BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Polish visitor, Julien Ursyn Niemcewicz was fascinated with American slavery and wrote extensive comments on the enslaved population at Mount Vernon since slavery was not practiced in Poland.
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1. Blacks. We entered one of the huts of the Blacks, for one can not [ sic] call them by the name of 
1. houses. They are more miserable than the most miserable of the cottages of our peasants. The 
1. husband and wife sleep on a mean pallet, the children on the ground; a very bad fireplace, some 
1. utensils for cooking, but in the middle of this poverty some cups and a teapot. A boy of 15 was lying 
1. on the ground, sick, and in terrible convulsions. The Gl. [General] had sent to Alexandria to fetch a 
1. doctor. A very small garden planted with vegetables was close by, with 5 or 6 hens, each one leading 
1. ten to fifteen chickens. It is the only comfort that is permitted them; for they may not keep either 
1. ducks, geese, or pigs. They sell the poultry in Alexandria and procure for themselves a few 
1. amenities. They allot them each one pack [peck], one gallon [sic] of maize per week; this makes one 
1. quart a day, and half as much for the children, with 20 herrings each per month. At harvest time 
1. those who work in the fields have salt meat; in addition, a jacket and a pair of homespun breeches 
1. per year. Not counting women and children the Gl. [General] has 300 Negroes of whom a large 
1. number belong to Mrs. Washington. Mr. Anderson [the farm manager] told me that there are only a 
1. hundred who work in the fields. They work all week, not having a single day for themselves except 
1. for holidays. One sees by that that the condition of our peasants is infinitely happier. The mullatoes 
1. [sic] are ordinarily chosen for servants. According to the laws of Virginia the child follows the 
1. condition of the mother; the son or daughter of a mullato woman and a white is a slave and the issue 
1. through the daughter, although white, are still slaves. Gl. Washington treats his slaves far more 
1. humanely than do his fellow citizens of Virginia. Most of these gentlemen give to their Blacks only 
1. bread, water and blows.
1. Either from habit, or from natural humor disposed to gaiety, I have never seen the Blacks sad. Last 
1. Sunday there were about thirty divided into two groups and playing at prisoner’s base. There were 
1. jumps and gambols as if they had rested all week. I noticed that all spoke very good English. Why 
1. then do the Blacks of the French colonies never speak a good French; rather make a jargon of their 
1. own?  The reason for it is perhaps that the American masters speak and communicate with them 
1. more often than the French who depend entirely for the management of their farms on their overseers 
1. who are also black. 
