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Pride of Ownership: 19th Century South Carolina Planters and Their Horses 
Heidi Weber 

Much of the identity of the Southern planter was found in 
various manifestations of his house, property and other 
possessions. Through the medium of his plantation house, the 
planter attempted to present to the outside world an image of 
his status as a leader and an owner of vast holdings. However, 
the planter could also express his character, his honor, his 
prestige, and his wealth through many other assets. This could 
be done through the appearance of facilities on the plantation as 
well as through the acquisition and display of various 
forms of personal property, i.e., art and blood horses, two 
interests that were frequently intertwined.  

Among the pleasures that life afforded them, a horse 
of fine breeding was a favorite of the planter class and an 
exquisitely bred equine held a place of distinction on the 
plantation. Horses were brought to the American South 
from all over the world, with planters giving great 
credence to the highest quality stock, particularly those 
that were English. These prize animals held a prominent 
place in the realm of the world of the planter.1 

Stables housing these esteemed treasures were carefully 
constructed and maintained. In certain instances—on the 
grounds of South Carolina Governor John Laurence Manning’s 
plantation Milford, for example—the structures for the horses 
as well as their equipment matched the architectural style of the 
house itself. The pairing of the Greek Revival format of house 
and stable seemed to symbolize the symmetry of the entire 
operation. This provided the essence of continuity and fluidity, 
thus representing the successful operation of the lands, as well 
as promoting the overall vestiges of power of the planter.2 

 Many planters maintained “strong stables” with 
impressive lineages. Since blood horses were an important 
component of the planter’s life, as well as another measure of 
his character, stables were carefully positioned on the property. 
At Wade Hampton II’s Millwood plantation, located outside of 
Columbia, South Carolina, the horses of fine breeding were 
kept within close proximity to the great house, to be readily 
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accessible and visible to the planter himself, yet hidden from 
the public eye, emphasizing their exclusivity. This was also 
done for the benefit of guests, who were granted their choice of 
steed by Wade Hampton II during the course of their stay. 
Having visited Millwood and enjoyed the hospitality of his 
host, John B. Irving gained insight into Hampton’s life which 
led him to assert that “no man can be fonder of fine horses than 
Col. Hampton.” This planter was known for many things in his 
life, but perhaps chief among them was his active participation 
in the realm of the import, breeding, racing, and stud services of 
his pedigreed horses.3 

The exquisite stock at Millwood, which came from 
strongly established bloodlines such as 
Monarch, Pocahontas and Argyle, were 
afforded with the finest of quarters. 
Their master, Wade Hampton II, held 
these horses in the highest esteem. 
Based upon their usage and purpose, all 
of the equine stock was divided and 
placed in their appropriate stables. 
Those of breeding and those used for 
racing were placed in the “eastern 

stable” which was positioned next to the housing for those who 
labored as well as raced these horses.4 

Racing was a popular pastime for the planter class, 
especially in South Carolina. Following the first official contest 
in 1665, the sport quickly gained attention all over and quickly 
found popularity in the South. Turf races gave the planter elite, 
along with others of societal ranking, an opportunity to display 
their wealth in yet another fashion.  Though participation in this 
pastime had dwindled greatly in the post-Revolutionary era, in 
South Carolina, as well as in other regions, those with large 
land holdings and military rank sought to infuse new life into 
the sport. With their financial support and continued backing, 
turf gaming again became the popular gentlemen’s recreation.5 

Turf races all over the South sported high stakes, some of 
which were even provided by the planter entrants themselves. 
Through prize money and glory were readily sought after, 
ownership of the great horse was the true aspiration. In his 
historical account of The South Carolina Jockey Club, J. B. 
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Irving assessed the planters’ affinity for their noble beasts, 
recognizing the importance of a great horse: “The gentlemen of 
the Turf… never ran their horses for the pecuniary value of the 
prize to be won, but solely for the honor that a horse of their 
own breeding and training should distinguish himself.”6 

As treasured as the possession of a magnificent horse was, 
the display of a formal painting of the animal within the 
homestead was of equal value. In the antebellum era, there were 
many artists who specialized in landscape and portrait paintings 
but relatively few great animal painters were available. Edward 
Troye was one of the foremost artists of this genre, an art form 
that had gained much popularity during this time period. 
Troye’s budding reputation brought him to the South, a location 
where many sought to have their prize steeds painted at their 
homesteads. The display of other possessions, such as the house 
and the grounds, took a background, though still significant 
place in these oil paintings. The emphasis on the horse showed 
visitors to the planter’s home his pride of ownership of a 
majestic beast; it also served as a chronicle of the steed’s 
bloodline.  Edward Troye’s works, though at times done with 
artistic liberty and enhancement, served as solid representations 
to suit those multiple needs.7 

After being commissioned to paint one of the greatest 
fillies on the turf, Trifle, Edward Troye began to gain a notable 
reputation. On his first lengthy visit to the South, Troye made 
the acquaintance of Col. Wade Hampton II, who engaged him 

to paint some of his prize steeds. This was to be the first of 
many stays at Millwood, for Hampton repeatedly called upon 
Troye to capture the likenesses of his prominent bloodline 
horses. The planter was a great patron of the arts and frequently 
commissioned works from painters and sculptors. Troye was 
but one of many who visited Millwood to perform his art, but 
what he produced found a very special and prominent places of 
display within the big house.8 

The initial paintings that Troye composed at Millwood 
were of two of the colonel’s finest bred horses. Argyle and 
Pocahontas, both of great racing bloodlines and themselves 
being animals that had proven successful on the turf, were 
painted majestically in the forefront of a painting which also 
featured the house that had been built as a wedding present for 
Wade II and his bride. Upon the completion of these works, 
Hampton sought the perfect locale in which to display them so 
that all visitors could be engulfed in the beauty and elegance of 
his prize animals. Appropriately positioned, these two Troye 
paintings held a place of honor and graced the walls of the 
vestibule.9 

Many other members of the South Carolina Jockey Club, 
as well as planters all over the South, employed Troye to paint 
their horses, as well as other animals. It was really the horse 
that was the desired subject. The homestead, the occasional 
jockey astride or along side his mount, the stable attendant or 
valet were always overshadowed by the presence of the equine 

“Trotting Cracks” at Home. Currier and Ives, 1868. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-95000. 
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in the painting.10 
Between 1836, when Troye painted Argyle  and 

Pocahontas, and 1840, when he returned to Millwood, Troye 
traveled throughout the South to plantations and turf racing 
yards to perform his art. In that time period, dramatic 
renovations had taken place at Millwood that transformed the 
house into a masterpiece of the Greek Revival design.  Few 
houses could rival its magnificence and beauty. Though the 
plantation was truly “a social center for notables of the day,” 
Hampton opted for Troye to not include it in the background of 
the next series of paintings. In fact, when the painting of the 
renowned horse Argyle was done for the colonel, he had Troye 
include his father’s home The Woodlands. Troye went on to 
paint Monarch, Bay Maria and Foal, and Maria West and Foal 
during that visit as well as others in subsequent visits, including 
American Eclipse, a forefather of the racing legend Man 
O’War.11 

Edward Troye, though he gained the reputation as the 
greatest horse painter of his day, was not the only artist brought 
to Hampton’s attention. Henri de Lattre also placed his brush to 
the canvas and captured the images of another mare and her 
offspring from the Millwood breeding farm. Other artists 
painted the great Hampton blood horses as well. In fact, the 
legendary Monarch commanded many different artists, the two 
aforementioned as well as men like James De Veaux, whose 
career had been aided in various means by the colonel and his 
brother-in-law John L. Manning. The master of the track 
Monarch received much attention in his off time as well as 
racing. When it came time for Wade Hampton II’s equine to 
again be the subject of a piece of art for his owner’s homestead, 
the news reported “Monarch is ‘sitting’ for his portrait at 
Columbia.” The paintings of these horses were of great 
importance to Wade Hampton II because the horses’ speed, 
beauty and laurels added a different dimension of definition to 
their owner’s character as well as to the house, where their 
images hung in proud display upon the oft-viewed walls.12 

There were many planters who owned thoroughbreds that 
did not participate in the well-regarded races or commission 
paintings to commemorate their ownership of such valuable 
entities. James Henry Hammond went to great pains to take 
possession, or in some instances partial ownership, of some fine 
blood horses. In 1835, for example, he purchased “3/5ths of 
Argyle.”  Horses were a treasured possession, one that added 
depth to the planter’s status.13 

Fine thoroughbreds on the turf represented the planter and 
his ability to dominate in another realm. The luxury of owning 
these animals, providing elaborate structures for their stables as 
well as the ability to have their likenesses painted and displayed 
on the walls added an additional dimension to the master’s 
power. While these great horses, their beautiful stables and the 
art works that represented their images found places of honor in 
the world of the Southern planter, art in general held a position 
of prominence as well.  The planter found representations of his 
power in many manifestations, inclusive of the prize horse and 
the portrait of these noble beasts. It was through these tangible 
entities that he was able to display his authority in the 
antebellum world.  He could also display his great pride in 
ownership of these magnificent horses. � 
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