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1. ”An Iconic American Landmark”
1.1.

Selling slavery

Southern hospitality, honorable intentions, glorious achievements – all these
descriptions may come to mind when thinking of the Southern plantation. Men
aspiring for success in their military and political careers, women dressed in fine
gowns, hosting splendid meals to prestigious guests. Or perhaps you consider the
other side of plantation life, the slaves who made it possible for the men to pursue
their careers, and for the women to host those dinner parties. Maybe you consider
the very limited opportunities of women to pursue their own careers, or the Native
Americans who were forced to leave their land. But which story will take the stage
in plantation marketing? Which of these stories will you be most likely to read
about in a plantation brochure today? How about 20 years ago? How about 90
years ago?
The selling of places has been a strong interest of both tourism and marketing
researchers for decades. Destinations from all over the world have been studied,
and various aspects of tourism marketing, including text, image, and website
analysis, have been covered.1 The tour brochure has been one of the most popular
targets of examination, since it is an important information source for potential
visitors and encourages them to focus on specific themes during an actual tour of
the site2. Leaving certain things out of a tour brochure, then, will very likely direct
the “tourist gaze”3 to those items selected by the publishers of the brochure, while
making it more difficult for the reader to form an informed interpretation of the
site being marketed.
This study will look at the processes of making cultural issues visible or invisible in
the plantation brochures of four plantations in the state of Virginia, all of which are
open to the public. Most Southern plantations operating as tourist sites today were
1See

footnotes 2, 6, 7, and 11.
L. Andereck, “Evaluation of a Tourist Brochure,” Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing
18, no. 2 (2005): 1 & David L. Butler, “Whitewashing Plantations: The Commodification of a SlaveFree Antebellum South,” International Journal of Hospitality & Tourism 2, no. 3-4 (2001): 166.
3 See John Urry and Jonas Larsen, The Tourist Gaze 3.0. (London: SAGE, 2011).
2Kathleen

1

homes to enslaved black people prior to the addition of the 13th Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution in 1865. As such, they have long struggled with representing their
history with slavery in a transparent manner. Discussing a problematic past while
attempting to attract paying visitors has seemed an almost impossible task for
some plantations, which has resulted in them emphasizing other, less sensitive
topics in their tours and marketing material. Giving slavery no or little attention in
plantation tours and marketing materials affects the way tourists see the site. If
their attention is directed at furniture, architecture, and the political careers of the
original owners, while ignoring the people who made all of those things possible
through forced labor, then an opportunity to learn from the past is potentially
lost.4 This makes them a fruitful target when examining tour brochures.
The role of women behind the great men who dominate the plantation image has
been widely ignored in academia. While we like to be reminded of how behind
every great man, there has to be a great woman, the opportunities for these
women to participate in decision making in the 18th and 19th centuries were very
constrained. Their contribution to law-making and strategy building outside the
home was indirect at best.
Discussing Native American history in plantation promotion has been an equally
challenging task. The topic has received very little research, but as I will
demonstrate, this story is often even more invisible in plantation marketing than
that of slavery.
Advertising for tourism services and products has the same goals as in any other
field: to sell. And to sell, an advertiser must convince the reader of the added value
of their product. As Dann5 argues, “tourism promotion…is based on glamour”, only
speaking in “positive and glowing terms” of the services being promoted. The
language in promotional tourism material can, in fact, have social control over the
tourist, who is “conditioned…to experience [certain places] in a way prompted by
advertising.”
4See

Butler 2001; Eichstedt and Small 2002; Butler et al. 2008; Buzinde & Santos 2009; Modlin
2008.
5Graham M.S. Dann, The Language of Tourism (Oxon: CAB INTERNATIONAL, 1996): 56, 65, 84-85.
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Tourism researcher Martin Young argues that the tour brochure is, indeed, one of
the most important tools when attempting to create a particular image of a place
and as such is never objective but “purposefully reconstructs place meanings”.
While tourist destinations may be selective in their marketing material, however,
the actual visitor experience of a site is difficult to manipulate. Young found that
the use of tour brochures as a primary information source had little or no influence
on the meanings tourists attributed to the area in question. His results suggest that
a tourist’s previous experiences and socio-cultural background may have a much
more direct influence on giving meaning to a place than the actual experience of
the site.6
While a brochure may, and often does, affect the tourist experience, it cannot
completely control it. Mind control, as understood by van Dijk7, then, is not easily
achieved through brochure promotion. Furthermore, as Stuart Hall reminds us,
before a message can have any effect, it must first be “meaningfully decoded”, a
process dependent on previous knowledge, socio-economic relations, and
technical infrastructure at the reception end of the interpretation chain.8 Cook
adds that the mind, as a reaction to either the linguistic items in the text or to its
context, will activate a “schema”, a mental representation used to predict and make
sense of a particular instance described by the discourse. Texts can break down
existing schemata, reorganize them, and build new ones.9 To apply this theory to
plantation brochures, it could be assumed that plantation visitors might use their
existing schemata to interpret the content of the brochure. They might, however,
also build entirely new “mental representations” when trying to make sense of
new information.
Tourism researcher Zhou contends that a tour brochure has a moderate effect on a
tourist’s decision to visit the destination if the brochure reaches the tourist in a

Martin Young, “The Social Construction of Tourist Places,” Australian Geographer 30, no. 3 (1999):
375-386.
7 Teun van Dijk, Discourse and Power. (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). See Chapter 1.2 for
further introduction into van Dijk’s suggestions.
8Stuart Hall, “Encoding/decoding”, in Culture, Media, Language, ed. Stuart Hall et al. (London:
Hutchinson & Co., 1980): 130.
9Guy Cook, Discourse and Literature, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994): 10-11.
6
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timely manner after being requested. His study suggests that the importance of a
brochure does not end when the actual, physical visit begins. Interestingly,
respondents who perceived the information in the brochure useful, were more
likely to state that the brochure had influenced their decision making process. The
brochure had minimal to moderate effect on tourist expenditure, however.10
Research seems to suggest, then, that brochures have some influence in tourist
decision making when choosing a destination but only minimal, if any, influence on
how they perceive the site and interpret the information provided there.
Plantation brochures do, nevertheless, build images and brands, and as such show
what type of cultural interpretations people have primarily been offered. They are
also an intriguing window into the ideas and choices of days passed, telling the
story of how certain topics were regarded at different times. This study will look at
plantation brochures over a decades-long period of time, attempting to bring to
light possible changes in those cultural interpretations offered to visitors.
To achieve as comprehensive of a look at the historic development of the
brochures as possible, I have categorized my material first chronologically and
then thematically. The first time period stretches from the publication of the very
first brochure available, 1925, until the end of the 1940s. The second covers thirty
years between 1950 and 1980, and the third one takes us from the 1980 until
today. These categories have been chosen mainly to have time periods that are
roughly of the same length, but they do also reflect certain eras in world history.
The first one carries us through “the roaring twenties” into the post-WWII years;
the second covers the strongest time of the civils rights movement, the feminist
revolution, and a time of prosperity in Western countries; and during the third one,
the world transitions from the Cold War into the War on Terror and Drugs as well
as from low-tech to high-tech. The theme categories under these time periods
arose from the brochures.

10Zongqing

Zhou, “Destination Marketing: Measuring the Effectiveness of Brochures,” Journal of
Travel & Tourism Marketing 6, no. 3-4 (1997) 145-146.
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1.2.

Research Questions and Methodology

Virginia serves an interesting object to this study as many of its plantations have to
balance between telling the grandiose tale of great men and revealing the not-sograndiose means of those great men to gain wealth. Virginia was a well-established
slave state and home to many slave-owning U.S. presidents and other prestigious
characters prior to 1865. All the land needed to build these presidential and other
homes was taken from Native Americans, in most cases either by deception or
violence. The primary goal of this thesis is to examine if, how, and why the
representations of the plantation itself and, in particular, of the enslaved, have
varied in brochures over time. While focusing on the visibility of slavery, I will also
make note of the presence of Native Americans and women in the brochures as
they provide an interesting point of reference to my main theme. The findings of
this examination will largely be analyzed in Chapter 7.2.
My research questions are:

-

How and why have the general themes of the brochures changed over time?

-

How and why has the discussion of slavery changed over time?

-

How do the changes reflect bigger changes or social movements in the U.S.?

-

What type of differences in marketing are there between the bigger (Monticello
and Mount Vernon) and smaller (Belle Grove and Long Branch) plantations?
Why?

For the purpose of this thesis, I chose to analyze brochures from two famous
presidential plantations (Monticello and Mount Vernon) and two lesser-known
ones (Belle Grove and Long Branch), all located in Virginia. To answer my research
questions, I collected all available general brochures from all four plantations,
starting from the first one ever published. As the oldest brochure in my material
dates back to 1925, I was able to examine the development of the plantation
brochure over a period of 90 years.

5

As my primary method, I used critical discourse analysis (CDA) to analyze my
material, the plantation brochures and websites of Monticello, Mount Vernon, Belle
Grove, and Long Branch. Tourist destination marketing researchers have looked at
travel brochures but have concentrated on how they increase or do not increase
tourist visitation and expenditure at the destination being marketed11. Many
discursive techniques have been used, most of them focusing on methods such as
content analysis and word counts as well as textual and semiotic analysis, but with
little regard to critical discourse analysis. As discourse analysis is not only
interested in what is being said but what is left out, it serves as an excellent
method to examine plantation brochures.12 CDA treats text as “mediated cultural
products” that are part of larger, contextual systems of knowledge13. It rather than
merely describes, attempts to explain and helps researchers focus on the way
discourse structures reproduce or challenge power relations in society. As the
prominent CDA scholar Teun van Dijk reminds us, “access to specific types of
discourse is a power resource”, and one of the tasks of CDA is to define the context
of this access. There are several categories to define: the setting; the ongoing
actions; the participants, their roles, and their mental representations. Controlling
context means control over one or more of these categories.14
In essence, CDA is fundamentally interested in analyzing structural relationships of
power, discrimination, and control. It wants to examine how social inequality is
expressed and justified in language and, more widely, in discourse. Questions for
the researcher to ask, then, include: who controls the content, the topic, the
structures of text and talk?15 Although most discourse control is contextual or
global, details of local meaning, form, and style may also be controlled16. Plantation
brochures fall into this local category. But why is it so important to analyze these

11See

Zhou, “Destination Marketing”, 155.
Hannam and Dan Knox, “Discourse Analysis in Tourism Research: A Critical Perspective,”
Tourism Recreation Research 30, no. 2 (2005) 23.
13Hannam and Knox, “Discourse Analysis”, 29.
14 van Dijk, Discourse and Power, 89–91.
15Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer, “Critical Discourse Analysis: History, Agenda, Theory and
Methodology”, in Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, ed. Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer,
(London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2009): 10.
16van Dijk, Discourse and Power, 89–91.
12Kevin

6

brochures? Why does it matter what is being said in them? Why does it matter who
decided the topic and content of them?
Van Dijk argues that people tend to accept knowledge and opinions that are not
inconsistent with their personal believes and experience, if that information is
distributed through a discourse from a seemingly authoritative or credible source.
Sometimes people are forced to be recipients of a certain discourse. Van Dijk refers
here to situations in education or the work life, but similarly it could be argued that
a visitor to a plantation is, at least to some extent, dependent on the information
provided on-site where there are no alternative discourses available. Also,
recipients (or, in this case, visitors) may not have the knowledge needed to
challenge the information they are being exposed to. This, according to van Dijk,
can be defined as mind control. The conditions of this mind control are discursive
when the discursive influence derives from the structures of text itself. They are
contextual when recipients understand not only the text (or speech) but the
context of the communicative situation. In a given context, some discourses have
more influence on a person’s mind than others. A typical feature of manipulation,
or mind control, is to communicate implicitly, without actively asserting opinions,
as there will be less of a chance that the message will be challenged. 17 Many
plantations in the American South have employed this strategy extensively by
opting to hide, trivialize, and/or segregate the experience of the enslaved, as will
be demonstrated later in this thesis in Chapter 2.1.
But even mind control, as described by van Dijk, has its limits. It can never be
safely assumed how a recipient will interpret a specific discourse. As geographers
across the board have noted, landscapes are “constructed, reconstructed, and
negotiated”18, and open to a multitude of interpretations19. Discourses can
certainly be argued to hold similar attributes. Still, as van Dijk notes, “if we are able
to influence people’s…knowledge or opinions, we indirectly may control (some of)

17van

Dijk, Discourse and Power, 92.
N. Buzinde and Carla Almeida Santos, “Interpreting Slavery Tourism,” Annals of Tourism
Research 36, no. 3 (2009): 440.
19Daniel C. Knudsen et al. Landscape, Tourism, and Meaning (Hampshire: Ashgate, 2008), 3-4.
18Christine
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their actions.”20 If, indeed, it is possible to control a plantation visitor’s mind (at
least to some extent) through tour brochures, then it is essential to analyze those
brochures and attempt to understand how this process works. Similarly, Hannam
and Knox remind us that it is essential for a researcher to be aware of the sociocultural context when attempting discourse analysis. Specific discourses may be
seen as methods of structuring knowledge and social practice (or controlling the
mind, as van Dijk puts it). 21
Deconstruction is a distinct type of post-structuralist discourse analysis which
seeks to read and unpack a text in its cultural context, focusing not only on what is
present but also on what is missing. Collective rememberings are built upon
constructed memories but they also require the forgetting, repression, or denial of
alternative versions of the story in order to persevere. Furthermore, the presence
of one theme will point to the absence of another. Hannam and Knox argue that
researchers of heritage tourism, in particular, should take into account these
power relations that support certain representations over others.22
CDA functions as the main methodological approach in this study but there are
several practical methods even within this approach as well, such as content
analysis, textual analysis, semiotic analysis, and (critical) discourse. I will use
textual analysis as it is the most applicable one, being “concerned with unpacking
the cultural meanings inherent in the material”. It takes into account the
researcher’s own experiences and beliefs and “symbolic meaning systems” shared
with others, as texts are created by people, although not always consciously.
Textual analysis is less standardized than content analysis but usually produces a
more detailed and in-depth analysis. It requires going thoroughly through the
material and attempting to pinpoint what was said, what was meant by it, and why.
During this process, the material is “open-coded”, that is, ideas and revelations are
written down as they come. This should enable bigger themes to emerge from the

20van

Dijk, Discourse and Power, 89.
and Knox, “Discourse Analysis”, 23-28.
22 Ibid.
21Hannam
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text which, in turn, will help the researcher to formalize their notes into categories
or codes.23
My main focus in this thesis is text analysis but I have also taken into account the
imagery of the brochures. Images are a powerful marketing tool and can either
support or contradict the textual message of marketing material. I will not,
however, immerse into detailed image analysis.
After receiving the brochures, I read through them one by one, paying close
attention to how the plantation was described and sold to the public at a given
time. Additionally, I examined how often, in what context, and with which words
the enslaved were referred to. Although previous research on representations of
slavery in plantation brochures and on websites has utilized word count as the
primary method24, I chose not to. Word counts alone will not reveal the context of
the cultural processes that those words were used in, which weakens the validity
of any conclusions drawn. Word counts as methods also vary in which type of
words they include. Butler, when studying plantation brochures, for example, only
included the word “slavery” as a referral to it. Words such as “slaves”, “servants”,
“enslaved”, or, for example “it” were not included.25 This hardly gives a reliable
answer to the question of how slavery is discussed.

1.3.

Previous Research

In this chapter, I will present the previous research that is most relevant to this
thesis. It should be noted, however, that previous plantation brochure analysis has
focused on current brochures only, which does not reveal any possible
developments or changes in their content or appearance over time.

23

Ibid.

24Butler,

“Whitewashing” & Derek H. Alderman and E. Arnold Modlin, “(In)visibility of the Enslaved
Within Online Plantation Tourism Marketing: a Textual Analysis of North Carolina Websites,”
Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing 25, no. 3-4 (2008).
25Butler, “Whitewashing.”
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Ample research has been conducted on Southern plantations with the majority of it
being focused on the visibility and representations of slavery at these plantations.
Researchers have examined the tours, grounds, and marketing material of
countless plantations in many former Confederate states. Possibly the longest and
most exhaustive research was conducted by sociologists Jennifer Eichstedt and
Stephen Small who visited 122 plantations in Georgia, Virginia, and Louisiana
between 1996 and 2001. They found that almost 56% of sites employed the
strategy of symbolic annihilation and erasure by giving slavery no or extremely
minimized attention. Another 27% of sites utilized the trivialization and deflection
strategy by using vocabulary and imagery of, for example, the happy/grateful slave
or benevolent owner. 4% of sites were discussing the institution of slavery within
the strategy of segregation by offering voluntary slave life tours or confining all
information of enslavement in a separate space. Just under 10% of sites were
moving towards a more responsible representation (in-between), and only 3.3%,
or four sites in total, were engaging in relative incorporation where the information
about slavery was incorporated in and throughout most or all tours. Most sites
applied a combination of at least two strategies.26
Additionally, Eichstedt and Small observed that plantation brochures and videos
focused on the “romance, grandeur, and architecture” even more than physical
tours of the plantation did.27
Similarly, geographer David Butler found that out of 102 brochures from
plantations in 12 states, slavery was referred to in 29% of them – less often than
the gardens, architecture, crops, or even furnishings. Brochures from Virginia
plantations performed slightly better than average, with 35% or 8 out of 23
brochures including information about the enslaved. The three most popular
themes in the brochures were original owners (mentioned in 80% of brochures),
architecture (72%), and current owners (51%).28

26Jennifer

L. Eichstedt and Stephen Small, Representations of Slavery: Race and Ideology in Southern
Plantation Museums (New York: Random House LLC, 2002).
27 Ibid., 20.
28Butler, “Whitewashing”, 166-168.
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Cultural geographers Derek Alderman and Arnold Modlin analyzed 20 North
Carolina plantation websites, often referred to as the modern tour brochure, and
found that 97% of the 750 references to slavery were concentrated on six
websites, and that seven websites made no mention of slavery at all. Another seven
sites mentioned it between one and six times. Alderman and Modlin note, however,
that their results are, in fact, better than Butler’s29; of the 11 plantation brochures
Butler analyzed from North Carolina, only 18% referenced the enslaved. In
contrast, 65% of the websites studied by Alderman and Modlin make reference to
slavery, although there is great variation in the frequency of mentions on each
website.30
The aforementioned studies seem to suggest that the experience of the enslaved
does not permeate the discourses of tourism marketing at Southern plantations,
even though slavery certainly permeated life on the plantation. Less sensitive
topics such as furniture, architecture, and distinguished guests are often the
preferred topics of choice, while slavery takes the backseat. This is a prime
example of the type of “collective rememberings” that tourism researchers Kevin
Hannam and Dan Knox talk about; certain parts of the story are emphasized over
others. It shows why critical discourse analysis, which attempts to point out what
is being excluded from the text and why, is an excellent method for the purposes of
this thesis.31
Geographers Owen Dwyer, David Butler, and Perry Carter argue, however, that the
inclusion and integration of slavery into plantation tours and exhibits is
improving32. Derek Alderman and Rachel Campbell go even further by claiming
that there is an “ongoing symbolic excavation of the enslaved in the South”33. As I
examine brochures published within the last 90 years and analyze their content,

29Ibid.,

168.

30Alderman

and Modlin, “(In)visibility.” 273-274.
and Knox, “Discourse Analysis”, 28.
32Owen Dwyer, David Butler and Perry Carter, “Commemorative Surrogation and the American
South's Changing Heritage Landscape” Tourism Geographies: An International Journal of Tourism
Space, Place and Environment 15, no. 3 (2013): 424.
33Derek H. Alderman and Rachel M. Campbell, “Symbolic Excavation and the Artifact Politics of
Remembering Slavery in the American South: Observations from Walterboro, South Carolina,”
Southeastern Geographer 48, no. 3 (2008): 340.
31Hannam
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topics, and structures of text, I will be able to tell if this “move toward a greater
engagement with slavery”34 is visible in the development of the brochures received
from Monticello, Mount Vernon, Belle Grove, and Long Branch.
Most studies about the effectiveness of tour brochures, or brochures in general,
have understandably been conducted prior to the wide availability of the internet.
One of the more recent ones was carried out in 2005 by tourism researcher
Kathleen Andereck who argues that the brochure remains a popular information
source even after new developments in travel information technology35. It must be
noted, however, that the invention and rapid and wide adoption of social media
platforms have fundamentally changed the way travel marketing is perceived and
conducted by destination managers. A printed brochure will never reach a
potential visitor residing or located far away from the site quite like a website or
social media account will, when adequate investments in search engine
optimization have been made. As Alderman and Modlin remind us, traditional
hardcopy brochures are only one way for destinations to market themselves, and
websites have proved to be important promotional and political forums36.
An important aspect of this debate over the pros and cons of hardcopy brochures
and websites is the concept of space. Online destination marketing does not have
the space constraints that hardcopy brochures do37, and thus, websites are an
excellent platform for thorough and inclusive discussions on various topics, even
sensitive ones such as slavery. The limitation of space is often used as an excuse to
avoid these very topics and, of course, it is impossible to cover every detail of
history in one hardcopy brochure38. While a print brochure, then, has long been
the primary form of destination marketing as it is a summary of what the
attraction offers, and while it certainly still has its place in tourism promotion,
online marketing is surely and steadily replacing it as the most effective way to
reach potential visitors.
34Alderman

and Campbell, “Symbolic Excavation”, 340.
“Evaluation”, 1.
36Alderman and Modlin, “(In)visibility”, 267.
37Alderman and Modlin, “(In)visibility”, 272.
38E. Arnold Modlin, “Tales Told on the Tour: Mythic Representations of Slavery by Docents at North
Carolina Plantation Museums”, Southeastern Geographer48, no. 3 (2008): 265.
35Andereck,
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For the reasons listed above, I included the websites of all four chosen plantations
in my primary sources. As websites can certainly be considered modern-day
brochures with almost unlimited space to discuss matters such as slavery, I wanted
to see how Monticello, Mount Vernon, Belle Grove, and Long Branch have opted to
use this space.

1.4.

Source materials

The primary sources of this study are the brochures or copies of brochures
collected at Mount Vernon, Monticello, Belle Grove, and Long Branch plantations in
December 2014, and the websites of each plantation. The timeline of the hardcopy
brochures varies from plantation to another but, overall, covers nine decades of
printed marketing material. I received the brochures or copies of them by visiting
all four plantations in December, 2014. I was able to spend hours dating the
brochures at Mount Vernon and Monticello; at Belle Grove, I was given a private
tour of the house during my visit; at Long Branch, I simply picked up the brochures
that had been prepared for me.
For the purposes of this thesis, a tour brochure is defined as a light-weight leaflet
with no hard covers. Mainly general brochures are included in the research
material as they are comparable to general tours and thus serve as the best
example of a plantation’s dominant narrative. More specialized brochures, focusing
on themes such as gardening or slavery, do not provide a thorough image of the
plantation as a whole, but they do give some insight into which themes have been
deemed important enough to deserve their own specialty brochure. I included a
handful of specialty brochures in my sources as well, and they are clearly marked
in Appendices 1-3.
Another vital qualification was the complimentary nature of the brochure; it
needed to be free of charge. This is the brochure that most visitors will have access
to and thus, it has the best opportunity to reach and potentially influence visitors.
The only exception to this definition is the 1925 Monticello brochure which was
13

sold for the price of five cents. It is included because it is the oldest brochure made
available to me out of all four plantations and, as such, is an intriguing piece of
material.
The total amount of plantation brochures used for this thesis is 51. From
Monticello, I analyzed 22 general brochures, dating from 1925 to 2014. The
Jefferson Library, located a short drive from Monticello, has a large collection of
brochures, which is why this patch of brochures is the most comprehensive one.
The Fred W. Smith National Library for the Study of George Washington at Mount
Vernon is currently organizing their archives and was only able to locate and
provide 14 brochures for this study. Belle Grove has only been open to the public
since 1978 and thus had fewer brochures to provide than Mount Vernon or
Monticello, totaling at 9. Long Branch is even newer to the scene; welcoming
tourists from the 1990s, they had the smallest number of brochures (total of 6 of
which most from 2014).39 All 51 brochures are listed in Appendices 1-3, which are
categorized chronologically and by plantation. Brochures analyzed in Chapter 3 are
listed in Appendix 1; brochures from Chapter 4 can be found in Appendix 2; and
brochures from Chapter 5 in Appendix 3. In addition to the print brochures, I also
analyzed the content of the website of each plantation – these websites are listed
in Appendix 3 under their respective plantation.
I used a few secondary sources to support the conceptual, historic, and
methodological aspects of my work. Eichstedt and Small’s Representation of
Slavery: Race and Ideology in Southern Plantation Museums40, briefly introduced in
Chapter 1.3, is the inspiration for this thesis. Eichstedt and Small visited hundreds
of locations during their research of Southern plantations and based on their
findings, created categories for the representational strategies of slavery that
plantations use. These categories, also introduced in Chapter 1.3, form the
backbone of this thesis by providing the concepts of erasure, marginalization,
trivialization, and segregation – all of which I will use to get a better understanding
of the promotional choices made by the plantations under examination.

39
40

See Appendices 1-3 for brochure listings.
Eichstedt and Small, Representation of Slavery: Race and Ideology in Southern Plantation Museums.
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While I used numerous sources for the description of societal change during each
time period covered, the main source for historic developments and events has
been John Hope Franklin and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s From Slavery to
Freedom: A History of African Americans41. John Hope Franklin wrote the first
edition of this book as early as 1947 and has been a respected American historian
until and after his death in 2009. His colleague Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham
finished the ninth edition of From Slavery to Freedom, published in 2011. This book
provided me with vast but detailed information on the status of African Americans
since the first days of slavery in North America (although the reach of this book
begins in 500 BCE).
As described in Chapter 1.2, the primary method for my thesis is critical discourse
analysis (CDA). The teachings of Teun van Dijk42, in particular, have given this
study a solid methodological foundation. They have directed me in finding the right
questions to ask and the ways to find answers to those questions. All secondary
sources are listed alphabetically in the bibliography of this thesis.

John Hope Franklin and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, From Slavery to Freedom: A History of
African Americans (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2011).
42 van Dijk, Discourse and Power.
41
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2. The Plantations
2.1.

Home of “The Father of His Country”

Mount Vernon was the home of George Washington, a Founding Father, the first
president of the new republic of the United States, and, among other things, “a
gentleman planter”43. The original house was built by Washington’s father in 1735,
a modest one and a half story farmhouse. Although only inheriting the estate in
1762, George Washington expanded the house as early as 1758 by raising the roof
and adding a floor. In 1774, the north and south wings, the cupola, and piazza were
added.44The mansion, as seen today, is portrayed in Figure 1.

Figure 1. The Mansion. Source: Mount Vernon Ladies' Association, Photos,
http://www.mountvernon.org/photos/#g-24_m-mv_byreneecomet (accessed Feb. 19,
2015).
43Mount

Vernon Ladies’ Association, Biography, http://www.mountvernon.org/georgewashington/biography/ (accessed Feb. 11, 2015).
44Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, Ten Facts About the Mansion,
http://www.mountvernon.org/the-estate-gardens/the-mansion/ten-facts-about-the-mansion/
(accessed Feb. 11, 2015).
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Mount Vernon has 21 rooms and it offers a living space of over 11,000 square feet,
about ten times more than an average house in Colonial Virginia. The estate totaled
at about 8,000 acres in the 18th century, 500 of which are now owned and
managed by the current owners, the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association.45 Several
outbuildings are located on the premises. Some are original buildings from
Washington’s era, some have been restored, and others are replicas.
George Washington’s father died when he was 10 years old, leaving George a
family farm in Fredericksburg, Virginia, as well as ten slaves. In his adulthood, he
purchased at least 15 more slaves, and through marriage to his wife, Martha
Washington, he became the owner of hundreds of slaves. At the time of
Washington’s death 1799, the enslaved population at Mount Vernon had reached
318.46
George Washington’s views on slavery shifted through time. In his youth, he was
surrounded by enslaved people catering for him, and he grew up regarding slavery
as an inherent part of his everyday life. But throughout the years, and especially
during the first years of the Revolutionary War, he began to question the
enslavement of black people. He supported the abolishment of slavery but felt the
only way to do it was through legislation – something he thought would never
happen. In his will, he freed all of the 123 slaves that belonged to him; a number
that represented a little less than half of the 318 slaves on the estate in 1799. The
rest belonged to his wife Martha who had inherited them from her first husband.
She was not allowed to free these slaves who eventually were divided among her
children and grandchildren.47

45Mount

Vernon Ladies’ Association, About, http://www.mountvernon.org/about/ (accessed Feb.
11, 2015).
46Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, Ten Facts About Washington & Slavery,
http://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/slavery/ten-facts-about-washington-slavery/
(accessed Feb. 11, 2015).
47 Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, George Washington and Slavery,
http://www.mountvernon.org/research-collections/digital-encyclopedia/article/georgewashington-and-slavery/ (accessed Oct. 31, 2015).
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After Washington’s death, Mount Vernon stayed in the Washington family for over
50 years. It was a popular tourist attraction early on, open to interested visitors
even before Washington’s death, but as visitor numbers grew with improved
infrastructure and accessibility, it became evident that the estate was in need of
restoration. John Augustine Washington, Jr., George Washington’s descendant, was
not able to preserve the property or the mansion, and looked for opportunities to
sell it to the government and the state of Virginia with no luck. Mount Vernon was
eventually sold to the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, founded in 1853 with the
sole intention of purchasing the estate from the Washington family and restoring
it. After the sale, for the sum of $200,000 for 200 acres, the MVLA took over the
management of Mount Vernon in 1860, with Ann Pamela Cunningham as its first
president.48 In her farewell speech in 1874, Cunningham stated:
“Let no irreverent hand change it; no vandal hands desecrate it with
the finger of progress… Let one spot in this grand country of ours be
saved from change”.49
As is evident in Cunningham’s quote, the MVLA’s primary goal is to preserve the
memory of George Washington. As the association is a private, non-profit
organization, is does not receive any funding from government, state, or local
sources. The operation and preservation of Mount Vernon is funded mainly with
income from retail, food and beverage sales, donations, and ticket sales for its
1,000,000 annual visitors.50

2.2.

“Little Mountain”

Monticello, Italian for "Little Mountain", was the home of Thomas Jefferson, a
Founding Father, the principal author of the United States Declaration of
Independence, and the third president of the independent United States of
America. Built on top of a hill in Charlottesville, Virginia, Monticello was the grand
48Mount

Vernon Ladies’ Association, Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association,
http://www.mountvernon.org/about/mount-vernon-ladies-association/ (accessed Feb. 11, 2015).
49Thomas Nelson Page, History and Preservation of Mount Vernon (New York: The Knickerbocker
Press, 1932): 62.
50Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, About.
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design of Jefferson himself. The construction of the house began in 1769 according
to Jefferson's first design, which was completed when he left for Europe in 1784.
Remodeling and enlarging the house based on Jefferson's new design began in
1796 and was finished by 1809. Monticello is the only home in the United States
appointed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.51
Monticello (Figure 2) boasts a total of 43 rooms, of which 33 are in the house itself
and the remaining ten located in the pavilions and under the outdoor terraces. The
total living area is about 11,000 square feet, including cellar space, but not
including the pavilions or rooms under the terraces.52

Figure 2. Monticello. Copyright Tytti McVeigh.

The 5,000-acre property that Jefferson inherited from his father at the age of 21
was divided into four farms: the Monticello home farm, Shadwell, where Jefferson
was born, Tufton, and Lego. With the land, he also inherited about 40 slaves.
During his life, Thomas Jefferson owned over six hundred slaves, most of whom he
acquired “through the natural increase of enslaved families”, and by inheritance
from both his father and father-in-law. He bought fewer than twenty slaves,
51Thomas

Jefferson Foundation, Monticello (House) Faq, http://www.monticello.org/site/houseand-gardens/monticello-house-faq (accessed Feb. 9, 2015).
52Ibid.
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sometimes to unite families and other times to ensure an adequate labor force at
Monticello.53
Jefferson was very conflicting in his views and practices concerning slavery. He
wrote that slavery was horrendous but still practiced the trade in his personal life.
He said that slaves were like children and thus incapable of taking care of
themselves if freed, but still many of his slaves were trained as skilled craftsmen
who could have worked to support themselves as free men. Indeed, as author
Annette Gordon-Reed reminds us, Jefferson can be quoted supporting almost any
position on slavery.54
Today, Monticello is owned and operated by the Thomas Jefferson Foundation, Inc
(TJF). The foundation, then known as the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation
(TJMF), was founded in 1923 when it purchased Monticello from Jefferson Monroe
Levy. The Levy family had owned Monticello since the 1830s, excluding a period of
15 years during and after the Civil War. While Monticello did not open to the public
officially until 1924 after the TJMF purchased it, an overseer did charge visitors
while the Levy family was away.55 According to the first Monticello brochure,
published in 1925, over 50,000 domestic and foreign visitors were registered
during the first year of the TJMF running Monticello56.
The TJF, like the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, is a private, non-profit
organization that receives no ongoing federal, state, or local funding to support its
operations, relying mainly on visitor fees and donations. It owns about half of the
original 5,000 acres of land that Jefferson inherited in 1764 and is run by a board
of trustees. The foundation is committed to a “dual mission” of preserving the

53Thomas

Jefferson Foundation, Property, http://www.monticello.org/site/plantation-andslavery/property (accessed Feb. 17, 2015).
54Annette Gordon-Reed, Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: an American Controversy,
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1997), 108-109.
55Thomas Jefferson Foundation, Jefferson Monroe Levy, http://www.monticello.org/site/house-andgardens/jefferson-monroe-levy (accessed Feb. 17, 2015).
56See Appendix 1: Monticello Brochure 1.
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estate and educating both the general public and Monticello’s 500,000 annual
visitors.57

2.3.

Belle Grove: “A Historic Site”

Belle Grove Plantation, located in Middletown, Virginia, was the home of Major
Isaac Hite, the grandson of a German immigrant, Jost Hite, who acquired 140,000
acres of land through two land grants. Major Isaac Hite received 483 acres of the
total land area upon his marriage to Nelly Conway Madison, the sister of future
president James Madison, in 1783. The construction of their new home began in
1794 and was finished in 1797.58 Belle Grove was named after the home of Nelly
Conway Madison's maternal parents in Port Conway, Virginia, about 100 miles
southeast of Middletown.59
Belle Grove (Figure 3) is a seven-room house, designed after the principles of
Thomas Jefferson and with a similar floor plan to that of Monticello's. Two
additions have been made to the house, one in 1815 and another in 1900.60 The
house sits on 283 acres of land, 200 acres less than the original land area received
by Major Hite. There are only two outbuildings from the early 19th century that
have survived, the Ice House and Smoke House, in addition to which a slave
cemetery has been recovered and displayed.61

57Thomas

Jefferson Foundation, Thomas Jefferson Foundation,
http://www.monticello.org/site/about/thomas-jefferson-foundation (accessed Feb. 17, 2015).
58Belle Grove, Inc., Belle Grove History, http://www.bellegrove.org/index.php?/about/history
(accessed Mr. 10, 2015).
59Belle Grove, Inc., A Visitor’s Guide to Belle Grove Plantation, (Fort Valley: AAH Graphics, 2000), 33.
60Ibid., 45-47.
61Belle Grove, Inc., About Belle Grove Plantation, http://www.bellegrove.org/index.php?/about
(accessed Mar. 10, 2015).
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Figure 3. Belle Grove. Source:
http://www.bellegrove.org/index.php?/visit/gallery#leaf

In his lifetime, Major Isaac Hite increased the size of his land from 483 acres to
7,500 acres. On his farm, Hite and his employees and slaves grew wheat, raised
cattle and sheep, and operated a distillery and several mills.62 By this time, the
Hites owned a total of 103 slaves, a significant increase from the original fifteen
slaves who were given to Major Hite as a dowry in 1865 by Nelly Conway
Madison's father. In his "Deed of Gift", James Madison Sr. wrote:
"To have and to hold the said fifteen slaves together with their
increase as may have happened since the last day of March one
thousand seven hundred and eight two, and all their future increase to
the said Isaac Hite junr. and his heirs forever."63
The Belle Grove Plantation stayed in the hands of the Hite family for 22 years after
Major Hite died in 1836. The manor was first occupied by his second wife Ann
62National

Park Service, Belle Grove, http://www.nps.gov/cebe/learn/historyculture/bellegrove.htm (accessed Mar. 10, 2015).
63Belle Grove, Inc., A Visitor’s Guide, 22-23.

22

Maury Tunstall, and after she passed in 1851, Belle Grove became the property of
Cornelius Hite, the ninth child of Major Hite and Ann Maury Tunstall. After
Cornelius' death in 1860, Belle Grove was sold to John W. Cooley and Benjamin B.
Cooley. The estate had two more owners until it was sold to A.J. Brumback in 1907
who turned it into an inn which opened in 1922. Belle Grove functioned as an inn
until 1929 when it was sold to Francis Welles Hunnewell who did significant
restoration work on the house and bequeathed it to the National Trust for Historic
Preservation in 1964.64
Belle Grove’s marketing rides heavily on the importance of the Battle of Cedar
Creek which was fought in the outskirts of Belle Grove in October 1864. This battle
is a major theme in all promotion of Belle Grove, as it is the inspiration of the poem
“Sheridan’s Ride.” The Battle of Cedar Creek was a short and bloody one and was
ignited, among other reasons, by the field burnings in Shenandoah Valley by Union
General Philip Sheridan in order to starve the Confederate army. Confederate
General Jubal Early seized an opportunity to attack the Union army at dawn,
passing Belle Grove Plantation during their approach. The Union troops were
defeated and chased out of the Shenandoah Valley within a few hours. Upon
hearing about the retreat, General Sheridan rode back to the Valley and rallied his
troops into re-claiming their camps. This counterattack was a success, and
Sheridan managed to retrieve all captured artillery and prisoners. This was the
second bloodiest battle in the Shenandoah Valley, with approximately 8,600
casualties, and, as a much needed boost in Northern morale, it contributed
significantly to the re-election of President Abraham Lincoln three weeks later.65
Today, Belle Grove is owned by the National Trust for Historic Preservation but
operated by Belle Grove Inc., a non-profit foundation that generates its income
through admission fees, memberships, retail, special events, grants, and donations.

64Ibid.,

9, 42.
Park Service, “The Battle of Cedar Creek”,
http://www.nps.gov/cebe/learn/historyculture/the-battle-of-cedar-creek.htm (accessed Mar. 10,
2015).
65National
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The National Trust does not fund Belle Grove’s operations on a regular basis
although it might occasionally issue a monetary grant.66

2.4.

Long Branch: “An American Architectural Treasure”

Decades before Long Branch Plantation even existed, Lord Fairfax from Kent,
England, inherited the land on which Long Branch would eventually be built.
Residing at such a distance, he commissioned Robert “King” Carter to oversee his
property and to collect rent from people who settled on his land. After Carter’s
death in 1732, Lord Fairfax traveled to Virginia and addressed an on-going dispute
over large areas of his land. After assessing the land, Fairfax concluded that it
belonged to the Carter family who maintained ownership of it until 1957.67
To be prepared for the westward movement of settlers, Fairfax wanted to have a
map over the uncharted area of his land. He commissioned his distant relative
George Washington, then 16 years old, to survey the land. Washington’s successful
surveying had a significant influence on his late career as a military leader.68
The story of Long Branch Plantation (Figure 4) began much later, in 1788, when
Robert Carter Burwell, a descendant of Robert “King” Carter, inherited the land
sitting along a stream known as Long Branch in Clarke County, Virginia. Burwell
started a wheat plantation on the land, and around 1810, he began to build a
mansion on the site. With advice from Benjamin Henry Latrobe, one of the
architects of the United States Capitol, Burwell built a house following classical
style.69

66Belle

Grove, Inc., “The Manor House,”
http://www.bellegrove.org/index.php?/visit/detail/the_manor_house (accessed Mar. 10, 2015).
67 Long Branch Historic House and Farm, “Lord Fairfax,”
http://www.visitlongbranch.org/history/people/lord-fairfax/ (accessed Oct. 18, 2015).
68 Ibid.
69 Long Branch Historic House and Farm, “Our Story,” http://www.visitlongbranch.org/history/
(accessed Oct. 18, 2015).
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Figure 4. Long Branch. Source: http://www.visitlongbranch.org/gallery/

Burwell fell ill and died soon after the mansion was finished in 1812. His sister and
her husband inherited the property, and it stayed in the family until 1957,
changing hands through bequeath or forced sales in financially difficult times. Until
the emancipation of slaves, about 20 or 30 enslaved people lived and worked at
Long Branch at any given time. Their tasks consisted of working the tobacco or
wheat fields, or domestic work. After the emancipation declaration, like most
Southern plantations, Long Branch too struggled to stay afloat without slave labor.
The Carter-Burwell-Nelson family managed to hold on to the property for 144
years, eventually being forced to sell it to outsiders in 1957. Ownership of Long
Branch exchanged hands a few more times, ending up with Baltimore textile
executive Harry Z. Isaacs who created and endowed the Harry Z. Isaacs Foundation
“to hold, preserve, maintain and operate Long Branch Farm… for charitable
purposes” in 1990.70
Long Branch Plantation was opened to the public in the early 1990s, after Harry Z.
Isaacs’ death. Today, it is a Virginia Historic Landmark and is listed in the National
Register of Historic Places. It is “working to become the most accessible, engaging
70

Ibid.
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and cutting-edge historic home in America.” The plantation hosts a 400-acre farm
and a home for retired horses, and is open to various community functions as well
as weddings.
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3. 1920s-1940s
3.1.

“An Influential Citizen”

In the Mount Vernon and Monticello brochures published in the 1920s, 1930s, and
1940s, the text focuses heavily on the accomplishments and morality of the
plantations’ presidential owners. Presidents Washington and Jefferson are
depicted as not only leaders of their nation or as courageous soldiers, but also as
creative and innovative designers. President Jefferson, in particular, is praised as
an ingenious innovator, while President Washington is a leader, always ready,
although not necessarily willing, to leave his peaceful haven of a home to lead his
country.71 Praising the Founding Fathers without criticism has been the primary
frame of discourse up until very recent years. Historian Annette Gordon-Reed,
among others, criticizes the way Thomas Jefferson’s character and reputation have
been aggressively defended by scholars against allegations concerning his
relationship with a slave called Sally Hemings. This relationship produced at least
one child, possibly as many as six. Instead of admitting even the possibility of such
a liaison, researchers and commentators have used questionable arguments in
Jefferson’s defense to protect his image as a leader, an intellect, and a family man.72
This type of discourse was certainly in popular use in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s,
and quite visible in the early brochures of both Mount Vernon and Monticello.
In the one Belle Grove brochure from the 1920s, this type of glorification of a
specific individual is much less blatant. Major Hite is certainly seen as an important
historical figure and his connections to several Founding Fathers are made clear.
The majority of the text, however, gives at least equal attention to describing the
house, and especially to the Battle of Cedar Creek which took place almost 30 years
after Major Hite’s death.
The women of Mount Vernon and Monticello are not given much attention in the
brochures from the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. When a woman is mentioned in the
71See

Appendix 1.
Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings.

72Gordon-Reed,
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text, she is defined through a man, always as a man’s aunt, sister, daughter, bride,
or wife. Of course, the MVLA consisted (and still does) of only women, and their
role as active female members of society is strongly highlighted in the Mount
Vernon brochures. It is noteworthy, then, that Martha Washington gets a few
mentions in all three Mount Vernon brochures, while Martha Jefferson, President
Jefferson’s wife, is almost nowhere to be seen in the Monticello brochures (only
once referred to as “his bride”). Belle Grove names more women than the other
two plantations but only when attempting to showcase a connection to an
influential man. None of these first plantation brochures give space to the black
women of Mount Vernon and Monticello.73
The exclusion of or slim attention given to women in the early tour brochures is
surprising considering that most product advertising at this time, especially in the
1920s, was targeted at women. As cultural anthropologist William M. O’Barr
stresses, advertisers were well aware of the fact that women made 80% of all
consumer purchases and, as such, they were regarded by marketers as the primary
consumer of the household. The ads spoke to consumers with a “male authority,”
however, and reflected the roles women were expected to perform as wives and
mothers.74 Leaving the experience of women out of plantation brochures at a time
when women were targeted so heavily by marketers elsewhere is interesting,
especially in the case of Mount Vernon where the owner organization is allfemale75. Perhaps the publishers were not aware of this trend and assumed men
would make decisions about family travels; perhaps they assumed only men would
be interested in the history of the nation.

73See

Appendix 1.
M. O’Barr, "A Brief History of Advertising in America",Advertising & Society Review 11, no.
1 (2010) https://muse.jhu.edu/ (accessed Mar. 10, 2015).
75 Although the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association is and has always been all-female, it should be
noted that black women have historically been denied membership and participation in many
women’s associations(Martha May, Women’s Roles in Twentieth-Century America, (Westport:
Greenwood Press, 2009), 119). The MVLA is no exception as its members are exclusively white.
74William
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3.2.

Grand Designers

In these early brochures, ample attention is given to the architectural style of the
main house and other buildings, especially in the Monticello brochures. The actual
construction of the main house and the materials used are also given much space
in all brochures.76 Presidents Washington and Jefferson are praised as designers
and architects, evident in this quote from a 1925 Monticello brochure (Figure 5):
“...and that exquisite mansion which Jefferson planned and designed
with a beauty and grandeur of style which is still the admiration of
architects and all lovers of art.”77

Figure 5. Monticello brochure from 1925.

76Ibid.
77Ibid.
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In a later brochure from the 1930s, Jefferson’s architectural skills are highlighted
by calling him an “architect as well as builder.” The text also puts emphasis on how
most construction material for the house was made on location:
“…the timbers were hewn there, the bricks were made there and even
the nails and hardware were made in the ‘nailery’.”78
In reality, Jefferson did not build the house himself. He employed local white
masons and their apprentices to do the stone and brickwork. The wood structure
was built by local carpenters, together with Monticello slave carpenters. Skilled
white joiners were hired from as far away as Philadelphia to do the fine
woodwork. John Hemings, a Monticello slave, trained under a white workman and
became a “very able joiner and carpenter”.79 The nailery, a small nail factory at
Monticello, on the other hand, was the workplace of young male slaves, some as
young as 10 years old80.
President George Washington is depicted as an avid designer of the extensive
remodeling of the main house as well as his own burial vault. When discussing the
extensions he planned for the house, the work is said to have been carried out by
“his able manager and distant kinsman, Lund Washington”. No mention of the very
likely use of slave work is made.81
As in the Mount Vernon and Monticello brochures from these early years, the Belle
Grove brochure from the 1920s also highlights the construction of the mansion.
According to the text, the house was “built of native limestone with the house
workmanship” and that the “Key-stones” used were brought over from England
and “hauled over the Blue Ridge mountain a distance of 75 miles from Alexandria
with ox teams.”82

78Ibid.
79Thomas

Jefferson Foundation, “Monticello (House) Faq”.
Jefferson Foundation, “Nailery”, http://www.monticello.org/site/plantation-andslavery/nailery (accessed Feb. 17, 2015).
81Ibid.
82See Appendix 1: Belle Grove Brochure 1.
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The history and efforts of the owner organizations of both Mount Vernon and
Monticello plantations are a major topic in most of their early brochures. They, too,
are designers of major remodeling work on the presidential homes as they have
spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on these preservation projects. The text
emphasizes the volunteer nature of the associations’ work and how both the
Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation and the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association
depend on admission fees and donations. Both want to be seen as private, nonprofit organizations. In the case of Belle Grove, there is no such foundation or
association to ensure the preservation of the estate, as it was owned by a private
person at this time. This first Belle Grove brochure is, in essence, a marketing
leaflet for an inn that does offer tours of the historic site of a Civil War battle but
does not operate as a plantation museum like Mount Vernon and Monticello did in
the 1920s.83

3.3.

The Vanishing Slave

The early plantation brochures examined in this chapter practice what sociologists
Eichstedt and Small call “symbolic annihilation”, or erasure of slavery. This
discursive strategy suggests that the enslaved (or free African Americans) either
were not present or merely not important enough to be noted in the marketing of
the plantation. Symbolic annihilation as a concept has been used in several studies
researching other minorities as well. It has been the tool for studies on media
representations of women, homosexuals, and Native Americans, and most authors
agree on the definition of symbolic annihilation as “subordinated groups [being]
absent from, or marginalized within, media representations.” In Eichstedt and
Small’s work, symbolic annihilation of the experience of the enslaved at Southern
plantations includes the following:
-

Exclusive focus on the owning family of the plantation, despite them
representing a small minority of its population

-

Absence of any mention or discussion of slavery

83Ibid.
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-

Mention of the enslaved in a “throwaway statement of fact” with little or no
context

-

Use of euphemisms when referring to slaves, most commonly servants

-

Use of the passive voice and neutral pronouns

-

Universal and ahistorical statements clearly only referring to the white
experience.84

All of the practices above can be found in the early plantation brochures examined
here. Referrals to the enslaved populations of these three plantations are either
completely missing or very few, and when there are such mentions, they are
marginalized ones. Slaves are called “servants” in most instances. In one
Monticello brochure, a building is called the “Old Slave Quarters”, and in another,
slaves are actually called slaves but only in passing, and there is no discussion of
slavery in either brochure. The Mount Vernon brochures, on the other hand, refer
to slaves as “his people” or “people” in their maps. Using the word “his” in this
context reveals the owner-property relationship that existed between Washington
and his slaves. When it is removed, the relationship is removed, and the reader is
lead to believe that the brochure refers to free workers.
The Belle Grove brochure does use the word “slave” but only to highlight the
wealth of the slave owners, likening the enslaved to equipment or tools in
acquiring that wealth. On the whole, the problematic and complex issue of slavery
is not discussed. Presidents Washington and Jefferson and Major Hite as slave
owners is another topic that has been left out completely. Slavery and slaves in
general are only spoken about in the passive voice and through landscape by
referring to buildings where the enslaved worked, and to trades they might have
practiced, especially in the Mount Vernon and Monticello brochures.85 One
wonders, if these brochures might have any mentions of even “servants” if all these
service buildings did not exist and require introduction.

84Eichstedt
85See

and Small, Representations of Slavery, 105-108.
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The 1920s were an active, even radical time for blacks in the United States. While
they were still being oppressed in countless ways, African Americans were starting
to fight back. The enlistment and service of black soldiers in World War I
encouraged many to believe that the democracy America was protecting overseas
would now be reality back home as well. This, however, was not the case, and
soldiers who had been treated as equal members of the military were frustrated to
find out that they were once again second class citizens. Protests and riots
emerged and a federal law against lynching was proposed by the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The NAACP also
undertook a campaign to raise awareness about crimes against blacks. Jamaican
Marcus Garvey became a widely popular leader of the "Negro Zionism" movement
celebrating black pride who even attempted to create a new nation in Africa where
all African Americans could flee to and live a prosperous life in.86
According to historians John Hope Franklin and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, the
1920s also witnessed a massive spread of African American art, largely with the
help of corporate America which finally realized the significance of the black
consumer market. Some of the “New Negroes” of Harlem even argued that this was
the best, and perhaps the only field where blacks could “participate as equals to
whites.” 87 None of these efforts or achievements are visible in the early plantation
brochures, however. A very likely reason for this is the fact that all owners and
operators of the plantations consisted of white, wealthy elites who had no interest
in encouraging black pride. The TJMF, MVLA and Mr. Brumback were possibly
afraid to ignite protests and riots in their areas, a justified fear considering that the
black population represented 25% of the total population of Virginia in the 1920
census. This share was considerably bigger than that of the total population of the
United States which was less than 10%.88
The Great Depression of the 1930s hit the African American population sooner and
harder than the white population as the majority of blacks worked in agriculture,
Franklin and Higginbotham, From Slavery to Freedom: 350-360, 370.
381.
88Bureau of the Census, Historial Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970, Bicentennial
Edition, Part 2 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1975): 9, 36.
86
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the industry that started collapsing well before the 1929 stock market crash
because of massive black migration from the South. But the urban black population
also suffered, as they were the first ones to lose their jobs during the first signs of
an economic downturn in the mid-1920s. Their plight was undermined as a
casualty of technological advancement until the crash of 1929 when businesses
started to close and banks failed. Blacks benefited from the New Deal efforts by
Democrat president Roosevelt to stimulate the industry and establish codes to
improve working conditions which eventually lead to a shift in their party
affiliations. Traditionally, African Americans had been loyal to the “the Party of
Lincoln”, the Republicans, but as the Republican party made initiatives in the South
to build a strong, white party, black started slowly but steadily to flock over to the
Democrats where they had received help during the depression. Black activism in
politics also continued.89 None of these challenges are visible in the two brochures
published in the 1930s90, as they focus heavily on the grandeur of the main house
and the achievements of its owner and designer. But there might be a connection
between the poverty of the black population in general, the assumed white
plantation visitor, and the content of the brochures. If the TJMF and MVLA
assumed that their guests were going to be white, or if they only allowed white
visitors to enter in the first place, there would be no motivation to discuss matters
that concerned the black population.
World War II controlled the general atmosphere of the 1940s. Blacks were once
again willing to fight for global democracy but not at the expense of their fight for
democracy at home. As the number of African American voters grew, their voices
became louder. Despite the respect and acknowledgement black soldiers received
during the war, there were many clashes between blacks and whites over
segregation and discrimination. After the war years, the mobilization of blacks to
defeat the Jim Crow laws91 in the American South and to achieve civil rights
89Franklin

and Higginbotham, From Slavery to Freedom, 418-429.
Appendix 1: Mount Vernon Brochure 1 and Monticello Brochure 2.
91From the 1880s into the 1960s, most states enforced segregation through "Jim Crow" laws
(named after a black character in minstrel shows). States and cities could impose legal punishments
for interacting with people of another race. The most common types of laws included the outlawing
of marriage between races and ordered business owners and public institutions to separate their
black and white customers. Visit the National Park Service’s website for examples of some of these
laws: http://www.nps.gov/malu/learn/education/jim_crow_laws.htm
90See
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continued louder and bigger than ever.92 The Mount Vernon and Monticello
brochures from the 1940s do not seem particularly patriotic as one might expect
during wartime. The familiar descriptions of “patriotic” and “national memorial”
are present in the Monticello brochure, but the TJMF started using them as early as
1925. However, Jefferson is titled as the third president of the United States for the
first time in the Monticello brochure published in 1941 or 1942. Perhaps the
ongoing World War II inspired this addition. As regards to the Mount Vernon
brochure editions of 1943 and 1945, the only noticeable changes likely are not
inspired by the war.93

3.4.

A summary

Big changes in American society are not particularly visible in these early
brochures, although as the Belle Grove brochure is an advertisement for an inn
instead of a plantation museum, it uses language reflecting the emergence on
luxury items and services in the 1920s. Phrases such as “modern inn,” “magnificent
view,” and “…your trip will not be complete if you do not see or spend a while at
Belle Grove as quiet pleasant and comfortable a place as you will find in the Valley”
all attest to this notion94. As for Mount Vernon and Monticello, the “roaring
twenties” seem to have no place in the marketing of the homes of the two Founding
Fathers.
As discussed in Chapter 3.3., the Great Depression is also not particularly visible in
the brochures from that time. Perhaps the low number of brochures published in
the 1930s reflects the financial plight of many Americans, discouraged from
traveling while dealing with economic hardship. The spread of the automobile
starting in the 1920s is not visible in these early brochures either, as there are no
driving instructions or maps of the surrounding areas included in them. Any
commentary or reference to World War II is left out as well.
Franklin and Higginbotham, Froma Slavery to Freedom, 450, 465, 472.
The removal of “of his” from the sentence “Here twelve or more [of his] people were constantly
employed” in the 1943 brochure is one of these changes, creating an image of free workers who
were compensated for their work. In reality, these workers were always enslaved people. The “of
his” was added back to the brochure in the 1945 edition. See Appendix 1: Mount Vernon Brochures
1 & 2.
94See Appendix 1: Belle Grove Brochure 1.
92
93
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To summarize, the plantation brochures from the early decades of the 20th century
focus heavily on the achievements and connections of the plantation owners while
also highlighting the beauty of the estate and the construction of the buildings. If
any materials of the main house were made on-location, it is made known. If the
owner had anything to do with the design of the buildings, gardens, or gadgets, it is
made known. Belle Grove differs from Mount Vernon and Monticello in that its
main promotion point is the Battle of Cedar Creek which took place well after the
plantation had been sold out of the Hite family. The contents of the brochures are
mainly very factual with a strict focus on the history of the plantation and its
owners.
These early brochures only seem to reflect the interests of their publishers:
accumulating guest expenditure and donations, disseminating information about
the respective prestigious family, and praising the appearance of the estate they
lived on. They are clearly not meant as commentaries of societal changes but as
advertisements, even though they are not visually very complex. The brochures
from the 1920s-1940s are, in fact, heavy in text and light in images, all of which are
black and white.
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4. 1950s-1970s
4.1.

Great Men With Noble Intentions

A chronology of Thomas Jefferson’s life was added to the Monticello brochure in
1956. It lists many of Jefferson’s accomplishments in his political career but also
some personal events, such as marriage “to the widow Martha Wayles Skelton.” An
especially interesting part of this chronology is the 1778 bill “outlawing the
importation of slaves to Virginia”, described as “a measure long advocated by
Jefferson.” So, while elsewhere in the brochure the enslaved are called servants and
all discussion of the institution of slavery is missing, here Jefferson is depicted as
an opponent of the North Atlantic slave trade.95 Jefferson’s motivation to advocate
such a bill might have stemmed from his “discomfort” with slavery but also, at least
partly, from the motivation to protect the interstate slave trade from outside
competition. As early as 1662, the state of Virginia changed its laws so that slave
status traveled through the maternal line in addition to the paternal line. This way,
children born from interactions between slave women and their white masters
would be slaves, not free, and a perpetual supply of slaves was made possible.
Virginia also strengthened these laws as a precautionary method following the
1791 slave riots in the Caribbean.96 Despite Jefferson’s discomfort with slavery, a
somewhat popular view in Virginia in the last years of the 18th century, by 1808,
when the North Atlantic slave trade was outlawed, domestic slave trade became
highly profitable and ended much of the antislavery sentiments.97 This information
is not included in the brochure, which is consistent with the TJMF’s mission to only
speak of Jefferson in a glorifying manner.
This mission to glorify a Founding Father is also evident in a Mount Vernon
brochure published in 1968. It is, once again, almost identical with the previous
editions from 1934, 1943, and 1945, with few but interesting changes. A paragraph
is erased, another one added. For example, in the previous brochures, when
95See
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describing George Washington’s remodeling plans for the mansion, a simple “The
mansion was enlarged” is sufficient. But in 1968, Washington’s success in making
the house bigger is highlighted:
“The modest dwelling inherited from his father, which had been
enlarged in anticipation of his marriage, was once again enlarged and
embellished.”98
Insecurities about the construction of the original house, that were worded in the
1945 brochure, were apparently deemed unnecessary for the reader to know, as
this paragraph has been removed from the brochure. The MVLA might not have
wanted to appear uncertain of historical facts, which is a shame, since this
paragraph showed that the association was learning new things and presenting
new information
to their visitors.99
Another Mount Vernon brochure was published a decade later, in 1978. It is an
updated version with little resemblance to the earlier brochures but it
nevertheless continues to celebrate George Washington’s achievements in
developing Mount Vernon “into one of the finest estates of the period,” and this
work is attributed entirely to Washington with wordings such as “he built” and “he
planted” and the use of the passive voice (“His land holdings grew,” “the…house he
inherited was more than doubled in size”). Washington’s grandeur and stance in
American history is also made evident by the vast popularity of Mount Vernon as
an attraction, both right after his death and in the 1970s. Mount Vernon is also
called a “national shrine” for the first time – possibly after benchmarking the
marketing material of Monticello.100
Belle Grove published its first brochures in the late 1970s, after Belle Grove, Inc.
was founded to preserve and operate the estate. In these brochures, the original
owning family of Belle Grove, the Hites, is the main topic of interest. The life of
98
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Major Isaac Hite, in particular, is covered well. His education and popularity at the
College of William and Mary is mentioned, his military experience during the Civil
War noted. His marriages to Eleanor (Nelly) Conway Madison and Ann Tunstall
Maury are listed, and his wives are defined – once again – through other men: their
brother or father. Major Hite is said to have been primarily interested in farming
and is called an “industrious and observant owner.” Whether this “owning” refers
to land, equipment, or human beings, is left unsaid, but nevertheless, he is praised
as an “owner.”
The weaknesses of these great men of the Virginia plantation are not a favorite
topic in the brochures. However, Thomas Jefferson’s deteriorating health is
mentioned for the first time in the 1979 Monticello brochure. In the first instance,
he is said to have preferred “…sitting in a half-recumbent position to ease his
rheumatism”, and elsewhere, the failure of his farming efforts are partly explained
by his “failing health.” No such discussion of George Washington’s physical
ailments is present in the Mount Vernon or Belle Grove brochures. Both the TJMF
and the MVLA also disregard any other possible negative attributes of their
respective Founding Fathers, such as their sexual relationships with their female
slaves, or the poor economic skills of Thomas Jefferson. Belle Grove is no exception
to this – Major Hite’s connections to U.S. presidents are a much more convenient
topic. 101

4.2.

Maps of Forgetting

One visible theme in the brochures from 1950-1980 are maps and, particularly,
how those maps are used to erase the memory of slavery. This is consistent with
the strategy of symbolic annihilation, covered in more detail in Chapter 3.3. While
Mount Vernon, for example, printed a map on its brochures as early as 1934 and
employed this same strategy even then, some changes in the 1968 brochure seem
to suggest an even harsher approach to discussing slavery. In the 1968 brochure,
the “Northern Quarters” are gone, replaced by the “Mansion” at number 1.
“Servants’ Quarters” are now just “Quarters” – a space which is partly used as

101See

Appendix 2 for all brochures from the 1950s-1970s.
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space for a “salesroom” for handbooks and other publications. Buildings, rooms,
and other spaces at a plantation where the enslaved were most visible, are often
used as office space or gift shops even today. The decision to do so sends a clear
message about which spaces are important enough to restore and display as
historical locations, and which are not. Both Mount Vernon and Monticello are
applying this strategy of marginalizing the institution of slavery102 by briefly
contending that these spaces were used by slaves, but then stating that they are
now used for something “more important.”103
The “Museum” that the MVLA in 1945 (Figure 6) described as having been
“[e]rected in 1928 on the site of a ’house for families’” is in 1968 only said to have
been “[e]rected…to provide suitable display space for memorabilia.” Elsewhere in
the 1968 brochure, slaves who worked in the spinning house are called “people”
instead of “his people”, and they apparently worked in the “textile crafts”, not as
enslaved human beings producing clothing and other textiles for their master’s
needs. Elsewhere, slavery is referenced to in passing, with phrases such as
“servants’ hall” and “Storehouse and Overseer’s Quarters – A storekeeper
distributed tools and equipment from the front room.” There is no discussion of
who these tools were given to (slaves) or what an overseer might have been
overseeing (the work of the slaves, often giving out severe punishments such as
whippings).104 These are all evidence of the annihilation and marginalization of
slavery as presented by Eichstedt and Small105.
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Figure 6. Mount Vernon brochure from 1945.

The first map of the Monticello estate can be seen in the 1951 brochure, which
might have been inspired by the vast spread of the automobile106. As to why a
Monticello brochure would not feature a map before this when Mount Vernon did
so back in 1934, one must take into consideration that Mount Vernon, located in
Alexandria, VA, across the river from Washington, D.C., was very accessible and a
popular tourist destination as early as the first half of the 19th century.107
Monticello, located over 100 miles southwest of Mount Vernon, occupied by the
enemy during the Civil War, and owned by a private family until 1923, was not as
lucky. The MVLA had also been publishing a hardcover guide book since the 1860s
and had more experience in producing material for visitors. The TJMF, on the other
hand, was only learning how to attract tourists (and donators) in the 1920s. Even
so, it is surprising, especially with the popularity of the automobile around that
time, that there were no maps featured in the Monticello brochures until 1951.
In this first Monticello map, the busiest section of the estate, Mulberry Row, is not
named on the map. This is another way to annihilate the experience of the
enslaved from Monticello’s history, as Mulberry Row was the area where slaves
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were most visible, working in places such as the nailery108, joinery, or dairy. The
only Mulberry Row building on the map still standing is a “Gift Shop” – very much
like in the Mount Vernon 1968 brochure where former slave dwellings were
transformed into a salesroom. 109
This type of added erasure of the African American experience from plantation
brochures is fascinating, but perhaps not surprising, at a time when the Civil Rights
movement was taking its biggest leaps. The 1950s were an important decade in
continuing the fight for equal rights. In 1954, the United States Supreme Court
concluded that “in the field of public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’
has no place” and ruled that racial segregation in public schools must end.
Following the Supreme Court opinion, African Americans began to show more civil
disobedience to Jim Crow laws by, for example, refusing to comply with racial
segregation policies of city bus systems in many Southern cities. The most famous
arrest was that of Rosa Parks, a Montgomery, AL, woman who refused to give up
her seat to a white man. Parks was not the first person to do so or even the first
person to get arrested, but she did inspire a major boycott of city buses. A young
man of 25 years named Martin Luther King was selected to lead the boycott.
Eventually, this lead to the birth of a nationwide nonviolent protest movement
with King as its symbolic leader.110
These significant efforts are not visible in the brochures. One might assume that as
African Americans were beginning to stand their ground louder than ever before,
their history might be given more space in brochures describing plantations –
places where much of that history took place. This is not the case, however,
possibly because both Monticello and Mount Vernon were owned by private
organizations whose boards consisted of wealthy white people. The increased
hiding of slavery might have something to do with not wanting to appear
supportive of the Civil Rights movement which was very unpopular throughout the
South at this time.
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original location of the nailery, however, is pointed out on this map.
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The Monticello maps do not get much better with time. Mulberry Row is still
missing from the first brochure of the 1970s, and while it is named in the next one,
no explanation is given as to how vital Mulberry Row was to the functions of the
Monticello estate. It is not until 1979 that a brief description of Mulberry Row is
given, along with a separate number dedicated to it in the legend111. In most of the
Monticello brochure maps from the 1970s, the “Weaver’s Cottage” is “now used as
offices” – a very familiar strategy of annihilating the memory of those who lead
their lives in bondage.112 A Mount Vernon brochure from 1978 only features a map
of the area, “of a part of Fairfax County in Virginia showing the location of MOUNT
VERNON and other nearby Historic Sites” – no map of the estate is given. A similar
choice is visible in the Belle Grove brochure from the late 1970s, as there is only a
map of the surroundings of Middletown, VA, with road numbers added for the
convenience of the visitor. 113

4.3.

Discussing Slavery: First Efforts

A Monticello brochure published in 1979 (Figure 7) is the first one that makes
more of an effort to bring the existence of slaves to light. The TJMF included
Mulberry Row on the map and in the text of this brochure, and it is given much
more attention than before. Mulberry Row is called, quite accurately, “the
plantation street and center of light industry”, where activity “flourished” from
1796 to 1804. This, according to the brochure, was a time when the most buildings
existed here, including the stables, nailery, and “log dwellings for the slaves, often
called servants by Jefferson.” This is the first effort to bring to light the significance
of the work done by enslaved people, as evident in the decision to refer to
Mulberry Row as the center of the plantation. It is noteworthy as well that the
slaves are called slaves, even though servant is a much less loaded word, and even
though Jefferson himself apparently preferred calling them servants. All discussion
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Chapter 4.3 for more information about the discussion of slavery in the Monticello brochure
from 1979.
112See Appendix 2: Monticello Brochures 7-10.
113See Appendix 2: Mount Vernon Brochure 5 and Belle Grove Brochure 2.
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of the institution of slavery, Jefferson’s opinions on it, and the experience of the
slaves, however, is still completely missing.114

Figure 7. Monticello brochure from 1979.

Despite these early efforts to make known the significance of Mulberry Row, the
marginalization of slave work is well manifested elsewhere in this 1979 brochure.
For example, servants were “not obliged to enter the [dining] room” because of an
invention of Jefferson’s, the revolving shelf. This gadget made it possible for the
slaves to leave the food on the shelves, turn it, and then let the butler (also a slave)
do the serving. This suggests that the kitchen slaves would have interrupted the
free flowing conversation in the dining room by their mere presence. Additionally,
the South Terrace which covers most of Monticello’s service facilities, designed to
keep the slaves and their work hidden from view, is called a “back door” to
Monticello. These descriptions allow this tradition of hiding the slave experience to
continue.115
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Slaves doing domestic work are not the only ones whose work is being belittled in
the 1979 brochure. It states that as many as 75 adult slaves worked on the farm,
elsewhere on the estate, and in the house, but still the farm was not successful.
Other reasons are given but hardly any blame is put on Jefferson himself: economy,
agricultural depression, incompetent overseers, and the long absences and failing
health of Jefferson are listed as possible explanations for the poor performance of
the farm.116 Jefferson’s own flaws as an over spender are not discussed –
something that is recognized during the house tour today. But there are other,
additional themes of interest in this short sentence about the failure of slaves in
making the Monticello farm a success.
Firstly, child slaves are not mentioned here, only adult ones. While in most cases
the children of slaves spent their early years playing with the white children of the
house and leading relatively happy lives, they were nevertheless born as slaves117.
Sports historian David K. Wiggins argued in 1980 that slave children were
sometimes relieved from hard labor until they were around fourteen or fifteen
years old. They kept busy caring for younger children on the plantation and
performing chores such as carrying water to the field hands, tidying the yards,
collecting wood, and feeding the livestock – chores that Wiggins seems to deem
non-slave work although it is a fair assumption that no white child attended to
these chores.118 Indeed, as historian John W. Blassingame wrote as early as 1972,
many slave children, while often allowed several years of equality with the white
children of their masters and surprisingly much freedom to roam their
environment, were given light tasks around the plantation before they were ten.
After they turned ten, most slave children usually began working in the fields
alongside their parents.119 Even the TJF admits today that slave boys as young as
ten years old worked in the Monticello nailery, manufacturing nails for outside
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sale120. But back in 1979, the TJMF did not wish to educate its visitors of the forced
child labor that once took place at Monticello.
Secondly, slaves resisted their oppression in many non-violent and discrete ways
in addition to protests, riots, suicide, and running away. Ruthless sabotage of
plantation fields was very common and, according to Franklin and Higginbotham,
white masters needed to carefully supervise their slaves in order to ensure the
survival of crops. Slaves also broke farming tools on a regular basis.121 It is quite
likely that this sort of behavior was at least a part of the very modest success of
Monticello farming. As slave resistance was well researched as early as the 1950s
and referred to by Reverend Martin Luther King himself in the 1960s, the TJMF
should have been aware of it.122 Whether they could not connect the dots between
the failure of the farm and the sabotage done by the slaves, or just decided not to
talk about it is unclear. Judging from the elaborate praising of Jefferson as a leader,
it would not be surprising if the TJMF simply chose not to bring this theme to light.
Interestingly, a Mount Vernon brochure from 1978 reads the following:
“Even under George Washington’s judicious management his farm
lands were unproductive, a condition which intensified with the
years.”123
While there is no suggestion made as to the abilities of slave work, one wonders if
a similar connection between slave resistance and unproductive farming existed at
Mount Vernon as well.
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The Belle Grove brochure published during this time makes no mention of slavery.
There is no map of the estate pointing out the service buildings or their remains.
Not even the word servant is used anywhere in the brochures.124 This is quite
ironic as according to the brochure the mission of Belle Grove, Inc. is to “sustain
the property for the public education and enjoyment” (italics mine). In the late
1970s, slavery, apparently, was not important enough to educate the public about.
It is difficult to pinpoint what inspired Monticello to crack the door into the history
of the enslaved in their 1979 brochure, especially as neither of the other two made
no such effort, and even though the MVLA had been in operation for much longer
than the TJMF. Of course, the Civil Right movement was stronger than ever and, by
1979, had reached many milestones such as the Voting Rights Act in 1965125, and
Reverend King’s non-violent protests had turned into violent riots in many parts of
the country. Black Power movements were taking the stage as African Americans
grew frustrated with the slowness of change.126 Whether these social changes
prompted the first effort to discuss slavery in Monticello brochures or not, it is
clear that the effort was minimal at best.

4.4.

A Summary

The 1950s was a booming post-war decade in the United States. White city
residents started flocking into the suburbs and jobs followed, turning many
American cities into abandoned food-deserts. Black residents could not afford to
buy their piece of the suburban American dream but were forced to stay behind in
See Appendix 2: Belle Grove Brochure 2.
Voting Rights Act of 1965 followed closely the language of the 15 th amendment to the
Constitution (“The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by
the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude”),
adding to it the prohibition of using literacy tests to deny the right the vote. This was a common
discriminatory act against African Americans during the Jim Crow era. Section 5 of the Voting
Rights Act of 1965 was a landmark as it denied certain states with Jim Crow backgrounds from
changing their voting laws until the federal government ruled the changes non-discriminatory.
Section 5 was extended in 1970, 1975, and 1982 (see Department of Justice, “The Voting Rights Act
of 1965”, accessed March 24, 2015, http://www.justice.gov/crt/about/vot/intro/intro_b.php) but
finally invalidated by the U.S. Supreme Court in 2013, leading to quick and questionable changes of
some state laws. See Adam Liptak ”Supreme Court Invalidates Key Part of Voting Rights Act”, The
New York Times, June 25, 2013, accessed March 24, 2015,
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/26/us/supreme-court-ruling.html.
126Franklin and Higginbotham, From Slavery to Freedom, 578-582.
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the decaying cities. As factories began to move away from the cities, the people left
behind had few choices to earn their livelihood. Law professor and civil rights
expert john a. powell argues, as do many other academics, that this
suburbanization or urban sprawl is closely connected to concentrated poverty and
racial discrimination in cities:
“These sprawl patterns have contributed to the destructive pattern of
concentrated poverty and the isolation of low-income communities
and communities of color from economic opportunities.”127
Indeed, as Franklin and Higginbotham remind us, the African American community
was struggling with unemployment and poverty throughout the 1960s and 1970s.
At the same time, however, racial imbalances were being corrected through
legislation and many African Americans were able to better their social status. As
the U.S. entered the 1980s, a black middle class had formed alongside a
disorganized and disadvantaged lower class.128 Perhaps Monticello was preparing
for the black middle class as potential visitors when they decided to give slightly
more attention to the African American experience in their 1979 brochure. It
would be consistent with the laws of capitalism; demand creates supply.
It is somewhat surprising, however, that neither Mount Vernon nor Belle Grove
opted to give more space to slavery during these decades when the Civil Rights
movement was at its strongest. Even Monticello waited until 1979 when the most
dramatic battles were already fought. As it is fairly safe to assume, though, that the
owning or operating organizations consisted of mainly wealthy white people, it is
hardly shocking that they chose to keep quiet about slavery related topics during
these volatile times.
The 1970s were a busy time for plantation brochure publishing, at least at the
three plantations examined here. Monticello published at least four brochures;
Mount Vernon at least one; Belle Grove its first one since the founding of Belle
127john
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Grove, Inc. It seems as though the plantations were beginning to understand the
importance of updated information in marketing as they hoped to attract more
visitors. The growing economy and the civil rights movement meant that there
were now more paying tourists on the move than ever before. During these years,
the number of images in the brochure also began to increase significantly.
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5. 1980s-2014
5.1.

Southern Hospitality & Appearances

The praises of the great men of each plantation continue in the more recent
brochures. More specifically, their wealth and hospitality are showcased and their
abilities as farmers and businessmen are celebrated. For example, in the 1980s,
Belle Grove is called a symbol of Major Hite’s prosperity, he himself is depicted as
an enterprising businessman, and the family’s willingness to leave “a favorable
impression upon their guests” is noted. The Hites “entertained in a grand style”,
and guests were “treated with lavish meals” in the Parlor, a special space for
special occasions. Belle Grove is called, among other praising attributes, “the most
important single site, both historically and architecturally, for telling the story of
the lower Shenandoah Valley.” As a building, the Manor House is referred to as
“one of the most imposing structures of the late eighteenth century Shenandoah
Valley,” and Thomas Jefferson’s input in its design is highlighted. The connection to
Thomas Jefferson was emphasized in earlier brochures as well, and in the 1980s,
this story is evidenced by quoting James Madison’s letter to Thomas Jefferson in
which he requests design advice for his brother-in-law, Major Isaac Hite. Thomas
Jefferson’s “active involvement” in the design of the house is emphasized.129
However, by the late 2000s, the truthfulness of this connection is questioned:
“Belle Grove is thought to have perhaps been built with design assistance from
Thomas Jefferson.130” This development from “active involvement” to “is thought
to have perhaps” demonstrates not only that Belle Grove, Inc. has learned more but
also that they are ready and willing to deglorify Major Hite at least to some extent.
In brochures from the 2000s, the Parlor, “the most elaborately decorated room in
the house,” is given even more attention as it reflected Major Hite’s “great
economic and social position.” The high ceilings of the Manor House were also “a
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status symbol” and the house itself “lasting evidence” of the achievements of the
Hite family. 131
Long Branch began publishing brochures in the 1990s (Figure 8). These brochures
do not shy away from elaborate wording, describing the house, its furnishings, and
the estate with words such as “elegant,” “historic,” “spectacular,” “exquisite,”
“superb,” and “perfect.” While Long Branch is said to have been “owned by a series
of famous men”, it is not specifically promoted as the home of any one owner.
Harry Z. Isaacs, however, is given praise about dedicating his “good taste,
remarkable energy, and sizable fortune” to “revitalize” the house. The story of this
first Long Branch brochure is repeated almost word-by-word in the next brochure,
published in the 2000s.132 In current brochures, the wording is more neutral but
the familiar message of Southern hospitality is present: ”Socializing, music,
drinking, and meetings – they all occurred here in Long Branch’s parlor.” Similarly,
the dining room is described as the room where the Nelson family “entertained
and impressed.”133

Figure 8. Long Branch brochure from the 1990s.

Ibid.: Belle Grove Brochures 7, 9.
Ibid.: Long Branch Brochures 1, 2.
133 Ibid.: Long Branch Brochure 3.
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George Washington and his hospitality also get their share of praises, although
they are more evident in the brochures from the 1990s than the 1980s. Brochures
from the 1980s focus more on the beauty of the plantation than they do on the
characteristics or achievements of President Washington134. In a 1995 brochure, a
caption for a picture of a meal in the Mount Vernon kitchen reads that the
Washington’s entertained “hundreds of guests”. In a later brochure, George
Washington is called a “Virginia gentleman”, a status of which was reflected in the
expansion of his house. In addition, a 1987 specialty brochure titled “George
Washington and the Constitution” reinforces the image of Washington as a strong
leader with correspondence and personal relationships with leading statesmen,
politicians, and other significant men.135
It is not until the most recent Mount Vernon brochures that George Washington
gets to be the center of attention again. Interestingly, however, in the 2013
brochure Mount Vernon is called the “home of George and Martha Washington”
(italics mine) – it is not merely the home of a Founding Father anymore but also his
wife. This acknowledgment of Martha Washington is a welcome change to the early
brochures in which she was barely named, and even then, introduced as a widow
of her previous husband. Elsewhere, the interior design demonstrates the
Washingtons’ wealth and “sense of fashion” – not just president Washington’s, that
is, but Martha’s as well. Unsurprisingly, these remarks do not reflect the rest of the
brochure which seeks to “illuminate George Washington’s remarkable life” and to
“show the real George Washington (italics mine) and the accomplishments that
made him ‘First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen!’” He
is called “a charismatic hero” and an entrepreneurial and innovative farmer and
businessman. Washington’s work as a farmer is further emphasized in a visitor
map from the same year as he is said to have regarded himself “first and foremost
as a farmer.”136 These exact words are also used in a Belle Grove brochure from the
late 2000s according to which Major Hite “had extensive and varied business
interests but thought himself, first and foremost, as a farmer.”137
See Chapter 5.2.
See Appendix 3: Mount Vernon Brochures 7, 12, 14.
136 See Appendix 3: Mount Vernon Brochures 13-14.
137 Ibid.: Belle Grove Brochure 9.
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Monticello brochures from the 1980s until 2014 repeat the familiar message of
Thomas Jefferson’s personal traits and achievements. While prominent guests are
mentioned as famous occupants of some of the many bedrooms of Monticello,
Southern hospitality is not a major theme. Jefferson is called a “connoisseur of fine
food and wine” and a “skillful conversationalist”, and the food that was served in
his house is quoted as “served in half Virginian, half French style, in good taste and
abundance.” The house itself is still considered an “architectural masterpiece” that
reflects its owner’s “ingenuity and breadth of interests.”138

5.2.

The Idyllic Plantation

The idyllic Virginia plantation takes the stage in the brochures from the 1980s and
1990s. Plantation life is depicted as peaceful and wonderful but also busy with
activities. Plantation gardens receive more attention than ever, and most
plantations offer specialty tours of the gardens by this time.
Belle Grove’s landscape is designed by the Garden Club of Virginia and is called a
“demonstration garden” as no evidence or instructions has been found as to what
the grounds might have looked like while the Hites lived on the plantation. The text
of a brochure from the early 2000s calls Belle Grove “the only authentic
antebellum plantation remaining in the Shenandoah Valley.” Visitors are
encouraged to “take a moment to enjoy the sweeping view of the Alleghenies, Blue
Ridge, and Massanuten Mountain.” The image of Belle Grove as a tranquil and
idyllic farm is further strengthened by such descriptions of the grounds as
“manicured lawns and rolling pastures” (Figure 9) and “fertile fields.”139

Quotes from Monticello Brochures 14, 14, 22, 13, 11, respectively. See Appendix 3 for list of
brochures.
139 See Appendix 3: Belle Grove Brochures 5-7.
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Figure 9. Belle Grove brochure from the early 2000s.
Long Branch brochures from the 1990s and 2000s focus more on the house itself
and the gardens than on its plantation operations. But a current brochure of a selfguided walking tour of the grounds is more in line with the “idyllic plantation”
narrative. This leaflet describes how the front and back porticos were “graced with
rocking chairs; evenings were spent sitting, drinking tea and mint juleps, while
sharing old stories.” On another occasion, visitors are encouraged to “gaze at the
house and grounds” and to imagine Long Branch “as a bustling plantation.”140
The MVLA goes to great lengths in painting a picture of Mount Vernon as a peaceful
plantation. Washington’s quote, familiar from some earlier brochures, summarizes
some of this effort: “No estate in United America is more pleasantly situated than
Mount Vernon.” Further descriptions from the 1980s and 1990s brochures include
phrases such as “pastoral fields,” “a unique and beautiful example of mid-Georgian
architecture,” “majestic view,” “handsome wood graining,” “elegant mansion,” and
“combined beauty and functionality in a harmonious setting.”
Washington’s management skills are praised in turning Mount Vernon into “one of
the outstanding estates in Virginia.” Washington’s political career is remembered
140
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but only in passing, as if his positions as commander-in-chief and president were
nothing but undesired absences from his beloved plantation. These positions are,
in fact, called “interruptions” to his peaceful life at Mount Vernon in a brochure
from the late 1980s. 141 In a current brochure, published in 2013, the Mount
Vernon gardens’ “dual purpose of beauty and utility” is noted. According to a
visitor map from the same year, this historic area of the gardens and grounds
offers much to see and do all year long. This remark is accompanied by a list of
attractions – including the slave quarters, as if they are merely a point of interest
instead of a symbol of an entire institution of racial enslavement.142
Another interesting aspect of the peaceful plantation in the brochures from this era
is how the publishers manage to make slave work sound like it was part of the
idyllic. Of course, the ever-present passive voice is widely utilized wherever
possible, and the reader is lead to believe that George Washington himself
enlarged, embellished, extended, and erected all sorts of wonderful things on the
plantation143. But a new way of marginalizing the institution of slavery is also
present in these brochures. In a 1990s Mount Vernon brochure, Washington is said
to have located the outbuildings, that is, the workplace of his slaves, so that they
“did not intrude on the beauty and tranquility of the house and pleasure grounds
enjoyed by family members and guests.144” This discourse is further examined in
Chapter 5.4.
Monticello’s gardens and the “rolling Virginia countryside” are an essential part of
the Monticello brochure narrative throughout this period. Thomas Jefferson is
described as a lover of gardening and cultivation. He is said to have spent his
happiest years at Monticello where “linens boiled” and “milkpans clattered” while
his slaves worked145. Ironically, this style is used in a specialty brochure about
Mulberry Row, which could be considered an attempt to discuss slavery more
thoroughly. It is noteworthy that even in this specialty brochure, the TJMF opted to

Ibid.: Mount Vernon Brochures 7-12.
Ibid.: Mount Vernon Brochures 13-14.
143 Ibid.: Mount Vernon Brochure 9.
144 Ibid.: Mount Vernon Brochure 11.
145 Ibid.: Monticello Brochure 18.
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trivialize the everyday suffering of Monticello slaves by describing their lives as
part of the Southern plantation idyllic.

5.3.

Events

Belle Grove plantation is very open about hosting a variety of events and being
available for rent. They have hosted sheep dog trials and antiques appraisals and
are the site for many festivities such as the Belle Grove Garden Fest. According to
brochures from 1980s, Belle Grove “keeps alive its two hundred year old tradition
of hospitality by presenting a variety of activities during the year.”146
Long Branch seems to be promoting itself first and foremost as a tourist attraction
and event location. They have a separate brochure marketing Long Branch as a
wedding venue, and they continuously emphasize how a visit to Long Branch can
be extended by visiting nearby sites, wineries, and restaurants.147
Although Belle Grove and Long Branch are the only plantations that are openly
marketing the option to rent space, all four do, in fact, offer this service. The
information is slightly tricky to find on Monticello’s and Mount Vernon’s websites
but it does exist. All four plantations seem to be most interested in hosting
weddings, which is no surprise considering the amount of money people spend on
their wedding day. And as all these plantations are beautifully restored and have
big, gorgeous properties, it is no wonder that getting married at a plantation is
such a popular choice. But to some, this possibility might seem odd, even
disturbing. Declaring your love on a site where hundreds of people were enslaved
– a site that would not have existed, let alone prospered, without those enslaved
men, women, and children – can certainly feel out-of-place to many.148
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5.4.

The Enslaved: From Symbols of Wealth to “Vital” Workers

A transition in their discussion of slavery can be seen in the plantation brochures
at this time. While there are still some brochures that completely erase the
memory of the enslaved, most recognize their existence. The Belle Grove
brochures from the 1980s are an example of this symbolic annihilation, as
described in Chapter 3.3., as they make no mention of slavery whatsoever.
However, the Belle Grove brochures from the late 1990s and the first decade of the
new millennium tell a different story. Firstly, the space for the story of the Battle of
Cedar Creek is lessened significantly compared to the 1980s brochures where this
battle was described in detail and covered half the brochure. Secondly, they
acknowledge the existence of slaves at Belle Grove.
In a Belle Grove brochure from the late 1990s or early 2000s, Major Hite’s slaves
are referred to as a symbol of wealth and also, as aids to gaining more wealth by
transforming “a sleepy Valley farm into a successful cattle-and-grain-based
plantation.” The text also likens the slaves to property by calling them a wedding
present – this is true, Major Hite’s father-in-law gave him these slaves as a present
upon the marriage of Major Hite and Nelly Conway Hite. While this does sound
somewhat off-putting, and perhaps Belle Grove Inc. could have phrased it
differently, this type of speech speaks of how normal it was to trade with human
beings in the late 18th century. Belle Grove slaves are listed as property and a
symbol of wealth also when praising the plantation’s success story:
“By 1797, Belle Grove was the social and cultural center of a thriving
plantation that eventually comprised 7,500 acres of land and a
workforce of 103 African-American slaves.”149
Despite these shortcomings in discussing slavery, in addition to the infamous
passive voice that is still utilized widely in this brochure when referring to tasks
performed by slaves, Belle Grove is at least discussing it. Slaves are called slaves,
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not nannies but slave nannies. There is even a mention of slave child who might
have slept in the winter kitchen when “entrusted with stoking the fire throughout
the night” – an admission of forced child labor, while still fairly trivialized, is quite
a change compared to earlier brochures.150
In a later Belle Grove brochure from the 2000s, slaves are consistently referred to
as workers or workforce, often accompanied with the notion that Belle Grove also
housed tenant farm families and free African-Americans. In Eichstedt and Small’s
research, this type of language is an example of both erasing slavery (by calling
slaves workers) and trivializing it. Eichstedt and Small argue that strategies such as
framing whites as hard workers and talking about African Americans as slave
owners to steer away attention from white ownership “move the visitor’s gaze
away from a consideration of the full impact of slavery.”151 Adding slaves into a list
of tenant or paid workers minimizes the full scope of slavery.
The same Belle Grove brochure from the 2000s does name three male slaves by
their first names when introducing the blacksmith’s shop. Daniel, Jim, and Carter
are said to have worked here as blacksmiths who were “among the most skilled
and important workers.” The text also reads how “young apprentices” worked
alongside these blacksmiths – these “apprentices” would have been slave children,
no older than in their early teens. One could argue, then, that Belle Grove Inc. took
a step back from their previous brochure in which they admitted that forced child
labor was utilized at Belle Grove. Interestingly, this Belle Grove brochure is the
first one to introduce the slave cemetery, a burial place for Belle Grove’s slave
families. The cemetery is called “a final resting-place [that] attests to the vital role
African-American workers played in the economic and agricultural success of the
plantation.” Here a shift from regarding slaves as property and a symbol of wealth
to considering them “vital” workers can be witnessed. However, slaves are still
referred to as a means to grow the plantation and to make a profit. The injustice
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and inhumanity of slavery or the experience of the enslaved are not discussed but,
in a way, considered a necessary evil.152
Long Branch brochures from the 1990s and 2000s keep quiet about the presence
of slaves, but three current ones discuss slavery to some extent. The passive voice
is used here as well – somehow the outbuildings apparently provided all sorts of
services on their own. But slaves are called slaves, not servants, and there is an
effort to highlight the importance of the enslaved population to the success of the
plantation. At the same time, however, slaves are said to have “participated in
every aspect of daily life” and “tended to” the outbuildings and gardens. The
language is trivializing, but at least the enslaved are not left out completely.153
Not surprisingly, not much criticism of the institution of slavery can be found in
Long Branch brochures although, in one instance, a remark is made about how the
weekly rations of food were “hardly enough to sustain someone who did physical
work all day.” Another current brochure acknowledges the need for a better
understanding of the lives of slaves at Long Branch, but at the same time, it cancels
any positives these statements may have added. It describes the hardships that the
Nelson family encountered after the Civil War and the emancipation of slavery.
Mrs. Nelson and his son are said to have had trouble paying back debts while
“maintaining the wheat plantation without the help of enslaved laborers in a
struggling southern economy.” Although the Nelson family was able to hold on to
the house, “final deprivations caused by the destruction of the pre-war economy
forced the family to live a much different lifestyle.” The “pre-war economy” of
course refers to slavery, suggesting that the freeing of slaves was a devastating
blow to the privileged lives of the Nelson family – not a vital win in the battle for
racial equality.154
The Monticello brochures do not demonstrate much change to previous ones in the
1980s. A mixture of “servant” and “slave” is used when referring to the enslaved,
and, as in the Long Branch brochures as late as the early 2000s, the out buildings
See Appendix 3: Belle Grove Brochure 9.
Ibid.: Long Branch Brochure 5.
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seem to have provided services on their own. The passive voice is still used
generously, and Jefferson still does not get any blame for the poor performance of
his plantation. A new example of marginalizing the institution of slavery and its
impacts on the African American population is given in the form of establishing a
center for historic plants. In a 1988 brochure, this center is called a “tribute to
Jefferson’s lifelong quest for useful and ornamental plants for American gardens.”
On the same page, a reader is introduced to specialty garden tours. One might
wonder why plants were deemed important enough to deserve their own center,
while educating visitors about slavery was left at a minimum.155
In 1993, one sentence pops out. While the effort is minimal, it is there
nevertheless:
“Although Jefferson called the institution of slavery “an abominable
crime,” he remained a slaveholder all his life.”156
Three years later, the enslaved are included in Monticello’s “vital community of
workers” that consisted of both black and white laborers. Enslaved workers lived
and worked “side-by-side” with free ones, making up “Monticello’s plantation
community.” Although the enslaved are considered “vital” workers, their
experience is still being trivialized by comparing it to that of free men and women.
However, within a few years, Mulberry Row, the center of enslaved labor and other
plantation activities, receives its own specialty brochure. As mentioned in chapter
5.2., this brochure does its share of trivializing when painting a picture of an idyllic
plantation. Child slaves, boys aged between 10 and 16, are called young male
slaves. Still, this brochure makes a significant effort to discuss some of the
contradictions that can be found in Thomas Jefferson’s statements about slavery
and his own slaves. In this 1996 brochure, Jefferson is said to have held
“paternalistic views of his human property,” feeling responsible for their welfare
while doubting their ability to succeed outside his care. In 1999, Jefferson’s efforts

155
156

Ibid.: Monticello Brochures 11-15.
Ibid.: Monticello Brochure 16.

60

to advance “his own emancipation plans” are mentioned, but he is also said to have
“suspected” that black people were intellectually inferior to whites.157
Although some criticism of Jefferson and slavery can be found in these Mulberry
Row brochures, the personal hardships of the enslaved are discussed very vaguely.
Separating families and not having enough to eat without extracurricular farming
are mentioned, but violence, for example, is missing completely.158
The more recent Mulberry Row brochure also touches upon the delicate topic of
Sally Hemings. Sally Hemings was an enslaved maid at Monticello who traveled to
France with the Jefferson family when Thomas Jefferson was employed there. As
early as 1802, a newspaper editor claimed she was Thomas Jefferson’s mistress
but his claims were discarded, and indeed, in the earlier Mulberry Row brochure,
he is called “embittered” and his claims “discounted” by most Jefferson scholars.
But a few years later, after DNA testing and a review of historical records, an
updated version of the brochure admits that “historians generally accept the
probability of a relationship” that might have produced as many as six children.159
The effort to shed more light onto slavery continues in Monticello brochures
throughout the 2000s. Four pages are dedicated to discussing slavery in some form
in brochures from 2004 and 2009. In 2004, however, the confirmation of Jefferson
and Hemings’ relationship is undermined with “The evidence is not definitive,
however, and the complete story may never be known.” (Figure 10) This is gone by
the publication of the 2009 brochure, and in the 2014 brochure, Thomas Jefferson
is said to have fathered four of Sally Hemings’ children. In 2009, the title of
“Landscape of Slavery” is added to Mulberry Row, and in 2014, the enslaved are
mentioned in almost every paragraph, albeit often with a trivializing or
marginalizing tone. These are also the first brochures that promote a slavery
themed specialty tour – although, in the 2004 brochure, it is still called a
“plantation community tour”. The progress is slow but steady.160
See Appendix 3: Monticello Brochures 17-18.
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Figure 10. Monticello brochure from 2004.

An interesting detail in the Mulberry Row specialty brochure’s development is an
email exchange between members of the Thomas Jefferson Foundation in
November 2000. They are revising the old brochure and several suggestions for
changes are made. These include changing “Jefferson’s slave” to “Monticello slave,”
and “meat ration for 130 slaves” to “meat ration to 130 people.” Deleting
“Jefferon’s slaves” from a sentence is also suggested. Not all suggested changes are
like the ones above, but these ones certainly portray a picture of the TJF not
wanting to draw attention to Thomas Jefferson’s slave ownership.161
Mount Vernon brochures from this time follow a similar narrative to those of the
other three plantations. In the 1980s and 1990s brochures from Mount Vernon,
slaves “helped sustain the economy of this successful plantation” and “provided a
wide range of skills to assure that the estate ran smoothly.” While this does imply
that enslaved laborers were vital to the success of Mount Vernon, the language also
suggests that they were just a part of a regular, paid workforce. Slaves are said to
have “worked hard to make Mount Vernon a productive plantation” as if they had a
161
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genuine interest in making the plantation successful instead of being forced to
work.162
An interesting reference is made to a 1945 Mount Vernon brochure when
introducing the spinning house: “A number of people were regularly employed in
textile crafts at Mount Vernon.” The same sentence was used with a slight but
noticeable difference: “A number of his people…” For some reason, the MVLA
wanted to fade out Washington’s role as a slave owner in this context.163
Some efforts to bring slavery into light still exist. The slave burial ground is
introduced for the first time, and a modest attempt to discuss George Washington’s
views on slavery is present:
“Throughout his life, Washington’s writings show a growing concern
with the institution of slavery and the freeing of his slaves was an
important provision of his will.”164
Still, the passive voice and phrases such as “domestic activity” are used plentifully
when referring to work done by slaves, and slaves are still called servants in some
instances. In a brochure from the early 1990s, a nearby forest that provided the
plantation with lumber and firewood is said to have “supplied the wild game that
appeared on the dining table” – as if the food appeared out of nowhere, with no
preparation done by the enslaved. Another way to trivialize the significance of
slave work is to include them in a large general group of workers. During
restoration, the Mount Vernon staff have found “clues about the daily life of the
Washington family and the hundreds of others – slaves, hired craftspeople, and
laborers – who lived and worked at the plantation.”165 The truth is, however, that
no 18th century Southern plantation had hundreds of hired workers. Slaves
outnumbered all others at large plantations.

Ibid.: Mount Vernon Brochures 7-8, 10.
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In the current Mount Vernon brochures, there is a visible move towards discussing
slavery by segregating it from the general narrative. In the 2013 brochure, a short
paragraph called “Blacksmith Shop, Slave Quarters & More!” introduces recent
additions to the “historic area”, including restored slave quarters. But the
blacksmith in the adjoining photo is white, contrary to common practice at 18th
century plantations where blacksmiths were almost always African American
slaves.166
A separate visitors’ map of Mount Vernon is also available. It reaffirms the
segregation strategy employed by the MVLA as it encourages people to take
specialty tours (only available April through October). In addition, when
introducing the indoor education center, “The Dilemma of Slavery” is only given a
small corner of the exhibition area. Granted, it is not evident how visible slavery is
in the actual exhibition, but judging by the map, not much space has been given to
it. Ironically, the “Orientation Center” at Mount Vernon includes movie theaters
showing an 18-minute film called “We fight to be free” that “re-introduces the
young heroic Washington.” General Washington’s fight for the freedom of the
United States seems to outweigh the fight for freedom of the enslaved.167

5.5.

Summary of Findings

The time period of 1980-2014 witnessed many events and developments that
brought into light the struggles of blacks both in the United States and abroad.
Protests for racial justice were held in Washington D.C. to support economic
sanctions against South Africa, to pressure the country into ending apartheid and
the detention of local black leaders such Nelson Mandela. After his release in 1990,
Mandela visited the U.S. and spoke of American heroes that had inspired him.168
African Americans also gained more international attention during the 1980s and
1990s. General Colin Powell was appointed the first black National Security
Ibid.: Mount Vernon Brochure 13.
Ibid.: Mount Vernon Brochure 14.
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Advisor in 1987 and remained an influential and respected politician in three
Republican presidential administrations for almost two decades. In 2001, he
became the first ever African American to hold the post of Secretary of State.169 But
blacks were becoming more visible in popular culture as well. The massively
popular The Oprah Winfrey show was launched in 1985, eventually making Oprah
Winfrey a billionaire170. She has been named one of the richest and most powerful
people in the world by magazines such as TIME and Forbes171. Additionally, black
characters began to represent social mobility and middle-class status in shows
such as the TV show The Cosby Show, starring Bill Cosby172.
The uprising of hip hop, the cultural movement that is defined as not only a music
genre but also a style of fashion and communication, rocketed African Americans
onto the world map. Groups such as Run-DMC and Public Enemy gained national
and global prominence. Millions of listeners were now learning that hip hop
provided, and still does today, a platform on which American cultural, racial, and
social wars are battled.173
But it was perhaps the 2008 election of Barack Obama as the first African
American president of the United States that gave the black community the most
hope of racial equality. Riding on the messages of hope and change, Obama secured
first the Democratic nomination and finally the presidency, winning 365 electoral
votes against his opponent John McCain’s 173.174
While African Americans have slowly but steadily been gaining visibility and status
on the international stage, the last 35 years have also witnessed countless
tragedies where the reality of blacks in America has become evident. The failure of
the U.S. government to help the victims of hurricane Katrina in New Orleans,
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Louisiana, in 2005, set off a heated debate about race and poverty. The majority of
the New Orleans population has been black since the 1970s but the median income
of black households in the city is just over a third of that of white households. As
the destruction of the hurricane began to unveil, the black population felt
increasingly abandoned by their government and frustrated by mainstream media
who focused on looting instead of suffering people.175
Structural racism within the American police force has also been a frequent news
topic over the decades, and increasingly so in the most recent years. Possibly the
most known case of racial police brutality is the severe beating of Rodney King in
Los Angeles in 1991. King was arrested after a high-speed chase and beaten to near
death for allegedly resisting arrest and threatening the four police officers present
at the scene. The beating was caught on tape by an observer and aired worldwide,
triggering a public outcry for racial justice. After the four officers were acquitted,
an enraged four-day riot followed, resulting in 38 casualties, 4,000 arrests, and
$500 million in damages.176
Racist bias in the police force and the American justice system also ignited massive
riots in the 2010s, beginning with the acquittal of George Zimmerman, who was
charged with the murder of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed black teenager in Florida
in July 2013. The event created a small social media campaign called Black lives
matter that would grow into a national movement after 18-year-old Michael
Brown was shot dead during an arrest attempt in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014.
These incidents, and several other arrests-gone-bad with a racial motive, brought
up long-standing sentiments of structural racism in the United States and debates
about racial profiling done by police officers nationwide.177
All of these developments likely contributed to the increasing visibility of slavery
in plantation brochures as the debate about race became a mainstream topic. But
the interesting phenomenon of black migration back to the South may have made

Ibid., 622-623.
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the biggest difference. As Franklin and Higginbotham178 remind us, black migration
was relatively set on the South-to-North direction beginning from the early 1900s
up until the 1970s. The trend has its roots in the times of slavery and its
abolishment when slaves were fleeing to the free states of the North, and free
blacks were migrating there in search of employment and a safer life179. But by the
1990s, African Americans were moving back to the South as a result of rising costs
of living and diminishing employment opportunities. By 2000, many Southern
states such as Georgia and Texas had more than doubled their African American
populations compared to the 1940 census. Florida’s black population quadrupled
in those 60 years.180
Perhaps because African Americans were moving back to South in masses,
plantations too had to re-evaluate their take on the importance of discussing
slavery in their operations and marketing efforts. This also applied to the state of
Virginia, where the black population more than doubled from 661,000 to
1,390,000 between 1940 and 2000181. In the 2010 census, the African American
population of Virginia had reached 1,551,399182
Whether it is the good news, the bad news, or the sheer increased visibility of
African Americans in the South, marketers of all establishments have had to take
this minority into account. According to a report by Mandala Research, most
African-American leisure travelers (52%) live in the South, and mostly take trips
within 500 miles of their homes, compared to 800 miles, on average, by the overall
leisure market. This suggests that marketing efforts to attract black travelers
would be most effective in the South.183 The findings are in line with those in the
Minority Traveler report, conducted by the Travel Association of America in 2003.
According to this report, top African American destinations are likely to be the top
Ibid., 627.
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states of residence, those in the South, and specifically to the South Atlantic.
Virginia, Florida, North Carolina, Georgia, and Texas are the most popular Southern
destinations among African Americans. 184
As can be seen in chapters 5.1-5.4, all four plantations increased the visibility of
slavery in their print brochures during these last decades under examination.
While some of Eichstedt and Small’s strategies of erasure, marginalization, and
segregation are still used, most plantation brochures from this time are gradually
beginning to include the experience of African Americans in their brochures.
However, there is almost no discussion of slavery as an institution. The enslaved
are most commonly referred to as either individual staff members or as a larger
workforce that helped maintain and grow the plantation in question.
Brochures from this era are also visually very different from the previous ones,
especially those from the very early years. The paper is often glossy instead of
matte or rough, and there is an abundance of images sometimes contradicting but
most often supporting the written messages. In fact, often it seems as though
images are left to do most of the talking, although many are still heavy in text as
well. Another trend is to publish a “regular” brochure and a separate visitor map to
provide not only a history lesson but also a practical guide for exploring the main
house and grounds.
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6. Website Analysis
6.1.

Mount Vernon

MountVernon.org185 is the website dedicated to the marketing of the Mount
Vernon plantation and to educating the public about George Washington. The
website’s main menu includes the following sites: Plan Your Visit, The Estate &
Gardens, George Washington, Research & Collections, and Educational Resources.
As is visible in the above listing, slavery has not been added to the main menu.
Information about slavery can be found under George Washington, as the eighth
sub-site of the dropdown. While this site about slavery is not difficult to find, it is
certainly not very noticeable either.
However, once on the Slavery site, the reader is given quite a detailed description
of George Washington’s opinions about slavery, his history as a slave owner and
even his violent punishment towards his slaves186. The site also provides a
thorough discussion on slavery, explaining how it was a perfectly normal and
natural part of society in the time of Washington’s life. Washington is told to have
changed his mind about slavery during his years as a slave owner:
“Over the course of his life, he gradually changed from a young man
who accepted slavery as matter of course into a person who decided
never again to buy or sell another slave and held hopes for the
eventual abolition of the institution.”187
The rest of MountVernon.org is dedicated to the life and achievements of George
Washington, with links to the Slavery site here and there. A large part of the
website provides educational and research sources. All in all, MountVernon.org
provides ample space to discussing slavery, just as one would expect when there
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are no print brochure limitations to consider. Despite some questionable
trivializations (such as describing the outbuildings as housing “the many important
trades that sustained the bustling plantation”), it is obvious that the Mount Vernon
Ladies’ Association has conducted, commissioned, or in other ways received a
wealth of research on George Washington and Mount Vernon. They are sharing
this information quite openly and do not shy away from being critical of some of
Washington’s personal traits and behavior. While the website is clearly a
celebration of Washington’s life, and a big part of it solely dedicated to instructing
people on how to bring money to the MVLA, there seems to be a motivation to be
honest about the dark side of Mount Vernon. Whether this is because of genuine
interest in sharing these stories or because of societal pressure to not hide the
history of slavery, the story is still there.

6.2.

Monticello

Monticello.org188 is another massive collection of pages. It is an increasingly
interactive hub for information about Thomas Jefferson and Monticello, with a
possibility to register and comment on the content of the website. The main menu
for the website consists of the following sites: Home, Jefferson, House & Garden,
Plantation & Slavery, Research & Collections, Families & Teachers, Online
Community, Shop, and Donate. While the website is dedicated to praising
Jefferson’s achievements and his “masterpiece” of a house, it gives ample space to a
quite thorough and transparent discussion of slavery as well. As discussed in
Chapter 1.3, websites do not have the space limitations that hardcopy brochures
have189, and the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation has opted to use the
unlimited space to shed more light on not just stories of individual slaves but on
Jefferson’s relationship with the institution of slavery.
Monticello.org could be said to be implementing what Eichstedt and Small call the
strategy of segregation, as described in Chapter 1.3190, because most information
See http://www.monticello.org.
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about slavery is concentrated under one title (Plantation & Slavery191). But being
able to easily find what you are looking for is a vital attribute of any website,
making this type of segregation understandable to some extent. The Plantation &
Slavery section is also extremely thorough, and in its Frequently Asked Questions
part covers very controversial topics such as physical punishment and Jefferson’s
“disturbing calculation” of the profitability of a fertile female slave compared to a
male one192. It acknowledges that a “single paragraph cannot do justice to the issue
of Jefferson's failure to free more than a handful of his slaves”193, and discusses
Jefferson’s racist beliefs of white supremacy194. Slavery is referred to elsewhere on
the website as well, with links to the main hub of slavery-related information.
While some parts of Monticello.org clearly marginalize and even erase the
presence of enslaved people by using the passive form and describing the
plantation as an idyllic environment “humming with activity”195, it is still
noteworthy that the discussion of slavery is as elaborate and detailed as it is.
Compared to Monticello’s most recent print brochures, Monticello.org does a much
better job at introducing and debating the institution of slavery, its meaning to the
enslaved, and Thomas Jefferson’s attitudes towards it. In addition to giving slavery
more attention, Monticello.org also offers visitors the opportunity to register, like
and comment on the content, and download a Slavery at Monticello mobile
application. Some comments on the pages about slavery are very critical of
Jefferson – an interesting research topic of its own.
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6.3.

Belle Grove

BelleGrove.org196 is the website for Belle Grove Plantation. It is significantly more
small-scale than the monumental online communities of Mount Vernon and
Monticello and, consequently, has much less space for discussing slavery. It
highlights the history of the Hite family and heavily promotes its events and venue
services, all of which are ways for the plantation to generate income. Because Belle
Grove is a much smaller site than Mount Vernon and Monticello, and has a lessknown main owner, it is more dependent on visitor spending and has fewer
opportunities to focus on research. When I visited Belle Grove in December 2014,
Kristen Laise, the executive director, mentioned how she does not have enough
time to conduct the research she would like because she is under pressure to come
up with events and attract paying visitors.197 To do this, the Belle Grove staff uses
Christmas decorations in the house that were not used in the 18th and 19th century,
organizes wine festivals and “Grove Crawls”198 – and keeps fairly quiet about the
darker side of running a 19th century plantation. Consistent with their print
brochures, BelleGrove.org says almost nothing about slavery and when it does, it is
presented very matter-of-factly:
“Hite family records indicate that they owned 276 slaves at Belle Grove
between the dates of 1783 and 1851. The first 15 enslaved Africans were
deeded to Hite by his father-in-law,---. Although no slave quarters are
extant there is a small cemetery believed to be the final resting place of
some of the enslaved. Extensive research is underway to learn more about
the individuals that were enslaved at Belle Grove and about their lives and
families.”199
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While it is understandable that a small plantation museum such as Belle Grove is
forced to resort to light entertainment to attract visitors and generate income, it
would not be a big effort to increase the visibility of slavery in their digital
communications. But when you are trying to market a plantation as a pleasant and
idyllic location, telling the stories of slaves fits poorly in the picture.

6.4.

Long Branch

The Long Branch website is quite compact and emphasizes very different themes
than Mount Vernon and Monticello, for example. Its megamenu includes titles for
Home, About, Visit, Events, Weddings, Horses, Rentals, Blog, Shop, and Donate. All
history of Long Branch is tucked away under About us, but it does cover various
aspects of the history of Long Branch, Clarke County, the Shenandoah Valley, and
the state of Virginia.200
The website offers almost no information about the lives on the enslaved at Long
Branch, apparently because not enough research has been done on the topic as of
yet. Instead, under the subtitle Enslaved Workers, there is a long and quite
thorough discussion of slavery in Virginia and in general. The text discusses the
effects that shifting from tobacco farming to wheat cultivation had on the daily life
on enslaved workers, and how Long Branch slaves most likely were affected as
well. There is a clear effort to say at least something about slavery, even though
Long Branch does not have reliable records to say much about the specific
conditions of slaves on their premises.201
However, there are some instances where the website is clearly employing
Eichstedt and Small’s strategy of trivialization when speaking of slavery. The years
after owner Hugh M. Nelson’s death in 1862 are described as a struggle to “pay
back Hugh Nelson Sr.’s debts, while at the same time maintaining the wheat
plantation without the help of enslaved laborers in a struggling southern
Long Branch Historic House and Farm, http://www.visitlongbranch.org (accessed Oct. 18,
2015).
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economy.202” In the following paragraph, the years after the emancipation of slaves
are referred to as “the destruction of the pre-war economy” which “forced the
family to live a much different lifestyle”, meaning that the Nelson family was
unable to redecorate the house or purchase new furniture. In other words, the
freeing of enslaved people is once again described as a horrible decline in lifestyle
for wealthy plantation owners instead of a celebration of the freedom so often
highlighted in the birth stories of the United States.
It should be noted in Long Branch’s defense, however, that they are discussing the
institution of slavery fairly thoroughly even though their primary mission seems to
be to provide different types of commercial services to their visitors. Interestingly,
VisitLongBranch.org also discusses the history of Native Americans. These efforts
are a noticeable difference to BelleGrove.org, where it seems as though this type of
talk does not fit into their efforts to promote the plantation as an idyllic location
for rental purposes and community functions.

6.5.

Summary of Findings

Mount Vernon, Monticello, and Long Branch plantations all seem to utilize the
unlimited space of their online forums to give more insight into the lives on
enslaved people. Depending on their resources and research, some have more
detailed information about specific slaves than others; Long Branch, for example,
chooses to discuss slavery in Virginia on a more general level due to lack of
evidence of plantation-specific records. This is a very positive result, as in the print
brochures of these three plantations, and especially Long Branch brochures,
slavery does not get nearly as much space. BelleGrove.org is an exception here
because it makes almost no mention of slavery at all, regardless of how easy and
affordable it would be to share that information on a website.
However, all four plantations still highlight other topics over slavery. On
Monticello.org and MountVernon.org, presidents Jefferson and Washington and
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their achievements take the stage, with equal attention given to the main house
and surrounding landscape. Especially the gardens of each plantation are a favorite
theme on the websites. One clear difference compared to print brochures is the
abundance of images and interactive content; both Monticello.org and
MountVernon.org have included large amounts of photographs and maps of the
plantation on the websites. In addition, Monticello has a comprehensive archive of
profiles of relevant historical people, many with portraits, as well as a “dictionary”
of concepts related to the plantation.
VisitLongBranch.org and BelleGrove.org are much lighter entities. While they too
are richer in images than their print brochures, both still heavily rely on text only.
They have less pages and focus more clearly on upcoming events.
VisitLongBranch.org also advertises it horse farm, a commercial service, very
visibly. Almost all information on all four plantations is based on the respective
plantation’s own research, while there are some additional references used here
and there.
Minorities have not been forgotten on the plantation websites but they are not the
focus of attention either. As mentioned, slavery is claiming its space on most of the
examined websites. But Native Americans, for example, are another story. The
plantations’ digital space is not widely used to discuss their history with American
Indians. Belle Grove has not dedicated any space for Native Americans, and while
MountVernon.org has a good amount of information about the French and Indian
War in which Washington was a commander, there is almost no mention of the
Indians themselves203. VisitLongBranch.org and Monticello.org, on the other hand,
have dedicated a full page each to the history American Indians. Jefferson’s views
on and history with Native peoples are discussed quite thoroughly on
Monticello.org204 (the page is not very easy to find, however), and Long Branch
gives a fairly detailed description of the history of American Indians in the
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Shenandoah Valley205. Still, despite all other types of available specialty tours on
the websites, none of the four plantations offer Native American specialty tours.
Another minority, at least a symbolic one, women, have been given a good amount
of space on the websites. Whole pages have been dedicated to the life stories of
Martha Washington, Sally Hemings, and many other important women in the
history of the plantations – although at times, finding those pages requires a little
extra work. This mainly applies to Monticello, Mount Vernon, and Long Branch.
MountVernon.org highlights the importance of Martha Washington in her
husband’s life. There is also a page called “The Women of George Washington’s
Life” which, while might sound like a comprehensive hub of information about all
women in President Washington’s life, is in fact a listing of two women – his wife
and mother206.
Monticello.org also has an interesting page called “Women and the House,” where
the reader finds descriptions of the living spaces of the women who occupied the
house – including the enslaved domestic workers207. On VisitLOngBranch.org,
there is a list of the life stories of a few chosen individuals, and four out of thirteen
profiles are of white women who owned or lived in the house at some point.
Enslaved women are only mentioned twice in passing on the “Enslaved Workers”
page.208 Despite the efforts of these three plantations, there are no specialty tours
focusing on the role of women, white or black, advertised on any of them.
BelleGrove.org stands out in this crowd because it has chosen not to give any space
to women as strong influencers of the everyday plantation life, or even added a
general list of the most important women in Belle Grove’s history. Some are
mentioned in the general history section of the website, but even there, they are
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often referred to as someone’s wife, sister, or other relative. Needless to say, Belle
Grove does also not offer a tour focusing on the role of women.
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7. Discussion
In this chapter, I will attempt to provide an answer to my research questions about
how and why the themes of the brochures have changed over time and, in
particular, how the discussion of slavery has developed.

7.1.

Persistent themes

For a very long time, Mount Vernon, Monticello, Belle Grove, and Long Branch all
benefited from the enslavement of African Americans. After the abolishment of
slavery, these and many other plantations struggled to make ends meet without
the free labor of slaves and were often left to ruins. Volunteer associations such as
the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association and the Thomas Jefferson Memorial
Foundation eventually saved the plantations and began to develop them into
tourist attractions. In the early days of this work, slavery was rarely mentioned, let
alone discussed more broadly. As is evident in the results of this thesis, the
enslaved were only given space in the early plantation brochures in passing, if
even then. Their work was most commonly referred to with the passive voice and
as part of the landscape.
As the times have progressed and the general opinion has begun to support racial
equality, these plantations have slowly begun to include the experience of the
enslaved in their brochures. My research reveals that this has been a long road,
and the plantations have clearly struggled with how much of their dark past they
should share to potential visitors. Gardens were separated as an individual theme
worthy of extra attention at a very early stage at Mount Vernon and Monticello;
garden tours were offered as early as the 1980s, and Monticello even opened a
center for historic plants in 1987. But slavery was not seen as a topic worth
highlighting at this time. As concluded by Butler, topics such as architecture,
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furnishings, and ownership history have been, and often still are, considered more
valuable than slavery209.
The topics of the plantation brochures have not changed much over time.
Presidents Washington and Jefferson are still, and understandably so, the main
focus point in Mount Vernon and Monticello’s marketing. Belle Grove and Long
Branch also highlight the military and political careers of their most important
owners. Important guests to the plantation are a repeating theme at all four
plantations, but especially so in the brochures of the two smaller ones, Belle Grove
and Long Branch, that cannot compete with Mount Vernon and Monticello in
having a famous founding father as the owner. Architecture, furnishing, and
landscape are essential parts of the brochures throughout the examining period. In
addition to slavery, a more recent topic in plantation marketing is events. While
Mount Vernon and Monticello are more discrete about offering their facilities for
rent (the information is only available online), all four do market themselves as
wedding venues. They also promote many other types of events to attract paying
visitors, such as apple tasting (Monticello) and crafts fairs (Belle Grove).

7.2.

Remembering and forgetting

Remembering and sharing the good memories while actively forgetting the
unpleasant ones is a repeating theme in the brochures examined in this thesis,
although less so in the brochures of Long Branch where the first ones were
published in the 1990s. Choosing to ignore the institution of slavery and its
prevalence at the plantation, or marginalizing its importance and violence, has
been a conscious strategy. Changing that strategy must not have been an easy task,
and it is not always easy for the reader to notice, either. Observing the language
used when referring to slaves is one indicator. With time, all brochures moved
from calling the slaves “servants” to using the word “slave”, and in the most recent
years, “African American” is used whenever it is appropriate. In addition, the sheer
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inclusion of the enslaved indicates the desire of the plantations to be more open
about their past.
No individual historical event has had a significant impact on the content of these
brochures. It would have bene impossible to react to every event when a new
brochure was published about every three years. But it is obvious that larger
societal changes that permeated the entire country, also affected the ways
plantation museums chose to talk about slavery. The support for racial equality is
one such phenomenon, but others such as the migration of African Americans back
into the Southern states have forced the plantations to reconsider what it is that
their visitors might want to know when they visit.
Critical discourse analysis is about uncovering power structures to reveal why
certain things were said and others were not, and who made the decisions. It is
impossible to discover or understand the reasoning behind the decisions to include
some themes and exclude others, but it is fairly safe to assume that developments
in the U.S. impacted decision making at all four plantations. Another factor is the
socio-economic status of these decision makers. This is also very difficult to prove,
but if the board of an association consists of only white people, it might be easier to
leave out topics that white people are uncomfortable with. It is another fair
assumption that the board members of the institutions behind Mount Vernon,
Monticello, and Belle Grove were predominantly if not all white in the late 19th and
for most of the 20th century when African Americans had little or no power in
society.
But African Americans were not the only ones who have been largely forgotten in
plantation brochures. Native Americans are missing from nearly all brochures,
even many of the very recent ones. In the early years, only the Mount Vernon
brochures make a couple of vague references to native peoples:
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“The Washington title to Mount Vernon dates from the grant in 1674
of five thousand acres…”210
The land was granted to the Washington family by Thomas Lord Culpeper211.
Culpeper had inherited partial ownership of the Northern Neck of Virginia from his
father who, on his behalf, had been one of six to be granted this ownership by King
Charles II212. King Charles II, of course, had come to own this land through both
legal treaties and forceful eviction of the Native American tribes who resided in the
area prior to the arrival of European settlers. For example, George Washington's
great-grandfather, John Washington, was involved in an assault in 1675 which
resulted in the murdering of five chiefs at the Susquehannock fort in Maryland213.
After Native Americans were forced to abandon their lands, land grants could be
finalized and farms started.
The other Mount Vernon example says: “…active military actions against the
French and Indians kept the young proprietor away from his plantation.214” Here,
Native Americans are mentioned in passing and only to further emphasize George
Washington’s courage and sense of responsibility for his country. Author Barbara
Alice Mann argues, however, that fighting Native Americans, not the British, was
Washington’s priority in Western Pennsylvania, Kentucky, and other areas further
to the west. According to Mann, Washington ordered massive and frequent attacks
on Native Americans in New York and Ohio to seize their lands, using the war for
freedom as a cover-up. The seizures continued even after the Treaty of Paris 1783.
Mann also argues that despite the genocides ordered by Washington, he eventually

210See

Appendix 1: Mount Vernon brochures.
Vernon Ladies’ Association, “Growth of Mount Vernon”,
http://www.mountvernon.org/research-collections/digital-encyclopedia/article/growth-ofmount-vernon/ (accessed Feb. 26, 2015).
212Virginia Foundation for the Humanities, “Thomas Culpeper”,
http://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Culpeper_Thomas_second_baron_Culpeper_of_Thoresway_1
635-1689 (accessed Feb 26., 2015).
213James D. Rice, Nature and History in the Potomac County: from Hunter-Gatherers to the Age of
Jefferson, (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 147.
214See Appendix 1.
211Mount
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lost the Revolutionary War in the west.215 No discussion on this topic, however,
exists in the brochures.
Similar notes of land grants to the owner families can be found in many other
Mount Vernon, Monticello, and Belle Grove brochures throughout the years, and
Thomas Jefferson’s collection of Native American artifacts is mentioned in some
brochures. But none of the brochures from any plantation discuss the violent early
history with native peoples that all of them have. The history of these estates
seems to begin the year the main house was built or, at best, when the land under
it was acquired by the first wealthy white American male.
The visibility of women is a different story, although their presence is also minimal
compared to their presence at the actual plantation. In the case of Mount Vernon,
in particular, white women do get their share of attention, mainly through George
Washington’s wife Martha who has been given a full page on MountVernon.org.
This is most likely due to the fact that the estate is run by a women-only
association. In Monticello’s brochures, the story varies in the sense that Jefferson’s
wife died only ten years into their marriage and does not have a big presence in his
life story. Jefferson’s daughter Martha, on the other hand, is mentioned fairly often
in the more recent brochures. But perhaps the most interesting woman in
Jefferson’s life was the enslaved Sally Hemings, who Jefferson had at least one,
maybe even six children with. Hemings is only given space starting in 1990s and
even then, her significance to Jefferson is belittled.
Long Branch and Belle Grove brochures mention several women in the more
recent brochures, mainly as a man’s wife. There are some attempts to underscore
the vital role of women in maintaining the house and grounds, but the focus is
always on the achievements of their husbands or fathers.
Both of these minorities, Native Americans and women, are given much more
space in the “digital brochures” of the plantations, as described in Chapter 6.5.
215Barbara

2005), 2.

Alice Mann, George Washington’s War on Native America, (Westport: Praeger Publishers,
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7.3.

The role of plantation museums

The plantations examined in this thesis are described by Eichstedt and Small as
plantation museums216. According to their definition, plantation museums are “sites
based on physical structures that were originally used as part of plantation
complexes during the period of slavery and which now are organized to provide
exhibits and tours of southern history.” The problem with this definition is that is
automatically makes any plantation offering tours a museum – an institution that
has an educational role and a moral obligation to be transparent and balanced in
its interpretation of history. The International Council of Museums (ICOM) has
created a Code of Ethics which all of its member museums need to respect.
Principle number 4 of the code states the following:
“Museums provide opportunities for the appreciation, understanding
and promotion of the natural and cultural heritage.
Museums have an important duty to develop their educational role
and attract wider audiences from the community, locality, or group
they serve.
Museums should ensure that the information they present in displays
and exhibitions is well-founded, accurate and gives appropriate
consideration to represented groups or beliefs.”217
But Eichstedt and Small cannot know whether the plantations consider themselves
museums. If they do not, perhaps it is unfair to expect them to behave like ones. So,
what is the role of a plantation providing tours and exhibits? Are they educators?
Entertainers? Research institutions? Maybe all of the above? But how to balance all
three roles?

Eichstedt and Small, ”Representations,” 9.
ICOM, ”Code of Ethics,” http://icom.museum/the-vision/code-of-ethics/4-museums-provideopportunities-for-the-appreciation-understanding-and-promotion-of-the-naturalan/#sommairecontent (accessed Oct. 2, 2015).
216
217
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If plantations are seen as museums then they should be obligated to educate their
visitors about slavery, whether the visitors want to hear it or not. If they are mere
entertainers, then their job is to keep their visitors happy – this can often mean not
discussing slavery because of its sensitivity. If plantations portray themselves as
research institutions, then they need to be open to new findings about their past.
According to the Thomas Jefferson Foundation, the dual mission of Monticello is
that of education and preservation. By preservation, they mean conserving,
protecting, and maintaining Monticello in a manner which leaves it enhanced and
unimpaired for future generations. Education is “to interpret and present Thomas
Jefferson to the widest possible audiences, including scholars and the general
public.”218 In Belle Grove’s brochures, the plantation’s mission is that of education
and enjoyment219. On their website, Belle Grove is called an “educational center
through the many interpretive programs it offers” with priorities to “stimulate
historical and preservation awareness among regional residents and visitors from
the United States and throughout the world”220.
Long Branch plantation’s mission is to “preserve, maintain, and interpret the site,
the house, the grounds, and the story of life in rural Virginia in a sustainable
manner for the benefit of the community and the general public.221” For Mount
Vernon, the goal is to “reserve, restore, and manage the estate of George
Washington to the highest standards and to educate visitors and people
throughout the world about the life and legacies of George Washington, so that his
example of character and leadership will continue to inform and inspire future
generations.222”
In short, all four plantations consider themselves educators, although the Mount
Vernon Ladies’ Association seems to have a very specific goal to educate people

Thomas Jefferson Foundation,” Mission Statement,”
http://www.monticello.org/site/about/mission-statement (accessed Oct. 2, 2015).
219 See Appendix 2: Belle Grove brochure 3-5.
220 Belle Grove, Inc.,” Belle Grove History,” accessed Oct. 2, 2015.
221 Long Branch Plantation,” Mission and Vision,” http://www.visitlongbranch.org/about/missionand-vision/ (accessed Oct. 2, 2015).
222 Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, ”Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association,” (accessed Oct. 2, 2015).
218

84

about the positive and inspiring parts of George Washington’s life and character.
As educators, should these plantations be obligated to tell their visitors about
slavery in the extent that it existed on the plantation in the 19th century? If we see
plantations first and foremost as the sites of abuse, torture, and rape they once
were, will they attract visitors anymore? Should they be open to visitors at all – or
should they be left to fall in on themselves, seen as unworthy of any preservation?
Even though the original reason behind not discussing slavery in plantation
brochures was certainly racially motivated, not making it the main focus of their
marketing today is most likely motivated by money. Firstly, if all plantations put
slavery in the forefront of their marketing, there would be no differentiation. While
it may seem to many that plantations are already using very similar topics in
promoting themselves, they do have the option of highlighting the achievements a
prestigious owner, or the spectacular design of the main house. If all plantations
that are now open to the public were forced to focus on their history with slavery,
none of them could stand out. They all share the same violent history. Secondly,
attracting masses requires a somewhat neutral message. While slavery might be
the primary reason to visit for some, it is probably not for most.
Discussing slavery is a very complex matter. Doing it right is extremely challenging,
especially within a restricted platform such as a print brochure. All four
plantations examined in this thesis, and especially Mount Vernon and Monticello,
have made use of new technology and moved the more comprehensive debate to
their websites. Here, the space is limitless, enabling the associations to explain
things in more detail and even include criticism of their respective president. It
seems as though they are well-established and popular enough to feel comfortable
and possibly even obligated to speak openly about their past with slavery. The
smaller plantations, Belle Grove and Long Branch, have less resources to do
research on their property which means they have less to talk about. But even they
are using the online forum in a way that brings slavery to light.
Mount Vernon and Monticello are not only bigger as plantations but more popular
because of their history as presidential homes. They have the advantage of a strong
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and well-known main owner to focus on, as compared to Belle Grove and Long
Branch. They have to find other ways to stand out; Belle Grove, for example,
attempts to do this by highlighting that the style of the house was inspired by
Thomas Jefferson’s design of Monticello. As presidential homes, however, Mount
Vernon and Monticello have also been very dedicated to protecting the image of
their respective president, leaving little room for honest discussion about that
president’s views and actions as a slave-owner. This approach changed slowly,
really only beginning in the 1990s. Still, brave moves have also been made, as the
case of Sally Hemings proves. The Thomas Jefferson Foundation agreed to DNA
testing to discover whether the accusations of an affair were legitimate, and
disclosed the positive results in the brochures following the findings223.

7.4.

Thesis process evaluation and future research

The purpose of this thesis was to discover how and why the brochures of four
Virginia plantations have changed over time, and more specifically to find how and
why the representations of slavery have changed. In this regard, the study
achieved its ambitions, as evident in Chapters 7.1-7.3 and in comparing the
findings from each time period to relevant societal changes. However, the
application of the chosen methodology, critical discourse analysis (CDA), proved
challenging. While CDA was a justified and appropriate method for this thesis, it
was difficult to identify the power structures behind those marketing decisions
made by each plantation entity. Digging into the reasons behind erasing,
marginalizing, trivializing, and segregating slavery in the brochures would have
required interviews with people who made those decisions – and even personal
interviews do not always provide truthful responses. The difficulty of discovering
these reasons also made it challenging to link the methodology with the analysis
results.
Another challenge for this thesis was the correct dating of my research material,
the plantation brochures. Very few of them, mainly Mount Vernon brochures, had
223

See Appendix 3: Monticello brochure 19.
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the publishing year printed on them. For the others, I used a mixed method of
interviewing the current staff of each plantation or adjoining library, and matching
the brochure content with events or other milestones in the respective plantation’s
history. At the Jefferson Library at Monticello, for example, I had access to a leaflet
about the Thomas Jefferson Foundation’s history from 1923 until 1998. The
booklet was published to celebrate the foundation’s 75th anniversary in 1998 and
included detailed information about board members and important milestones at
Monticello. But even this did not help me date every Monticello brochure, at least
not to the year. This was the case with most brochures; it was relatively effortless
to date them to the right decade, maybe even time them within a few years, but
getting the exact publishing year was often not possible. I feel, however, that for
determining changes during such a long time period, 90 years, knowing the
publishing decade and the rough order of each publication is enough. I was able to
achieve this and make valid conclusions of my material.
The results speak for themselves: careful textual analysis revealed a change in the
ways slavery has been discussed, and that change can be linked to a slow shift in
the general opinion about racial equality in the United States. In addition, my
brochure analysis raises a broader question about the role of plantations (or
plantation museums), which I covered in Chapter 8.3.
In the future, a valuable research topic would be the reasoning behind marketing
decisions. While this was a part of my thesis as well, the topic requires more indepth research. Is there a desire at these plantations to attract more African
American visitors? If so, how is it visible in current marketing, and how is it
affecting future plans? How much research is there on African American tourist
behavior – do they seek plantations for destinations? Is African American heritage
tourism something that Southern plantations should be prepared for and what
does that entail? The recent growth of dark tourism, where people seek to visit
destinations with solemn pasts, might indicate a rise in visitors looking for
information about slavery.
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In addition, digging into the visibility and significance of women and Native
Americans in the history of plantation museums would be a fascinating and
important research topic. Based on my narrow explorations, they are still very
much in the sidelines of the story.
But for now, it seems as though plantations in Virginia are truly attempting to
incorporate the experience of the enslaved in their marketing efforts. The
development has been slow but steady, and while brochure space is still mainly
dedicated to important white men, slavery is a fairly visible part of each
plantation’s digital communications. Who knows, perhaps in the future, the
experience of the enslaved will be an even bigger part of the story.
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Appendix 1: Brochure listing 1920s-1940s
Monticello
1. The Story of the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation (1925)
2. Visit Monticello: The Historic Home of Thomas Jefferson (1933-42)
3. Monticello: The Home of Thomas Jefferson (1941-42)
Mount Vernon
1. Mount Vernon, Virginia (1934)
2. Mount Vernon, Virginia (1943)
3. Mount Vernon, Virginia (1945)
Belle Grove
1. Belle Grove in the Shenandoah Valley (1922-29)1

This brochure was published during Belle Grove’s years as an Inn. It did not open to the public as a
plantation museum until 1978.
1

Appendix 2: Brochure listing 1950s-1970s
Monticello
4. Monticello: Home of Thomas Jefferson (1951)
5. Monticello: The Home of Thomas Jefferson (1955)
6. Monticello: The Home of Thomas Jefferson (1956)
7. Monticello: The Home of Thomas Jefferson (1972-73)
8. Monticello: The Home of Thomas Jefferson (1974-76)
9. Monticello: The Home of Thomas Jefferson (1978)
10. Monticello: The Home of Thomas Jefferson (1979)
Mount Vernon
4. Mount Vernon, Virginia (1968)
5. Mount Vernon, Virginia: The Home of George Washington 1754-1799
(1977)
6. Mount Vernon, Virginia: The Home of George Washington 1754-1799
(1978)
Belle Grove
2. Belle Grove (1978)

Appendix 3: Brochure listing 1980s-2014
Monticello
11. Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello (post 1982)
12. Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello (1986-87)
13. Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello (1986)
14. Welcome to Monticello: The Home of Thomas Jefferson (1988)
15. Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello (1988)
16. The Worlds of Thomas Jefferson at Monticello (1993)
17. Monticello (1996)
18. Mulberry Row (1997-99)2
19. Mulberry Row (post 1999)3
20. Monticello: A Guide for Visitors (2004)
21. Discover the Genius of Jefferson (2009)
22. Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello: A Guide for Visitors (2013-14)
 Email exchange about brochure development between Heather Carlton,
Lucia C. Stanton (Shannon Senior Research Historian at Monticello at the
time), and Dianne Swann-Wright on November 13, 2000.
 Monticello website: http://www.monticello.org
Mount Vernon
7. Mount Vernon: The Home of George Washington (1982)
8. The Call of His Country: George Washington and the Constitution (1987)4
9. Mount Vernon: The Home of George Washington (post 1991)
10. Mount Vernon: The Home of George Washington (post 1990)
11. Mount Vernon: The Home of George Washington (pre 1993)
12. Mount Vernon: The Home of George Washington (1995)
13. George Washington’s Mount Vernon (2013)
14. Visitor Map, English Version, George Washington’s Mount Vernon (2013)
 Mount Vernon website: http://www.mountvernon.org

Specialty brochure of Mulberry Row.
Ibid., updated version.
4 Specialty brochure.
2
3

Belle Grove
3. Belle Grove Plantation (mid 1980s)
4. Belle Grove Plantation (mid 1980s)
5. Belle Grove Plantation (mid 1980s)5
6. Belle Grove Plantation (1990s)
7. Belle Grove Plantation: Self-guided Tour of the Manor House (2000s)
8. Belle Grove Plantation: Self-guided Tour of the Historic Landscape (2000s)
9. Belle Grove Plantation: An Historic Site of the National Trust for Historic
Preservation, Self guided tour of the Mansion (2008)
 Belle Grove website: http://www.bellegrove.org
Long Branch
1. Historic Long Branch: An Elegant and Historic Manor House Located Just
Sixty Miles from Washington (1990s)
2. Historic Long Branch: An Elegant and Historic Manor House Located Just
Sixty Miles from Washington (2000s)
3. Self Guided Tour: Long Branch Historic Home (2014)
4. Long Branch Plantation: The Changing Landscape (2014)
5. Long Branch Plantation: Self-guided Outdoor Walking Tour (2014)
6. An American Architectural Treasure: Long Brans Plantation – In the heart of
the Shenandoah Valley (2014)
 Long Branch website: http://www.visitlongbranch.org

Belle grove brochures 3-5 are almost identical in content, with only slight changes to driving
directions. The layouts of these brochures have more variation.
5

