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Abstract

This paper discusses the unusual opportunities that
accompanied the development of urban slavery in Richmond,
Virginia during the antebellum era. Because of certain labor
practices, African-American slave men who worked in factories and
workshops enjoyed an unusual degree of control over their labor,
some ability to choose their employer, negotiate wages,
accumulate funds, and select their lodgings, diet, clothing and
social activities. Historians have assumed that Black slave
women had little or no access to such opportunities because they
worked as domestic slaves in private homes, not in factories. My
research, however, indicates that a small but significant
minority of African-American slave women in Richmond did reap
some of the penefits available to industrial slave men and did
participate in the growing market economy by providing laundering
and catering services for cash payments. Although there is some
gquestion as to whether participating in the market was an
advantage or a burden for these women--often it required assuming
a second or third job--many proved willing to sacrifice much for

the chance to obtain their own money and a measure of autonomy.
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In 1862, in the middle of a Christmas party being given by
the Castleton family, a Black female slave domestic named
Minsey entered the parlor and announced to the household mistress
and guests that she would no longer be serving them because she
had found another position in a different home. Before Mrs.
Castleton could say a word, Minsey turned and left. As she
departed, though, another Black slave woman entered the room
saying, "I hear you are looking for a servant ... and I'd like to
come live here ..."' BAs domestic slave hirelings in Richmond,
Virginia, Minsey and her successor had the "right" to find new
jobs and terminate old ones. Moreover, this "right" was but one
of a range of privileges enjoyed by hired African-American urban
slaves, whose ranks included a significant number of slave women.
By 1860, roughly a third of the city’s 5,000 slave women worked
for someone other than their owner and, like Minsey, could
exercise some control over their working conditions.? I begin

with this anecdote because it illustrates one extreme of slave

*With few exceptions slave workers in nineteenth century
Richmond, Virginia, were people of African descent born in North
America. The slave system in Richmond, as in other parts of the
South, was based on racial subordination of Black people. I use
nineteenth century terminology only when directly quoting a
source from the period. In other instances I use the terms Black
and African-American interchangeably. Although the hyphenated
term African-American sometimes connotes citizenship, in this
paper I use the term to describe slaves born in America, rather
than the Caribbean islands or the African continent.



1ife for Black women in an urban industrial milieu. But the
lives of urban slave women varied greatly depending on the
circumstances of their employment. In the remainder of this
paper, which is taken from my dissertation, I will attempt to put
Minsey’s experience in context by describing the impact that
urban industrial development had on African-American slave women
in Richmond, Virginia, between 1780 and 1860.

Historiography of Urban Slavery

Tt was during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
that Richmond’s economy shifted its emphasis from commercial
activities to manufacturing ventures based on Black slave labor.

Accompanying this economic change was the development of certain

unusual labor practices -- such as allowing slaves to work and
live apart from their owners -- that helped slavery adapt to the

urban industrial setting. These practices gave a significant
number of slaves greater control over their lives by allowing
them some choice in employment, residence, diet, clothing and
social activities. Authors of previous studies have focused on
determining whether, because of its novel slave labor conditions,
urban slavery represented a "step toward freedom” for antebellum
African-Americans Or a sort of "twilight zone" between slavery
and freedom.® Though study of these questions has contributed

greatly to our understanding of urban slavery, it also has led

historians to downplay a key fact: in most antebellum Southern

cities, the majority of slaves had little or no chance of



enjoying the potential "freedoms" of city life. This is
because the majority of urban African-American slaves were
women.? More helpful in understanding urban slave women’s
experiences have been the studies'specifically on bond women in
the antebellum South.® These works, however, tend to focus on
conditions in the rural and not the urban setting and therefore
are not entirely appropriate. What follows then 1s an attempt to
fill a gap in urban slave history by examining the impact of
industrialization on slave women, and by describing how economic
change and concepts of gender shaped the working and living
conditions of Richmond’s female slave community.

Urban Slavery in Richmond, Virginia

Between 1780 and 1860, Richmond evolved from a sleepy town
on the James River into what was arguably the most industrialized
urban center in the South. Large workshops and factories
producing boots and shoes, ropes, sails, brass and iron goods,
flour and chewing tobacco emerged, grew, and became the very
foundation of the city’s economy.® Essential to the success of
this industrial economic development was slavery. Black bondmen
were a crucial part of most factory work forces and were the

dominant group of workers in the tobacco manufacturing

industry.’

“when describing people held in slavery, indentured
servitude or peonage, terms such as "freedoms," "autonomy" gnd
" independence” are troublesome. Yet for the purposes of this
study and for the lack of any other words to describe the
benefits--however limited--that urban slaves received, I have
decided to use these terms placing them within guotation marks to
caution the reader and to emphasize their limited use.



Slave population changes during the nineteenth century
demonstrate the increasing importance of slave labor in tobacco
and other industries. BRetween 1800 and 1860 the slave community
grew from 2,293 to 11,699, a fivefold increase. Despite the fact
that most factory jobs were reserved for men, slave women,
working as domestic servants, held a slight majority in the city
until 1830. 1In 1820 there were 2,171 slave men and 2,216 women.
By 1860 there were 6,636 men and 5,063 women.® On average,
however, the sex ratio within the slave community was fairly
balanced throughout the antebellum era. This differs somewhat
from the experience of cities such as Baltimore, Charleston and
New Orleans, where slave women comprised a solid majority during
the time period.’

Accompanying the rise of industries and t ct
slaves into the factories was a system of leasing slaves to
businesses called hiring out. Hiring contracts, which ranged
from one day to one year, generally were negotiated by a slave
trader or directly between owner and employer. This arrangement
satisfied both owners and employers because it allowed the former
to make a steady income from their slaves and the latter to
secure a work force without a large capital investment or the
long-term financial responsibility of ownership. For example,
between 1800 and 1840, the average annual cost of hiring a slave
in Richmond was approximately $70 for a male and $34 for a
female.!® The average cost of purchasing an adult slave ranged

from $250 to $900 for males and from $100 to $600 for females.'



Some slave hiring transactions were handled directly by slaves
themselves, a practice that became known as "hiring one’s own
time." Under this system, owners would allow their slaves to go
to Richmond to find work. The slaves were required to "pay their
masters a stipulated sum of money ... but whatever they could
earn above that amount was theirs to do as they wished."*

Accompanying the hiring out and the self-hiring systems was
the practice of living out, which allowed Black slaves to secure
their own lodgings apart from both their owner and employer.
This system was developed because employers commonly lacked the
extra space and funds to build housing for their slave hirelings.
Instead, employers gave their slave workers money to pay for food
and lodgings. Slaves living out found a variety of
accommodations. They stayed in boar
free Black proprietors, rented small, shack-like houses behind
white residents’ homes, and stayed with family members who were
employed as domestic servants.®

Urban industrialization and the new labor practices that
accompanied it affected the slave community by giving Black
bondmeﬁ increased control over their lives. Many slave artisans
and factory workers had a limited ability to choose their
employer and workplace, and to negotiate their wages. A large
number of these slaves also were allowed to accumulate small sums
of cash from their wages -- money that a few used to purchase
their freedom. Perhaps most important, many slaves were allowed

to live with families and friends rather than with their owners



or employers. This privilege helped establish a community in
which African-American slave families could live together and
interact with minimal intrusion by white authorities. The urban
setting also made it easy for slaves to meet and socialize with
free and enslaved friends with little white supervision. Moving
about in a densely populated area provided slaves with anonymity
and ready access to meeting places, including illegal grog shops
where many gathered for a guick brandy and some conversation.

Sexual Division of Labor

The urban industrial work experience described above did not
affect Black slave men and women uniformly, however. Slave
owners and employers, seeking to maximize profits, quickly
introduced male slave workers to factories and offered them
certain privileges as incentives to be productive. But gender
conventions largely excluded African-American slave women from
factory work and kept them from receiving most of the benefits
enjoyed by their male counterparts. Census figures show that the
majority of slave women worked as household domestics. In 1860,
more than 45 percent of 6,600 slave men worked in factories and
workshops, compared with just 6 percent of 5,000 slave women . **

Such inequality was not unique to Richmond or to the urban
setting. _Slave women traditionally were locked out of highly
skilled occupations by slave owners who chose only men to learn
crafts such as blacksmithing, carpentry and coopering. Ownefs
sustained the sexual division of labor over generations by

encouraging skilled workers to hand their trades down from father



to son. Black bondwomen were denied the opportunity to acguire
such skills because owners believed female slaves were incapable
of handling complex jobs and were more valuable as mothers than
skilled workers. It is also possible that owners chose not to
train slave women because it would have been costly to do so in
view of the fact that their duties as craftsmen would have been
frequently interrupted by pregnancy and nursing.?®

In Richmond, rapid industrialization produced an
extraordinary demand for workers of all skill levels and created
jobs that women, children, and the elderly could perform at lower
cost than could adult free and enslaved men. With such strong
economic incentives, conditions favored the elimination of
illogical and inefficient gender-based divisions. Plantation
for adjusting gender

slave studies even suggest a precedent

beliefs to boost profits. As the study by Teresa Amott and Julie
Matthaeil states:

slave owners abandoned notions of female difference and

fragility when these conflicted with the profit motive.

Much field and industrial work was not sex-typed, but

rather assigned according to the availability and

strength of slaves.'

In Richmond, however, oy research indicates that slave
owners and employers continued to select workers on the basis of
gender, rather than ability for reasons that are not entirely
clear. Only in rare cases did the profit motive outweigh gender
conventions, and even then sex differences were not entirely

discarded. The unequal treatment of African-American male and

female slaves is demonstrated by the conspicuous absence of



female workers in various state industries during the
Revolutionary War. At a time when labor demands were great and
hundreds of slave workers, skilled and unskilled, young and old,
were being purchased, hired and impressed into the workshops,
only a handful of women could be found on the rolls. These few
bondwomen generally performed domestic chores such as cooking and
washing for the male slave workers and military officers.'® The
two slave women who worked at the public foundry, for example,
were specifically hired to "answer the purposes for which women
are wanted ... to cook and wash for the tradesmen ...."
Ancther instance of slave owners and employers refusing to
abandon gender—baéed divisions occurred dﬁring the brief period
that slave women were employed in the tobacco factories during
the 1820s. Up to that time (and immediately following it),
tobacco manufacturers employed slave men almost exclusively. But
during the 1820s, when the costs of hiring and purchasing a slave
male worker skyrocketed, tobacconists began introducing slave
women, girls, and boys into the lesser skilled positions.
Although fewer than 100 slave women (and close to three hundred
children) were hired, it was clear that workers other than men
could perform these jobs and at lower cost.?® But as soon as
male slave labor prices declined, nearly all of the women and
girls were replaced by men. Slave boys, however, remained in the

factories, suggesting that gender, not aptitude or profit

potential, was the deciding factor.?
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The most obvious effect of Richmond’s gender conventions was
to send most male slaves to the factories and most female slaves
to the homes of wealthy city dwellers. But this did not mean
that all female slaves worked as domestics or that bondwomen as a
group were denied any of the opportunities unique to an urban
industrial setting. In fact, the experiences of Richmond’s slave
women varied greatly depending on the place and conditions of
their employment.

Black slave women who worked as domestics made up Richmond’s
largest group. Studies indicate that more than 90 percent of the
city’s 5,000 female slaves fit this job description in 1860.%
These women usually were owned by their employers and enjoyed few
of the privileges granted to slave men. Most received no cash

T o e e T o~y y
tle control over their

r

payments, could not live apart, and had 1i
free time. It was not unusual for bondwomen to be on-call 24
hours a day and to be required to reside on the premises,
sometimes within the mistress’s room. Trips to the market or
other errands were among the few activities that allowed these
domestics to leave the household during the day. And even when
their duties did not keep them homebound, female slave domestics
often were constrained by their responsibilities as mothers and
wives. "Double day" chores that included childcare and preparing
food often consumed whatever free time these women might have
had.

Within the broad category of domestic slaves, though, was a

smaller group of African-American women who did not work for
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their owners. By 1860 these hired-out women constituted as much
as 32 percent, or 1,600, of the city’s female slaves.?® In
general, hired domestic slaves performed the same duties as their
directly owned counterparts and had to live within the employers’
household. But they also had some modest privileges. A female
slave hireling was able to collect cash payments for her services
and had the right--within limits--to reject a potential employer
or not to return to a previous employer. There is abundant
evidence that hired female domestics took this right quite
seriously. The story about Minsey, the hired household slave who
gquit her job during a Christmas party clearly demonstrates how
one African-American bondwoman exercised her “right."

The third and smallest category of female slaves consisted
of women who were either hired or directly owned by industries
and firms. As noted earlier, only 6 percent, or 300, slave women
in Richmond held such positions on the eve of the Civil War.*
Yet, this small group of Black women probably had the greatest
access to the privileges and opportunities frequently given to
Black male urban industrial slaves. They were in the likeliest
position to receive cash payments, live apart, and have a
significant degree of control over their free time.
Unfortunately, details of their lives can only be inferred
because few documents even mention their existence. In most
cases Population Census and Manufacturing Census records are our
only clues that slave women worked in or were held by

manufacturing firms. Many Richmond business records did not
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survive the Civil War. As a result I can only assume that slave
women working in industries received benefits similar to their
male counterparts, but I will never be sure.

One thing records do make clear is that even African-
American bondwomen working outside the home were constrained by
owners’ and employers’ "notions of female differences' and by sex
discrimination. Black women held by firms during the nineteenth
century, for example, generally were assigned to "female" jobs,
working as seamstresses in tailor shops®® or as chambermaids in
hotels.?® But even within the hotel, restaurant and tavern
industries, which offered an abundance of "female" jobs, slave
women were relegated to housecleaning and kitchen services and
were not allowed to rise to such jobs as servers in the dining
rooms.?” The few slave women who worked in the tobacco and
other industries often fared no better. Most reéeived less cash
for their work than their male counterparts and these women
apparently were not awarded the overtime bonuses offered to Black
male slaves.?®

Degree of Opportunity in Urban Slave Life

Much of the information about urban Black slave women
suggests that they lived in communities in which there was a
reversal of the social hierarchy many historians ascribe to the
plantation. Studies of plantations often suggest that domestic
slaves were "near the pinnacle of the slave labor system" and
that field hands frequently aspired to work in the "Big

House."?® But in the urban industrial setting, being a
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household slave meant giving up a wide range of opportunities,
such as cash payments, overtime cash bonuses and "mobility."
These opportunities were important because they gave many slaves
the ability to make decisions about their employment, living
situations and free time. "Hiring one’s own time," for example,
allowed a slave to reject an undesirable employer. The practice
also gave men the ability to live with family and friends. Black
slave factory workers enjoyed greater control over their free
time than their domestic counterparts and were able to spend free
time at the theater, circus or race track.?® Accumulation of
cash payments allowed slave workers to "purchase small luxuries

[which] greatly enhanced their self-esteem in the family and
in the quarters ...."’" Some slave men used their cash payments
and overtime bonuses to purchase family members or buy their own
freedom.? Such discretionary funds also allowed male slave
community members to help purchase a separate, all-Black Baptist
church, fund mutual-aid and secret fraternal societies, and
financially assist fellow slaves escaping to the North.

On the surface it seemed that the majority of urban Black
slave women enjoyed none of the advantages of city life. They
received few, if any, employment benefits, were burdened with
"double day" dutiles, and were vulnerable to the sexual advances
of their owner or employer. Indeed, my initial research
suggested that slave women domestics were completely by-passed by
urban industrialization and did not participate in the growing

market economy. Upon closer examination of certain records,
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receipts and passes, however, I found hints that slave women did
become involved in the market economy, and created opportunities
for themselves through what Evelyn Nakano Glenn refers to as the
"commodification of social reproductive labor."?’ During the
late antebellum era there was growing demand for services such as
laundering, ironing,'repairing clothes, and preparing and serving
foods. The demand came especially from boarding houses,
businesses that employed only men, and male households that
lacked both the facilities and implements to cook or wash.

Though documentation is scarce, there is evidence that
African-American slave women provided these household services to
Black and white Richmond residents for cash payments.’*

Reverend Amasa Converse’s household records, for example,
indicate he regularly paid a slave laundress twenty-five cents
for washing, even though he held two servants in his
household.?® Surviving documents from the period include a
number of passes drawn up by owners to allow female domestics to
travel to and from night jobs as laundresses.’®

Female slave domestics also participated in the market
economy by using their free time to bake foods that they would
sell to fellow slave and free Black residents near the
marketplace and factories.? Some women went so far as to
transform their owners’ kitchens into illegal "cook shops”
offering slave workers cheap hot meals. Others were paid to work

in "snack shops" owned by free Black proprietors.’®



Participation in the market economy through these social
reproductive activities provided Black slave women with cash to
buy a range of items. These included fancy foods, clothes, small
trinkets, and, in some cases, their freedom.’® The main point
that historian Peter Rachleff emphasizes, "is that these

Wi cash could add to a slave

decisions were theirs to make.
woman’s strength and standing within the community by allowing
her to become a financial backer of the church, a contributor to
a support society,? or an organizer of social celebrations.
Moreover, in seeking extra income, slave women exercised a degree
of control not found in the rest of their lives. They had the
choice of accepting or rejecting certain jobs, and had the
ability to negotiate the terms of their work and wages.

The benefits and opportunities of these extra jobs were not
without heavy penalties, however. For many African-American
slave women, laundering or catering was a third job, performed
after a long day working in the masters’ household and taking
care of their own families. Given the long hours women worked
and the heavy burdens they shouldered there is reason to guestion
whether extra income gave many of them the sort of "mobility" and
"autonomy" commonly enjoyed by slave men. For some slave women,
participating in the market economy clearly offered a way to
improve their lives. For others, the extra work seemed to have

provided little discernable benefit.

Conclusion

Overall, it is clear that +he differences between life in an



urban industrial setting and life on a plantation were far less
dramatic for Black slave women than for Black slave men. Urban
slave women rarely lived and worked under the conditions that
have prompted historians to wonder whether some urban slaves took
a "step toward freedom." For some slave women, the larger impact
of urban industrialization and the market economy did bypass
them. Yet in many subtle ways, urban slave women were
unquestionably affected by industrialization and life 1in the
city. Though relatively few Black bondwomen had the opportunity
to choose their own jobs and housing, many found other ways to
participate in the market economy, and all became aware that a
range of privileges connected with industrialization was within
the reach of slaves. And in this sense, the differences between
city and country bondwomen’s experiences were significant, which
suggests that models used to understand plantation slavery, such
as the one offered by Deborah Gray White, might not be useful.?®
studies on urban free Black women have been more helpful, but
still do not fully capture the experience of urban slave women.
My research on Black slave women in Richmond describes the
conditions in just one city, and so far has produced more
questions than answers. But this work should demonstrate the
importance of studying urban bondwomen as a distinct group and of
expanding our understanding of these women'’s role in

industrialization.
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