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The Debate Over Slavery

Excerpts from Hinton Rowan Helper,
The Impending Crisis (1860), p. 25-27.

...we have two objects in view; the first is to open the eyes of

the non-slaveholder of the South, to the system of deception,

that has been so long practised upon them, and the second is to

show slaveholders themselves—we have reference only to those

who are not too perverse, or ignorant, to perceive naked truths

—that free labor is far more respectable, profitable, and

productive, than slave labor. In the South, unfortunately, no kind

of labor is either free or respectable. Every white man who is

under the necessity of earning his bread, by the sweat of his

brow, or by manual labor, in any capacity, no matter how

unassuming in deportment, or exemplary in morals, is treated as

if he were a loathsome beast, and shunned with disdain. His soul

may be the very seat of honor and integrity, yet without slaves-

himself a slave -he is accounted as nobody, and would be

deemed intolerably presumptuous, if he dared to open his

mouth, even so wide as to give faint utterance to a three-

lettered monosyllable, like yea or nay, in the presence of an

august knight of the whip and the lash.

There are few Southerners who will not be astonished at the

disclosures of these statistical comparisons, between the free

and the slave States. That the astonishment of the more

intelligent and patriotic non-slaveholders will be mingled with

indignation, is no more than we anticipate. We confess our own

surprise, and deep chagrin, at the result of our investigations.

Until we examined into the matter, we thought and hoped the

South was really ahead of the North in one particular, that of

agriculture; but our thoughts have been changed, and our hopes

frustrated, for instead of finding ourselves the possessors of a

single advantage, we behold our dear native South stripped of

every laurel, and sinking deeper and deeper in the depths of

poverty and shame; while, at the same time, we see the North,

our successful rival, extracting and absorbing the few elements

of wealth yet remaining among us, and rising higher and higher

in the scale of fame, fortune, and invulnerable power. Thus our

disappointment gives way to a feeling of intense mortification,

and our soul involuntarily, but justly, we believe, cries out for

retribution against the treacherous slaveholding legislators, who

have so basely and unpatriotically neglected the interests of

their poor white constituents and bargained away the rights of

posterity. Notwithstanding the fact that the white non-

slaveholders of the South are in the majority, as six to one, they

have never yet had any uncontrolled part or lot in framing the

laws under which they live. There is no legislation except for the
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benefit of slavery, and slaveholders. As a general rule, poor

white persons are regarded with less esteem and attention than

negroes, and though the condition of the latter is wretched

beyond description, vast numbers of the former are infinitely

worse off. A cunningly devised mockery of freedom is

guaranteed to them, and that is all.To all intents and purposes

they are disfranchised, and outlawed, and the only privilege

extended to them, is a shallow and circumscribed participation in

the political oven[* that usher slaveholders into office.

We have not breathed away nine and twenty years in the South,

without becoming acquainted with the demagogical

maneuverings of the oligarchy. Their intrigues and tricks of

legerdemain are as familiar to us as household words; in vain

might the world be ransacked for a more precious junto of

flatterers and cajolers. It is amusing to ignorance, amazing to

credulity, and insulting to intelligence,' to hear them in their

blustering efforts to mystify and pervert the sacred principles of

liberty, and turn the curse of slavery into a blessing. To the

illiterate poor whites made poor and ignorant by the system of

slavery-they hold out the idea that slavery is the very bulwark of

our liberties, and the foundation of American independence! For

hours at a time, day after day, will they expatiate upon the

inexpressible beauty— and excellences of this great free and

independent nation; and finally with the most extravagant

gesticulations and rhetorical flourishes, conclude their

nonsensical ravings, by attributing all the glory and prosperity of

the country, from Maine to Texas, and from Georgia to

California, to the “invaluable institutions of the South!” On the

part of the intelligent listener, who cherishes a high regard for

truth and justice, it requires no small degree of patience and

forbearance to rest quietly under the incoherent, truth-

murdering declamations of these subtle-tongued champions of

slavery.

The lords of the lash are not only absolute masters of the blacks,

who are bought and sold, and driven about like so many cattle,

but they are also the oracles and arbiters of all non-slaveholding

whites, whose freedom is merely nominal, and whose

unparalleled illiteracy and degradation is purposely and

fiendishly perpetuated. How little the “poor white trash,” the

great majority of the Southern people, know of the real

condition of the country, is, indeed, sadly astonishing. The truth

is, they know nothing of public measures, and little of private

affairs, except what their imperious masters, the slave-drivers,

condescend to tell, and that is but precious little, and even that

little, always garbled and onesided, is never told except in public

harangues; for the haughty cavaliers of shackles and handcuffs

will not degrade themselves by holding private converse with

those who have neither dimes nor hereditary rights in human

flesh. Whenever it pleases, and to the extent it pleases, a
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slaveholder to become communicative, poor whites may hear

with fear and trembling, but not speak. They must be as mum

as dumb brutes, and stand in awe belief that agriculture is not

one of the leading and lucrative pursuits of the free States, that

the soil there is an uninterrupted barren waste, and that our

Northern brethren, having the advantage in nothing except

wealth, population, inland and foreign commerce, manufactures,

mechanism, inventions, literature, the arts and sciences, and

their concomitant branches of profitable industry—miserable

objects of charity—are dependent on us for the necessaries of

life.

Next to Virginia, Maryland is the greatest Southern hay-

producing State; and yet, it is the opinion of several of the most

extensive hay and grain dealers in Baltimore, with whom we

have conversed on the subject, that the domestic crop is

scarcely equal to one-third the demand, and that the balance

required for home consumption, about two-thirds, is chiefly

brought from New York, Pennsylvania and Massachusetts. At this

rate, Maryland receives and consumes not less than three

hundred and fifteen thousand tons of Northern hay every year;

and this, as we are informed by the dealers above-mentioned, at

an average cost to the last purchaser, by the time it is stowed in

the mow, of at least twenty-five dollars per ton; it would thus

appear that this most and valuable provender, one of the staple

commodities of the North, commands a market in a single slave

State, to the amount of seven million eight hundred and

seventy-five thousand dollars per annum. In this same State of

Maryland, less than one million of dollars' worth of cotton finds a

market, the whole number of bales sold here in 1850 amounting

to only twenty-three thousand three hundred and twentyfive,

valued at seven hundred and forty-six thousand four hundred

dollars. Briefly, then, and in round numbers, we may state the

case thus: Maryland buys annually seven millions of dollars'

worth of hay from the North, and one million of dollars' worth of

cotton from the South. Let slaveholders and their fawning

defenders read, ponder and compare. The exact quantities of

Northern hay, rye, and buckwheat flour, Irish potatoes, fruits,

clover and grass seeds, and other products of the soil, received

and consumed in all the slaveholding States, we have no means

of ascertaining; but for all practical purposes, we can arrive

sufficiently near to the amount by inference from the above

data, and from what we see with our eyes and hear with our

ears wherever we go. Food from the North for man or for beast,

or for both, is for sale in every market in the South. Even in the

most insignificant little villages in the interior of the slave States,

where books, newspapers and other mediums of intelligence are

unknown, where the poor whites and the negroes are alike

bowed down in heathenish ignorance and barbarism, and where

the news is received but once a week, and then only in a
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No)rather stagecoach, drawn by horses in Northern harness, in

charge of a driver dressed cap-a-pie in Northern habiliments,

and with a Northern whip in his hand-the agricultural products of

the North, either crude, prepared, pickled or preserved, are ever

to be found.

Mortifying as the acknowledgment of the fact is to us, it is our

unbiased opinion-an opinion which will, we believe, be indorsed

by every intelligent person who goes into a careful examination

and comparison of all the facts in the ca s-that the profits arising

to the North from the sale of provender and provisions to the

South, are far greater than those arising to the South from the

sale of cotton, tobacco and breadstuff- to the North. It follows,

then, that the agricultural interests of the North being not only

equal but actually superior to those of the South, the hundreds

of millions of dollars which the commerce and manufactures of

the former annually yield, is just so much clear and independent

gain over the latter. It follows, also, from a corresponding train

or system of deduction, and with all the foregoing facts in view,

that the difference between freedom and slavery is simply the

difference between sense and nonsense, wisdom and folly, good

and evil, right and wrong.

Any observant American, from whatever point of the compass he

may hail, who will take the trouble to pass though the Southern

markets, both great and small, as we have done, and inquire

where this article, that and the other came from, will be utterly

astonished at the variety and quantity of Northern agricultural

productions kept for sale. And this state of things is growing

worse and worse every year., Exclusively agricultural as the

South is in her industrial pursuits, she is barely able to support

her sparse and degenerate population. Her men and her

domestic animals, both dwarfed into shabby objects of

commiseration under the blighting effects of slavery, are

constantly feeding on the multifarious products of Northern soil.

And if the whole truth must be told, we may here add, that

these products, like all other articles of merchandise purchased

at the North, are generally bought on credit, and, in a great

number of instances, by far too many, never paid for-not, as a

general rule, because the purchasers are dishonest or unwilling

to pay, but because they are impoverished and depressed by the

retrogressive and deadening operations of slavery, that most

unprofitable and pernicious institution under which they live.
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