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The Texas Slavery Project is an effort to use digital technology to map and understand the spread of nineteenth-century American slavery into places beyond American borders.  This work grows out of my Ph.D. dissertation, in which I examine the phenomenon of American slaveholders in the 1820s-1840s who left the United States to try to establish slave societies in northern Mexico.  From 1821 to 1836, these white settlers from the American South migrated with their slaves into the Mexican province of Texas where they hoped to replicate the profitable cotton-based economy of places like Mississippi and Alabama.  Tensions quickly rose between these Anglo settlers and the government of Mexico, which repeatedly attempted to outlaw slavery in Texas.  Anglos in the region eventually rebelled from Mexico in 1836 and established the Republic of Texas.  From 1836 to 1845, the Republic of Texas became what the Confederate States of America later tried--but failed--to become: an independent slaveholders’ republic.  In all of this my dissertation and digital project examine a series of crucial questions: how did American slaveholders understand the world beyond U. S. borders in the decades leading to the Civil War?  What role did slavery play in the development of the American Southwest and the relationship between the United States and Mexico?  How did the institution shape the interactions between Anglo-Americans, African-Americans, and Mexicans during these important years?
Based on my dissertation work, the Texas Slavery Project (TSP) is an initiative I founded at the Virginia Center for Digital History at the University of Virginia which utilizes digital tools in order to see what insights they might provide into the powerful role that American slavery played in the development of the border region between the United States and Mexico.  The centerpiece of the TSP is a set of animated digital maps that render dynamic visualizations of the flows of enslaved and slaveholder populations into and throughout the Texas borderlands.  Drawing on a database of historical population levels in the region, these maps chart the distribution of slaves and slaveholders throughout Texas as they changed over both time and space.  The project is currently completing a public website that makes this database, the interactive maps, and a collection of digitized primary sources available to anyone with access to a modem.
The population database that underlies the TSP maps was constructed from surviving tax records from the region.  During its nine years as an independent country, the Republic of Texas collected taxes each year on various types of property in hopes of raising enough funds to support the fledgling nation.  A citizen of the republic could expect to pay taxes each year if he happened to own such items as a wooden clock, a gold or silver pocket watch, more than 25 mules, a stud horse, or a pleasure carriage.  Most of the republic’s tax revenue, however, came from the money it collected on taxable land and slaves held in Texas.  By conducting such an assessment annually, the Republic of Texas effectively produced a census of taxable slave property that existed in each county during the years between 1837 and 1845.  Collating extant data from microfilm and original records at the Texas State Library and Archives in Austin, Texas, I have compiled a comprehensive database that breaks down population totals from the tax records for various categories touching on slavery: the total enslaved population, total slaveholder population, slaveholders grouped by their slaveholdings (1-4 slaves, 5-9 slaves, 10-19 slaves, 20-49 slaves, 50+ slaves), the holdings of the largest slaveholder in each county, and the average slaveholding in each county.
The database was migrated into a MySQL structure (which will be publicly available on the TSP website this summer) and crunching the numbers provided some interesting insights.  It seems that once Texas became independent of Mexico, slaveholders flooded into the region with their slaves.  With the threat of Mexico abolishing slavery (which had been attempted numerous times during the 1820s) no longer hanging over Texas, American slaveholders apparently felt more secure in moving their valuable slave property to this region beyond U.S. borders.  The population of Texas slaveholders increased by nearly 500 percent in nine years, while the enslaved population shot up an astounding 621 percent during that period.  The ranks of these new migrants, oddly, were dominated by small-time slaveholders, as the vast majority of those who came with their slaves owned fewer than five bondsmen.  That stands in marked contrast to the make-up of the slaveholding ranks in the rest of the Lower South during this period and suggests that there was something about the conditions in Texas that drew in small slaveholders while also filtering out planters with larger holdings.

Using this data, my project began experimenting with Geospatial Information Systems (GIS) mapping tools to see if they could help us understand this flood of small-time slaveholders.  GIS allows a researcher to assign a given set of data specific geographic and spatial information, enabling someone to render dynamic and complex visualizations of otherwise static data (such as tax and census records).  In the case of my own work, I was able to assign geo-spatial information to my database and then render my slave and slaveholder population statistics into a series of maps.  Rather than simply comparing the raw numbers for different counties in the database, someone using these maps can now visualize the spatial patterns embedded within those numbers.  
Even more important to the TSP, GIS allows me to layer other sets of data on top of these maps to reveal patterns and relationships hidden within the historical record.  By allowing me to layer different information sets (representing historical features such as regional hydrology, local soil types, and area elevations) over my population maps, GIS makes it possible to examine the correlations that existed between the geology of the region and where slaveholders chose to live.  By using historical maps that document the locations of 1820s-1840s regional infrastructure (such as the locations of historical road networks and military fortifications), we are able to see whether a significant relationship existed between where slaveholders established their plantations and such things as where the local roads or forts already existed.
This GIS work will be completed this summer, but what has been completed thus far is already suggesting some important discoveries.  When you map the slaveholding population during this period, for example, and then layer on top of it data about the locations of the richest soils in Texas you find no significant correlation between the two.  In other words, the analysis reveals that Texas slaveholders during this period did not tend to settle in the areas with the best soils for their crops.  The same proves true if you compare the population data to the locations of rivers and streams in Texas: slaveholders did not tend to establish their plantations in the lands that were best suited for agriculture.  Something else, it seems, drove much of the decision-making as these slaveholders chose where to establish their plantations.
Early analysis of the TSP maps suggest that security, above other considerations, was one of the most important factors in determining where slaveholders settled in early Texas.  While slaveholders did not tend to settle near the best soils, they did chose to settle near roads, forts, and areas already established with a significant population.  They seem to have avoided regions near Native Americans and parts of Texas that were far enough west to be vulnerable to the Mexican army (which did invade and capture San Antonio twice during this period).  This apparent concern for security may also suggest why small-time slaveholders dominated the ranks of those who chose to come to Texas in the years before it became a part of the United States.  American slaveholders with less to risk were more willing to come to the unstable region between the United States and Mexico, but even they sought to live in parts of Texas that offered the most security to them and their property.  Such insights will provide a unique and penetrating window into the complex expansion of the American South during the crucial four decades leading to the Civil War.
This sort of analysis will continue as the TSP project is completed this summer.  The final version of the project will be a public website that will make widely available:

· The complete population database I have constructed, with a full searching and parsing interface that will allow researchers and students to ask their own questions of the database.
· All the maps I have constructed of the Texas borderlands using GIS.  These maps will enable users to combine the population database with various other sets of information that I discussed above, allowing them to see what patterns emerge from their own experimentation.  The maps will be interactive and linked directly to the population database, so that users will be able to click on a given county and bring up all the relevant information about that particular county.  You may see an early prototype of what these maps and interface will look like here:

<http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/TSP/HUB/>

· A series of transcribed and digitized contemporary accounts of the institution of slavery in Texas.  These will include letters, diaries, newspaper articles, legal cases and the like, which will provide users access to the words of men and women who lived with slavery in Texas.  These documents will also be accessible through the interactive maps.  If someone using the maps were interested in Brazos County, for example, they would be able to click on that county and bring up any historical documents in the project’s online archives that touch on that county.
By making these tools and materials available in a single online resource, I hope to open the story of slavery to researchers and students who want to understand how the institution affected the development of the American Southwest.  A static version of some of these maps and database information is available on this site: <http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/TSP/>.  The full and dynamic version of the project will go online this summer.
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