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Slavery and Urban Life

Slavery had defined urban life in Charleston for as long as the city had ex-
isted. The port cities of Savannah, New Orleans, Richmond, Mobile, and 

Memphis, all slave societies, exhibited similar social and economic charac-
teristics between 1846 and 1861, the period when most Irish and Germans 
arrived in the South. Cities in the South relied on slaves, free blacks, and im-
migrants to do the labor that growth required. South Atlantic port cities and 
their merchant economies challenged the plantation-based slave economy, 
and the influence of Charleston’s immigrant community set it apart from 
rural towns and villages across the South. Not surprisingly, white southern-
ers were the largest slave owners in Charleston. Germans and Irish, on the 
other hand, largely declined to purchase slaves even when they could afford 
them.
 Many German, Irish, French, English, Scottish, and Jewish immigrants 
owned and operated small businesses, which allowed them to achieve mid-
dle-class status. Those same immigrants sought to assimilate into southern 
society while maintaining their cultural traditions.
 Germans, in particular, served as a barrier between white and black 
Charlestonians. Charleston’s shopkeepers benefited greatly from licit and il-
licit trade with enslaved and free blacks. White Charlestonians allowed a 
significant degree of social and economic cooperation between immigrants 
and African Americans, although white southerners sometimes lashed out 
at immigrants when they found immigrant-black cooperation threaten-
ing. At times, ethnic and racial tension occurred in the streets and taverns 
of Charleston, and that, combined with illicit trade, convinced elite white 
Charlestonians that a well-organized police force was necessary to control 
the enslaved and free populations.



proof

42 Unequal Freedoms

 The Germans in Charleston had not fully socialized to white southern 
norms during the antebellum period, contrary to what some historians have 
argued.1 Instead, German Charlestonians exhibited a pattern of dissent simi-
lar to that which appeared in Richmond, St. Louis, Mobile, and New Orleans. 
In Cincinnati, a city that identified more with the political ideologies of the 
border state of Kentucky, and the sixth largest in the United States in 1850, 
Germans supported Stephen Douglas’s principle of popular sovereignty and 
the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, which opened the West to slavery. A few 
years later, Germans and African Americans in Cincinnati met to mourn 
the execution of John Brown for his raid on Harpers Ferry. Irish immigrants 
had long ago joined white Ohioans in denying civil rights to African Ameri-
cans, and German-black relations were generally more amicable than those 
between Irish and African Americans.2

 Most Irish immigrants adhered to the same racist conventions of native-
born whites in the United States. Not surprisingly, Irish and African Ameri-
cans often found themselves in conflict during the nineteenth century. But 
much evidence of cooperation between both groups exists. African Ameri-
cans and Irish lived and worked alongside each other in New York City’s 
Five Points and sometimes married. In Philadelphia, African Americans and 
Irish lived in close proximity and without conflict into the 1830s. Yet, the 
majority of Irish Americans “treasured their whiteness,” voted for proslavery 
Democrats, and opposed abolition.3

 In the South, Irish immigrants and African Americans competed for 
work on wharves and canal projects. When Irish immigrants arrived in 
Savannah during the 1820s and 1830s, they helped build canals and rail-
roads throughout the Lowcountry, often working alongside slaves. Gradu-
ally, southern planters relied on Irish laborers for the dangerous work of 
digging canals rather than risking their slaves. For that reason, Irish and 
enslaved African Americans in Savannah often found themselves in con-
flict.4

 In Mobile, Alabama, demand for skilled labor afforded skilled workers 
the opportunity to earn higher wages. Local manufacturers were forced to 
recruit workers from the North. Most of Mobile’s skilled workers were white, 
and semiskilled and unskilled workers were slaves. White Mobilians paid 
high prices for slaves, and rather than waste their investment on dangerous 
work, mostly Irish and some German unskilled laborers worked the docks 
and cleaned the streets and drains of Mobile.5

 In New Orleans, Irish male laborers and female domestic servants com-
peted with enslaved African Americans typically as house servants—cooks, 
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laundresses, maids, porters, butlers, carriage drivers, barbers, gardeners, la-
borers, and unskilled workers generally.6

 Although the German and Irish rates of slaveholding were lower than 
those of white southerners, neither community expressed antislavery senti-
ment publicly. The domestic slave trade continued to wreak havoc on the 
lives of slaves throughout the South, and Charleston occupied a position at 
the center of that trade.

Slaves and Free Blacks

A generation of slaves journeyed westward from the southeastern slave 
states in the second Middle Passage, between 1810 and 1861. These slaves 
were deeply traumatized when sold or when they faced the prospect of sale.7 
As a result, Charleston’s slave population declined slightly between 1850 and 
1860, but it would have been difficult to notice it on the streets of the city.
 Enslaved men and women in Charleston worked a variety of occupations, 
but primarily in the manual trades. The first and second most common oc-
cupations for slave men were house servant and unskilled manual laborer. 
Slave men also worked at semiskilled and skilled occupations: bricklayers, 
cabinetmakers, tinsmiths and blacksmiths, coopers, mechanics, boot- and 
shoemakers, tailors, carpenters and ship carpenters, sailors, draymen, paint-
ers, plasterers, fishermen, gardeners, and wharf builders. Some slaves worked 
as bakers, butchers, and confectioners, and a few as barbers. The majority of 
enslaved women worked as domestic servants, and their second most com-
mon occupation was as unskilled laborers. Enslaved women also worked as 
mantua makers, seamstresses, and laundresses. Some slaves served as huck-
sters or cooks or sold produce and other items at the market.8

 Free black Charlestonians worked in a variety of occupations, but men 
most often were employed as skilled craftsmen and women worked as dress-
makers, seamstresses, or domestic servants, particularly laundresses. Free 
black males worked as bricklayers, boot- and shoemakers, tailors, carpenters, 
painters, fishermen, cooks, ship carpenters, and barbers; they rarely worked 
as laborers. In 1850, 333 (57.7 percent) free black men worked as skilled arti-
sans, 89 (15.4 percent) worked as operatives, and 80 (13.9 percent) served as 
laborers. A decade later, in 1860, 303 (50.1 percent) free black Charlestonians 
were employed as skilled craftsmen, 132 (21.8 percent) as operatives, and 
70 as laborers (11.6 percent). Thus, fewer free black men worked as skilled 
craftsmen and laborers and more found employment as operatives.
 Most free black women worked as domestic servants, mantua makers, 
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seamstresses, tailors, and laundresses, although some worked as pastry 
cooks, nurses, and house servants. In 1860, 363 (58.6 percent) free black 
women were employed as seamstresses and dressmakers and 176 (28.4 per-
cent) worked as domestic workers.9

White Workers

In the 1850s, labor competition increased in the northeastern United States, 
and skilled mechanics migrated to the South and West. When a white south-
erner discussed skilled white northerners with Frederick Law Olmsted, he 
asserted, “A large proportion of the mechanical force that migrate to the 
South, are a curse instead of a blessing; they are generally a worthless, un-
principled class—enemies to our peculiar institutions, and formidable bar-
riers to the success of our native mechanics.” He claimed that “most of them 
are pests to society, dangerous among the slave population, and ever ready to 
form combinations against the interest of the slaveholder, against the laws of 
the country, and against the peace of the Commonwealth.”10 In his pamphlet 
“America for Free Working Men!” Charles Nordhoff revealed the ways slav-
ery “injured” free workingmen because it gave the profits of slave mechanics, 
shoemakers, blacksmiths, carpenters, and wheelwrights to their masters, and 
those profits rightfully belonged to free workingmen.11

 Skilled white artisans in Charleston had long sought to exclude black arti-
sans, free and enslaved, from the marketplace. The South Carolina Mechan-
ics’ Association proposed a bill to the South Carolina House of Representa-
tives in early 1858 to prohibit slaves from hiring out their time.12 The city 
council formed a committee to study the issue, and it took them more than 
a year to ponder the proposal, until, in early 1860, John Kenifick, E. W. Edg-
erton, and William Ravenel, all slaveholding elites, rejected it, determining 
such an ordinance was “inexpedient and improper.” The committee felt it 
inappropriate “because the evils and embarrassments in the employment of 
slave labor, under such a law, would more than counter balance all the good 
which is hoped to be gained by it.” They added it was wrong to interfere with 
private property rights. The committee explained that many employers re-
quired manual workers by the hour or day, but few needed a permanent sup-
ply of them. The law, as proposed, would unnecessarily exclude slaves from 
a variety of occupations, including stevedores, barbers, chimney sweeps, 
wood sawyers, and laborers. At the same time, whites that hired mantua 
makers, nurses, seamstresses, and laundresses would need to find an alterna-
tive workforce that did not appear readily available. Moreover, the commit-
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tee determined that the requested action would depreciate slave labor. The 
committee concluded, “The slave is the property of the owner, alike all other 
property, which he holds subject to his own management and control. If any 
slaveholder should deem it proper to hire out his slave by the month, there 
is no reason why the City Council should enact a law to compel him to do 
so; and if any person is desirous of hiring a servant from the owner, and is 
not successful, it is doubtful whether a City Ordinance would assist him.”13 
Some slave owners made a good living hiring their slaves out, and this would 
have meant an end to that source of income. In New Orleans, German and 
Irish immigrants sometimes purchased slaves to operate drays and hacks to 
transport merchandise throughout the city.14

 The Irish concentrated unskilled and semiskilled jobs in Milwaukee, St. 
Louis, Detroit, New York, and Boston.15 The majority of Irish men found 
employment as unskilled laborers. In Boston, 65 percent of employed Irish 
men worked as unskilled laborers, representing the largest proportion of 
the day laborers in 1850. There were 7,007 laborers, and only 1,545 were non-
Irish. Irish men worked as stablers and hostlers because they could not raise 
the necessary capital to keep a stable.16 The Irish were primarily laborers and 
unskilled workers in Milwaukee in 1850 and 1860.17

 In the South, employers sometimes preferred Irish laborers to slaves, es-
pecially on dangerous jobs that might risk their investment. Irish concen-
trated into unskilled and semiskilled jobs in Milwaukee, St. Louis, Detroit, 
New York, and Boston. The majority of Irish men found employment as 
unskilled laborers. In Boston, 65 percent of employed Irish men worked as 
unskilled laborers, representing the largest proportion of the day laborers in 
1850. That year, there were 7,007 laborers in Boston, and only 1,545 were non-
Irish. Irish men worked as stablers and hostlers in Boston because they could 
not raise the necessary capital to keep a stable. The Irish in Milwaukee were 
primarily laborers and unskilled workers in 1850 and 1860. “The niggers are 
worth too much to be risked here; if the Paddies are knocked overboard, or 
get their backs broke, nobody loses anything.”18

 Commissioners of the New Basin Canal in New Orleans preferred Irish 
immigrants. Irish immigrants helped construct railroads throughout the 
United States. Railroad-building enterprises were among the largest em-
ployers throughout the South. The South Carolina Railroad Company 
and Northeastern Railroad Company were two of the main employers in 
Charleston. In 1855, Irish railroad laborers rioted when white southerners 
refused to hear their protests, and the courts treated the rioters harshly.
 Elsewhere in the South, Irish laborers clashed with African Americans 




