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The institution of slavery began over 300 years ago and only recently have efforts been made to examine the lives of those who had been enslaved. The materials available for research in this area are sparse. The importance of oral histories or written documentation concerning enslaved people had not been realized at an early time and as a result, the experiences of the majority of these people will never be known. Some stories and autobiographies exist, such as those of Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglas and Harriet Jacobs, but these are few and represent a very small percentage of those who had been enslaved. Without these stories it is very difficult to draw a firm conclusion concerning their lives, their cultures, and their beings. One must look for documentation within all aspects of historical research, however in many cases few public records exist concerning enslaved people, creating a more difficult task in piecing together their past. Much of what is found is in fragments and the rest is left to speculation. Such is the case of an enslaved woman known as Margaret Garner.  

Margaret Garner was born into slavery in the year of 1833 (Weisenburger 1998:20). She was enslaved at Maplewood Farm in Richwood, Kentucky, and was the property of both John P. Gaines, and then later Archibald Gaines, when John was appointed Governor for the Oregon Territory (Weisenburger, p. 36-38). She was the daughter of Duke and Pricilla, who were also enslaved (Weisenburger, p. 20). Garner is Margaret’s unofficial married name, while the last name of Duke and Pricilla is unknown. That alone should bring about questions as to the treatment of enslaved people. Does this somehow signify that without a name, you are not a person? One would have to wonder if this was the perspective of the slaveholders. Margaret Garner is known historically for killing her daughter Mary by slitting her throat during a thwarted escape attempt in January of 1856. Margaret stated that she would rather see her children die than to see them sent back to slavery (Weisenburger, p.74). The incident demanded much media attention and as a result a few facts concerning Margaret’s life were made known. 

One fact concerned her daughter Mary. Mary with her light colored skin was described as almost white (Weisenburger, p. 44). This raised the issue of her paternity, as well as the paternity of Margaret’s other children. Of Margaret’s four children, the oldest son Thomas was the only one who had been described as black (Weisenburger, p.44). Nothing is known of the fifth child, who would have been born after Margaret was sold to the south in 1856. With these issues one must wonder what Margaret endured during her years of slavery. Was she exposed to sexual exploitation at the hands of her owner? Steve Weisenburger, author of Modern Medea maintains that Margaret’s owner, Archibald Gaines, sexually victimized her and it is possible that at least three of her four children could be the product of that victimization (Weisenburger, p. 48-49). It is true that Archibald would have been the most likely candidate to have had fathered Margaret’s mulatto children simply because of accessibility, but coupled with Archibald’s reported reaction upon seeing the deed that had been done to little Mary (Weisenburger, p. 76), certainly leads one to believe that he was indeed the father of Mary and quite possibly Margaret’s other children.

Whether or not Archibald was the only man to have access to Margaret during the time she conceived her children remains a mystery. Weisenburger claims that Archibald was the only white man residing at Maplewood during those years (Weisenburger, p. 47), though events described in his book contradict this assumption. One such event took place in 1851. According to Weisenburger, Abner Gaines, a brother of Archibald, wrote a letter to his elder brother John P. Gaines, after returning home from a recent visit to Maplewood (Weisenburger, p. 41). In this letter Abner describes the events at Maplewood along with relaying information about Archibald’s mental and emotional state following several personal tragedies. The letter, which was written in September of 1851, proves that there was indeed another white man at Maplewood at some point during the time in question. Yet another instance that may disprove Weisenburger’s assumption is in regard to the 1860 census. According to the 1860 census for Boone County, Kentucky, two white men, Archibald’s brother Abner and a man by the name of James Dudley, possibly the brother of Archibald’s first wife, were residents of Maplewood as well as Archibald’s mother Elizabeth.  Though 1860 is beyond the time in question, it still raises doubts as to the validity of Weisenburger’s statement that no other white men were present at Maplewood. Census schedules can be a good source for verifying residents at a particular household, but they are only tabulated every 10 years. That is a very long time and many events could have occurred within that time frame. As such, it is hard to determine such facts as exactly when Abner or Dudley became permanent residents of Maplewood.  It also does not tell us the length of their residency, making it impossible to state with certainty that Archibald was the only man with access to Margaret during the years that she conceived her children. With that in mind, one wonders whether Margaret was made to endure the sexual advances and/or victimization of white men other than or along with Archibald Gaines. 

This brings up the issue of the Gaines Tavern. The tavern, which is located in Walton Kentucky, has been the subject of speculation concerning the forced prostitution of enslaved women during its years of operation. According to the “History of Walton” website, the original owner of the property, Archibald Reid, had established the residence early on as a distillery and tavern. Abner Gaines, father of Archibald, purchased the property sometime in 1809, (an exact date is not known) and continued its operation as a tavern, as well as establishing a stagecoach line, which carried passengers and mail between Cincinnati, Ohio and Lexington, Kentucky. According to courthouse records for Boone County, Kentucky, Abner obtained his first tavern license in October of 1808 (Order Book A p. 158), and seemed to have renewed every few years thereafter. Upon Abner’s death, the property was given to his daughter Mildred, who was single at the time, with the stipulation that Abner’s wife Elizabeth be allowed to live there the remainder of her life (Will Book D p. 31-32). For reasons unknown, Elizabeth left her home and moved in with her son John Pollard Gaines at Maplewood Farm in Richwood. In 1850, Mildred married Anthony Davies and as a result, she sold the tavern to Archibald Gaines. He held the property until 1869, at which time he sold it to a man by the name of Harvey Hicks (Comer 2004:32). Although I found nothing that indicated the possibility of prostitution or any illegal activity at the tavern, my research did produce many interesting questions. The first of these regards the transfer of the property to Mildred then subsequently to Archibald. Whether or not Mildred and Archibald continued the operation of the tavern after Abner’s death is unknown, as well as the issue of prostitution occurring during their years of ownership. As far as Archibald is concerned, anything is possible. However, Mildred’s ownership brings up a few questions regarding this aspect. Mildred owned the tavern for 11 years, from 1839 to 1850. She was a single woman, coming from a respectable family with a fair amount of status in the community. One would wonder if she would have allowed such events as prostitution to occur. It would seem unlikely, if for no other reason than the appearance it would have given within her community. Of course again, anything is possible, and for all we know the issue of immoral happenings at the tavern could have been the reason why her own mother left and moved in at Maplewood. The possibility that Mildred’s mother Elizabeth may have left the tavern not long after Abner’s death seems odd. What was the reason for Elizabeth’s sudden move? Was she unhappy with Mildred’s management of the tavern?  Did they simply not get along? Did Mildred somehow feel a bit of power over her mother in that she now owned the very property that her mother had helped to build? 

The transfer of the property to Archibald in 1850 also raises questions as to the operation of the tavern. Archibald had several items on his agenda during this time. He had recently acquired Maplewood, he was having a difficult time maintaining that property, and his mental and emotional state had been questionable. With the burden of overseeing the happenings at Maplewood, one would wonder how Archibald managed operating both the tavern and Maplewood. Also the distance between the tavern and Maplewood would have been great. It seems unlikely that Archibald would have been able to travel back and forth on a daily basis. With that in mind, the possibility that he hired someone or assigned a relative to operate the tavern for him could be questioned. Maybe he appointed his brother Abner as caretaker for the tavern. Given Archibald’s situation it certainly would make sense. One would also wonder if he used those who were enslaved at Maplewood to help with the duties of the tavern and if Margaret herself labored there. Whether or not prostitution was an issue at the tavern, if she were included in this workforce, than the possibility of her being exposed to other men certainly would have been greater.

It would be just as likely that Mildred herself may have hired someone to help her during her years of ownership. Overseeing the operation of the tavern along with the added responsibility of caring for over 200 acres of land, as stated in Abner’s will, would have been a big job for a single woman. Exactly how much help Mildred may have had is unknown. She inherited the property, which included the slaves, when her father died in 1839. Neither Abner’s will nor his inventory offered a description of the property or of those who were enslaved, with the exception of those that had been sold or were otherwise assigned. 

An enslaved woman named Aggie was one who had been assigned elsewhere. According to Abner’s will, Aggie was to be at the complete disposal of Abner’s wife Elizabeth. One could speculate that when Elizabeth left the tavern to reside at Maplewood that she would have taken Aggie with her, but this has not been verified. As stipulated in the will, Aggie’s son Ben was to be sold to either Archibald or Abner, with one setting the price and the other to buy or sell. Also mentioned in the inventory was a girl named Martha, whose final destination is unknown.  In Modern Medea, Weisenburger claims that John P. Gaines inherited a large portion of his father’s wealth and property, including his slaves (Weisenburger, p. 24). He states that Margaret Garner’s mother Pricilla would have been among those slaves that John inherited. No reference was made to a woman named Pricilla in the will or the inventory. Also, Pricilla was not listed on the bill of sale when John sold Maplewood to Archibald (Weisenburger, p. 162). If John Gaines owned Pricilla, then where was she and how did he acquire her? According to the information given at the trial, Margaret had made a trip to Cincinnati with the John Gaines family in 1840 (Weisenburger, p. 16-17). Assumptions can be made that by this time, John had ownership of Pricilla and Margaret. Or did he? Is it possible that Margaret did in fact belong to the elder Elizabeth Gaines as she had stated at the trial (Weisenburger, p. 165) and she simply accompanied John and his family on their excursion to the city? It’s quite possible that Elizabeth brought Pricilla and Margaret with her when she left the tavern to live at Maplewood with her son. This information is very important in determining where Pricilla and Margaret originated.  

According to courthouse records, the Gaines family was very politically connected throughout Boone County during the years of 1805-1839. Abner himself was the sheriff during the years of 1816-1818.  The list of Gaines family members that held official positions in the county, such as sheriff, deputy sheriff, justice of the peace, and jailor were very impressive. Had anything of an immoral or illegal nature taken place at the tavern, it probably would not have been reported. It is speculated that the issue of possible prostitution at the tavern may have occurred during the time that a man named Bedinger held the position of sheriff for Boone County. No information was found regarding the appointment of a Bedinger to that particular position; however, a George Bedinger had been appointed as Justice of the Peace in 1868.  Since Archibald sold the tavern to Harvey Hicks in 1869, it is quite possible that if prostitution had occurred at the tavern, it might have been during the time that Hicks was proprietor. 

In order to fully realize the extent of Margaret’s situation, we must first understand the issues that affected her owners. Much like a puzzle, every piece is significant and must be analyzed in order to obtain a full representation of her story. The circumstances that had occurred in the lives of Margaret’s owners more than likely determined the course of her own life and the life of her husband Robert. The full extent of how these circumstances affected their family life is unknown, but we can assume a great deal by the outcome. Margaret and Robert Garner were married in 1849, and their first son was born in March of 1850 (Weisenburger, p. 34), with three children to follow. In the book Modern Medea, Weisenburger states that for Margaret and Robert’s entire marriage, Robert had been hired out for various jobs (Weisenburger, p. 48-49). Yet a section of the book, which describes Robert’s history, contradicts this information (Weisenburger, p. 35-36). In this section of the book, Weisenburger claims that Robert’s previous owner, James Marshall, had sold Robert to a man by the name of George Anderson who resided near Florence, Kentucky. Robert was 9 years old at the time. Anderson had apparently hired Robert out to many different employers, however, Weisenburger describes a 5-year period beginning in 1849 in which Robert was returned to George Anderson, “apparently without being hired away” (Weisenburger, p. 36), and “Saturday night through Sunday visits would have been possible” (Weisenburger, p. 36) for Robert and Margaret. Robert apparently remained in Anderson’s service until Anderson’s death in the spring of 1855, at which time James Marshall regained custody of Robert. These issues may affect the way we perceive Margaret and Robert’s situation. Is it possible that Margaret and Robert had to some degree, accepted the situation during the time that weekend visits were possible? Was their decision to escape motivated to a greater degree by the events of the time period closer to the escape attempt? The possibility of family separation, with Robert once again being hired out for long periods, along with rumors that Margaret might be sold to the south, probably fed their desire to keep the family intact and may have been the deciding factor in their escape attempt. It is surprising that Robert and Margaret hadn’t run prior to 1856.  This leads one to assume that the motivation may have peaked in the final year leading up to the escape.  

Exactly what Margaret had endured will probably never be known. We can only assume that she must have suffered many hardships. The fact that at least three of Margaret’s children were mulatto leads one to believe that she was indeed victimized by one or more white men. Given this fact, one wonders how Margaret dealt with the sexual advances of a man that was not her husband. Enslaved women such as Harriet Jacobs, who had been made to endure the sexual advances of her owner, used her beauty and intelligence to her own advantage. She actively pursued a white man in the hopes that she might obtain freedom for herself and the children they shared. The fictional character Alice in Octavia Butler’s novel “ Kindred” describes how the son of Alice’s owner was very much infatuated with Alice. Alice wanted nothing to do with him considering his disposition and the fact he was responsible for the loss of her husband, whom she loved dearly. After being coerced, she gave in to his desires (Butler 1979:154-168). Though she hated him, she felt the situation allowed her certain benefits. 

These examples show the horrors that enslaved women were made to endure, but it also shows the incredible strength and intelligence that these women must have possessed in order to cope with such situations. One can assume that Margaret possessed this strength and intelligence as well. The real reasons that brought Margaret to kill her child, the one she supposedly loved more than any, may never be known. If indeed her reason was simply that she did not want her daughter to live in bondage forever and knowing her daughter’s incredible beauty would some day be a burden to her under the watchful eye of an unscrupulous white man, shows great strength. If Margaret’s reason for killing Mary was to seek vengeance against the man, who for many years had victimized and degraded Margaret, then it proves what the institution of slavery had accomplished in taking human beings to a point so low that they can never recover. 

We will never know how Margaret dealt with the situation she had been born into and are left to speculate the ways that she had devised to relieve some of her burden. We do know that she managed her situation for many years, on her own, using her God given intelligence as her own means of freedom. 

