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The Confessions of Edward Isham, a cleverly conceived and adeptly executed essay collection, is a rich addition to our
ever-growing understanding of that shadowy world of southern poor whites. The range of insights and meanings these
scholars have teased out of the life of Edward Isham, known only through his brief biographical statement, makes this
book extraordinary.

And a bit of robbing. Also lots of fighting. We know all of this because in Isham found himself on trial for his
life for murdering a North Carolina farmer, who he claimed cheated him out of his fair wages. For example,
apparently men used to keep their nails long and sharp, as a handy eye-gouging weapon. Until it was repealed.
Isham and his fellow laborers were no exception. Then add geography into play. Isham was born about and his
father moved the family to Carroll County, Georgia after making a successful draw in the Georgia Land
Lottery. Edward grew up in Carroll County when it was a mining area and where a man could make a living
independently scratching for gold. As Edward grew up, the wild Georgia frontier was slowly tamed, and the
chances for a man to make his own way in the world independently slowly dried up. Many landless white
laborers were forced to trade their mining kit for bosses and wage labor. Oh, and then there are the other
laborers in the South at the time â€” slaves. Slavery both stunted the growth of industrial wage positions and
limited the need for white workers, as well as the wages paid to them, in the region. Because many Southerns
who needed additional labor for their various enterprises relied on slaves, the market for white labor in the
antebellum South was one of infrequent work and low pay. The jobs that would pay decent wages go overseas
or to undocumented or otherwise disenfranchised immigrants willing to work for low wages, further
depressing the economy. The editors make it plain that not all landless whites in the old South were like
Edward Isham. In fact, when seeking out farm laborers, the landed gentry often looked for men with families
because they could benefit from the labor of the wife and children as well. Single male workers like Isham
were probably the least desired class of worker, but would do in a pinch if you needed a ditch dug or a fence
built. There are so many consorts in the text that I actually lost count. The editors posit, and I agree, that the
marriages were probably common law rather than state sanctioned. He seemed to abandon his wives and
consorts as he found better work opportunities. Interestingly enough, he does admit that some women had
power over him. He courts one woman, leaves after some trouble with the law, comes back and steals her from
her husband, finds himself cuckolded, and then apparently tries to get her back again but ultimately fails.
Isham also shows a little tenderness toward some women in his life. His 3rd reported wife died in childbirth
shortly before he committed the murder that eventually did him in, and he reports being feeling low and
drinking a lot during that time. In other words, if you had any illusions of the prim and proper Victorian lady
dwelling in the Georgia frontier, read this primary source for a clearer picture. Times were tough for everyone
and people made choices about marriage and mating for a variety of reasons. Working people live on in
ledgers. Originally published on my blog http: In it, he relates his short life of womanizing, fighting, drinking,
gambling, and moving from one part of Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama, and Arkansas to
another. The biography is literally a list of fights -- fights over gambling losses, over women, over so-called
honor, over anything at all. However, the historical essays that follow are a bit flat. Two essays -- one about
poor white women in the antebellum South, and the other about condemned men in the same -- are useful. The
others can be discarded.
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The best part of this book is the first section, which is the actual biography of Edward Isham. In it, he relates his short life
of womanizing, fighting, drinking, gambling, and moving from one part of Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama,
and Arkansas to another.

The tragedy of individuals torn from their families, kept in inhumane conditions in the slave markets, and sold
to strangers who likely would physically abuse them is certainly one focus of Soul By Soul. However, Walter
Johnson has gone much further than that in defining the slave markets as central to our understanding of
slavery. Through creative interpretation of numerous personal and business documents drawn from slave
dealers and owners, the court transcripts produced when their bargains went awry, and the haunting memoirs
of slaves who either came through the markets themselves or had relatives who did, Johnson shows that the
act of buying a human being was profoundly important to the Southern mind in ways that transcend
economics or dynamics of power. This is a book less about the experience of black slaves in the market than
about the effect those markets had on the white psyche. Johnson sees southern whites as consumers, ready to
be marketed to in the modern sense. Traders knew this and were prepared to advertise their wares in ways that
would allow those consumerist impulses to be satisfied. However, the human nature of their property
inevitably led to slave owners being dissatisfied with their purchases; slaves seldom fulfilled the materialist
fantasies of their buyers. This is a book that will make you change the way you think about slavery. It was
worse than imagined. And the really impressive thing is that he conjures the past with such vision, clarity, and
vigor that this is a truly rare and stunning bookâ€”both an engrossing read and a serious work of scholarship.
One of the best books I have read in years. Everyday we are faced with different types of goods and products
when deciding on making a purchase. Most of these purchases do not talk and walk or except for pets they do
not breath either. It can be almost impossible for us to imagine purchasing a person and going through this
type of process. This book takes us into the life of slave traders and slave buyers. This is a market in which we
hopefully will never see in America again. It tells the stories about how slave traders would buy slaves in
which it thought its buyers would like. The would be like any other speculator buying low and selling high. It
takes us in the world of the slave buyer. They want to make sure that the slave is healthy, strong, and skilled.
They want to make sure they are not paying more than they should. It even takes you into the world of the
slave. The idea that you are worth a certain amount. This is the part of the book I found to be the most
profound. Slaves could determine their own value. They would try to evaluate what their skills were by what
the slave thought his skills were. They found out about family. Overall, I would say this book is interesting
because it sheds light on a market that no longer exists in most peoples modern lives. The only downside is
that his points to me could have been summarized better and put into much better order. I never really
understood where the book was going. To me the book should have focused more on each person in a different
chapter, like I highlighted before. If you are interested in slavery and the market process this would be a good
book for you. If you are like me and need a well organized layout. This layout may distract you from the story
telling. Yes, the slave narratives provide interesting reading, but what evidence is there that these are
historically accurrate? In fact, a quick review of how the WPA collected these narratives should give an clue
as to their reliability. The people interviewed were elderly and their stories written down by their white
interviewers. Geeâ€¦no chance for embellishment or mistakes in that process!! And Tabsaw just assumes that
the white recorders were able to keep their bias out of the narratives as they transcribed them!! He does cite
his sources that is what those numbers mean at the end of sentenses or paragraphs, genius!! The picture he
paints is one of horror and dehumanization. Slaves were treated like animals with little regard given to their
well-being. Johnson takes the reader inside the slave market where the smells, sounds and conditions of
slavery cannot be ignored. It is a compelling and disturbing read. The enslavement of fellow humans required
a new and different social structure. The patriarchial society that ensued brought with it profound implications
for relations with women, property rights and behavior. Johnson makes it plain that the slave culture came to
dominate Southern life. I recommend this work highly!! For anyone interested in what the process of slavery
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was like, this is the place to start. Once finished with the book which I doubt Tabsaw actually read cover to
cover because of the simple-mindness of his review , one will have a clear picture indeed of what life was like
for slaves awaiting their purchase and the interactions that occurred with the white owners. The slave
narratives are interesting reading, but background knowledge is necessary for an informed arguement. Johnson
presents a very well-grounded look at the slave market, rooting his assertions in the documentary record. It is
true that he does not write a local history of slave life in New Orleans, but that is because Soul By Soul is a far
larger, more ambitious and profound than any such local history could be; this is appropriate, since New
Orleans was not a local but a regional slave market, and its tenacles reached far into the Southern upcountry.
Soul By Soul won the Frederick Jackson Turner Award from the Organization of American Historiansâ€”an
organization that knows something about documentationâ€”which is one of the most prestigious awards a
work of history can attain. Maybe that is why it is being picked up by history book clubs across the country.
Read it and judge for yourself. One thing that occasionally irritated me was a tendency to write a polemic.
These are small flaws, however, in a book that will lead all readers to appreciate the history of slavery in this
country as they never have before. Johnson reveals the psychological ground of slavery and what an
all-encompassing and pernicious system it was. For example, advertisements for runaway slaves routinely
describe the markings on their bodiesâ€”ears cut off, whip scars, and the like. The WPA slave narratives are
good, but they need to be read like all historical sources carefully. For example, the interviewers are all middle
class and white, the interviewees are all black and aged, and the interviews take place in the s Jim Crow South,
where several African Americans were burned alive, lynched, or tortured to death in public every single week,
year in and year out. The interviews take place in a situation where whites own almost all the property and
make all the laws and where any white man can kill any black person without fear of prosecution. Does this
sound like an environment likely to produce candid information about race relations? Walter Johnson is a real
historian, while tabsaw is just a neo-Confederate propagandist, searching for something to defend his fantasy
of the Old South. The author keeps the subject moving by the way he has the book organized. It follows in the
path by which a slave went from one plantation to the slave market in New Orleans to a new plantation in the
Lower South. I enjoyed reading the narrative. He adds to his woven-together quotes a theme that focuses upon
how Whites viewed themselves and each other in light of how well they managed their slaves. Johnson details
how enslaved African Americans survived in these deplorable conditions. Johnson convincingly molds this
trope into a new paradigm for discussing the relationships of slaves and owners. He argues that the buying and
selling of slaves was central to antebullum white culture â€” it was through the buying and selling of slaves
that white people sought upward mobility and gentility and it was in discussions of these sales successful and
unsuccessful that whites judged one another. He also presents convincing evidence that far from being passive
victims in the domestic slave trade, African-Americans did, sometimes at great personal risk, influence the
terms of their own sale. The introduction and epilogue are the best parts. Expectation of political and
economic analysis in the introduction is not fulfilled. The middle chapters feature individual slave stories and
overlong lists fingering the slave traders. Each chapter consists of a load of seemingly unedited data listings
followed by a not bad summary. The book parlays extensive research into somewhat tedious listings of slave
traders. There is little Integration to form any general social or economic conclusions promised in the
introduction. Johnson is at his best summarizing prior works relating to his topic. The best feature of the book
is the references to other works along with the bibliography. In the introduction, the only examination of
economics, cotton price is mentioned but nothing about the price of sugar or competition between free and
slave labor. There is a curious technique of describing impressions of charts and demographic maps in the text
without presenting any illustration. Is the author simply avoiding royalties? It looks like something was left
out of the book. Migration from the northern tier of states, especially Ky and Md. Birth rates of slaves in the
upper tier was the main reason that slavery was self sustaining in the USA in contrast to other areas after
banning of the external slave trade. The book cites migration of slaves southward and westward, but only the
southward movement is covered. The politically important issue of slavery in the territories is ignored.
Reasons for sale of slaves are too many and varied to draw any conclusions; as many reasons as for other
forms of property. A conspicuous absence as a cause of sale is taxation. The estate tax, so devastating to
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modern small business continuation, was never used as a tool to interfere with slavery. The federal
government did not have the power in antebellum days that it has now. Thanks to Johnson for the education on
the law pertaining to redhibition, or reasons for returning a slave to rescind a sale. Two potentially interesting
cases before the La. SC are dropped without particulars. Escapes are covered as is the spread of gonorrhea and
some incidence of pregnancy in spite of close watching. The book mentions a temporary halt in the trade due
to the Matt Turner rebellion in There is no mention of the effects of the Nullification crisis, the Mexican war
or changes due to abolition of the Atlantic trade in
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In , the Georgian Edward Isham, convicted in North Carolina of murdering a Piedmont farmer, dictated his life story to
his court-appointed defense attorney. The autobiography left behind provides a rare look at the world of poor whites
from the viewpoint of a member of this most elusive of the Old South's social groups.
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"The Confessions of Edward Isham, a cleverly conceived and adeptly executed essay collection, is a rich addition to our
ever-growing understanding of that shadowy world of southern poor whites. The range of insights and meanings these
scholars have teased out of the life of Edward Isham, known only through his brief biographical statement, makes this
book extraordinary.
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The Confessions of Edward Isham has 24 ratings and 2 reviews. Jennifer said: If you're like me you're grateful when you
find a relative in a census or ot.
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Find helpful customer reviews and review ratings for The Confessions of Edward Isham: A Poor White Life of the Old
South at calendrierdelascience.com Read honest and unbiased product reviews from our users.
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In Edward Isham (aka Hardaway Bone) was tried in North Carolina for the murder of James Cornelius. This account of
Isham's life is garnered from the history that he gave to his court-appointed attorney, the trial transcripts, and newspaper
accounts, and depicts the lives of "lower-class rabble.".
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The confessions of Edward Isham: a poor White life of the Old South Responsibility edited by Charles C. Bolton and
Scott P. Culclasure ; introduction by J. William Harris.
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"The Confessions of Edward Isham, a cleverly conceived and adeptly executed essay collection, is a rich addition to our
ever-growing understanding of that shadowy world of southern poor whites.
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