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Figure 5.2: Soil types found within Bulow Plantation Ruins Historic State Park. 
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Socio-Historical Setting 

 The area of East Florida was somewhat unique from the rest of the slave holding 

South in its practice of the “peculiar institution” due not only to its colonial history but 

also to its relative lack of development, difficult environment, and differences in the 

organization of its slave labor. With the arrival of the Spanish in East Florida and the 

establishment of the Spanish strongholds of St Augustine in 1565 and the West Florida 

capital of Pensacola in 1698 the regions of both East and West Florida took on a social 

character distinct from those slaveholding areas first colonized by the French or British. 

Due to restrictions on the importation of slaves under Spanish rule and relatively small 

population of settlers in the region during the first Spanish period from 1565 to 1763 the 

pool of laborers able to help in cultivation of crops was relatively small compared to the 

surrounding areas under British control (Smith 1973:9).  

 Perhaps due to the need to keep whatever limited labor force they did have happy, 

and due to the sparsely populated Florida wilderness that made for an easy escape, the 

system of slavery that developed in East Florida differed from contemporary British 

colonies. As Rivers points out (2000:2) “although racial prejudice existed in Spain and its 

New World colonies, evidence suggests that Spanish law and custom afforded slaves 

rights not systematically found in the Old South or in other slave systems with European 

origin.” This difference was well illustrated in the laws governing slavery under Spanish 

rule in East Florida. These laws protected the right of enslaved people to own property 

and take their owners to court in cases of gross mistreatment, there were even provisions 

for slaves to win their freedom through military service (Rivers 2000:66). This is not to 

say that slavery in Spanish East Florida was in any way defensible—countless people 
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were still made to work against their will in often brutal conditions—but it does show 

that the unique circumstances surrounding the development of Florida in general and East 

Florida in particular had a profound effect on the way the system of slavery and 

agriculture was shaped there. 

 When the Florida territory came under British rule in 1763 it was officially 

divided into East Florida, made up of most of the peninsula, and West Florida which 

stretched from the Apalachicola River to the Mississippi River (Griffin 2003:163). Many 

new settlers came to the area from places like Georgia and South Carolina during this 

period bringing with them their own ideas about race relations and how a plantation 

should be run. With the change in flags in 1763 and the beginning of British colonial rule 

these previously lax laws related to slavery in the region began to change. Although 

Rivers (2000:67) points out that the number of slaves increased very little during this 

time, race relations became much more rigid than under Spanish rule. 

 In 1783 East and West Florida again came under Spanish control. In an attempt to 

attract more settlers, the Spanish colonial government loosened its standards for new 

immigrants and began to allow non-Catholics as long as they brought a sufficient number 

of slaves and cattle (Griffin 2003:166). Many of the settlers who came to the East Florida 

region during this time were either from areas of the American south like South Carolina 

or Georgia or were British Loyalists from the Bahamas. John Russell the first owner of 

Bulow Plantation fell into the latter group. Rivers (2000:68) notes that while these settlers 

brought their own ideas of proper race relations “Spain remained in power in Florida long 

enough after the arrival of the Americans to change the newcomers’ attitudes about race 

and slavery rather than to be changed by the newcomers.” The wild Florida frontier made 



76 
 

for a much easier getaway for disgruntled slaves than the more developed states just to 

the north. 

 In addition to the changes in flags and laws, as East Florida changed hands from 

one colonial power to another the main crops produced by planters in the region also 

changed throughout time. Indigo became the main crop produced by planters during the 

British Period from 1763-1783, while the Second Spanish Period from 1783-1821 was 

dominated by sea-island cotton production. Although some planters dabbled in sugar 

production during these earlier time periods it would not be until East Florida came under 

American control during the Territorial Period from 1821 until the Second Seminole War 

in 1836 that sugar cane would become the main cash crop for the region. Although many 

of East Florida’s plantations invested in large steam-powered sugar works during this 

time they also planted other crops as a kind of hedge on their investments. Griffin 

(1999:7) records in her assessment of the plantations of the Halifax-Mosquito area that at 

Bulow plantation during this time while sugar was the main cash crop, cotton, indigo, 

rice, and corn were also cultivated. 

 Like any other crop, sugar cane had its own cycle of growth and harvest which 

shaped the schedule of life and work in East Florida. Cane was planted in the fall just as 

the last year’s crop was being harvested. Smaller segments of mature cane would be cut 

and placed in shallow holes so that they could sprout. While the work of preparing the 

fields and harvesting the cane could be very difficult and labor intensive once a field of 

cane was planted it was possible for the cane to “reproduce from the same joints for many 

years in succession, although the later ‘ratoon cane’ may be less vigorous and produce 

less juice” (Wayne 2010:17) in succeeding years. This fact, in addition to the relatively 
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small amount of attention needed by sugar cane during its growing season, allowed 

plantation workers to focus their efforts on other crops such as cotton, rice, and corn 

outside of sugar cane harvest time. While sugar cane grew relatively easily in the warm 

Florida climate, especially in areas like those around Bulow Plantation where freshwater 

streams were plentiful, the process of making sugar from the just harvested cane was 

much more involved.  

 In her book on the sugar plantations of East Florida Wayne (2010:12) makes the 

argument that more so than any of the other crops grown in the slave-holding south, sugar 

cane required a level of processing and technical expertise that was more akin to a form 

of industrial production. The production of sugar was not a simple task, it required 

several stages of processing and refinement as well as complicated steam powered 

machinery to help the process along. Especially during harvest time, the ability to control 

the workforce during the sugar making process was essential. Once harvested, the cane 

had only a very limited shelf life, making it essential that workers quickly and efficiently 

processed the newly cut cane. 

 In many parts of the world where slaves were used to cultivate sugar the gang 

system was the primary structure used to organize labor on plantations, “The gang system 

had a leader or driver who set the pace, sometimes urging the Negro on with whip 

lashings...” (Smith 1973:71) and workers continued to work until the driver said they 

could quit for the day. Although the majority of planters in other sugar producing regions, 

such as Louisiana or the Caribbean, organized their slave labor under the gang system, 

the system of labor on East Florida’s sugar plantations was somewhat different. Besides 

the relatively lax racial codes described above, the Spanish influence in East Florida also 
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brought about the widespread use of the task system in the region (Rivers 2000:68). The 

task system differed from the gang system in that each slave was given a certain amount 

of work that was expected to be completed each day, once this work was finished any 

remaining time left in the day was free for the slave to use as they wished. James 

Ormond, who grew up on the plantation just to the south of Bulow Plantation, explained 

the system this way: 

All sorts of labor on the Plantation was portioned out, so much 

wood to be cut down in clearing land - so much in hoeing and 

harvesting, and so on, so that each one knew in the morning his or 

her appointed task, and these tasks were so light that an industrious 

hand could always get through with them by two or three o’clock 

in the day, and the rest of the time was their own to fish or hunt, or 

plow or plant as to them seemed best – All had their own little 

fields or pasture...(Ormond 1941:6) 

Although they were still required to complete the work necessary to keep the plantation 

running, this system allowed slaves their own time to grow crops for their own use or 

hunt and fish for needed provisions for their families. 

 However, as Morgan (1982:568) points out in his assessment of the use of the 

task system on the rice plantations of the South Carolina Lowcountry, this system of 

labor organization was to some extent dependent on the type of crop being cultivated. 

Rice required relatively little in the way of direct supervision and constant care so it 

worked well with the task system where slaves only had to work part of the day. Crops 

like sugar required much more “strict regimentation and ‘semi-industrialised’ production 

techniques” (Morgan 1982:568), especially during harvest time, that made it more likely 

to be cultivated on plantations that used the gang system of labor. Why then would the 
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planters of East Florida use a system of labor that was not suited for a maximum output 

of their main cash crop of sugar cane? 

 One possibility is that much like the more lax laws and racial attitudes that were 

meant to keep slaves in the region content, the task system, which allowed slaves who 

finished their work free time to use as they saw fit, was yet another tactic used to keep the 

enslaved population from fleeing into the relatively unpopulated Florida wilderness. As 

mentioned above one way that enslaved people on East Florida’s plantations, and on 

plantations throughout the South, would resist was by running away. Florida had long 

been a haven for runaway slaves, with runaways being recorded from the Carolinas as 

early as the seventeenth century (Rivers 2000:190). Later, as more planters began to 

move to Florida and the number of slaves increased planters began to notice a relatively 

high rate of attrition among their enslaved workforce. One white resident of Florida 

lamented in 1834, “There are few things which have been subjects of greater complaint 

for the last two or three years than runaway negroes…[they] are permitted to go at large, 

and plunder the public.” (Tallahassee Floridian 1834 as quoted in Rivers 2000:220). The 

undeveloped Florida wilderness made for a relatively easy escape but the presence of the 

Seminole, whose name is thought to be derived from the Spanish word for runaways, also 

assisted runaway slaves in their quest to flee the plantation. 

 As a result, plantation owners used many tactics in order to control their 

workforce and keep their plantations going. As described above, one tactic was to put in 

place both laws and systems of labor that were less severe than other slave holding areas 

throughout the South. Another tactic, used not only in East Florida but throughout the 

South, was ordering of the plantation landscape, especially as it related to slave housing. 
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Slave quarters from the eighteenth to nineteenth century varied greatly in some respects 

based on regional factors as well as the size and affluence of the plantations they were 

attached to (Rivers 2000:133). Slave owners were generally responsible for the 

construction of such buildings, and as a result they usually took the form of small 

European-style cabins made of wood or masonry, although most were simply constructed 

with posts placed into the bare ground (Leone and Silberman 1995:130; Poesch and 

Bacot 1997:126). Many of the slave quarters on East Florida’s plantations were wood-

framed structures, usually with only one room, with wood shingled roofs and open spaces 

in the walls for windows (Rivers 2000:134). With their two rooms, sleeping attic, and 

tabby wall construction, living conditions at Kingsley Plantation were much better than at 

many other places throughout East Florida (although they were still not optimal). On 

many plantations throughout the region it was also not uncommon for as many as 5 or 

more people to live together in one small slave cabin (Smith 1973:90). By forcing 

African slaves to live in unfamiliar and cramped European style houses, instead of more 

familiar forms brought over from Africa, plantation owners hoped to strip away some of 

their traditional culture. Also, the poor conditions and lack of protection from the 

elements were meant to wear down those being enslaved and stop them from revolting. 

 In addition to the appearance of the slave quarters, the spatial relationship 

between the main house and the slave quarters also served as a method of control. By 

manipulating the landscape, slave owners hoped to intimidate as well as naturalize their 

power. They accomplished this by trying to annihilate African forms of living such as 

African house styles, but also by controlling the layout and distribution of all the slave 

quarters. The most popular method was to arrange the slave quarters in European style 
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layouts, while still keeping them in close proximity to the main house or overseer’s 

dwelling (Leone and Silberman 1995:130). Slave cabins were also often laid out in linear 

configurations that ran parallel to the main road leading up to the owner's house (Poesch 

and Bacot 1997:90). This gave the cabins the appearance of European style village 

streets, while also allowing the owner and overseers to keep a constant watch over what 

was going on (Poesch and Bacot 1997:90). Visitors to the main plantation house would 

pass these small shacks on the way in, demonstrating the power of the owner to control 

not only the land but the people who worked it. 

 As described in the previous chapter, the social and cognitive spaces that past 

people created are just as important to understanding the cultural landscape as the 

material remains that they left behind. In the case of East Florida, and Bulow Plantation 

in particular, many outside factors contributed to the shaping of plantation landscapes. 

Planters’ conceptions of how best to balance sometimes conflicting factors such as 

security (from forces both outside and inside the plantation), aesthetics, and agricultural 

needs shaped the way the material landscape was formed at East Florida’s plantations. No 

one factor can be said to be the most important in understanding the cultural landscape at 

Bulow Plantation, but all must be taken into account in order for the most complete 

picture of life there to emerge. 
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Chapter Six: Results 

 

Historical Maps and GIS Creation 

 While a few written descriptions remain that describe the structures once found 

within Bulow Plantation, the only maps depicting the area were created after the 

plantation’s destruction in January of 1836. Figure 6.1 shows a survey of the area 

completed in 1850. Only the Bulow Plantation sugar mill and two unidentified structures 

are depicted but plantation era roads and field lines are also shown, shedding some light 

on what the area might have looked like during the plantation’s heyday. Also of interest 

are the historical boundaries of Bulow’s property. At one time the plantation 

encompassed a large area on both sides of Bulow Creek, but today only a small portion of 

the core plantation area is protected within the boundaries of the state park. 

 A later Coastal Survey Map (Figure 6.2) created of the area in 1893 also provides 

some useful insights into the layout of the plantation. Although no plantation 

outbuildings such as slave cabins are depicted, other plantation landscape features such as 

cleared fields, roads, and two unidentified structures are all seen in more detail than what 

is found on the earlier plat map. Although it is possible that the three black dots situated 

along the bank of Bulow Creek (Figure 6.2b) are meant to represent structures, their 

location makes them more consistent with the three plantation era boat slips that are still 

extant in that area. 
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Figure 6.1: 1850 Plat map showing the boundaries of Bulow’s property. Today, only a 

small portion of these lands (outlined in red) are located within the Bulow Plantation 

State Park. Field lines, as well as historical roads and a few structures related to the 

plantation, were recorded on the plat map by the surveyor at the time. Image courtesy of 

the State Archives of Florida. 
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Figure 6.2: 1893 Coastal Survey Map showing the remains of Bulow Plantation. Several 

plantation features are indicated A) sugar mill, B) Bulow boat slips or three unidentified 

structures, C) main plantation entrance road, D) possible fields, E) plantation road to the 

beach, F) Bulow Creek, G) King’s Road, H) plantation road. Image courtesy of NOAA's 

Office of Coast Survey Historical Map & Chart Collection, 

http://historicalcharts.noaa.gov. 

 

Pedestrian Survey 

 As a first step toward better understanding the past landscape of Bulow 

Plantation, a pedestrian survey of the area was conducted in order to locate the remains of 

any architectural features that might still be visible on the ground surface (Collins and 

Doering 2009a; Collins et al 2010). Although dense palmetto scrub obscured much of the 

ground surface in some areas of the State Park property, especially to the south of the 

park entrance road, numerous clusters of cut coquina block were visible in areas with less 

underbrush. Figure 6.3 is typical of the surface remains encountered during the pedestrian 

survey. Especially in the area of the north arc, cut coquina blocks were visible in slightly  

http://historicalcharts.noaa.gov/
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Figure 6.6: 1853 Coastal Survey map of Kingsley Plantation. Both Kingsley and Bulow 

Plantations have slave quarters (A) generally arranged in an arc around the main house 

(B), but in many ways their layouts are actually quite different. Image courtesy of 

NOAA's Office of Coast Survey Historical Map & Chart Collection, 

http://historicalcharts.noaa.gov. 

 

50 feet apart. The layouts of Kingsley and Bulow Plantations are often compared, but it is 

clear that there are some significant differences between the two in terms of the ordering 

of space within each respective plantation system. 

 Also of interest when looking at the GPS data from our survey were the 

differences, and similarities, that emerged between the current and previous surveys of 

the Bulow slave cabin area (Baker 1991; Baker 1999; Daniel et al 1980; Newman 2005). 

When compared to the previous survey of the area done by Daniel et al. (1980) in 1979, 

some differences emerge with the current data both in the cabins recorded and, in some 

cases, their locations. Figure 6.7 illustrates some of the differences between the two. 

Survey data from the 1979 project was geo-referenced using park boundaries as a 
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reference point (Daniel et al 1980). Although several more coquina clusters were located 

in the south arc during the 1979 project, those found during the current survey matched 

well with those found beforehand and at least two additional clusters were also recorded. 

In the area of the north arc more differences were evident between the old and new 

survey data. First, the coquina clusters recorded in this study were located approximately 

250 feet to the south of those recorded during the 1979 survey. This revised location fits 

better with what would be expected for the north arc as the cabins are more symmetrical 

with those found in the south arc. Additionally, at least five more coquina clusters were 

located in the north arc that were not recorded in the 1979 survey. These differences are 

most likely due to changes in vegetation that made the ground surface more or less 

visible in some areas over the years, but when taken together these data give us the most 

complete picture yet of the slave cabin arc at Bulow Plantation. 

Metal Prospection Survey 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, in the areas of Cabins 1 and 2 a metal 

prospection survey was conducted in order to determine if any intact nail patterns could 

be discerned. These two areas were chosen due to the relative lack of ground cover 

obscuring them as well as the fact that the large number of cut coquina blocks still found 

in each area pointed to the possibility that any archaeological features might be fairly 

intact. In the area of Slave Quarter 1 (SQ1) (Figure 6.8) numerous hits were detected. The 

majority of the metal hits were located within the scatter of cut coquina foundation 

blocks, and in one area five metal hits form a linear pattern almost 1 m in length (Collins 

and Doering 2009a; Collins et al 2010). 
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 In the area of Slave Quarter 2 (SQ2) (Figure 6.9), a more distinct pattern emerged 

during the survey. To start with, the coquina blocks visible at the surface in the area of 

SQ2 formed linear features, hinting at the possibility that the underlying archaeological 

deposits might also be fairly intact. Also, the blocks in the area of where the west wall of 

the structure might have been located conformed well to the building dimensions for the 

Bulow era slave quarters mentioned in the claims documents (Table 2.1) at around 12 

feet in length (3.6 m). While in the area of SQ1 the majority of the metal detector hits 

were located within the coquina scatter, at SQ2 they were mostly found in linear features 

just outside the coquina block features. Linear areas of metal detector hits were recorded 

on each side of what was most likely a plantation era slave cabin, although the hits to the 

north of the cabin where much more scatter than those found to the east, west, and south. 

Additionally, a mounded area in the middle of what would have been the slave quarter 

caused the metal detector to register a very high presence of metal, indicating a high 

concentration of metal artifacts. 

 What these data show, especially in the area of SQ2, is that many of the plantation 

era deposits associated with the slave quarters at Bulow Plantation most likely remain 

largely intact due to a relative lack of activity and ground disturbance in the area 

throughout the years. Due to time constraints only these two slave quarters were tested 

using a systematic metal detector survey. In the future it might be more practical for 

researchers to use a metal detector survey in order to find the remains of plantation era 

buildings in areas where most of the coquina blocks have been disturbed or removed. 

Given the presence of detailed claims documents that record the dimensions of the 

plantation era buildings, recording historic nail patterns detected in this way could be  
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Figure 6.8: Metal detector hits recorded in the area of SQ1.
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Figure 6.9: Metal detector hits recorded in the area of SQ2. 

 


