANCIPATOR

The Forgotten Story of

ROBERT CARTER

the Founding Father Who Freed His Slaves

Andrew Levy

[image: image]RANDOM HOUSE | NEW YORK



[image: image]


CONTENTS

Title Page

Frontispiece

Dedication

Epigraph

INTRODUCTION CELEBRATED

PART I Revelation

CHAPTER I KING OF AMERICA [ 1728 – 1768 ]

II DANCE OR DIE [ 1768 – 1774 ]

III HEAVENLY CONFUSION [ 1774 – 1778 ]

PART II Revolution

CHAPTER IV INGLORIOUS CONNEXIONS [ 1778 – 1789 ]

V DEED OF GIFT [ 1789 – 1804 ]

CONCLUSION PLANS AND ADVICE

Notes

Select Bibliography

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright Page



To Siobhán and Aedan



Emancipation was the key to a promised land of sweeter beauty than ever stretched before the eyes of wearied Israelites. In song and exhortation swelled one refrain—Liberty; in his tears and curses the God he implored had Freedom in his right hand. At last it came,—suddenly, fearfully, like a dream. . . .

W.E.B. DUBOIS, 

The Souls of Black Folk



INTRODUCTION

Celebrated

“My plans and advice have never been pleasing to the world.”

—ROBERT CARTER III,

to his daughter Harriot, 1803.

On September 5, 1791, Robert Carter III of Nomony Hall, one of Virginia’s wealthiest slaveholders, delivered to the Northumberland District Court a document he called a “Deed of Gift.” It was a dry document, lists for the most part, little more than a census, with none of the memorable turns of phrase that marked the writing of other, more famous Virginians of the Revolutionary period. It possessed none of the polished rage of Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence, for instance, nor the keen ideologies of Madison’s share of the Federalist Papers. And yet, Carter’s document was among the most incendiary songs of liberty to emerge from that freedom-loving period, so explosive in its implications that it has remained obscured into our present day: for what that census signaled was Carter’s intent to free his slaves, more than four hundred fifty in number, more American slaves than any American slaveholder had ever freed, more American slaves than any American slaveholder would ever free.

What made Carter’s act even more striking, however, were the circumstances that surrounded it. Carter lived next to the Washingtons and the Lees on the Northern Neck of Virginia; he was friend and peer to Jefferson, George Mason, Patrick Henry, and other members of the Revolutionary-era elite. And Robert Carter, at least at first, was wealthier than any of these men; owned more land, more slaves, as many books; and was the scion of the most powerful family of the Virginian eighteenth century. But as his friends and peers ascended to the mythic status of founders, Carter disappeared from the national stage: he died almost alone in a modest house on Green Street in Baltimore in 1804, and was buried in a grave that remains unmarked to this day.

Similarly, as the stories of his friends and neighbors were told and retold, as the American story itself was shaped around their strengths and their sins, Robert Carter’s story disappeared. No monuments honor him, nor the Deed of Gift. No published map exists that can direct you to the patchwork ruins of his house and plantation; no stone tells you exactly where his body lies. Sweep through the great bestselling histories of the Revolution and the founders, and you will rarely find even a footnote mentioning Robert Carter. Dig deeper, and go to the library bookshelves full of books and articles on slavery, the founders, and the American Revolution, and you will find an occasional sentence, at best a long paragraph, but usually nothing, and among the best historians, tantalizing patterns of evasion: Philip D. Morgan, in his most recent, most encyclopedic profile of slavery in the Chesapeake, refers to Carter thirty-seven times, not once mentioning that he privately freed more slaves than any individual in American history; Ira Berlin told a newspaper interviewer in 1991 that the Deed of Gift was an “extraordinary, very, very exceptional event,” yet the one reference to Carter in his sweeping Many Thousands Gone resides more than fifteen pages from the sections of the book describing emancipations. Even the one roadside historical marker commemorating Robert Carter’s existence, a rusting, wearied affair nestled on the shoulder of Virginia’s rural Route 202, equivocates: it calls him “celebrated,” but doesn’t say why. One might say Robert Carter and the Deed of Gift have been forgotten, but “forgotten” is a word that implies they were once acknowledged. This is a stranger story: it is as if, metaphorically speaking, the grave is not marked, and never was, and yet people know to step over and around it anyway.

         

In early 1998, I began looking for Robert Carter III, my curiosity inspired by a five-sentence reference to the Deed of Gift in Fox Butterfield’s All God’s Children. Butterfield’s citation was so short, so confident, that I felt embarrassed: this was surely the kind of detail about American history that everyone knew, and that I had somehow missed. It turned out, however, that Butterfield’s five sentences were almost as good as it got. As I traveled to libraries, as I found Robert Carter and the Deed of Gift almost completely absent from book after book, article after article, my curiosity increased: something buried this deep must be buried for a reason. Soon, I found my way to the best sources about Robert Carter, in their own ways reproducing the same patterns of evasion I had already observed: an ancient article from an 1893 issue of the Magazine of American Biography that does not make a single reference to the Deed of Gift, but provides an abundance of information about Carter’s clothing purchases; an intelligent but dated “study” of Carter from 1941 that dedicates fewer pages to the Deed of Gift than to Carter’s “Agricultural Readjustments”; a diligent Ph.D. dissertation that sits unpublished on a shelf in Duke University’s Perkins Library, an authoritative source, if only more than a handful of people knew it existed.

Every source I could find was expressive, but somehow muted. Shomer S. Zwelling published an insightful, very modern article about Carter in the Spring 1986 issue of American Quarterly; he devotes fewer than one hundred words to the Deed of Gift. Joy Hakim provides Carter four pages in her A History of Us, making her the only author to actually incorporate the Deed of Gift into a textbook. But the audience for her short, photo-laden chapter is nine- to twelve-year-olds: “Emancipated!” she tells her readers. “That means free! Robert Carter freed his slaves!” Meriwether Delano composed a sensitive account of a personal search for the meaning of the Deed of Gift in 1991; at that time, she was a senior at St. Timothy’s School outside Washington, writing for the Alumnae Bulletin. Her father, Frank Delano of Warsaw, Virginia, organized a gorgeous, even heroic bicentennial celebration for the Deed of Gift on the grounds of Carter’s home plantation. The event drew a thousand people, journalists from USA Today, The New York Times, and The Washington Post, and provided Robert Carter with two days’ worth of publicity he had never experienced before, and has not experienced since.

Let us try to quantify forgetting, if that is possible: The longest description of Robert Carter’s Deed of Gift ever published is eighteen pages long (and insists on its failure). The total number of published pages devoted to Robert Carter’s Deed of Gift—including school newspapers, children’s books, newspapers local to the Northern Neck, and history journals also local to the Northern Neck, as well as notices in major American newspapers and glancing references in scholarship published in national venues—is fewer than one hundred. In over two hundred years. Since Louis Morton published Robert Carter of Nomini Hall in 1941 (across two centuries, “Nomony” became “Nomini”), the total number of scholarly articles published about Robert Carter as the main subject was roughly one per decade. Berlin, in his groundbreaking Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum South, provides the best extended discussion of the Deed of Gift available in any major book-length historical scholarship about the antebellum South published before 2004. His extended discussion, however, extends roughly two pages across a four-hundred-page volume.

Let us try to give nuance to forgetting, if that is possible. From late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century histories of Virginia and the South, Carter is wiped clean, like one of Stalin’s commissars fallen from grace: Philip Alexander Bruce’s Virginia Plutarch and Matthew Page Andrews’s Virginia: The Old Dominion combined mention every famous Virginian from Powhatan to George Rogers Clark, mention Robert Carter I and Robert Carter II, mention Robert Carter III’s uncles and cousins (the famous ones and the reprobates both), but don’t mention Robert Carter III once. Religious historians of early America, when they mention Carter, do so with no small sneer: Bishop William Meade, in his Old Churches, Ministers, and Families of Virginia, gives Robert Carter III a relatively gracious half paragraph, but still calls him “unhappy” and “death-dreading” and the best example of the Carter family’s reputation for “eccentricity.” Otherwise diligent research scholars conflate Carter with his father and grandfather. In some books, Robert Carter I and Robert Carter III are combined into one reference in the index. In others, the two men are combined in the text of the book itself, creating one Robert Carter who was born in the middle of the seventeenth century and died at the beginning of the nineteenth.

Guides for public history, such as that equivocating marker on Route 202, hint at something important: the Official Guide to Colonial Williamsburg from 1970 provides a description of Robert Carter III (since the house where he lived from 1761 to 1772 still stands, though is rarely opened to the public), calling him “liberal,” but does not mention what made him so, or whether “liberal” means “progressive” or “eccentric.” The great biographers of the first American presidents make claims about their subjects that the Deed of Gift seemingly contradicts: Douglas Southall Freeman, in his landmark George Washington, is only one of many biographers of the founders who has written that the general would surely have freed his slaves had a practicable plan existed. Authors for whom the Deed of Gift would make compelling evidence instead work around it: Robert McColley wrote an entire book tearing down the myths of slavery in Jeffersonian Virginia, but does not mention Carter’s manumission, even though McColley dedicates a chapter entitled “The True Emancipators” to manumissions that freed fewer slaves and left thinner paper trails; Rhys Isaac, in his Pulitzer Prize–winning Transformation of Virginia, does not mention the Deed of Gift once, even though Carter’s act was motivated by his religious dissent, and Isaac’s claims about the importance of religious transformation of Revolutionary Virginia remain the most provocative aspect of that acclaimed work. Lastly, important historians make clear that they know Robert Carter represented some unusually humane perspective on the social politics of the Revolutionary era, but then decline to cite the one act most likely to inspire interest in that perspective. Eugene D. Genovese, in his classic Roll, Jordan, Roll, refers to Carter three times, once as an example of a slaveholder who consulted his slaves on the performance of their overseers, once as an example of a slaveholder who allowed his slaves to practice medicine, and once as a slaveholder who believed that slavery was unprofitable. When Genovese discusses private emancipations, however, he does not mention Carter once.

One can see from many angles why fame has not come easily to Robert Carter III. He could not write like Jefferson or Madison: he left behind volumes of correspondence, diaries, and ledgers, but they are gracelessly composed, filled with errors, and weighed down by the minutiae of rent collections, church service schedules, shipping manifests, and lawsuit after lawsuit. He left no great edifice like Monticello: Nomini Hall burned to the ground in 1850, and was replaced by a smaller frame house that was itself only recently salvaged from disrepair. He did not look the part of a Revolutionary: he was a fourth-generation patriarch, an aloof, ludicrously wealthy man who was unable to adapt to the egalitarian changes that transformed America in the years before and during the Revolution. He didn’t savor the rough music of democracy: he described the “new system of politicks in british north america” with distress in his voice, and his few election campaigns were utter disasters.

More to the point, he wanted to be forgotten. He asked for that unmarked grave, after all, requesting “no Stone, nor Inscription,” preferring instead “to be laid under a shady Tree where he might be undisturbed, & sleep in peace & obscurity.” He understood that he had spent his life making losing bets on history: when he told his youngest daughter, Harriot, in 1803 that “my plans and advice have never been pleasing to the world,” he seemed to be grasping his future as well as his present. His personality, from the moment he could write until the moment that age stilled his pen, was a strange and elusive entity, full of silences, ellipses, and unexpected turns, understandably uncharismatic to historians who like those men and women who seem to be writing to future generations, who possess the visionary gift of gab of a Jefferson or an Adams. “It is hard to know his opinion from any thing he declares,” Philip Vickers Fithian, the family tutor in 1773 and 1774, observed.

His Deed of Gift, in turn, was barely a whisper, though an emphatic one. As important documents go, it is almost no document at all: a four-page list of slave names followed by a two-page statement from Carter in the public version, and a web of detailed censuses and schedules in the version Carter kept for himself and his agents. It offered no conversation with the public moment; it offered no conversation with history. It was meant to work, and to be forgotten, which might have been Robert Carter’s genius: he might well have understood that the emancipation that would work best would not call attention to itself, would cause, to use his own words, “the least possible disadvantage to my fellow Citizens.”

It did work—though nobody until John Randolph Barden, the author of that unpublished dissertation, bothered to check—and it was forgotten, woven into the fabric of a vision of America that we have buried to make room for the one we esteem. From the time we receive our first civic lessons, our first filtered glimpses of national history, Americans are taught one crucial lesson about slavery and the American Revolution: that there was no practical way, public or private, to free the slaves. We are taught, for instance, that the law forbade such emancipations, that economic obstacles prevented it, that many slaveholders wanted to do it, but their debts prevented it. We are taught, in particular, that the founders wanted to free their slaves, but could not, because they faced insurmountable obstacles, because freed slaves would be unable to care for themselves and would face so much resistance from resentful whites that they would have to be removed, placed west of the Appalachians, or shipped back to Africa. Most important, we are taught that the young nation was too fragile to support large emancipations: the founders knew, and historians have reiterated this point for two centuries, that compromise on slavery was the price of a republic, and every reasonable man and woman wanted a republic. Slavery, Jefferson famously wrote, was like holding a “wolf by the ears”: you couldn’t hold on, but you didn’t dare let go.

There has always been good evidence to support these claims. Historians have well documented how deep ran Revolutionary-era opposition to general emancipation, and how difficult life for free blacks could be. But one need only hear the basic facts of the Deed of Gift to wonder if the whole story has yet emerged. In the summer of 1791, for instance, as Robert Carter composed the Deed of Gift, the private emancipation of slaves in the state of Virginia had been lawful for almost a decade. Such emancipations were difficult financial propositions, but certainly feasible: before Robert Carter freed his slaves, small slaveholders across Virginia had liberated almost ten thousand of their black servants, and entire states with significant slave populations, such as New Jersey, were learning how to finance emancipations on a public scale. Similarly, like many smaller slaveholders before him, Carter provided financial support and sponsorship that eased the transition to freedom, provided for disabled and indigent freed slaves, and laid the primitive groundwork for an interracial republic, challenging in numerous small instances the notion that young America would fall apart if blacks and whites were free at the same time.

This historical moment would pass by the early 1800s, however. Economically, politically, and socially, slavery would be stronger in 1810 than it was in 1790. The cotton gin, invented in 1793, transformed plantation profit margins, and the newfound financial might of the large planters strengthened slaveholding interests in the Southern states and the federal government. New laws restricted voluntary emancipations and threatened free blacks with re-enslavement. Southern religious and political leaders who preached abolition either learned to accommodate themselves to the peculiar institution, moved northward, or, like Robert Carter, fell out of sight. But the fact that subsequent generations of Americans made voluntary emancipations impossible should not have so successfully obscured the fact that they were first possible, that a window of opportunity existed at the time of the founding through which a freer, more coherent republic could be grasped.

If Robert Carter had done nothing with his life, if he was an irrelevancy during a period of remarkable cultural and political transformation, one might understand why we have forgotten him and his achievement. But the fact that he freed more slaves than Washington and Jefferson owned together ought to have made some mark on the historical record. No one ever walked away from slaveholding and slavery with as much to lose, simply gave up the plantation and moved on. And no other Virginian of the Revolutionary era, including those who founded a great nation and spoke eloquently of the immorality of slavery, managed to reconcile freedom in theory and freedom in practice with such transparent simplicity.

The mystery of Robert Carter, then, is really two mysteries: why he freed his slaves, and why we couldn’t care less.



PART I

Revelation


CHAPTER I

King of America

[1728–1768]

“But where says some is the King of America?”

—TOM PAINE, Common Sense

There is only one known portrait of Robert Carter III. He posed for it in 1749 or 1750 in Thomas Hudson’s London studio, and two hundred fifty years later, it is easy enough to imagine what the painter was thinking. Probably, Carter was just another colonial gentleman, raw but wealthy, and the portraitist knew his type, and knew their vanities. And so Carter was draped in a billowing gold suit and silver cape, brown hair neatly tied back and powdered gray, smirking, a mask dangling from the tapered fingers of his left hand. The suit is a century out of date, as if Carter were a courtier to Charles I, or masquerading as one. He looks like he is on his way to a ball, to a lifetime of balls, and has stopped just for a moment before donning the mask.

It is an extraordinary portrait. It takes two glances before one even notices Carter’s head, because brilliant shades of silver and gold cover more than half the canvas: Carter is dressed like money. And Carter’s mask is a wonder: red-rouged cheeks, dark drawn eyebrows, full red lips, and starkly pale otherwise, a minstrel mask in reverse, as if the masquerade Carter was about to attend required him to perform the role of a white man. Finally, however, Carter’s face draws the observer. The smirk is no ordinary smirk: it has Mona Lisa mystery. And the eyes are huge and dark, and imply something open and unfinished, something that resisted being posed as the young patriarch on the rise.

When Carter stood for this portrait, he was twenty-one and poised for a brilliant, even notorious, career. He had wealth: more than sixty-five thousand acres of New World soil and more than one hundred slaves. He had family: his grandfather was Robert “King” Carter, who, in his own brilliant and notorious career, acquired large swaths of the Virginian frontier and distributed huge parcels of land and slaves to his progeny. He had connections: his uncles and aunts had intermarried with some of Virginia’s richest families, the Fitzhughs, Pages, Churchills, and Harrisons; his father’s estate resided within twenty miles of both Stratford Hall—the Lee manse—and Pope’s Creek, where George Washington was born and reared. And lastly, he had arrogance, or some quality worse than arrogance: his cousin John Page, who would later become one of the first governors of the state of Virginia, called him an “inconceivable illiterate and also corrupted and vicious.”

But he also had another quality, something that drew upon the arrogance that wealth and connections provided, but that fought against the destiny that wealth and connections presented. As much as any Virginian of his era, Robert Carter exemplified what it meant to be powerful and wealthy in prewar America: he looked and acted like the kind of aristocrat who needed to fall so that the United States and its new heroes could rise. At the same time, Carter was about to undertake the same education in manners and society that trained other Virginians to become our great, hallowed Revolutionaries. He read the same books and the same newspapers, sold his tobacco on the same markets, negotiated the same land deals. He attended the same political debates, and voted—when he possessed a vote—for the Revolutionary path almost every time. He shared a pastor with George Washington, and teachers with Thomas Jefferson. He even played alongside Jefferson in a musical quartet, the future composer of the Declaration of Independence tuning his fiddle to Carter’s harpsichord amid the echoes of the Virginia royal governor’s long ballroom.

That Carter chose to transcend the conservative roots of his childhood and young adulthood, then, is no surprise. Many did. The surprise lies elsewhere: why did the same republican influences that moved the founders instead move Carter to become their mirror image, capable of doing what they could not, and unable to do what they did so well?

2

For John Carter, the first Carter to plant himself in Virginian soil, the logic of emigration was irrefutable. On the one hand, he was a stubborn royalist, a member of a family of London vintners who supported the monarchy, and Charles I would soon lose his head to Cromwell’s revolution. On the other hand, he was the youngest son in his family, which meant that, according to the ancient law of primogeniture, he would receive little of his father’s wealth. Instead, he would be expected to join the clergy, take the bar, or serve under his brothers in the family firm. Under the old system, he had little future; under the new, it seemed, he had even less.

The Virginia Colony, however, was another story. By 1635, the year that twenty-two-year-old John Carter sailed to the New World, almost three decades had elapsed since a few score of merchants, soldiers, and indentured servants had begun settling on the banks of a wide river they named after King James I. Over the course of those three decades, the free English of Virginia, who numbered in the low thousands, kept the Indians at bay, “seasoned” themselves to the mysterious, infectious American climate, and transformed their family names and modest merchant fortunes into large tracts of American soil. They filled the new colony with little wooden homes, one-and-a-half-story frames with steep cat-slide roofs like they remembered from the English West Country, or multichamber log cabins that undulated with the ground beneath them. They built orchards and laid out cornfields, but mostly they seeded tobacco, in thousands upon thousands of tiny hills each no bigger than a small child, each requiring the care of a small child. To tend those fields, they imported so many Irish, convicts, and recalcitrant indentured servants that reformers on both sides of the Atlantic began to regard Virginia as “a sinke to drayen England of her filth and scum.”

It was an age of great possibility, and great horror. On July 30, 1619, in a small brick church in Jamestown, the first democratically elected assembly in North America gathered, twenty-two men calling themselves “Burgesses.” Three weeks later, perhaps fifty yards down a short embankment to the Jamestown wharf, a Dutch man-of-war delivered the first “twenty and odd” Africans to the continent, men with Spanish names purchased to alleviate the labor shortage. John Carter, possessing a younger brother’s hunger for advancement and wealth, acclimated himself quickly. By 1641, he was elected to the House of Burgesses representing Upper Norfolk, frontier land well northwest of Jamestown. By 1652, he had moved to the Northern Neck, the verdant spit of land reaching out into the Chesapeake between the wide Potomac and Rappahannock rivers. There he had purchased 1,300 acres of land on a windblown, pine-covered little peninsula on the Rappahannock: an exposed place, more bay than land almost, defiantly cool in a Virginia summer, and covered with rich, loamy soil that held tobacco plants like nothing he could have possessed in England.

He built a one-room wooden house on the edge of his windblown peninsula, coated it with stucco made of oyster shells, and called the surrounding farm Corotoman, after the local Indian tribe. Three miles inland, he built a church he named after Christ, another one-room wooden affair. By the time he died, in 1669, he had married five times, produced an unrecorded number of children (four of whom survived him), and served in the House of Burgesses and as a member of the powerful, royally appointed Governor’s Council. As well, he convinced the crown to allow him to “patent” more than six thousand acres of land, and he led an exploratory force against the Rappahannock Indians. Perhaps most important, for himself and his children, he left behind a significant legacy of “tithables”—still mostly white indentured servants, but now also African-born servants for whom no indenture contract promised freedom.

Upon his death, however, he committed the same error of tradition that had inspired his own restlessness: he left control of most of his property to his oldest surviving son, John, and left his youngest surviving son, Robert, with only a thousand acres of land around Corotoman and six years of education in London in the keep of a merchant family named Bailey. One look at an early portrait of Robert Carter I, and a modern reader can easily grasp how little the obstacle of a small inheritance would have mattered to him: he poses in his older brother’s periwig, holding his older brother’s sword, both symbols of family leadership, and the sneer on his face implies that he would rather use the latter than surrender the former.

And when his older brother died, in 1690, and Robert Carter I earned the sword and periwig in earnest, he undertook what is arguably one of the most extraordinary careers in the history of American capital and politics. One year later, he was elected to the House of Burgesses, and he made his reputation there by delivering fearless speeches against the power of English land agents and by inspiring the construction of a “family” bloc of voters—Byrds, Churchills, and Fairfaxes, among others—who would govern Virginia for two generations. By 1696, he became Speaker. By 1700, he was appointed to the Governor’s Council. By 1703, he was taunting English power with even greater ferocity, denouncing Royal Governor Francis Nicholson with such vehemence that the startled Queen recalled her charge.

Shuttling back and forth between London (where he befriended, among others, the great philosopher John Locke) and Virginia, Carter acquired one lucrative administrative post after another: treasurer, naval officer, receiver of duties in the Rappahannock River, and, in 1702, agent for the proprietary of the Northern Neck, a position he had once denounced, and which gave him the right to survey, lease, and deed all lands between the headwater of the Potomac River and that of the Rappahannock. By 1711, the year he surrendered the agency, he had patented more than three hundred thousand acres of land—sometimes in his own name but usually in the names of close relatives.

By 1726, the year he became acting governor, he was one of the two richest men on the continent, a brilliant, eclectic businessman who frequently stayed awake until three in the morning, drinking red wine or brandy with a sea captain, and rising again at dawn to ride out across his fields. He owned forty-seven plantations (to which he gave names such as Changeling, Old Home, and Hills) and supervised the settlement of small farms across the colony. He collected rents, traded tobacco, maintained a fleet of commercial ships, and operated so many small businesses, ranging from brick kilns to copper mines, that Corotoman grew under his guidance to a complex of eighteen buildings, all surrounding a staggeringly large two-and-a-half-story brick mansion forty yards from the Rappahannock waterfront.

With two wives, he sired fifteen children, ten of whom lived into adulthood—five daughters, and five sons: John, Landon, George, Charles, and Robert II, the second son. Carter invested dynastic dreams in these children, and in the boys in particular. He sent them to school in England and assigned them reading lists filled with classics. He cleared Virginian forests for them and financed the construction of great brick mansions in the clearings. And then he prayed in letters to British merchants that he might be getting “a pennyworth for my penny.”

There was nothing he would not do, it was believed, to advance his fortune and that of his family. He used a coat of arms that belonged to an English family of Carters, but not his Carters, to impress British royals with his pedigree. He pled with English merchants for their business, telling Micajah Perry of London, for instance, to “pray allow me to be one of your first favorites. . . . I know ‘tis easy for you to do, if you please.” He fought for every pound to which he thought himself entitled, no matter how callous it made him appear: when a fellow Virginian committed suicide in July 1725, for instance, Carter sued for the man’s possessions, arguing that “the goods of felons they have allowed me to take for several years,” and that “self-murder” is the “highest species of murder.”

Similarly, when Virginians began importing slaves in earnest around the turn of the eighteenth century, Carter enthusiastically joined the commerce. He became an aggressive and fastidious slave trader, mediating the sale of thousands of Africans, famed for rowing out to slave ships anchored off Corotoman to inspect the cargo. And he became an even more aggressive slaveholder, weeding out seven hundred men and women for his own use. Whenever possible, he saved for himself the “Gambers” from Senegambia—because he believed they possessed the African equivalent of the Protestant work ethic. And he treated them with relentless, businesslike cruelty: in 1723, he convinced the Virginia Council to permit the removal of toes as a punishment for the captured runaway slave, adding that he had “cured many a negro . . . by this means.”

Despite the great ambition with which Carter built his empire, however, he also possessed a leveling instinct: Francis Nicholson, the governor he helped drive out of Virginia, observed that some people called Carter “King,” and then only “in contempt,” but others called him “Robin” to his face. Carter regarded Virginia, not England, as his “country,” and felt toward the young colony an emotion not unlike patriotism. Similarly, while he viewed the loss of the affection of English merchants with “terror,” he savored the opportunity to harangue the symbolic keepers of English power, and not just land agents and governors. For two decades, he fought the king himself in English courts, arguing for a configuration of the Northern Neck proprietary that would have shifted control of vast reaches of America from the Royal Court in London to the piazza at Corotoman. Across every western horizon, he saw a dynasty, but a more egalitarian one: not only did he make sure that every one of his sons owned a vast estate, in itself a rebellion against the laws of primogeniture that limited his own opportunities to rise, but he made sure that his daughters and even his daughters-in-law were deeded large grants of cash, slaves, and property that would remain theirs no matter whom they married or how long they lived.

In the slave cabins, as well, Carter saw something to which others were blind. While other slaveholders expected their slaves to sleep on the hard dirt floors of their cabins, Carter ordered slave cabins built with shelves eighteen inches off the ground to accommodate beds. In a like manner, he ordered slave cabins with interior lofts to provide private storage spaces for the slaves. In his ledgers, he listed slaves by families, a small mercy that increased the likelihood that parents and children would not be separated from one another.

By the late 1720s, however, it was clear that his ability to sustain the many contradictory impulses that had guided him for decades was faltering with his old age. A lifetime of prodigious eating and drinking had left him plump and gouty, limping on a perpetually swollen right ankle, often restricted to bed and chair, gruel, small beer, and patent pills. Too many hours spent on the decks of slave ships left him susceptible to every pleurisy and fever. He tried crutches, then cupping and blistering. He became a “great smoker”: that soothed him. He hated losing his second wife so much that he refused to marry again, treating the loss like a fresh wound in letters for decades afterward.

Then there were his children. Landon, George, and Charles showed him every indication that they would give him his pennyworth, but Robert II, a portly, unfocused young man, was harder to gauge. He married well—a Carter had to marry well—to a young heiress named Priscilla Churchill, whose father was a councillor. But otherwise, he showed no real zeal for empire, preferring to survey the wilderness than run the plantation his father built for him on the Potomac—and named, like Corotoman, after the local Indian tribe, the Nomony—and unwilling to hold the lucrative government position his father secured for him collecting taxes on the Rappahannock. “Thus you see I am no stranger to the story of the Gospel,” Carter wrote in 1721, referring to the namesake who was turning out to be more prodigal son than monarch-in-waiting.

More important, however, King Carter was sick about the state of his own soul, acting more and more like a man who didn’t savor wealth and empire as much as he thought he would. He built Corotoman, for instance, and filled it with white marble and delft tile imported from Europe, but kept his father’s old wooden house intact on the grounds. He wore a diamond ring and a gold watch, but refused to own any silver—a telling refusal, given that most Virginian gentry were infatuated with the metal. He found a coarse word to describe people he thought were “too great lovers of this world”: they were “muckworms.” He began to fill his business correspondence with “sublunary blessings” for peace, and miss sermons at Christ Church.

Finally, he became convinced that he was going insane: revising his will, he actually described himself as being in “a crazy, disordered condition.” Shortly later, he regarded the legal disadvantages of this claim, and rewrote the clause to read “sound mind.” But the mind was not satisfied, and it may not have been sound. He began to write of the “madness of the people,” a vision of a future conflict born from his own failure, and that of his neighbors, to attain what they came to America to acquire: “It is an old adage that oppressions make a wise man mad,” he wrote. “What our madness will produce, I can hardly promise myself to live to see the end of.”

When Robert Carter III was born, at Corotoman in February 1728 to Robert Carter II and Priscilla Churchill—their second child, after a daughter named Elizabeth—King Carter was briefly overjoyed. Grandchildren soothed him more than even tobacco: “I have the blessing of seeing my children’s children before me,” he told one correspondent the winter before. And he made sure that the child entered the world well: when Robert III was three months old, King gave him his first African slave, one of “three Girls for my three Grand Children” he ordered as gifts.

But King Carter’s “blessing” was short-lived. In early 1729, when his grandson was just turning one, a fire gutted the mansion at Corotoman, down to the wine cellar. Rather than rebuild, King Carter simply moved his family back into the wooden house his father built. Events only worsened, however. In February 1732, Robert II, his prodigal son, died suddenly. He was twenty-nine and had overdosed on opium, a condition his brother Landon described as “blood so divided and rarified as to finish life with an universal Mortification.” The funeral, which took place at Nomony, where Robert II had settled his family, was warm but brief: watch over the “dearly beloved pretty Babes,” the minister asked God, as he looked upon Robert III and his older sister, Betty.

King Carter grieved so deeply that he could barely write letters, and six months later, on August 4, he also died. The American Weekly Mercury reported that he “died of the Flux, which ‘tis supposed he caught on board a Vessel from which he bought several Negroes.” Regally, he left the world, leaving few signs of the ambivalence that had marked his last few years. His will ran sixty-five pages. His tomb, rising from the lawn of the stately new version of Christ Church that he had commissioned and financed, was engraved with a lengthy ode to his statesmanship and energy, composed in Latin: cum regiam dignitatem et publicam libertatem aequali jure asseruit (“he defended with equal justice the royal authority and the common freedom”). Others felt differently: according to legend, the stone was large enough to bear a second epitaph, scrawled by an anonymous and scarcely reverent mourner:

Here lies Robin, but not Robin Hood,

Here lies Robin that never was good,

Here lies Robin that God has forsaken

Here lies Robin the Devil has taken.

By his fourth birthday, an age when the typical gentry boy was still wearing a petticoat, a frock, and a rope around the waist tied to something or someone sturdy, Robert Carter III had suddenly inherited one of the largest fortunes in America. As well, he had inherited sole possession of the most respected, and the most reviled, name in Virginia.
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Robert “King” Carter was protean, a manipulator of systems who was so serpentine that it was easy to think of him as the devil’s partner, an acquirer of land who was so high-handed and yet so innocent it was easy to call him King, both because he acted like one and because he dreamed of being one. Eventually, King Carter would get his dynasty, if obliquely: his descendants would include presidents William Henry and Benjamin Harrison, five signers of the Declaration of Independence, and General Robert E. Lee, but all the legendary lines would pass through his daughters, not his sons. Eventually, too, historians would regard him, as did Bishop Meade in the late eighteenth century, as a mythic oddity, the originator (John Carter fading into obscurity) of one of Virginia’s most “eccentric” families.

But King Carter’s eccentricity was principled, even if it was confused. King could be both a kind and a cruel slaveholder because he saw the financial possibilities in both kind and cruel treatment. He was not driven by the desire to control his slaves, nor to seek their affection. By the same standard, he was not compelled to keep wealth (nor, for that matter, education) away from his daughters simply because they were women, when distributing wealth and breeding to them only made the dynasty stronger. To King Carter, the contradiction between regal fantasies and egalitarian ones was not a weakness but a source of strength: it was easier to have two American dreams than one. He placed no bounds on his wealth and power. And when the time came, he placed no bounds on his criticism of wealth and power, either.

In part, King Carter could be so energetic and so successful in acquiring land, slaves, and a certain wildness of intellect because the Virginia in which he thrived remained such a wild place. Early-eighteenth-century tourists called the colony a “desert,” and were depressed by its miles and miles of sandy country road, its monotonous, unmarked forests, and its many ruins, those wooden houses built during the lumber infatuation of the seventeenth century burned by fire in tinderbox Virginian summers, or leveled by “gust.”

By the time Robert Carter III was born, however, Virginia had begun to mature. There was a capital now, and even if Williamsburg was a “wretch’d contrived affair,” as one London literatus wrote, its streets so soft that a gentleman exiting a tavern could find his foot submerged up to the ankle in leaves, sand, and oyster shells, it nevertheless hosted a maturing political assembly in an imposing brick building on one end of Duke of Gloucester Street, and a new college named William and Mary in an impressive Christopher Wren–influenced “pile” on the other end.

Across the countryside, meanwhile, planters had begun to complete the first generation of great brick mansions, imposing their wealth upon the land in a way that suggested that, after a century, they were here to stay. Within the brick mansions, planters created a rigid, powerful aristocracy, an inbred, watchful group of roughly three dozen families: “They are all Brothers, Sisters, or Cousins,” Mary Willing, William Byrd’s Philadelphia-born second wife, wrote home in 1760, “so that if you use one person in the Colony ill, you affront all.” Within the imposing brick building in Williamsburg, those same aristocrats enacted the legislation that would be known as “slave codes,” passed when slave revolts were rumored, or recently suppressed: if a slave practiced medicine, he would “suffer death without benefit of clergy”; if he provided “false testimony,” his ears would be “nailed to the pillory, and cut off.” Public humiliation, the burgesses believed, would deter disobedience as much as would torture: for small crimes, a slave might be “burnt in the hand, by the goaler in open court,” or might receive “thirty nine lashes on your bare back, well laid on, at the common whipping post.”

Next door to the mansions, meanwhile, a new breed of colonial freeman was emerging, neither rich nor poor but hungry for status and liberty. For instance, on the same day in February 1732 that Robert Carter II’s death was eulogized in the Maryland Gazette, George Washington was born in the solid wooden home on his father’s ten-thousand-acre farm at Pope’s Creek, roughly fifteen miles west of Nomony Hall. One hundred twenty miles farther west, meanwhile, in the forests of Albemarle County, a country gentleman named Peter Jefferson, still more than a decade away from the birth of his first son, Thomas, was sifting through his own younger-brother share of his father’s inheritance, which consisted of some lands along the Fine and the Manikin creeks, two slaves, and some livestock and horses.

Robert Carter III joined this stage as Robert Carter I and Robert Carter II left it, as the mansion that represented their family burned and fell to ruin, as if his destiny, to dismantle the empire his grandfather and father built, were foreordained. Even without the mansion, his infancy must have been idyllic, the sensation that a world revolved around him immanent in everything he did and saw: a christening in the marble baptismal font at Christ Church; Sunday morning coach rides down the three-mile road lined with cedars that led straight and unerring from the house at Corotoman to the church; views of the wide, flat, shining Rappahannock, its banks blanketed by pine needles, the river itself “filled” with merchant ships, and pirates—“Spaniards from St. Augustin.” Then there were views within Corotoman itself: the sturdy, dependent buildings that housed King Carter’s spinners, coachmen, millers, brick-makers, shipbuilders, and army of bookkeepers; the orchards and gardens that were growing apples, peaches, apricots, quinces, strawberries, and gooseberries; the pens housing King Carter’s hogs and cattle; thousands of acres of Indian corn and thousands upon thousands of acres of tobacco; and the fields themselves swarmed by “gangs” of slaves all bent over fledgling tobacco plants, fifteen or twenty to a gang, each with a slave foreman to maintain order and rhythm from dawn until dusk.

As well, his material needs, from the moment of his father’s death, had been addressed. His uncles—George, Charles, and the tempestuous Landon—expressed love for their nephew in the way that Carters expressed love for one another: in 1734, they authored special legislation ensuring that the six-year-old received his father’s entire share of King Carter’s fortune, a share equal to theirs. Likewise, his mother shortly provided both surrogate father and surrogate family. In 1735, she remarried, matching her fortune to that of John Lewis of Warner Hall, a stratagem of romance and finance made possible by the Carter dedication to shrewd marriages and strong widows: King Carter, before dying, ensured that his daughter-in-law would retain her right of dower in the event of her widowing, enabling her to marry well the second time.

In practical terms, however, the significance of the loss of Robert Carter’s father and grandfather was immense: Virginian men at mid-century rose and fell on their fathers’ fortunes and their fathers’ influence, and Robert Carter had the former without the latter. Jefferson lost his father at the age of fourteen: he wrote later of the sorrow with which he was “thrown on a wide world . . . without a friend or guardian.” But Carter was only four, not fourteen. He quickly slipped through the cracks of family regard, a Cinderella with money: when his stepfather, John Lewis, wrote a letter describing his family during the period, he doted on his own sons, and spoke freely of “Miss Betty Carter,” but not Betty Carter’s brother. Possessed of a great fortune and a great name but with no true father to sting him with shame when he did wrong, he became unmanageable, and was shuttled around as if his mother and stepfather could find no place for him. They sent him to the grammar school at William and Mary in Williamsburg at the age of nine, which was two years earlier than the college mandated, accompanied by one black servant and a new set of clothes. Then they brought him back two years later, even though the grammar school course of study ran for four years. Upon returning home, he should certainly have been placed under the care of a tutor, the conventional method by which wealthy colonials educated their children. Robert Carter, however, “studied without the assistance of a tutor”—which means, in all likelihood, that he did not study at all.

When Robert Carter III turned twenty-one in February 1749, however, and attained his majority, his education was not relevant. He inherited his one hundred slaves and his sixty-five thousand acres, parceled out across the Northern Neck, areas near Winchester and Alexandria, and several rugged tracts along the Shenandoah River to the west. It did not excite him: four months later, he booked passage on a packet for Liverpool, the Everton, and located for himself an amiable traveling companion, Lawrence Washington, George Washington’s half brother.

At this time, the provincials of Virginia regarded London with ambivalence. They recognized that London was a better finishing school than Williamsburg and a vastly better arena within which to pursue advantageous business connections. But they also worried, as did Maria Byrd, that their sons might acquire smallpox in the Old World; and, like Landon Carter, who called his own son a “monster” upon the boy’s return from London, they lamented the success with which British gamblers, prostitutes, and tailors encouraged the licentious appetites of their children.

Carter pursued some perfunctory version of the former. On December 1, alongside Philip Ludwell Lee, Carter joined the Honorable Society of the Inner Temple, the distinguished law school of the Four Courts of London. Similarly, he made himself the protégé of Edward Athawes, a respected merchant who traded with many of the great Virginia families. But he took no classes, never stood for the bar, and appears to have read little: John Page called him “illiterate.” And rather than learning a trade, he learned its opposite: “My gratifications exceeded my yearly income,” he would blandly observe a decade later.

By 1751, when Carter returned from London, it was clear that something was wrong. In his wake, he left bad blood: in 1754, Edward Kimber, the editor of London’s Gentleman’s Magazine, published a novel entitled History of the Life and Adventures of Mr. Anderson: Containing his Strange Varieties of Fortune in Europe and America, Compiled from his Own Papers. The novel featured as its antagonist a wealthy, corrupt young American slaveholder, “the richest heir” in the colony, but “a lad of bad principles, unlettered, and of coarse manners,” who is murdered, in the novel’s crowd-pleasing ending, by his own slaves: Kimber named this villain Carter.

In Williamsburg, meanwhile, public opinion was scarcely kinder. John Page’s father regarded Carter as yet another example of a young man ruined by London. Page himself described Carter’s mind as “confused,” in addition to being “vicious.” John Blair, who would later become acting governor, wrote in his diary on July 4, 1751, “I hear Mr. R. Carter intends to build and live at Williamsburgh and to persuade all the gentlemen he can to do so too.” Two weeks later, Blair became derisive: “Sad news of poor wretched Bob Carter,” he wrote. “I hope he won’t come to live in Williamsburgh.”

Young Robert Carter III was a rogue. Williamsburg, however, had its share of rogues. Robert Carter also returned from London “confused,” “wretched,” and even “poor”: not a man to fear, but to pity. Upon his departure from England, he boldly kissed Edward Athawes farewell, and the kiss—as well as the feeling that inspired it—lingered for him for years afterward: “At that parting the mild part of my composition was predominant!” he recalled, in 1764. “Upon my honor I esteemed him, & loved the family.” In contrast, no embrace, intimate or public, awaited him in Virginia. In 1752, Carter ran for the House of Burgesses, the colonial equivalent of a state legislature, and finished last out of three candidates, polling thirty-four votes, less than five percent of the poll, losing to John Bushrod. In 1754, he ran again, after he had spent two years among his neighbors, and had those same two years to learn how to campaign. And he did even worse, getting only seven votes, losing this time to Augustine Washington, not so much beaten as ignored.

It was no great repudiation to lose a House of Burgess election. By the 1750s, in fact, such elections were well recognized as one of the few chances small landholders possessed to tweak the landed gentry. Landon Carter lost his first three elections before winning his fourth, for instance; even George Washington lost his first election. Likewise, one could gain a few dozen votes and lose no standing in the community, or believe one had lost no standing in the community. Robert Wormeley Carter, Robert Carter’s cousin, once pronounced himself satisfied after he garnered only forty-five votes: “As for myself I never ask’d but one man to vote for me since the last Election,” he argued, “by which means I polled but 45 votes an honorable number.”

If losing one House of Burgesses election was no great repudiation, though, not serving in the House of Burgesses at all was a shunning of historical proportions. No one could know it at the time, of course, but election to that rough-hewn political body in the 1750s or 1760s was the path to political glory for Virginians of the Revolutionary era. The men who passed through that assembly included the first ten governors of the State of Virginia, all seven Virginia signers of the Declaration of Independence, four of the five Virginia delegates to the Constitutional Convention, every Virginian member of the first and second Congresses of the United States, and every Virginian who served either as president of the United States or as a member of a Virginian-born president’s Cabinet.

For Robert Carter, this door to posterity shut early. It was not that he was too young. If anything, he was ripe: James Monroe was elected to the House when he was twenty-four, the same age as Carter during his first election; James Madison and Thomas Jefferson were first elected when they were twenty-five years old; and George Washington, running in his second election, was elected at the age of twenty-six, the same age as was Carter when he was losing his second election. Nor was it his family name—which, if anything, was a guarantor of eventual election. Robert Carter’s uncles were elected, and several of his cousins were as well. For Robert Carter III to get seven votes, and only seven votes, was a message: despite his name, and perhaps because of it, he was no favorite son.
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By the 1750s and 1760s, Williamsburg had grown into an alert, confident community, one where Virginians expressed in equal parts their love of sin and their love of liberty. Prostitutes thrived: “When there are so many Purchasers, who can doubt there will be Sellers,” one wit wrote regarding the “Ladies of Pleasure” of the town. But sexual license was merely the city’s second sin. Everyone gambled: rich and poor, black and white, men and women alike. An unnamed French traveler wrote that “there is not a publick house in Virginia but have their tables all baterd with the boxes.” Even slaves crafted dice out of quartz crystals and called them “devil’s die.” Landon Carter complained that his sons and grandsons dissipated countless nights in card games: “Burn me,” he said of their whist losses, “if I pay anything more for such sport.” In addition to dice and cards, the planters were also inveterate horsemen, and lotteries were also general, were often used, in fact, to raffle off the estates that had been ruined by the gambling. It troubled the anonymous French traveler: “They are all professed gamesters. . . . In the Day time people hurrying back and forwards from the Capitoll to the taverns, and at night, Carousing and Drinking In One Chamber and box and Dice in another, which Continues till morning Commonly. . . . I have been here three Days and am heartily sick of it.”

In turn, the same taverns that hosted dice and cards and “Carousing” at night often hosted slave markets at noon in the day, the same time that the Council and House of Burgesses convened—a polite hour, one that allowed for sleeping late and for hangovers. In this manner, the ruling class of colonial Virginia maintained an uneasy balance between liberty and libertinism. Their pride was well known, even internationally known: Andrew Burnaby, an English visitor, wrote famously that “they are haughty and jealous of their liberties, impatient of restraint, and can scarcely bear the thought of being controuled by any superior power.” Moreover, they were increasingly well educated: Thomas Jefferson was only one of many young Revolutionaries-to-be carrying armfuls of law books along those sandy streets, to be read under a shade tree on the outskirts of town. And some were wildly eloquent: Patrick Henry, schooled at home in Hanover County by his father, came to Williamsburg, passed his law examination in 1760, and by 1763 had already impressed men twice his age with his dexterity in the courtroom.

But their insecurities were also profound. Virginian fortunes depended upon tobacco, an unstable crop subject to soil erosion and the vicissitudes of European markets—and the planters, despite their pride in such matters, knew very little about the European markets. They were commodity rich, but cash poor: even gambling winnings were often reimbursed in tobacco certificates, which were redeemable for hogsheads stored in distant warehouses, hardly a reliable currency. They knew that the British disdained them for all this. They knew that poorer whites also disdained them and savored the biannual festival of bribery and supplication of a Burgess election: George Washington, in order to win his first election, was compelled to offer roughly a quart and a half of beer, rum, or whiskey to every voter in Fairfax County, delivered secondhand by a militia lieutenant and political ally.

Now, in the 1760s, the planters also began to face religious dissent. Almost exclusively, the Virginia gentry were good “churchmen”: they were not exactly devout, but they enjoyed the bonds between an official church and their own authority, which showed itself in seating patterns in the pews based on social position, sermons that insisted upon subservience to authority both secular and sacred, and the power that resided in gentry-dominated vestries that dispensed religious patronage in the counties. The Presbyterians, Methodists, and Baptists who now seeped into Virginia, however, were not merely religious dissidents; they were cultural and political rebels, the “negative image,” as Rhys Isaac has written, of the gentry. They didn’t drink or gamble. They dressed plain. They didn’t dance. And when wealthy Virginians mocked and persecuted them, they wore their martyrdom as a badge of honor: William Fristoe, a Presbyterian minister, called it “clearer proof of the genuine quality of religion among us.”

If there was one group of men and women that truly disturbed the planters, however, it was their slaves. Wealthy Virginians were aware that there existed powerful arguments against the enslavement of Africans: within their libraries were volumes of antislavery political philosophy such as Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws or Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, and antislavery polemics such as James Otis’s Rights of the British Colonies, within which the Massachusetts lawyer claimed that “the Colonists are by the law of nature free born, as indeed all men are, white or black. . . .” They were aware, as well, that the same dissenters who disdained their cultural leadership also frequently held antislavery beliefs: the Quaker Anthony Benezet, for instance, was earning national notoriety for teaching slave children in Philadelphia how to read and write. In isolated cases, the planters themselves were moved to antislavery utterance—especially the younger ones. Arthur Lee, of the Lee family, freshly returned from studying medicine in Scotland, published “Address on Slavery” in the Virginia Gazette on March 19, 1767: “Slavery is in violation of justice and religion,” he wrote, warning that “on us, or on our posterity, the inevitable blow, must, one day, fall.”

In Williamsburg, however, the presence of slaves was a dominant physical fact that overwhelmed all such philosophy: five-sixths of the white families owned at least one servant. On the surface, at least, all was calm. Black men and women were the cooks, waiters, and maidservants at the taverns, trained and coerced into their own forms of politesse: “Negro cooks, women waiters, and chambermaids made their courtesies with a great deal of native grace and simple elegance and were dressed neatly and cleanly,” one English visitor wrote. They were jacks-of-all-trades: they were carpenters, blacksmiths, seamstresses. They played violins on request, when the carousing slowed. Some of them were even cosmopolites: an advertisement in the Virginia Gazette on July 23, 1767, offered for sale one slave who “shaves, dresses hair, and plays on the French horn. He lately came from London, and has with him two suits of new clothes, and his French horn, which the purchaser may have with him.”

Alongside this pervasive spirit of ease and decorum, however, lay a kind of racial chaos that stunned visitors as much as the gambling. Underneath their breeches, many of those refined black waiters were wearing leg irons. Slave children walked around town naked, startling nobody but newcomers to Williamsburg, such as Ebenezer Hazard, who wrote in 1777, “This is so common a sight that even the Ladies do not appear to be shocked at it.” Their parents, in turn, hid in closets, basements, and barns all over town, some of them housed in the crannies of civilization by masters hesitant to clutter their small city backyards with slave quarters, others constituting a vast network of runaways not escaping anything. For the planters, it was ominous: Arthur Lee was not the only slaveholder who feared insurrection. And yet the presence of slaves only inspired them to covet their own freedom even more: on May 30, 1765, the day that Patrick Henry delivered a galvanizing call in the House of Burgesses for rebellion against the conglomeration of taxes known as the Stamp Act—“Caesar had his Brutus, Charles the first, his Cromwell, and George the third,” he was reputed to have said, before cries of “Treason!” compelled him to calmer attitudes—three black men hung from the public gallows, convicted of the theft of three hundred pence, playing a silent role in the drama of liberty unfolding in the assembly room.

As Williamsburg evolved into a pre-Revolutionary hothouse, it provided the stage for the public rehabilitation of Robert Carter. The election losses stung him, even if, as likely, he was more curious than interested, and had not “kissed the a— of the people,” to borrow his uncle Landon’s description of what elections were all about. In the spring of 1754, however, when he was twenty-five, he began a process of self-invention that would curry the public favor of Virginians as much as it would keep them at a wary, aristocratic distance. In general, the sons of Virginia patriarchs married the daughters of Virginia patriarchs: the Carters certainly did. Instead, Carter, in early April 1754, left the colony once more, and courted and married Frances Tasker of Baltimore, the sixteen-year-old daughter of Benjamin Tasker, one of Maryland’s most powerful men. The marriage shaped Carter’s life in crucial new ways. It was a good, counterintuitive mercantile match. Frances’s dowry was substantial, and the connection provided Robert Carter a home outside of Virginia, a permanent bond to a slightly different culture, more industrial, more urban: he shortly acquired a one-fifth share of the Baltimore Iron Works, one of America’s largest forges, from his wife’s family, for ten thousand pounds. It was the kind of investment that few Virginian planters even contemplated.

As well, the marriage provided Robert Carter with a new family laden with bright, courtly men and women. There was Thomas Bladen, former governor of Maryland. There were three sisters-in-law, Anne Ogle, Rebecca Dulany, and Elizabeth Lowndes, each well-read and alert to matters of commerce. There was Daniel Dulany, Rebecca’s husband, a brilliant lawyer who, in 1765, would pen Considerations on the Propriety of Imposing Taxes, perhaps the most celebrated intellectual protest against the Stamp Act published in America. And there was Tasker himself, Carter’s new father-in-law, as mercurial as King Carter but famously mild-mannered, so popular among Maryland planters that he was elected president of their Council thirteen straight times.

Most important, the marriage brought him Frances Tasker. She too posed for one portrait: the artist provides her a long neck and full bosom, and the same facial features as George Washington in his most famous portraits—a truly beautiful woman, by eighteenth-century standards, already well-read, and ready-made for Southern society. Together, they returned to Nomony in the spring of 1754—giving up, for the time being, on Williamsburg and whatever friction remained there. They bore children, sometimes with breathtakingly short pauses between births and conceptions: Benjamin in 1756, Robert Bladen in 1759, Priscilla in 1760, Anne Tasker in 1762, Rebecca (who died at birth) ten months later in 1762, Frances in 1764, Betty Landon in 1765, Mary in 1767, Harriot Lucy in 1768, Amelia Churchill in 1769, Rebecca Dulany in 1770, and John Tasker in 1772.

Carter enmeshed himself in the tobacco trade, the staple of most planters’ fortunes, and proved himself shrewd and well connected: despite a dramatic depression in tobacco prices during the French and Indian War, he turned surprising profits in Liverpool in the late 1750s by storing his crops while others sold and selling them when others didn’t plant. Like other gentry planters, however, his economic correspondence began to be haunted by debt and instability: “I have experienced that the produce of my land and Negroes will scarce pay the demand requisite to keep them,” he told one correspondent. In 1758, Carter was named to a seat on the Governor’s Council, which sat in session when the House of Burgesses met, in a room in the opposite wing of the capitol building in Williamsburg. It was no electoral triumph: Thomas Bladen wrote Carter that some friends on the Board of Trade recommended him to Lord Halifax, who recommended the preferment to the king, the Carter name still carrying weight with the royal court. Having learned from experience that political preference was a fragile thing, however, Carter took no chances with the appointment: “Send it by the first king’s ship that sails for North America,” he wrote his London agent regarding the mandamuses certifying his appointment. “If it should miscarry, apply to the office for a second and send it as advised before. The matter is of great consequence to me.”

At first, he approached Williamsburg again with caution: he attended only eight of forty-three sessions in 1759. By 1760, however, he was attending regular sessions, and in 1761, he moved his family there. He purchased a house on two acres from his cousin Robert Carter Nicholas; it was a sprawling white frame structure right next door to the governor’s palace. Still haunted by debt and instability, Robert Carter nevertheless began to make immense purchases. He acquired silver plate with the family crest, the same counterfeit with which King Carter had smoothed his ascent. He remodeled the house, buying new curtains and wallpaper, and replacing the old wooden floors with new planks that concealed the nail heads. He moved the bedrooms upstairs and broke with the provincial tradition of separate bedrooms for husband and wife. He sectioned off three rooms as parlors, and began hosting: Washington, among others, “Dind” and “supped” there. He bought lottery tickets, raced horses, ordered dancing lessons for the children, and allowed the dance instructor to beat them if they missed their steps.

He doted on his clothing. Like many of his peers, he didn’t care what he received as long as it was considered fashionable in London, and he trusted his merchant there to make the distinction, as much as he trusted another English merchant to price his tobacco properly: he ordered “sack if worn, if not fashionable, a fashionable undress to cost fifteen pounds sterling,” and “glass” for a mirror “to be in many pieces agreeable to the present fashion.” Frances Carter, when she wasn’t pregnant or recovering from childbirth, insisted on stunning clothing: she bought a silver negligee, a black velvet cloak with a black silk lining, and reams of fine fabrics and needles. Attending a palace party in 1767, she wore a suit of silk and satin that cost twenty-two pounds—the same sum her husband would have to spend to build fifteen slave cabins.

Carter, meanwhile, bought musical instruments: a harpsichord, a guitar, a flute, a piano, an organ, and one of Ben Franklin’s few “harmonicas,” a curious invention consisting of fine glass bowls that produced high, pure notes when rubbed by deft fingers. He purchased books: law books and divinities, but also novels (Clarissa and Tristram Shandy) and Samuel Johnson’s famous Dictionary. He began to read voraciously, particularly in law, history, and philosophy, and introduced himself to the well-regarded royal governor, Francis Fauquier, who received the post, it was rumored, because the aplomb with which he gambled away his family fortune had impressed the powerful lord whom he paid in full. Fauquier quickly adopted Carter as a protégé: they visited Charleston together, and New York. As well, Carter befriended William Small, the erudite, Scottish-born professor of mathematics and natural philosophy at William and Mary; George Wythe, the revered law professor; Thomas Jefferson, fifteen years his junior; and John Blair, who became president of the Council.

Together, they dined frequently at the royal palace, evenings where Jefferson later claimed that he “heard more good sense, more rational and philosophical conversations than in all my life besides.” While Wythe and Small were brilliant, Fauquier also proved to be a fearless thinker, republican enough to argue that “White, Red, or Black; polished or unpolished; . . . Men are Men.” From these conversations, Page noted, Carter “derived great advantages” and “his understanding was . . . enlarged.” And he became a seasoned musician. He played his harpsichord or German flute in weekly concerts alongside Jefferson and John Tyler (whose son would become president), with John Randolph or Fauquier himself on first violin. Sometimes, he even played his harmonica in public, immune to the nervous headaches its impossibly high, beautiful tones produced in many listeners.

As well, he acquired Williamsburg’s contradictory politics. In 1758, he “sold part” of his “land and slaves” to repay the merchants who helped maintain his gentility. On April 29, 1767, he deported “Mary Anna,” a slave seamstress “reared in my nursery,” to Jamaica, as punishment for “cruelly Beating one of my Children”; he was content to take “Bullion, or Madeira Wine,” in exchange for her. At the same time, he was persuaded by arguments in favor of American liberty: Page wrote that Carter “discovered the cruel tyranical designs of the British government,” and he was among the councillors who sided with the House of Burgesses against the Stamp Act. But his membership on the Council left him on the anachronistic side of the Virginian government: if the House of Burgesses produced the leaders of the Revolution in Virginia, the royally appointed Council produced outright Tories, men who spent the war in suspiciously disloyal retirements, men who oversaw the decline of their family fortunes, and only one individual, John Page, who would inhabit a prominent position in the Revolutionary elite.

And so he balanced himself, as if on a knife edge, between the old generation of aristocrats only beginning to contemplate their obsolescence, and the new generation of radicals only beginning to contemplate their power. By the mid-1760s, his letters even acquire a faint diplomatic sense, and he was performing suave government services, writing the “fame” that the Council sent to the king to thank him for repealing the Stamp Act:

As Duty and Affection to your Majesty are fixed and unalterable principles in us, we feel the Impressions of them so Strong and lively in our Breasts, that we cannot omit to lay hold of this Opportunity to renew our most sincere Protestations of our constant and inviolable Fidelity: And we do with Zeal and Firmness never to be Shaken, promise your Majesty, that we will at all Times exert ourselves in the Defence of your Majesty’s sacred Person and Government, at the Risque of our Lives and Fortunes.

Not words, one suspects, that would age well, or make a place for the writer in American history. In 1765, however, they had to be said, and it was telling that Carter was the man asked to say them, that in ten years he had gone from being shunned to being the ideal intermediary between crown and colony.

5

In trying to understand the bond between the early years of Robert Carter’s life and the Deed of Gift four decades later, one must confront the mystery of Carter’s personality at its most perplexing point: how does someone so completely destined to represent aristocratic principles subsequently acquire the desire to subvert them? It is a remarkable question, in part because it forces us to consider other remarkable questions that we don’t ask about the founders. As Edmund Morgan observes in the conclusion of American Slavery, American Freedom, we don’t know where men such as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and George Washington acquired their republican ideals, either—nor do we inquire about it, due to the abundantly self-evident fact that they had republican ideals and, roughly speaking, the same set of republican ideals.

The mystery of Robert Carter, in this context, doubles: what were the sources of the spirit of liberty that moved an entire generation of slaveholding Virginians, and what was Robert Carter’s relationship to those sources that led him down his eccentric path? Morgan offers three compelling possibilities for the sources that guided the Virginian leadership as they shaped their political ideals: first, their libraries, well stocked with law books, Roman and Greek history, philosophy, and drama, the great political thinkers of Enlightenment Europe—Locke, Rousseau, and Montesquieu most prominent—and “modern” playwrights, moralists, and satirists such as Shakespeare, Milton, Swift, and Voltaire; second, the dissenting religions in Virginia, small sects such as the Presbyterians, the Quakers, and the Baptists, whose ministers argued for equality among men and women, whites and blacks, rich and poor; and third, the House of Burgesses, whom one early royal governor described as “very much in a Republican way of Thinking.”

In fact, Robert Carter’s relationship to these sources, even in the first few decades of his life, was already veering down the eccentric path. He acquired the library, but read alone: there would never be a tutor to tell him what to think of Locke, Rousseau, or the ancients. As for the House of Burgesses, he never participated in their “Republican way of Thinking”: he sat in the councillor’s room on the opposite wing of the assembly house as men such as Jefferson, Washington, Page, Henry, and Madison configured their ideals and their temperaments to one another. Carter’s relationship with the men and women of the Presbyterian, Methodist, and Baptist churches was unusually close for a man of his stature, however, so much so that rumors circulated around Williamsburg that Carter still remained a coarse and dangerous Virginian: “Will a complaining of some parts of the present liturgy used by the church of england create an atheist?” he asked in a letter from 1764 in which he wondered about the theft of the “good name” that he had spent a full decade building from scratch.

Carter, of course, was no atheist. During the mid-1760s, however, he struck a series of positions in political debates that distanced himself from his peers on matters of religion in particular. In 1764, for instance, Carter voted in the minority on the Council on a court case regarding the “Parsons’ Cause,” a landmark case that tested the power of local aristocrats and freemen against royally appointed Anglican ministers, and which would have forced ministers to take their salaries in the unstable (and then depressed) commodity of tobacco: Carter instead voted that they should receive stable salaries independent of the tobacco markets.

Then, in July 1766, he expressed disgust with his fellow councillors’ response to a murder case in Cumberland County, where John Criswell, a gentleman deep in debt, started a drunken fight with Robert Routledge, a merchant, called him a “Presbyterian fellow,” and ran him through with a sword. Blair, Byrd, and a third councillor, Peter Thornton, allowed Criswell bail and were preparing to dismiss the charges when a public outcry humiliated them and the defendant, who committed suicide in his cell. Carter, once again, set himself against his peers, but this time he took the people’s side, condemning Blair, Byrd, and Thornton: “The contrariety of opinion as to the fact is very alarming; but I hope the whole truth will come out. . . .”

Eventually, Carter would receive credit for responses such as this, developing a reputation for an unflinching faith in law that bordered on incorruptibility: George Mason, a decade later, would call him “an honest Man.” Similarly, he would earn the regard of dissenting Virginians. When John Craig, a frontier Presbyterian minister from Augusta County, was given charge of an emaciated, homesick Muslim prisoner-of-war who had escaped Mohawk custody at the end of the French and Indian War, he wrote Carter, appealed to the latter’s reputation for “beneficence to the poor and afflicted,” and asked the councillor to help “Selim the Algerine” return to Algiers—a task Carter undertook with such generosity that Selim, upon returning to America several years later, traveled directly to Nomony to seek Carter’s renewed assistance.

At the same time, Carter recognized that his decisions were regarded by his peers, and even his family, as rebellious: not only was his uncle Landon one of the leaders of the Parsons’ Cause, but, like many gentry, Landon considered dissenters to be “religious villains” and “horrid hellish rogues.” But even that consideration undoubtedly satisfied Carter. As a member of Virginian society now, he maintained a lively correspondence, but the distance between himself and his family that began in his youth did not abate: he did not mention visits to his mother, or stepfather, and rarely corresponded with his sister or powerful uncles save for business matters. When the time came to name his children, names from his wife’s family would dominate: he would even hesitate about continuing his own line, calling his first son Benjamin (after his father-in-law) before calling his second son Robert Bladen, a hybrid of his own name and that of his wife’s uncle that ensured that there would be no Robert IV. Other names he gave his children, such as Tasker and Anne, also paid tribute to his in-laws and not his own blood relatives.

His correspondence, in turn, was as reverent to his in-laws as it was cool to his own kin. He told Thomas Bladen, who helped place him on the Council, “I have not forgotten one moment, & hope I never shall, the personal favors thou hast honoured me with.” He solicited political advice from Benjamin Tasker, shyly speaking of his “Inquisitiveness to know your Sentiment,” and hoping that the older man would “excuse it.” On his father-in-law’s behalf, he even pursued a lawsuit against his uncle Charles, seeking reimbursement of a fifty-three pound debt: “Col: Carter hath not been within the jurisdiction of York, James City . . . Courts since you directed that he should be sued. . . . I despair of catching him in either of those courts.”

In fact, Robert Carter III simply picked up where King Carter left off, the disaffection and contradiction that his grandfather expressed in the last years of his life transformed into the first thing Robert Carter breathed in the air at Corotoman. King Carter too had tried to balance contempt for wealth with pursuit of wealth, and he had begun to move toward dissenting churches as a way of expressing his contempt for “muckworms”: he wrote warm words to Quaker merchants and hired a tutor for his children from a dissenting church—something his grandson was about to do as well, with famous results. Likewise, the Carters had long understood that a certain legalistic rectitude, combined with some unnameable sympathy for the very people they exploited, was satisfying conduct: John Carter had liberated slaves and provided them land, livestock, and homestead in his will, an uncommon bequest in seventeenth-century Virginia, and King Carter was regarded as a trustworthy benefactor who helped freed blacks stay free. Even Robert Carter III’s detachment from his family was almost philosophical, his own version of his grandfather’s self-estrangement. He didn’t dislike his family. But he wanted to free himself from what they represented, and from what he knew he represented most of all: an intense abstraction of power and entitlement hopelessly entwined with early Virginian history, with a certain church, and with a certain style of life.

In itself, this was no small revolution: if one could learn to walk away from the name one was given, especially when that name came attached to great privilege, then there was no limit to the other things one might be capable of walking away from later in life. By 1768, however, Carter had begun to lose his balance, in part because the old Virginia that had made the balance possible was dying, and in part because the two men to whom he turned as father figures proved themselves as mortal as the actual father and grandfather who had left Carter orphaned and adrift four decades earlier. In August, Francis Fauquier passed slowly, and badly: he suffered “numerous + painful Infirmities,” and his body wasted away gradually. In public, he maintained his decorum, and his erudition: he was a member of the Royal Society, a man who measured the diameter of balls of hail and sent the information home to his brother in England for the cause of science, and a certain Enlightenment stoicism ran deep in him. In private, however, he was shocked that his life would end so bitterly. In his will, he took his body to task: he called it “my infecting Carcass” and instructed that “it be Deposited in the Earth or Sea as I shall happen to fall.”

Carter observed closely. He scrutinized the doctors, and sent letters notifying relatives of the death. He meditated on the funeral, which he revered for its unfashionable austerity:

His burial was not pompous for his last testament directs that the ceremony should be performed at as little expense as decency can possibly permit. He believing that the present mode of funeral obsequies was contrary to the spirit of Christ’s religion.

And he meditated, as well, on Fauquier’s will, which was an astonishing document. Fauquier named four executors—Carter, George Wythe, William Nelson, and Peyton Randolph—and left them “single stone Brilliant Diamond Rings” to wear “in Remembrance of a Man who once loved them and dies in the belief that they loved him.” More important, Fauquier left an unusual codicil in his will regarding his slaves: he stipulated that they be given “liberty to choose their own Masters,” who could then purchase them at three-quarters of their market value. He also forbade his executors from separating mothers and their children: “Can I expect mercy from an offended God,” he asked, “if I have not myself shewn mercy to those dependant on me?” To modern readers, this sounds, at best, like a mild form of noblesse oblige. In Virginia in 1768, however, manumission was illegal, except in extraordinary individual cases, and even Fauquier’s measured terms of generosity were exceptional charity. Few white men in Williamsburg even contemplated emancipation: when Richard Bland, a veteran Burgess, proposed in 1769 that masters should be allowed to free their slaves whenever they chose, he was called “an enemy of his country,” and his bill, composed and seconded by Thomas Jefferson, was never even put to a vote.

Fauquier’s bequeathments, however, clearly touched Carter. And when Benjamin Tasker died in the autumn—Carter wrote that his father-in-law was a man whom he “sincerely loved & respected,” words, again, he never used to describe his uncles, his father, or his grandfather—Carter fell into depression and confusion. Tasker’s will left his property to his wife, but left his deceased son’s property in control of Tasker’s daughter Anne Ogle, his son-in-law Christopher Lowndes, and Carter. Carter rapidly took control of several matters regarding Tasker’s estate and took control of the sale and distribution of the son’s estate. But then he delayed the sale of land and slaves. He repeatedly recommended patience: “That Estate should not be sold hastily,” he told Anne Ogle. He lost his copy of the will, leaving it behind in Baltimore, and he let four months pass before requesting a new one.

When Ogle complained, however, Carter hotly denied having advised delay: “Facts do evince my Readiness to fulfill the duty, & contradict the Idea of Slowness.” He claimed, instead, that every single letter he sent had disappeared in bad weather: “I fear that every Letter, which I have written (since I saw you) touching your mother’s Business & my joint Trusteship with you is lost.” He even claimed that he was never given control of the estate’s affairs, denying the existence of several letters to the contrary. As affairs deteriorated, he pled innocence, wondering what he had done wrong—

I have lately reviewed my negotiations respecting those objects & do not discover any impropriety therein—but if in any future transactions I shall comit Blunders, or omissions, I beg leave to say that they will happen from mistake & not design.

And finally, he asked what might recover his name: “If these Endeavours do not evince you,” he wrote Dulany, “be pleased to mention to me the Doubt, that I may strive to dispel the Cloud which envelops the Truth.”

By summer, Carter and the Tasker family would take each other to court. Eighteen years later, Carter would still be exchanging both civilities and writs with their children. Anne Ogle would write him coruscating letters, telling him that the delays were ruining her and starving the slaves. Carter was ordinarily an astute businessman. And, as George Mason observed, he was not a liar. But the slowness here was telling, as was the confusion and hurt feelings. In late 1768, Dulany wrote Carter and reported that the Tasker sisters in Maryland wanted to draw “Lotts” for the “Bell-Air” slaves, each sister to “dispose as they please, of the Negroes that shall fall to them.” Dulany, however, refused to participate: “I can have no Concern in the Business—the Distress is intolerable.” In early 1769, Carter agreed:

Mrs. Carter and I rejoice at your great humanity, and hope that the Negroes who have alliances at ‘Bel Air’ may not be sold till those slaves be, and that the Negroes be sold with wife and husband. . . . When that lottery shall be drawn, be pleased to inform me how many of the male and female Negroes belong to me, their ages and qualifications, and estimate the whole. My wife and I had rather let those slaves chuse masters in Maryland than send them to plantations.

Fauquier’s influence was plain: Carter was unwilling to participate in a slave auction that did not at least partially acknowledge the will and desire of the slaves themselves. By 1769, he had clearly shown Virginia that he sympathized with religious dissenters. And he had certainly acquired a reputation for “beneficence to the poor and afflicted.” But this was the first real signal that his sympathies might extend to African-Americans as well, and that whatever fragment of legalistic empathy for the freedom of blacks that lived within his great-grandfather, grandfather, and mentor in Williamsburg lived within him as well, and might be nurtured into something vital.

It is a small sign. But the key to understanding what Robert Carter wanted and what Robert Carter did, as Philip Fithian suggested, is not to look at his words. One must look elsewhere—in this case, at the Taskers’ frustration with him, which tells us that his hesitancy blocked something crucial to their desires and their sense of themselves: the easy transformation of their black servants into portable forms of ready money. Faced with their reproach, Carter apologized, explained, grieved, but did not relent. Instead, he pursued ideals that few men of his time recognized: even George Washington, who moved quietly and with great dignity through Williamsburg society, served as sponsor to at least one slave auction in 1769, the same year that Carter declined the same role. Decades later, Washington would, like Carter, contort the labor configurations of his plantations rather than separate slave families. At the cusp of the Revolutionary 1770s, however, as Carter alienated his wife’s family rather than tear slave children away from their parents, Washington was still buying teenage girls away from their parents and their homes in order to stock Mount Vernon: “not exceeding . . . 16” years old, he admonished his agent in the West Indies, in 1772, as he traded Virginia flour for Caribbean breeding women.

Unlike Washington, Carter had a stocked plantation. And unlike Washington, Carter had a past that both liberated him and dictated his destiny. As Robert Carter III, the grandson of a “king,” he was too moneyed and titled to let anyone tell him which forms of liberty to love and which to shun. He could ally himself with dissenters; and when asked to choose between the welfare of his family and that of his slaves, he could choose his slaves. As Robert Carter III, the grandson of a “king,” however, he was also too moneyed and titled to ever be associated with the destiny of a rising people. It was the same dilemma that deranged his grandfather in his later years, and even in his early years, the grandson began to look for actions and gestures that could resolve the inner conflict before it deranged him, too. That was why Fauquier’s last will and testament was a milestone for him. When men such as Washington and Jefferson heard the voice of liberty, they acknowledged not only European influences but also their own power, an eloquent kind of self-assertion attuned to futurity. When Carter heard the voice of liberty, his ear was turned backward, to the royal governor who taught him that some link existed between antislavery and the pre-Revolutionary elite, buried beneath the surface of the smooth, repressive aristocracy—and even further backward, to the visionary and troubled grandfather who taught him too early for speech that owning all the wealth, land, and slaves in Virginia could not make a man free.

It was a politics of nostalgia and sadness, deeply personal, and it too would set Carter apart, and would lead to the Deed of Gift, as surely as any positive assertion of antislavery sentiment. Washington and Jefferson knew this politics: Washington, who never bore children, and Jefferson, who lost his wife and four of his six children between the Boston Tea Party and the Constitutional Convention, grieved over incomplete families as they fought a revolution and built a union. But they did not embrace loss like Carter, who often seemed to engage himself with other men and women just so he could part with them. In its way, Robert Carter’s pulse, which oscillated between extreme enthusiasm and extreme detachment, was probably set early, probably when his father and grandfather, whom he was destined to emulate, left him as the sole member of an elite imaginary fraternity. But once that pulse was set, everything beat to it: father figures were found and lost, new families were recruited and tossed aside, astonishing numbers of children were born, and astonishing numbers of children would die. He had more slaves than almost anyone, and he would free more slaves than anyone. Slaves were family, too; every benign slaveholder knew that. And Carter was used to watching families come and go.
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