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*The following research was compiled by Geoff Partlow, avid gardner and Hanley House volunteer, in order to tell a story through
the Hanley House Garden. Be sure to visit the garden to view many of the following varieties grown by Geoff from seed.

It was common practice in rural Antebellum America
for masters to allow their slaves to cultivate personal
garden plots and raise poultry. Work on the plots
was done on Sundays or in the early evening hours
before the summer sun set. Isaac Weld, an English-
man visiting the United States in the 1790s, made
the following remarks in his book, Travels Through
the States of North America, after touring Virginia -
“Adjoining their little habitations, the slaves com-
monly have small gardens and yards for poultry,
which are all their own property ... their gardens
are generally found well-stocked, and their flocks
of poultry numerous.” Fresh produce supplemented
the monthly ration of food given to them by their
masters. In some instances the slaves were al-
lowed to sell excess produce either to their masters
or to local merchants. Both Thomas Jefferson and
George Washington bought fresh poultry and pro-
duce from their slaves.

Records of the day suggest the plants cultivated
in their kitchen gardens or ‘buck patches’ were those
the slaves would have been familiar with in their
Central and West African homelands. Perhaps the
Hanley Family’s slaves were allowed gardening
privileges, too. What follows is a list of vegetables
that could have been a part of that ‘buck patch.’

Cow Pea or Black-Eyed Pea, the Whippoorwill
variety (Virginia unguiculata)

= An important legume of central Africa that was
brought to the Colonies by slaves and established
in the Southeast as an important source of vegetal
protein. Evidence exists that the plant has been

cultivated for 6000 years in the arid regions of the
African continent.

* In 1798 Thomas Jefferson wrote, “(The cowpea)
is very productive (and an) excellent food for man
and beast.” This cultivar was planted in the South
Orchard of his Monticello grounds between 1806
and 1810.

Okra, the Cow’s Horn variety (Hibiscus esculentus)
= Of the mallow family, okra originated in West
Africa. The New World owes the plant’s cultivated
prevalence to slave trafficking in the 17th and 18th
centuries.

* Thomas Jefferson’s family left recipes for spicy
stews with okra as a prime ingredient in combin-
ation with tomatoes. Jefferson used the plants
both as ornamentals and as a source of fresh
vegetables for the table.

* In 1866, noted horticulturalist, Fearing Burr listed
two varieties under general culture in the United
States. Fearing Burr (1815-1866) is best known
for penning the Field and Garden Vegetables of
America in 1863.
Mr. Burr’s work
remains a valu-
able tool in the
study of the his-
tory of horticul-
ture in the U.S.

= In 1867, South
Union Shakers
offered one var- vV
iety of okra — -

Dwarf (continued on page 3).
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