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Thus wrote Ulysses S. Grant to his
friend and political ally, Senator
Elihu Wa s h b u rne, in August 1863. A
national resolution to the issue of

s l a v e ry would, in Grant’s view, re s t o re peace and
reunite the North and South. In addition, it would
resolve diff e rences of a more personal nature
between families divided over the slavery question.
Grant understood the tensions such families felt,
because he found himself in a similar situation.
G rowing up in Ohio, Grant was under the domi-
neering tutelage of his abolitionist father, Jesse Root
Grant. In 1848 he married Julia Dent, the daughter
of a Missouri slaveholder and a slave owner her-
self. As Grant saw it, the abolition of slavery would
not only reestablish peace in the nation, but in the
personal lives of its citizens, his included.

The end of slavery would also mean a new life
for the African Americans held in bondage thro u g h-
out the country. Slaves at White Haven, the home of
G r a n t ’s wife’s family, lived and labored with Grant
between 1854 and 1859, when he farmed the land
for his father- i n - l a w, Colonel Frederick Dent. The
i n t e r p retation of slavery at White Haven, now
known as Ulysses S. Grant National Historic Site,
p rovides insight into Grant’s subsequent treatment of
African Americans, as well as an understanding of
slave life on a 19th-century Missouri farm. 

A c c o rding to historian Lorenzo J. Greene, most
slaveholders in Missouri owned few slaves—those
who owned 10 were considered rich.2 In the city of
St. Louis, slavery was said to exist “only in name,”
w h e re a large contingent of freed men and women
w e re available to work as house servants and
unskilled laborers. Colonel Dent’s plantation of over
1,000 acres was only 12 miles distant from the city,
but its rural setting was conducive to the perpetua-
tion of slavery, where hired hands were scarc e
unless they were a neighbor’s slaves. By 1850, a
total of 30 African Americans lived and worked in
bondage at White Haven and in the Dent home in
the city of St. Louis.3

A c c o rding to Emma Dent Casey, Julia’s
youngest sister, there were 18 slave cabins located
on the Dent plantation, a short distance behind the
main house. During Grant’s ownership of the pro p-
e rty in 1867, he instructed his care t a k e r, Wi l l i a m
E l rod, to tear down a number of cabins on the
p ro p e rt y, presumably all that remained of the for-
mer slaves’ homes.4 Today that portion of the origi-
nal estate is part of a suburban home development,
and no evidence has been found of these cabins.
A rcheological artifacts discovered in the winter and
summer kitchens provide some clues as to the lives
of the white and African-American residents of
White Haven. Evidence suggests that one or more
slaves may have lived in the winter kitchen,
located in the basement of the main house.
Remains of animal bones indicate that slaves were
eating the poorer cuts of meat from slaughtere d
pigs and cattle.5 Julia recalled that her father
bought kegs of herring for the slaves, and that they
w e re provided with everything that the farm pro-
duced, fruits, meat, poultry and vegetables.6

The responsibility for planting, nurturing and
h a rvesting these crops fell mainly on the slaves.
Although Colonel Dent owned some of the best
f a rm machinery available, the tasks of operating
the machinery and gathering the harvest were left
to the field hands. In 1858, Grant wrote his sister
M a ry that there were “three negro men, two hire d
by the year and one of Mr. Dents, which, with my
own help, I think, will enable me to do farm i n g
p retty well, with assistance in harv e s t . ”7 Dan, one
of the slaves given to Julia by her father, and other
slaves were there to help Grant cut the logs and
build his cabin, Hardscrabble. They also helped
him cut and load the wood which Grant sold in St.
L o u i s .8

One of the individuals who worked with
Grant was William Jones, a mulatto, about 35
years old in 1859. Grant purchased William Jones
f rom Frederick Dent. When and why Grant pur-
chased him is unknown at present, the only known
re c o rd of his existence being the manumission
paper Grant filed in St. Louis Circuit Court on
M a rch 29, 1859. Grant’s emancipation of Wi l l i a m
Jones occurred about the time the Grants were
p reparing to move to Galena, in the free state of
Illinois. Grant’s willingness to free Jones contrasts
with Julia’s decision to hire out the four slaves she
owned. Where Jones went after leaving White
Haven is a matter of speculation. Years later, as
Ulysses and Julia were re t u rning home from their
a round-the-world tour, Julia met Henrietta, one of
E m m a ’s former slaves, in San Francisco. She was
i n t roduced as Mrs. Jones, but Julia did not indicate
in her memoirs if she was the wife of Wi l l i a m
J o n e s .9

Pamela K. S a n f i l i p p o

S l ave ry at White Have n

I never was an A b o l i t i o n e s t , [n]ot even what could be called anti
s l a v e ry, but I try to judge fa rely & honestly and it become patent to
my mind early in the rebellion that the North & South could nev e r
live at peace with each other except as one nation, and that without
S l a v e ry.As anxious as I am to see peace reestablished I would not
t h e re fo re be willing to see any settlemen[t] until this question is fo r-
ever settled.1

— U lysses S. G r a n t , 1 8 6 3



14 CRM No 2—1997

Maintenance of family and personal integrity
was difficult for African-American slaves in any
period or location, and White Haven was no
exception. Slave census re c o rds do not re c o rd
names which would allow us to track the stability
or movement of slaves on the farm. 

At White Haven, we have the unique oppor-
tunity to examine 19th-century Missouri farm life
on a slave plantation. The National Park Serv i c e
continues to re s e a rch archeological, historical,
genealogical, social, and cultural evidence to learn
m o re about the lives of those individuals who lived
and worked at White Haven. Such re s e a rch will
help us fulfill the dictates of the enabling legisla-
tion for Ulysses S. Grant National Historic Site, “to
p re s e rve and interpret . . . a key pro p e rty associ-
ated with the life of General and later Pre s i d e n t
Ulysses S. Grant and the life of First Lady Julia
Dent Grant, knowledge of which is essential to
understanding, in the context of mid-19th-century
American history, his rise to greatness, his hero i c
deeds and public service, and her partnership in
t h e m . ”_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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