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Sweet Potato Dinner
Only A Legend

by BRENT HUGHES

EW collectors of Confederate currency are often
intrigued by the names given to some of the notes.
One of the most interesting is the title "Sweet Potato

Dinner" by which one of the $10 bills of the September 2, 1861
issue is known. Some catalog writers go further to call it
"General Marion's Sweet Potato Dinner," a shortened version of
"General Marion Inviting a British Officer to Dinner," which
appears in tiny lettering on the original steel plate engraving

used on pre-Civil War notes. The engraving is based on a
painting by Charleston, SC artist John Blake White who in
1836 decided to enlarge upon the Marion legend.

Unfortunately the painting and the engravings which
followed are based on a story created by Parson Mason Locke
Weems, the moralist who gave us the story of young George
Washington chopping down the cherry tree. Apparently caught
red-handed with a hatchet in his hand, George chose to tell the

The American Bank Note Company of New York used the Sweet Potato Dinner vignette on the $5 Revenue and Bond Script
of South Carolina in 1872 during the Reconstruction period.

The two portraits are of General Thomas Sumter (left) and General William Moultrie, two other famous South
Carolinians of the Revolutionary War.

The lettering at the lower center says "Receivable as FIVE DOLLARS in payment of all taxes and dues to the State except
special tax levied to pay interest on public debt."

On the back of this note is the statement: "Issued under an act to relieve the state of South Carolina of all liability for
its guaranty of the bonds of the Blue Ridge Railroad Company, by providing for the securing and destruction of the same.
March 2, 1872."

The same design adapted to become a Certificate of Indebtedness dated December 1, 1873. The lettering at lower center says
'This certifies that the State of South Carolina is indebted to the Republican Printing Company or bearer in the sum of Five
Dollars."
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truth and thereby avoided a sound thrashing by his angry
father.

Parson Weems, a hero-maker of great skills, quoted George's
father as asking, "George, do you know who chopped down the
little cherry tree in the garden?" George hesitated only a mo-
ment before saying, "Father, I cannot tell a lie. I did it" His fa-
ther then said, "Run to my arms, you dearest boy. Such an act
of heroism in my son is worth more than a thousand trees,
though blossomed with silver and their fruits of purest gold"
This statement is obviously pure Weems because no one really
talks like that, but it sounded good to generations of school
children who learned from Parson Weems that one should
always tell the truth even when doing so might lead to un-
pleasant consequences.

Weems had many such stories, each probably based on a bit
of truth but carried further to teach a moral lesson. Thus, he
was ready when one of Francis Marion's devoted officers, Peter
Horry, came to him for help in writing a biography of his be-
loved leader. The result was a book which George F. Scheer,
writing in American Heritage, described as "a captivating me-
lange of popular heroism, religion and morality compounded
of fact and much fiction"

Marion thus became a folk hero known as the Robin Hood
of the Revolution and he remains today a warrior of great
stature in South Carolina. The fact that he is primarly the crea-
tion of Parson Weems seems not to matter.

According to Weems, the incident involving the sweet potato
dinner went something like this. A British officer came into
Marion's camp under a flag of truce. Invited to stay for dinner,
the officer was amazed that the menu consisted of fire-baked
sweet potatoes and a beverage of vinegar and water.

"Surely, General Marion, this cannot be your usual fare"
"Indeed it is, sir," Marion replied. "And we are fortunate on

this occasion to have more than our usual allowance"
According to Weems, the British officer was so impressed

that he resigned his commission, returned to England and told
everyone that men like Marion could never be conquered. And
that's the way it happened, of course. Cornwallis surrendered at
Yorktown and America was free. Parson Weems' stories always
had a happy ending.

It appears that the Parson Weems story led to the painting
which led to the exquisite engravings and to the vignette on the
Confederate note. A problem arises when we see that at some
time someone incorrectly identified the British officer as Sir
Banastre Tarleton, Marion's arch enemy.

That someone may have been William West Bradbeer who,
in 1915, published his book Confederate and Southern State Cur-
rency. His description of the $10 note is "General Francis
Marion offering a meal of sweet potatoes to Sir Banistre Tarle-
ton" Bradbeer misspelled Tarleton's first name.

When H.D. Allen published his series of articles on Con-
federate currency in The Numismatist magazine in 1917, 1918
and 1919, he apparently used Bradbeer as a source and also
identified the British officer as Tarleton. He, too, misspelled the
first name, showing it as "Banistree"

Philip H. Chase published his book Confederate Treasury
Notes in 1947. He classified the $10 note as his Type 129 and
called the vignette "General Marion's Historic Sweet Potato
Dinner" with no mention of Tarleton.

When the Criswell brothers, Grover and Clarence, published
their book Criswell's Currency Series, Volume 1 in 1957 they
called the note "Gen. Francis Marion's 'Sweet Potato Dinner"
with no reference to Tarleton.
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The "Sweet Potato Dinner" vignette as used on the $10 Confederate note, Slabaugh Type 29, Criswell Type 30. Blanton
Duncan, the paper money contractor who produced the note, did a reasonably good job but the lithograph printing process
he had to use could not render the fine detail of a steel plate engraving.
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On these two notes of The Bank of Kentucky at Louisville, the engraver placed a white dog under the table and eliminated
the black dog near the campfire which appears in the painting.

A year later, Arlie R. Slabaugh published his booklet Con-
federate States Paper Money in which he too apparently followed
Bradbeer and identified the British officer as "Banistree Tarle-
ton:' Subsequent editions have continued that name.

After researching the matter I have concluded that the British
officer was not Tarleton. While it is true that Marion may have
conferred with a British officer under a flag of truce for the pur-
pose of exchanging prisoners or wounded, it is not likely that
Tarleton would have dared to come into Marion's camp under
any circumstances. Whether he was simply an evil man or be-
came frustrated in trying to outwit Marion, Tarleton and some
of his men committed atrocities against South Carolinians.
They burned homes, slaughtered livestock, desecrated ceme-
teries and assaulted women. Guilty or not, Tarleton was con-
sidered a rapist by the farm families of South Carolina and
many men joined Marion for the expressed purpose of killing
Tarleton.

Marion would not have personally harmed "Bloody" Tarle-
ton, as he was known locally, but Marion could not have pro-
tected him from the militiamen under his command. Had
Tarleton been captured by these men, he would have been
treated like any other suspected rapist and hanged from the
nearest tree.

It is far more likely that author Roger H. Durand is correct in
his identification of the British officere as James DePayster who
could have been sent to see Marion about a prisoner exchange.

To understand this part of our history, we must consider the
rather peculiar situation in which Marion and his men oper-
ated, as outlined by Dr. Robert Bass in his book Swamp Fox.
British troops were disciplined soldiers trained to fight in the
traditional way on open battlefields. They always fought as
"gentlemen" and would never have participated in anything so
crude as an ambush. Their rules of war were quite specific and
they always followed the rules.

On the other hand, the Americans were farmers, for the most
part, who fought for individual liberty. Their main concern was
defending their families and farms. Most were skilled hunters
who preserved ammunition by hiding behind rocks and trees
while wearing clothing which blended in with their sur-
roundings. Ambush was perfectly natural for such men and
hundreds of British soldiers died without ever seeing the men
who shot them.

Cornwallis, or his superiors back in England, made the mis-
take of trying to invade South Carolina through the port of
Charleston. They seized the city without too much difficulty
but soon discovered that the area around it was mostly swamp
and pine barrens which local militiamen knew like the backs
of their hands. In such terrain a British soldier's chance of sur-
vival was slim during the day and zero after dark when
Marion's men preferred to fight.

Against the invaders Marion had about two hundred militia-
men who came and went as their farms demanded. They
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The "Sweet Potato Dinner" vignette as used on the $5 bill of the Bank of the State of South Carolina at Charleston, SC. Under
the vignette in tiny letters are the words "Painted by John B. White Gen. Marion Inviting a British Officer to Dinner."

The vignette engraved by Bowdon, Wright, Hatch Sz Edson of New York followed the composition of the famous painting
by John Blake White on this $5 note of the Bank of the State of South Carolina dated February 4, 1861.

On the $10 note of the Confederate States of America created by Blanton Duncan's engraver, however, several elements
were changed. A dog was added under the table and the horse behind Marion was turned around to face the right.
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fought when they could, without pay, ammunition, food,
clothing or medical care. They received no recognition from
the Congress, the American army or even the state of South
Carolina. They respected Marion because he was one of them,
and consequently elected him to lead them.

Marion was a strict disciplinarian, yet he was completely
sympathetic to the suffering of his men. On the few occasions
when a base camp could be set up in the swamps, Marion
would organize a mess. A sergeant named Davis and a black
servant named Oscar would cook and serve beef, fresh pork,
cornbread, peas and sweet potatoes. To this they would add
whatever game and fish the men might bring in from the
swamp and river.

On guerrilla raids, however, the men survived on short ra-
tions. Salt was always scarce, so meat could not be preserved.
Inevitably the men would end up with sweet potatoes which
were easy to grow, store and haul around. Baked in the hot
ashes of a campfire, the potatoes provided convenient nourish-
ment. It was natural, therefore, that artist White would feature
potatoes in his famous painting in which we see the black ser-
vant taking the potatoes from the campfire ashes and placing
them on a makeshift table in the swamp.

After Cornwallis surrendered, the war slowly wound down.
Marion's men went back to their farms and Marion returned to
his plantation, Pond Bluff, on the Santee River about fifty miles
north of Charleston. He found it in ruins as a result of being

plundered by both British and American soldiers. They had
taken his furniture, burned his house, slaughtered his cattle
and stolen his horses. Marion found himself destitute.

A lesser man would have given up, but Marion bought tools
and seed on credit, repaired his house and managed to get his
life in order again. He attended Senate sessions where his polit-
ical friends were long on praise but stingy with money.
Governor Guerard tried to help Marion financially by ap-
pointing him commandant of rebuilt Fort Johnson at an an-
nual salary of five hundred pounds. The politicians let the
appointment stand but reduced the salary to five hundred
dollars, a large difference.

When not at the fort, Marion enjoyed the company of his
many nieces and nephews in the large family of Huguenots.
One of his nephews, Theodore, was courting Charlotte Ashby,
widow of a captain in the old Second Regiment. Theodore
teased his uncle about being a bachelor and told him that it
was about time he found himself a wife. He suggested that
Marion call on a popular spinster named Mary Esther Videau
who had often expressed admiration for the "Swamp Fox!'

On April 20, 1786, fifty-four year-old Francis Marion and
Mary Esther were married, beginning a very happy period for
them both. Mary Esther was fairly wealthy and placed all her
assets at her husband's disposal. They turned out to be just the
nest egg that Marion needed to restore his plantation. He and
Mary Esther built a simple frame house and turned to planting.

Ot e of the most beautiful adaptations of the famous "Sweet Potato Dinner" painting to a banknote was this exquisite proof
no e of The Bank of Xenia (Ohio) engraved and printed by Ratvilon, Wright & Hatch, Cincinnati.

This $3 note of The Eastern Bank of Alabama at Eufaula bears the date March 15, 1860. The center vignette has tiny let-
tering under it which credits the design to John B. White's famous painting.
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Francis Marion

The farm was soon prosperous and the memories of the ter-
rible war began to fade.

Marion helped others get established, especially the former
Loyalists who were being shunned by their neighbors. He con-
tinued to serve in the South Carolina Senate but refused na-
tional office.

About 1794 the years of hardship in the swamps began to
take their toll on Marion's health. He died at Pond Bluff on
February 27, 1795 with his devoted wife at his side. Burial took
place in the family plot on Gabriel's Plantation at Belle Isle. The
family erected a monument of gray marble on which they ex-
pressed their love and admiration.

Today's history books give Marion credit for saving South
Carolina from being conquered by the British. He did it with
bravery, intelligence and leadership which were simply part of
his character. He and his men fought as they had to, probably
being amused by the repeated accusations by the British that
"they did not fight as gentlemen:"

As for Parson Weem's story about the British officer who
shared the sweet potato dinner with Marion and resigned his
commission to praise the guerrilla leader, it certainly was not
Tarleton. After Yorktown he returned to England where he con-
tinued his military career. Dr. Bass says that he was known as a
notorious rake and gambler but managed to stay in with the
right people. In 1794 he was promoted to major-general and in
1812 to full general. In 1815 he was made a baronet and lived
until 1833.

In South Carolina today, people delight in telling how
Francis Marion, the legendary "Swamp Fox," outwitted Tarleton

and Cornwallis. At the Cowpens, in the upstate, General Daniel
Morgan and his men thrashed Tarleton and almost captured
him. A detailed account of that famous battle shows that the
local militiamen deliberately aimed at British officers and
managed to kill quite a few. Tarleton was very lucky to escape.

Today's collectors of paper money enjoy the numerous vign-
ettes of the "Sweet Potato Dinner" based on the painting. Even
Confederate note contractor Blanton Duncan, known for the
poor quality of his engravings, managed to produce a fairly
good rendering for his $10 note. Perhaps the legendary dinner
never took place, but it did give honor to Francis Marion and
his men. Parson Weems certainly embellished facts to create a
super hero but that's the way many Americans like it.

My thanks to Hugh Shull for his assistance with this article.
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