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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Too infrequently in this age of specialization have 

historical works transcended narrow confines of inquiry to 

alter existing thinking about many different facets of the 

past. Despite its apparently limited scope, Richard C. 

Wade's Slavery in the Cities has emerged as a study of semi

nal significance for black, urban, southern and general 

United States history. Students of southern racial segre

gation have adjusted the once-dominant theory that separa

tion of the races became a visible pattern late in the 

nineteenth century. Wade demonstrated conclusively that 

segregation in the South emerged in the ante bellum period 

under the leadership of urban black separatists seeking 

refuge from a hostile white world and of whites attempting 

to arrest the decay of bondage. Less original but also 

important for black history. Wade documented a vigorous 

tradition of Negro resistance to slavery—a resistance car

ried out in part by domestic servants, a class traditionally 

singled out as the most representative "Sambo" type. Slav

ery in the Cities identified the origin of southern black 

ghettoes and pointed to the social control of slaves as a 

•̂ C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow 
(2nd ed., rev.; New York, 1965), passim. 



previously overlooked problem facing ante bellum towns and 

partially stunting their growth. Perhaps most importantly. 

Wade concluded that urban bondage was "disintegrating" on 

the eve of the Civil War—a concept of immense, though some-

v*iat unexplored, ramifications. The idea of urban slavery's 

self-destruction might well help rekindle a "new Civil War 

revisionism" which sees the conflict as a needless holo-
2 

caust. On the other hand Wade's conclusions fit neatly 

into the sophisticated neo-Marxist belief that the economic 

weaknesses of slavery (as a system unadaptable to the urban-

industrial thrust of modern capitalism and thus dependent 

on expansion for its survival) led inevitably to sectional 

warfare. 

Because it touched on so many vital subjects. Slav

ery in the Cities naturally provoked nay-sayers who chal

lenged some of its basic theses. The most consistent 

criticism came on three points. First, historians who re

sist the concept of varied and subtle black resistance to 

slavery objected to what they considered a neo-abolitionist 

2 
John Rosenberg, "Toward a New Civil War Revision

ism, " American Scholar, XXXVIII (Spring, 1969), 250-272. 
This author suggested that the fleeting and incomplete 
freedom which blacks gained from the Civil War v/as ill 
worth the loss of 600,000 men. He further concluded that 
freedom might have been more permanent and satisfying had 
it been gained through revolution. 

3 
Eugene D. Genovese, The Political Economy of Slav

ery: Studies in the Economy and Society of the Slave 
South (New York, 1965), passim. 
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viewpoint. Secondly, some reviewers questioned Wade's con

clusion that urban slavery declined because of the inability 

of masters to control their chattels. These critics charged 

that such an interpretation overlooked significant economic 

forces. Two historians suggested that Wade should have 

acknowledged foreign labor competition as a cause for the 
5 

statistical decline of urban slavery. Eugene D. Genovese 

also deplored what he considered Wade's lack of economic 

insights. This "New Left" scholar insisted that the incon

sequential demand for male domestics, the competition of 

skilled white laborers, and the booming prices paid for 

plantation labor in the 1850's led to the deterioration of 

urban slavery. He further charged that a failure to under

stand southern cities as extensions of the plantation 

economy caused Wade to ignore the tendency of urban slavery 

to expand when the rural economy showed signs of depression 

and to decline when agriculture boomed. Thirdly, Wade's 

^Clement Eaton, review of Slavery in the Cities by 
Richard C. Wade, in the Journal of Southern History, XXXI 
(May, 1965), 204-205; Thomas P. Abernathy, review of Slav
ery in the Cities by Richard C. Wade, in American Historical 
Review, LXX (July, 1965), 1240-1241; Eugene D. Genovese, 
"One-Tenth in Urban Bondage," review of Slavery in the 
Cities by Richard C. Wade, The Nation, January 11, 1965, 
38-39. 

Herbert Weaver, review of Slavery in the Cities by 
Richard C. Wade, in The Journal of American History, LII 
(June, 1965), 126-127; Daniel W. Hollis, review of Slavery 
in the Cities by Richard C. Wade, in South Carolina Histori
cal Magazine, LXVII (April, 1966), 110-111. 

Genovese, "One-Tenth in Urban Bondage," 38-39. 



somewhat surprising hypothesis that rural conditions pro

vided better opportunity for successful slave revolt than 

did the urban environment has been seriously challenged. 

Both Genovese, who pointed out Wade's failure to use com-
7 

parative methodology, and Marion D. de B. Kilson, whose 

study appeared almost simultaneously with Slavery in the 

Cities, suggested the greater likelihood of urban slave 
8 

revolts. Another scholar challenged the idea that the 

Denmark Vesey revolt occurred only in the minds of hysteri-
9 

cal v^ites. 

Despite these important critiques of Wade's conclu

sions, many scholars engaged in debate based on tangential 

knowledge or on Wade's own evidence. Only a few historians 

have re-examined urban bondage on the basis of new research, 

and this handful of studies has not convincingly disproved 

the interpretations of Slavery in the Cities. One study of 

segregation in New Orleans, for example, presented no new 

'Eugene D. Genovese, "On Southern History and its 
Historians: A Review Article." Civil War History, XIII 
(June, 1967), 178. 

o 
Marion D. de B. Kilson, "Towards Freedom: An 

Analysis of Slave Revolts in the United States," in The 
Making of Black America, I, ed. by August Meier & Elliott 
Rudwick (New York, 1969), 165-178. 

Q 

William W. Freehling, Prelude to Civil War: The 
Nullification Controversy in South Carolina 1816-1836 (New 
York, 1965), 51-60; Richard C. Wade, "The Vesey Plot, A 
Reconsideration," Journal of Southern History, XXX (May, 
1964), 143-161. 
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concepts but rather reinforced those of Wade. An inter

esting article, "Urban Slavery in the Pro-Southern Fiction 

of the 1850's," used previously overlooked evidence and 

concluded that southern writers understood the undermining 

influence of the urban setting on "proper" sla\e-master re

lationships, an interpretation also in essential harmony 

with that of Wade. 

Other new works, despite avowedly revisionist in

tent and stimulating criticism of several of the postulates 

presented by Wade, fail to discredit the soundness of his 

study. Industrial Slavery in the Old South by Robert S. 

Starobin claimed to correct the misconception that "urban 

slaves [were] by implication, industrial slaves." He con

cluded that only 15 to 20 per cent of the city bondsmen 

12 labored at industrial pursuits. Writing in the tradition 

of his mentor Kenneth M. Stampp, Starobin questioned several 

theses which he attributed to Wade, including the idea that 

urban slaves experienced better living conditions and re

acted to bondage in a more contented fashion. Most impor

tantly, he questioned the fundamental concept that "slavery 

Roger A. Fisher, "Racial Segregation in Ante 
Bellum New Orleans," American Historical Review, LXIV (Feb
ruary, 1969), 926-937. 

Alan Doroty, "Urban Slavery in Pro-Southern Fic
tion of the 1850's," Journal of Southern History, XXXIII 
(February, 1966), 25-41. 

^^Robert S. Starobin, Industrial Slavery in the Old 
South (New York, 1970), 11-12. 
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was dying in the cities." Two basic weaknesses mar these 

otherwise helpful probings. First, the author based his 

assertions on a study of industrial bondage but applied his 

findings to city slavery. As he had previously pointed out, 

these chattels often lived in quite different environments. 

Secondly, he either misunderstood or misrepresented Wade 
14 

at several points. In light of these errors, the views 

of Starobin, not Wade, appeared dubious. 

Though he wrote on New Orleans, Herman Woessner 

contributed more to re-thinking the interpretive problems 

of urban slavery than to a factual knowledge of that city. 

He concentrated on pointing out alleged "misinterpretations" 

and methodological errors of Wade. In a less than convinc

ing argument, Woessner criticized the author of Slavery in 

the Cities for overlooking census inaccuracies, manipulating 

^^Ibid., 9, 55, 57-58, 83, 134-137. Starobin made 
several helpful suggestions. For example, he correctly 
insisted that Sunday or holiday clothing, food, and dress 
should not be considered the norm. But Starobin exagger
ated and misconstrued Wade's conclusions far too frequently. 

14 
Consider, for example, the following statement: 

"Industrial slaves were ordinarily about as poorly clothed 
and shod as agricultural bondsmen, contrary to assertions 
by some historians that urban slaves were better dressed 
than rural bondsmen." (emphasis added). Starobin erred in 
claiming that Wade pictured urban bondsmen as "contented." 
In fact. Wade emphasized a vigorous, if urbanized, tradition 
of resistance. The author of Indistrial Slavery also listed 
Wade among those historians who without modification wrote 
"that slave hiring was leading to the breakdown of the in
stitution. " Wade emphasized that self-hiring, not slave 
hiring per se, weakened the bonds of slavery. Starobin, 
Industrial Slavery, 54, 83, 134-137. 



statistics, and drawing distorted conclusions from numeri-

15 cal evidence. Woessner asserted that because of continued 

profitability, lower class white support, apathy regarding 

slave freedoms, loyalty of bondsmen, and adequate disciplin

ary controls, slavery in New Orleans remained far away from 
16 

disintegration by the eve of the Civil War. Unfortunately, 

the body of the work brought little factual support—and 

even bore little relationship—to these conclusions. The 

most thoughtful and provocative aspects of this "Study in 

Urban Slavery" suggested economic reasons for the statisti

cal decline of bondage in New Orleans and argued that slav

ery had entered a period of "adjustment" rather than disin

tegration. Eventually, he conjectured, bondage would reach 

17 a point of "equilibrium" in the Crescent City. He hardly 

shook Wade as the authority on urban slavery, but at least 

15 
Herman Charles Woessner III, "New Orleans, 1840-

1860: A Study in Urban Slavery" (unpublished master's thesis, 
Louisiana State University, 1967) , 5-6. Quoting J. D. B. 
De Bow, Woessner pointed out that the census always con
tained many inaccuracies; particularly, it included many 
rural slaves in the cities where their masters resided. The 
author also asserted, without explanation, that this enume-
rative problem lessened in the 1860 census. In an unim
pressive argument Woessner further wrote that Wade had 
exaggerated the statistical decline of slavery, a view which 
gains little support from examination of the evidence. 
More persuasively, the author pointed out that Wade glossed 
over fluctuations in the male-female ratio which upset his 
generalizations. 

1 fi 

Woessner, "New Orleans," 7-9. 

Ibid., 12-17, 69-71. 
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Woessner proved capable of re-interpreting the evidence in a 

reasonable manner. 

Among the newer works on the subject of urban slav

ery are articles on bondage in two small towns in Louisiana. 

Picturing the "peculiar institution" in a state of essential 

soundness (economically flourishing, socially under control, 

and statistically stable), these studies infer that in a 

different setting, with a slightly altered social and eco

nomic backdrop. Wade's conclusions about urban slavery may 

18 

be invalidated. Yet, the authors fail to delineate spe

cific forces present in the small towns which created the con

trasting pattern to the one found by Wade. Furthermore, be

cause of their isolated scope, these works cannot demonstrate 

the general inapproprlateness of Wade's interpretations for 

any particular variety of the urban experience. 

These studies of slavery in Baton Rouge and Alexandria 

also suggested that Wade exaggerated his self-proclaimed inclu-

siveness. In the preface to Slavery in the Cities Wade wrote 

that he had examined bondage in "cities located in every part of 

Dixie, including border towns as well as those situated in the 

Deep South, cities in the older states on the Atlantic as 

^^William L. Richter, "Slavery in Baton Rouge, 1820-
1860," Louisiana History, X (Spring, 1969), 125-145; Terry L, 
Seip, "Slaves and Free Negroes in Alexandria, 1850-1860," 
ibid., 147-165. 



well as newer ones in the Mississippi valley, places set

tled by foreign as well as native population, small as well 

as large towns." Further, he concluded that "the similari

ties of urban life were more important to the institution 

than the differences in settlement, region, or age. 

Actually, Wade concentrated on older, larger, eastern cities 

The omission of newer, smaller, western towns was not sig

nificant enough to invalidate his conclusions. But it is 

hoped that the present study, by examining slavery in Gal

veston, Little Rock, Austin, and Shreveport, will bring 

fresh evidence and a different perspective to the ideas 

presented by Wade and his critics. 

These towns of the southern frontier provided a 

substantially different environment from the metropolises 

studied in Slavery in the Cities; of the contrasts age and 

size stand out most prominently. Products of a lately, 

sparsely settled region, the urban centers of the Southwest 

arose in the mid-nineteenth century and remained "towns" 

rather than cities on the eve of the Civil War. Little 

Rock, though founded in 1819, developed too slowly to war

rant incorporation until 1831. The Arkansas city shared 

common raisons d, ' etre, politics and commerce, with other 

towns of the region. Chosen to be the territorial capital 

19 
Richard C. Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South 

1820-1860 (New York, 1964), ix. 
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in 1820, it naturally became the political as well as geo

graphical center of the state. Little Rock experienced 

only steady, unspectacular growth, probably because of the 

overall economic backwardness of the state, despite being 

an important river port and convenient point of departure 

on a westward migration route. The 1,500 "souls" present 

in 1840 remained the city's population core throughout the 

forties, but the final ante-bellum decade witnessed greater 

development. Little Rock grew from just over 2,000 in 1850 

20 to approaching 4,000 in 1860. 

Though created later than the Arkansas capital, 

Galveston, located on the best natural harbor along the 

Texas coastline, outgrew all its southwestern urban com

petitors during the ante bellum years except ancient San 

Antonio. Not beginning serious development until almost 

1840, Galveston boomed quickly. The federal census taken 

in 1850 recorded over 4,000 persons in the city. Guided by 

the booster spirit of its promoters, Galveston created 

facilities and services necessary for a thriving seaport, 

and, in spite of an attempt at frontier monopoly and rate-

fixing which perhaps doomed the city to eventual decline, 

it boasted over 7,000 in population by 1860. Of the cities 

under consideration in this study, Galveston most emulated 

20 
Ira Don Richards, Story of a Rivertown, Little 

Rock in the Nineteenth Century (Benton, Arkansas, 1969), 
9-19. 
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its counterparts in the Old South in terms of economic, 

social, and population characteristics. 

Austin owed its existence to politics. Seeking an 

attractive, healthy site for the Texas capital near the 

geographical rather than population center of the republic. 

President Mirabeau B. Lamar selected the location on the 

Colorado River. Following its inception in 1839, Austin 

struggled through infancy. Legislators, resenting the 

frontier conditions and dangers of the "city," removed the 

seat of government from 1842 to 1845. Although the deter

mination of its people kept Austin alive, it contained 

fewer than a thousand inhabitants in 1850. Attracting 

slightly more trade and expanding as the area developed 

economically, Austin underwent a population boom in the 

fifties which increased it to over 3,500 in 1860, not count-

22 
ing a suburban contingent of 2,000. 

21 
Kenneth W. Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown; The 

Beginnings of Urban Growth in Texas, 1836-1865 (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1968), 70-78, 160-165. Another scholar chal
lenges the view that monopolistic practices were the "es
sential element[s] impeding commerce in the Galveston-
Houston area," and concludes that Wheeler "makes some highly 
superficial observations about Galveston." L. Tuffly Ellis, 
"The Revolutionizing of the Texas Cotton Trade, 1865-1885," 
Southwestern Historical Quarterly (April, 1970), 507. 

22 
Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 25-35; Charles 

Malone, "An Early History of Austin, Texas, 1839-1861," (un
published master's thesis, University of Texas, 1958), 71; 
Elisha M. Pease to [Lucadia Pease], June 16, 1856, Personal 
Letters, 1854-1856, Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers, Austin 
Public Library. 
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Shreveport developed as an adjunct to the cotton 

economy of the Red River area. Also founded in the late 

1830's, it had the advantage of location on a somewhat 

navigable waterway which tapped a rich agricultural land. 

Unlike Little Rock and Austin, Shreveport had no political 

attraction until the Civil War and remained small despite 

its superior economic potential. This northwestern 

Louisiana town approached 2,000 in population in 1850 and, 

though faulty census figures for 1860 prevent authoritative 

conclusions about its growth, apparently contained at least 

24 3,000 people when it became part of the Confederacy. 

Recent development and small population helped to 

make the southwestern urban areas different from the cities 

studied by Professor Wade. Other factors, such as the 

frontier nature of society and economy, accentuated their 

distinctiveness. In the early years following the develop

ment of Little Rock, Shreveport, and Austin, Indians con

stituted an important part of the surrounding environment. 

Although relations remained basically peaceful in 

23 
J. Fair Hardin, "An Outline of Shreveport and 

Caddo Parish History," Louisiana Historical Quarterly, XVIII 
(October, 1935), 769-775. 

24 
U. S. Seventh Census, 1850. Schedule I: "Free 

Inhabitants," Schedule II: "Slave Inhabitants," Caddo 
Parish, Louisiana (Microfilm at Texas Tech University Li
brary, Lubbock, Texas); U. S. Eighth Census, 1860. Sche
dule I: "Free Inhabitants," Schedule II: "Slave Inhabi
tants," Caddo Parish, Louisiana, ibid. 
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northwestern Louisiana, citizens of Little Rock and Austin 

in the late thirties and early forties experienced both the 

threat and reality of hostilities with the Indians. Until 

the late 1840's Austin also feared attack from Mexico. Al

though Galveston avoided some problems of the other frontier 

towns, it experienced the same variety of lawlessness which 

confronted the other urban areas of the ante bellum South

west. Each of the towns contained at least for a while a 

rough, violent set of gambling, drinking, gun-wielding ruf

fians which popular culture today associates with the post-

25 

Civil War West. Frontier violence also pervaded the more 

"respectable" elements of the populations, enabling them to 

combat social problems through a vigilantism much less char

acteristic of the more stolid cities of the Old South. 

Certainly the frontier society of the urban Southwest pre

sented a different social milieu from the older cities of 

the South. 

Economically the towns of the Southwest depended 

on farming. In Austin large numbers of residents listed 

"farmer" or "planter" as their occupations, and some pro

fessional people engaged in agriculture in addition to their 

^%ardin, "Outline of Shreveport and Caddo Parish," 
775-779, 832; Richards, Story of a Rivertown, 19-26; 
Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 21, 30-35. 
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26 
main vocations. Although Little Rock clearly needed 

economic diversification, as a river port it depended on 

the exchange of goods with the country to fill the steam-

27 boats which plied the Arkansas River. Almost completely 

cotton-oriented, Shreveport developed its commerce in all 

directions, even tapping eastern Texas through its Texas 

road, and fighting attempts to improve water navigation 

which might divert some of the river traffic from itself. 

Furthermore, considerable numbers of Shreveport residents 

28 engaged in large-scale farming as their primary vocations. 

More urban in nature than Little Rock, Shreveport, or Austin, 

Galveston was just as much an appendage of the countryside 

since its economy centered around the transfer of goods and 
29 

people to and from rural areas. 

The lack of industrialization in the urban South

west further documents the dominance of agriculture over 

the area. Shreveport carried this rural orientation to a 

^^U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 
"Slave Inhabitants," Travis County, Texas; Alice Duggan 
Gracy and Emma Gene Seale, compilers, Travis County Texas, 
The Five Schedules of the 1860 Federal Census With Sample 
Reproductions of Each Schedule and Map of Travis County, 
Texas (Austin, 1967), passim. 

27 
Richards, Story of a Rivertown, 32. 

28 
Hardin, "Outline of Shreveport and Caddo Parish," 

845-854; U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 
"Slave Inhabitants," Caddo Parish, Louisiana. 

29 
Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 69-72, 110-115. 
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form of active opposition to economic diversification. As 

late as 1847 the town council prohibited the erection of a 

30 blacksmithing foundry inside the city limits. Although 

other southwestern cities did not engage in studied anti-

industrialization, manufacturing employed few laborers 

either white or black during the ante bellum period. The 

building trades supplied the only "industrial" pursuit of 

great significance. Unimportant for most southern cities 

of the era, manufacturing was even less consequential for 

southwestern urban areas. 

The environment of the southwestern towns was dif

ferent both from the surrounding rural areas and from the 

major cities of the South. Comparatively small urban popu

lations lessened the slave's.opportunity to gain virtual 

independence by vanishing into a large, complex society. 

Yet, the youthfulness of the southwestern towns and the 

crudeness of their early governments made the law less ex

perienced with the problems of controlling urban slaves 

and consequently subjected the blacks to less professional 

policing. The heterogeneous society of the large cities 

was absent in the Southwest, but these towns provided more 

"^^Minutes of the Meetings of the Mayor and Board of 
Trustees of the Town of Shreveport, Book A, 146, Division 
of Tax Office, City Hall, Shreveport, Louisiana. 

31 
Richards, Story of a Rivertown, 38-39; Wheeler, 

To Wear a City's Crown, 72-73; 119-124. 
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dynamic, varied surroundings than did the countryside. 

These smaller urban settings could not shelter slaves in 

the manner of a New Orleans, but their proximity to a 

foreign border or a largely unsettled area made permanent 

escape a distinct possibility. Although fewer slaves in 

the Southwest encountered the sometimes liberating experi

ence of industrial labor and some technically urban chattels 

engaged in plantation work, the towns nevertheless presented 

an economic environment different from the country. Many of 

the problems characteristic of city bondage confronted the 

urban centers of the Southwest in a less serious fashion; 

however, the urban frontier posed distinctive challenges 

of its own to the institution of slavery. 

Statistical data indicates that slavery in the towns 

of the Southwest completely reproduced neither the burgeon

ing numerical growth of the virgin plantation regions nor 

the alarming decline which had taken hold in many of the 

largest urban areas. Professor Wade concluded that slavery 

in the major cities of the South underwent three stages— 

growth (to 1820), stagnation (1820-1840), and decline (1840-

32 
1860)—each of them verifiable statistically. To demonstrate 

the descent of urban bondage from expansion to the brink of 

self-destruction, he referred to four relevant numerical 

figures. 

32 
Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 16 
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First, and most obviously, a decrease in the size 

of the slave population clearly indicates a decline in the 

strength of the institution. In most southern cities the 

nuinber of bondsmen decreased absolutely in the last two or 

three decades before the outbreak of the Civil War. In 

others. Mobile, Richmond, and Savannah, the slave popula

tion fell relatively, even though the number of slaves grew; 

that is, the number of chattels did not increase as rapidly 

as the overall population of the cities. In 1820, at the 

peak of the growth of urban bondage, blacks composed 37 per 

cent and slaves 22 per cent of all urban inhabitants. By 

1860 only 17 per cent of southern urban residents were black; 

33 slaves made up a mere 8 per cent of all town dwellers. 

Table I indicates that urban slavery in the South

west had not experienced serious deterioration by the eve 

-̂ Îbid. , 16-19, 243. Wade stated that slaves com
posed 10 per cent of the total population of the urban South; 
however an analysis of his appendix places the figure at 8 
per cent. 

34 
Sources used to compile this chart are Wade, Slav

ery in the Cities, 325-327; J. D. B. De Bow, compiler. Sta
tistical View of the United States . . . Being a Compendium 
of the Seventh Census (Washington, 1854), 133; U. S. Seventh 
Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," "Slave Inhabitants," Travis 
County, Texas, Galveston County, Texas, Pulaski County, 
Arkansas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana; U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, 
"Free Inhabitants," "Slave Inhabitants," Travis County, Texas, 
Galveston County, Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo 
Parish, Louisiana; Frank Brown, Annals of Travis County and 
the City of Austin from the Earliest Times to the Close of 
1875, Typescript, Austin Public Library, VII, 4; Arkansas 
Gazette (Little Rock), February 23, 1842; U. S. Eighth Cen
sus, Population of the United States in 1860 . . . (Washing
ton, 1864). 



TABLE I 

POPULATION 

18 

Place 

Austin 
Galveston 
Little Rock 
Shreveport ^ 

Total 

856 

1,531 

1840 

Slave % White Free Black 

145 17 

364 24 

711 

1,111 56 

Urban South 
State of Arkansas 
State of Louisiana 

Place 

Austin 
Galveston 
Little Rock 
Shreveport ^^ 
Urban Southwest 
Urban South* 
State of Arkansas 
State of Louisiana 
State of Texas 

349,192 
97,574 

352,411 

Total 

854 
4,177 
2,178 
1,731 
8.940 

567,192 
209,897 
517,762 
212,592 

67,775 
19,935 

168,452 

1850 

Slave 

226 
678 
532 
597 

2,033 
76,946 
47,100 

244,809 
58,161 

19 
20 
48 

% 

27 
16 
24 
35 
23 
14 
22 
47 
27 

233,160 
77,174 

158,457 

White 

627 
3,469 
1,624 
1,113 
6,833 

435,638 
162,189 
255,491 
154,034 

48, 

25, 

Free 

54, 

17, 

,834 
465 
,502 

Black 

1 
30 
22 
21 
74 

,608 
608 
,462 
397 

1860 

Place Total Slave % White Free Black 

Austin 
Galveston 
Little Rock 
Shreveport ^^ 
Urban Southwest 
Urban South 
State of Arkansas 

3,500 
7,328 
3,736 
3,737 

18,301 
815,623 
435,450 

State of Louisiana 708,002 
State of Texas 604,215 

Total for cities studi 
Cities, appendix. 

**Totals for Austin, Gal 

973 
1,186 

856 
1,670 
4,681 

68,013 
111,115 
331,726 
182,566 

ed by Wadi 

28 
16 
23 
45 
25 
8 

23 
47 
30 

e. 

veston, Littl 

2,518 
6,141 
2,884 
2,021 

13,564 
689,979 
324,191 
357,629 
421,294 

See Slave iry 

e Rock, and 

9 
1 

— — 

46 
56 

57,631 
144 

18,647 
355 

in the 

Shreve-
port. 

A careless census taken in Caddo Parish in 1860 failed 
to differentiate between urban and rural-dwelling slaves; 
therefore, any population estimate for Shreveport must be a 
crude approximation. This estimate represents a maximum num
ber of slaves who could have lived in the town. 
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of the Civil War; however, the institution evinced a tre

mendous boom only in Shreveport. None of the southwestern 

towns suffered an absolute decline in the size of its en

slaved population; instead, the number of black inhabitants 

grew at approximately the same rate as the white population. 

In Austin and Shreveport, perhaps because of the close iden

tification of the institution with agriculture, the propor

tionate increase of slaves exceeded the growth rate for 

the total population. In Little Rock the relative number 

of slave inhabitants remained virtually the same throughout 

the ante bellum era, indicating essential stability. Slaves 

in Galveston composed 16 per cent of the population both 

in 1850 and in 1860. These figures suggest that the insti

tution in the more populous urban environment of Galveston 

failed to achieve the same size as in the other towns of 

the Southwest; yet, these computations also denote a state 

of equilibrium and an absence of the decline which occurred 

in other southern cities. Statistically southwestern towns 

did not closely recreate the patterns of urban slavery es

tablished in other sections of the South—it neither 

"boomed" as spectacularly nor "busted" as dismally. 

Another important conclusion derived from Table I — 

a concept which Wade ignores—is the statistical relation

ship between bondage in a particular city and in the 
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35 surrounding countryside. In Austin, Little Rock, and 

Shreveport the ratio of slaves to total population roughly 

approximated that of their respective states; therefore, 

slavery in these urban areas appears to have been as stable 

as it was in their states as a whole. In contrast Galveston 

trailed its state in relative slave population—an indica

tion of significant retardation in the development of the 

institution in Texas' second largest city. 

A further glance at Table I points out a major area 

of contrast between the composition of the urban societies 

in the Southwest and in the overall South—the southwestern 

towns contained very few free blacks. In Galveston and 

Little Rock free Negroes had almost disappeared by 1860. 

Whites commonly believed that this class threatened the 

proper decorum of slaves, but free blacks increased or re

mained vital elements in the major southern cities despite 

hostility to them. That the southwestern cities limited 

or eliminated their free black populations may be taken as 

a sign of the strength of the institution of slavery. 

According to Wade, a second important statistical 

indicator of the decline of urban bondage was the relative 

It seems strange that Wade failed to emphasize 
that the cities which displayed the greatest statistical 
decline in urban slavery (with the outstanding exception of 
New Orleans) were in border states where the size of the 
slave population declined rurally as well as in cities. 

•^^Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 248-252. 
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absence of large units of slavery. Though few city mas

ters maintained substantial holdings at any time, the num

ber of large slaveowners decreased during the ante bellum 

decades. A few business or industrial corporations owned 

numerous slaves, but individuals infrequently found profit-

37 able use for sizable groups of chattels. 

As in the rest of the South, most urban slaveholders 

in the Southwest owned but a few bondsmen. In 1850 masters 

holding five or fewer blacks comprised from 65 per cent 

(Shreveport) to 75 per cent (Galveston and Austin) of the 

slaveholders, and only 11 of 411 masters claimed 20 or more 

38 slaves. Yet, while absolute statistical comparison of 

slave units is impossible, the trends in the towns of the 

Southwest appear to have varied from the course followed in 

older southern cities. As these trans-Mississippi towns 

expanded, the number of citizens owning twenty or more 

blacks also grew. By the 1860 census these southwestern 

towns contained thirty-seven "large slaveowners" (about 5 

per cent of the masters), and the percentage of "small 

"̂̂ Ibid., 21-23. 

38 
U. S. Seventh Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," 

"Slave Inhabitants," Travis County, Texas, Galveston County, 
Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana. 

^^ade does not present a complete statistical 
picture of the slave units. Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 
21-23. 
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slaveowners" had decreased. Moreover, though the majority 

of the blacks worked in small units, a significant minority 

of slaves (about 29 per cent) experienced bondage in large 

groups. A striking indication of the deviation of south

western urban slavery from the norm is that these four 

towns, with an aggregate population of under 20,000 had 

nearly twice as many "large slaveowners" as New Orleans, a 

city of 170,000. The agrarian basis for most of these large 

slave units in the towns of the Southwest makes the number 

of "large slaveowners" less impressive, and, as in the older 

sections of the South, ownership of a few Negroes was the 

normal unit of slavery. Nevertheless, particularly in 

Austin, Shreveport, and Little Rock, the size of holdings 

indicate considerable life in the institution.^ 

Wade pointed to a third factor, the glaring numeri

cal dominance of female over male slaves, as further evi

dence of the troubled state of urban bondage. He suggested 

that a dearth of male chattels indicated the inability of 

their masters to find suitably profitable employment for 

^^U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 
"Slave Inhabitants," Travis County, Texas, Galveston County, 
Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana; 
Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 21-23. 
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41 42 

them in the cities. An analysis of Table II demon

strates again a divergence between city slavery in the Old 

TABLE II 

URBAN SLAVE POPULATION BY SEX 

Galveston 
Shreveport 
Little Rock 
Austin 
Urban 

southwest 
Urban south 

1850 

309 
295 
238 
111 

953 1, 
33,950 42, 

369 
302 
294 
115 

,080 
,996 

(54%) 
(51%) 
(55%) 
(51%) 

(53%) 
(56%) 

2, 
31, 

516 
817 
373 
466 

,172 
,160 

1860 

670 
853 
473 
507 

2,503 
36,853 

(56%) 
(51%) 
(56%) 
(52%) 

(53%) 
(54%) 

South and in the Southwest. A shortage of male bondsmen 

existed in these small towns west of the Mississippi, but 

not in the alarming manner which characterized older cities 

These statistics suggest a minor weakness in the economic 

well-being of town bondage. The preponderance of female 

slaves, not as pronounced as in many larger cities, accel

erated only slightly in the 1850's. Austin and Shreveport 

witnessed no significant dominance of women chattels. 

^ a d e . Slavery in the Cities, 330; U. S. Seventh 
Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," "Slave Inhabitants," Travis 
County, Texas, Galveston County, Texas, Pulaski County, 
Arkansas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana; U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, 
"Free Inhabitants," "Slave Inhabitants," Travis County, Texas, 
Galveston County, Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo 
Parish, Louisiana. 

42 Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 23-25, 330. 
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undoubtedly because of the cities' close ties with agricul

ture, but in Galveston and Little Rock the imbalance be

tween male and female chattels approached the startling 

ratio of eastern urban centers. As with other statistical 

measurements, this question of the imbalance of the sexes 

fails to demonstrate with finality a serious decline of 

urban slavery in the Southwest, even though it does not in

dicate overwhelming strength in the institution. 

The final statistic suggested in Slavery in the 

Cities as a measurement of the strength or weakness of ur

ban slavery was the incidence of slaveownership. In 1820, 

at the height of the boom period for urban slavery, a ma

jority of the "heads of families" owned slaves. Almost 

three-fourths of the whites in Charleston demonstrated in

volvement in the institution through the presence of bonds

men in their household. Even in New Orleans, which con

tained a tremendous population of free blacks, 30 per cent 

of the whites owned slaves. As slavery declined in south

ern towns, fewer families had a stake in the system through 

ownership of slaves. 

Although accurate comparison of the percentage of 

whites owning slaves in the eastern and western urban areas 

"̂ Îbid. , 19-21. 
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44 
of the South cannot be made, statistics on the number of 

slaveholders in the newer towns fail to indicate booming 

growth of the institution there. At no time did a majority 

of the families in a town claim ownership of Negroes, and, 

with the exception of Shreveport, the extent of ownership 

declined in the last ante bellum decade. That a smaller 

percentage of urban citizens had a financial stake in slav

ery in 1860 than in 1850 signifies a failure of the institu

tion to achieve the spectacular growth which characterized 

it in eastern cities during the early nineteenth century. 

TABLE III 45 

INCIDENCE OF SLAVE OWNERSHIP 

Place 

Austin 
Galveston 
Shreveport 
Little Rock 
Urban 

southwest 

44 

# 

)ic 

Heads c 
Family 

122 
682 
257 
299 

1,360 

I., 20. 

1850 
)f # Slave

owners 

57 (48%) 
147 (22%) 
99 (39%) 

108 (36% 

411 (30%) 

Wade noted that 

# Heads o 
Family 

499 
1,259 

385 
454 

2,597 

"A new sy 

1860 
if # Slave

owners 

175 
263 
163 
143 

744 

'Stem of 

(35%) 
(21%) 
(42%) 
(32%) 

(29%) 

sche-
duling by the federal census bureau in 1850 and 1860 makes 
comparison with early figures difficult." But he failed to 
explain how the "new system" differed from the old or to 
provide statistics on the number of "family heads" owning 
slaves in 1850 and 1860. 

^^U. S. Seventh Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," 
"Slave Inhabitants," Travis County, Texas, Galveston County, 
Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana; 
U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," "Slave In
habitants," Travis County, Texas, Galveston County, Texas, 
Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana. 
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That bondage in the southwestern towns showed some 

signs of growth and only a few of retardation comes as no 

shock. In fact. Professor Wade anticipated such a situa

tion when he wrote, "To be sure, the black populations of 

smaller and newer cities, like Montgomery or the Texas 

towns, show some vitality." But, he further concluded, 

"there is no reason to believe they would not have shared 

46 

the same attrition as they expanded." Actually, the sta

tistical picture of slavery in the southwestern towns pre

sents a clouded image. The spectacular growth of the 

institution in Shreveport must be balanced by reference to 

Galveston, where slavery remained numerically static. Negro 

servitude in the capital cities of Arkansas and Texas con

tained signs of vigor, but in more moderate fashion than 

the southeastern cities had manifested in their early years. 

Despite some changes in the relative nature and extent of 

slavery, essential stability seems the most important sta

tistical characteristic of bondage in the urban Southwest. 

So the question which poses itself for the remain

der of this work is not simply why did slavery expand in 

these cities, but also why did it fail to boom dramatically? 

What factors existed, and, conversely, what forces were 

absent in the towns of the west which account for the suc

cess or stagnation of slavery? What was the relative 

"^^Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 244. 
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significance of economic as opposed to social pressures in 

shaping urban bondage in the Southwest? Is Wade's conclu

sion that an increase in the populations of the south

western towns would have doomed Negro bondage justified or 

possibly oversimplified? Did the frontier experience 

merely recreate the established patterns of eastern urban 

slavery, or did it harbor a new direction for the institu

tion? 

Hopefully, this study of slavery on the southwestern 

urban frontier will establish a new perspective and thus 

shed new light on the nature of city bondage. Furthermore, 

this work details the history of slavery in places where 

that institution has been virtually ignored; therefore, it 

should contribute a new dimension both to the heritage of 

black Americans of the urban Southwest and to the histories 

of Galveston, Austin, Little Rock, and Shreveport. 



CHAPTER II 

THE ECONOMICS OF URBAN SLAVERY 

Slavery played an important role in the economy of 

the urban Southwest. Many residents invested heavily in 

human chattels. A few made their livelihood buying and 

selling black men and women; others speculated in slaves 

in a non-professional manner. Some whites lived on the 

money earned by their slaves; and many more town residents 

hired out their bondsmen as income supplements. Most im

portantly, slaves formed the core of the urban laboring 

population. They cooked, kept house, washed and ironed 

clothing, reared children, and cleaned privies in middle-

and upper-class houses. They built and maintained most 

roads, worked in trades, constructed buildings, and culti

vated urban and suburban fields. 

Although monetary return prompted some city resi

dents to acquire slaves, many masters obtained bondsmen 

for reasons of convenience and prestige. Undoubtedly, town 

dwellers purchased Negroes to lighten their own work load, 

particularly in tasks considered drudgery. Yet the fact 

that ownership of slaves enhanced social status encouraged 

many middle class professional people to become slave

owners. The southern custom of dignifying those who 

•'"Marilyn McAdams Sibley, Travelers in Texas, 1761-
1860 (Austin, 1967), 149; Elsie M. Lewis, "Economic 

28 
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graciously shirked manual labor prevailed from an early 

time. In 1831 a transient New Englander wrote disgustedly, 

"It is not the custom for the women to work in this over-
2 

civilized and refined country. Slaves do everything here." 

A large minority of the slaves in Austin, Little 

Rock, and Shreveport and a majority of those in Galveston 

labored in a domestic capacity. In a few cases the domes

tic establishments resembled a plantation household. The 

residence of Chester Ashley in downtown Little Rock has 

been described as "A large two-story brick structure with 

great columns supporting a long portico. Behind it were 

formal gardens, hothouses, slave quarters, stables, and 

other outbuildings." His mansion included a full coterie 

of black servants—stableboys, a blacksmith, gardeners, 

cooks, maids, and nurses. Some of his male bondsmen even 

formed a small orchestra with brass and stringed 

Conditions of Ante-Bellum Arkansas," Arkansas Historical 
Quarterly, VI (Autumn, 1947), 258-259. Most historians and 
ante bellum observers have concluded that southerners in
dulged excessively in maintaining large numbers of domestic 
slaves. One modern scholar, though she questioned the con
cept of "conspicuous consumption," conceded that a great 
deal of evidence indicated that southerners surrounded them
selves with comparatively numerous personal servants. Jane 
H. Pease, "A Note on Patterns of Conspicuous Consumption 
Among Seaboard Planters," Journal of Southern History, XXXV 
(August, 1969), 381-393. 

2 
Margaret Smith Ross, ed., "Letters of Hiram Abiff 

Whittington: An Arkansas Pioneer from Massachusetts 1827-
1834," Pulaski County Historical Society Bulletin, III 
(December, 1956), 25. 
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instruments which performed for both white and black audi-
3 

ences. Hotels and boarding houses also employed black 
4 

servants, v^o may have worked at specialized chores. 

Yet, most of the urban slaves labored in small units, 

and, whether domestic or other pursuits occupied their time, 

lived differently from the Ashley or hotel slaves. Few 

household bondsmen worked in a specialized capacity. The 

female servant toiled as cook, dishwasher, clothes washer 

and ironer, seamstress, housecleaner, nurse, and babysitter. 

The male domestic normally performed heavier outdoors labor— 

as gardener, groom, housecarpenter, teamster, carriage 

driver, wood chopper, and water carrier, in addition to the 

role of personal manservant. In short, an accomplished 

urban domestic servant had to be a versatile worker. 

The nature of the labor performed by a domestic 

slave in the urban Southwest is illustrated by reference 

to a particular household. Elisha Marshall Pease, his wife 

Lucadia, and two children moved in 1854 to Austin where he 

served as a legislator and governor before relocating in 

3 
Orville W. Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas 

(Durham, North Carolina, 1958), 112; Arkansas State Gazette 
(Little Rock), NovenODer 11, 1840. 

Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), June 9, 
1848; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
March 8, 1850; Ferdinand Roemer, Texas: With Particular 
Reference to German Immigration and the Physical Appearance 
of the Country, trans, by Oswald Mueller (San Antonio, 
1935), 39. 
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the suburbs of the city in 1859. Emily, Sam, Tom, Dan, and 

Dave, the slaves who accompanied the Pease family, per

formed numerous, everchanging tasks. Soon after their ar

rival in the capital city, Lucadia wrote to her sisters 

that "We have all our negroes here and nothing for them to 

do," excepting Emily, the cook and children's nurse, and 

"Big Sam" who worked in the garden. Faced with the common 

predicament of having an excess of "hands" at times but a 

shortage in other cases. Pease hired out his slaves, recall

ing them periodically to help with special tasks such as 

moving into and cleaning the governor's mansion. The tal

ents of each slave complemented the others. When Emily 

became ill in the summer of 1856, Dan served as cook, per

forming well enough as to elicit no complaint from his 

master. After Pease moved to the outskirts of Austin, the 

family slaves engaged in labor with a partly rural flavor. 

They built a fence, ploughed and grubbed the garden, and 

hauled wood, selling that which exceeded the household 

needs. Dave and Dan, when not hiring out, also did the 

marketing, picked up the mail, and ran special errands which 

demanded "trustworthy" qualities. For example, in January, 

1857, Dan journeyed to Richmond, Texas, with money and 
. 5 

horses, to transport the new family carriage to Austin. 

^Lucadia Christiana Niles Pease, Personal Letters, 
1852-1854, 1857-1865; Elisha Marshall Pease, Personal Let
ters, 1854-1858, Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers. 



32 

Often given unservile duties and responsibilities, 

urban domestic slaves in the Southwest sometimes gained the 

respect and trust of their owners. In a few cases female 

domestics occupied a position in the household far above 

6 

the status of the average slave. Yet, more often, slave

holders expressed dissatisfaction with the performance of 

their bondsmen. Many of the problems between masters and 

their servants derived from the nature of urban slavery. 

Seldom organized in large work forces with white men em

ployed to oversee them and constantly confronted with evi

dence of the value of their labor, domestic slaves frequently 

refused to labor at full speed. 

Again reference to the Pease family illustrates the 

problem which urban masters faced in extracting satisfac

tory labor from their chattels. "Big Sam," though evidently 

well-liked personally, failed to please Mrs. Pease with the 

quality of his labor. He had a clever knack for avoiding 

over-exertion. Soon after their arrival in Austin "Lu" 

wrote to her New England sisters, "Big Sam . . . finds con

stant employment in working in the garden though one would 

find it difficult to see at the end of the week how he could 
7 

have been so industriously employed." E. M. Pease also 

Alma Dexta King, "The Political Career of William
son Simpson Oldham," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 
XXXIII (October, 1929), 116; Alex W. Terrell, "The City of 
Austin from 1839 to 1865," ibid., XIV (October, 1910), 122. 

^Lucadia Pease to "Sisters Ju & Gusty," April 15, 
1854, Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers. 
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suspected his servant of "shamming" illness, though he 

grudgingly allowed the slave to remain in his sick bed. 

According to Pease, Sam "talks so much about his misery, 
8 

v^en he apparently is suffering no pain." Expressing a 

common complaint of urban masters. Pease explained that he 

sold, another servant because "I found he would do nothing 

unless I was on the place to watch him all the time, and I 
9 

got out of all patience with him." 

The problem of acquiring suitable domestic slaves 

could not always be solved by selling the unindustrious 

ones. Often the same bondsman who inspired compliments in 

one instance provoked complaints at another time. The wife 

of Senator William S. Fulton of Little Rock, expressing her 

frustration to the absent senator, wrote that her maid

servant "behaves very well but she is so sloe [sic] and I 

have not forgotten her conduct before you left." Later 

Mrs. Fulton lamented that "as soon as they got out of my 

sight . . . all hands went to play . . . I don't know when 

I ever was more provoked." Yet, at other times the same 

o 

Elisha Marshall Pease to Lucadia Pease, June 12, 
1856, ibid. 

g 
Elisha Marshall Pease to Lucadia Pease, June 16, 

1856, ibid. 
10 
Matilda F. Fulton to William S. Fulton, February 

9, 1832, William Savin Fulton Collection, Arkansas History 
Commission, Little Rock. 

•'••̂ Matilda F. Fulton to William S. Fulton, August 
14, 1842, ibid. 
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slaves gained praise for being "careful and industrious," 

causing Fulton to exclaim, "I cannot express too strongly 

the gratifications I feel at reading your favorable account 

12 

of all our servants." But the good reports were short

lived; descriptions of both energetic and lethargic conduct 

continued to intermingle in the Fulton correspondence. The 

frustrations which the blacks must have felt because of 

their bondage thus carried over to the whites who control

led their labor. 

Hotel and boarding house employers undoubtedly 

valued capable black domestics since travelers often de

termined the worth of an establishment by the energy and 

resourcefulness of its servants. The Anthony House, Little 

Rock's most renowned hotel, used the claim that "Their 

Servants are the best that can be procured" as an advertis-
13 

ing gimmick. The prices paid for domestic workers re

flected their lofty economic value. An Austin resident in

formed traveler Frederick L. Olmsted that "the poorest 

possible" Negro cook hired for $60 a month at one of the 
14 local hotels. Newspapers also provide evidence of the 

•'-̂ David Fulton to William S. Fulton, November 16, 
1841, William S. Fulton to Matilda F. Fulton, January 27, 
1843, ibid. 

•'-̂ Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock) , September 
10, 1859. 

14 
Frederick Law Olmsted, A Journey through Texas; 

or A Saddle Trip on the Southwestern Frontier (New York, 
1860), 111-112. 
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high demand for domestic workers. Notices abounded of per

sons desiring to purchase or hire "a smart active Negro 

girl," "one that is guaranteed a good cook, washer, and 

ironer, and of good moral habits," "a black girl of healthy 

constitution, good character, & disposition," one "who is 

15 

steady & trusty." The continual repetition of such ad

vertisements indicates that black servants with both the 

skills and character demanded by the master class could not 

be easily obtained. 

At times, particularly in the early years of their 

history and during the Civil War, the towns of the South

west experienced acute shortages of domestic slaves. "I 

find it impossible to hire a hand of any kind," claimed 

Matilda Fulton in 1832; however, the more common problem 

involved locating a servant whose skills and personality 

suited the mistress of the household. Galveston resident 

William P. Ballinger struggled with the servant dilemma 

without great success. Entries from his diary illustrate 

the nature and extent of his quandary: 

Friday, / January / 13, 1860 

Castinie has a negro woman for sale—price $1800 
—Hally took her out home to try her and seems to 
like her . . . 

l^The Civilian and Galveston Gazette, March 5, 1843; 
November 20, 1847; Shreveport Daily News, April 30, 1861; 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), October 27, 1835. 

^^Elisha Marshall Pease to Lucadia Pease, June 16, 
1856, Pease-Graham-Niles Papers. 
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Thursday, / January / 19, 1860 

Castinie sent out the negro girl—I am to give 
him $1700 cash—he makes a title with which I am 
satisfied, & we continue to like her. 

It is a tremendous price & negroes are fall
ing, but Hally likes her & I don't stand on $200 
or $300 to please her in a servant. . . . 

Wednesday, / January / 25, 1860 

I told Castinie to-day that we w'd not take 
the negro girl on account of her untruthfulness. 

Over six months later Ballinger brought home for inspection 

a fourteen or fifteen year old servant named Agnes. His 

wife "liked [the girl's] face" but "declined taking her 

altho' interested in her." After quibbling over the price, 

worrying about the risk involved in purchasing a pregnant 

slave, and convincing his wife of the girl's worth, Ballin

ger bought the young slave. In his diary he reflected on 

the problems he had experienced in acquiring the servant: 

Hally thinks she will like her—I hope very much 
she will prove a good and useful serv't. Hally has 
been wanting to get a girl a longtime. I have taken 
out & brought her to see more than a dozen—They al
ways have some fault—But I am all the time observ
ing & enquiring until it has become troublesome. 

Although not certain that this slave would satisfy his wife, 

Ballinger consoled himself with the thought that "this girl 

is worth more than I gave & if we don't like her I can't 

17 lose on her." In 1862, threatened by an impending Union 

invasion of Galveston and by declining financial prospects. 

17 
William P. Ballinger Diary, January 13, 19, 25, 

August 11, 12, 1860, typescript. Archives, University of 
Texas Library, Austin. 
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Ballinger moved his family to Waco and sold Agnes to a main-

land plantation owner. The sale brought with it a re

newal of the servant problem. In 1864 he wrote to Hally 

in what by then had become a familiar refrain, "I will try 

St get a serv't to suit you if I have the means to do it, 

19 tho' of the uncertainty of this you are aware." 

Masters faced problems gaining satisfactory black 

servants largely because they demanded qualities seldom 

found in the same human being. The ideal domestic slave 

had to be intelligent, energetic, hard-working, versatile, 

steady, and quick; yet, he also must be servile, dependent, 

slow to anger, easily satisfied, pleasant, and self-

sacrificing. The value of chattels who even approximated 

these qualities encouraged their owners to undertake uncom

mon sacrifices in an attempt to placate the extraordinary 

slave. Of a particularly able bondsman William S. Fulton 

wrote, "His good conduct v/ill stimulate me to do anything I 
20 

can for him. " The worth of domestic slaves m the urban 

1 R 
Earl Wesley Fornell, The Galveston Era: The Texas 

Crescent on the Eve of Secession (Austin, 1961), 120-121. 
19 
William P. Ballinger to Hally Ballinger, December 

1, 1864, Ballinger Papers, Rosenberg Library, Galveston, 
Texas. 

20 
William S. Fulton to Matilda F. Fulton, January 

24, 1843, Fulton Papers. 
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Southwest helps account for the privileges, at times even 

21 in contravention of the law, which some masters allowed. 

In contrasting the economic basis for urban slavery 

in the Southwest with the economic aspects of bondage in 

the older, larger southern cities, one factor stands out 

preeminently—farming provided a major employment outlet 

in some towns of the Southwest. In Shreveport, Austin, and 

Little Rock, urban masters worked their slaves in agricul

tural pursuits. In these small, frontier towns, some farms 

22 

existed inside the city limits. More frequently, slave

holders housed their bondsmen in town but sent them to work 

on nearby plantations. Several Little Rock residents owned 

houses both in town and in the country and probably alter

nated their slaves between the two locations as a means of 
23 gaining constant useful employment from them. A few 

Austin citizens also maintained farms close to the city, 

and, because of the broadly defined city limits, many farmers 

See supra. Chapter III, for a more complete ex
planation of the slave code and its enforcement. 

^^Brown, Annals of Travis County, X, 54; The Story 
of R. B. Anderson, Federal Writers' Project, "Slave Narra
tives: A Folk History of Slavery in the United States from 
Interviews with Former Slaves." Typewritten Records Pre
pared by the Federal Writers' Project 1936-1938. Assembled 
by the Library of Congress Project, Works Projects Adminis
tration, Washington, 1941, (Microfilm, Texas Tech University 
Library, Lubbock, Texas), Arkansas, No. 1, p. 54. 

23 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 53-54, 143; 

William E. Woodruff, Jr., to William E. Woodruff, Sr., 
June 21, 1860, Family Correspondence, William E. Woodruff 
Papers, Arkansas History Commission, Little Rock; Margaret 
Smith Ross, "Sanford C. Faulkner, Pulaski County Pioneer," 
Pulaski County Historical Review, II (June, 1954), 2. 
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lived in the Texas capital. Hiring practices swept some 
25 

town slaves into country labor, though slaveholders prob

ably hired out a larger number of rural bondsmen into the 

26 

cities. Sometimes a slaveowner participated in rural-to-

urban and urban-to-rural hiring at the same time; William 

S. Fulton, for example, hired out two or three of his 
domestic servants in Little Rock and rented a slave handy-

27 
man to work on his home in the suburbs of the town. 

Though farming seems out of place in the modern con

cept of a state capital, agriculture engaged approximately 

15 per cent of the slaveowners in Austin. Masters who 

listed "farmer" as their occupations in the 1860 census 

24 
The Pease correspondence mentions that their house 

and the Swenson's were situated two to four miles from the 
heart of Austin; yet, both houses were inside the city limits 
The environment of slaves in these outskirts areas probably 
combined urban and rural characteristics. Elisha Marshall 
Pease to Lucadia Pease, June 16, 1856, Pease-Graham-Niles 
Papers. 

25 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), January 25, 1849; 

Amelia Barr, All the Days of My Life: An Autobiography 
(New York, 1923), 190. 

Shreveport area slaveowners practiced rural-to-
urban hiring extensively enough that the city government 
levied a small tax on slaves hired in the corporation who 
belonged to non-residents. Minutes of the Mayor and Trus
tees, Shreveport, B, 105. Some urban owners also stipulated 
that the hirer of their Negroes should not take the slaves 
out of town. Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 6, 
1839. 

27 
D. F. Shall to William S. Fulton, November 6, 

1841, Matilda F. Fulton to William S. Fulton, July 15, 1842, 
David Fulton to William S. Fulton, April 17, 1842, Fulton 
Papers. 
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owned about 30 per cent of the nearly one thousand slaves 

in the town. A few of these Austinites—Hugh Tiffin, M. J. 

Weir, S. W. Goodrich, and Sarah Dietrich—owned enough 

blacks to call themselves planters. Perhaps forty slave

holders in the town followed a professional or skilled pur

suit and worked the land as a sideline. Of this latter 

group postmaster William Rust, lawyer John Hancock, physi

cian John Alexander, and preacher W. H. D. Carrington 

owned twenty or more Negroes. Though one cannot conclude 

that all the slaveholders who farmed either full or part 

time used their bondsmen in that vocation, clearly 20 to 

40 per cent of the slaves in Austin spent at least some 

28 
time laboring in the fields. 

According to the federal census of 1860, Shreveport 

contained thirty-three fainners who owned over eight hundred 

blacks. Of these agrarian-oriented, town-dwelling slave

owners, one-half should be called planters; they included 

Reuben White (182 slaves), E. C. Hart (81 slaves), B. F. 

Logan (72 slaves), Jake Smith (70 slaves), and numerous 

others who claimed substantial quantities of land and 

Negroes. General carelessness by the census taker make 

these statistics highly suspect, but even the reliable 1850 

returns included a few slaveholding farmers such as Wash

ington Jenkins and John Gooch who lived within the 

^^Gracy and Gentry, Travis County, Texas, passim. 
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corporate limits. Shreveport clearly contained some slaves 

whose economic life style corresponded more closely to 

29 plantation than to city bondage. 

In Little Rock, agriculture played an important, 

though not a dominant, role in the economic life of slavery, 

Some important farmers, most notably S. C. Faulkner, R. A. 

Edwards, James Adamson, G. D. Beckham, James B. and Matilda 

Johnson, and Benjamin F. Danley (owning from eleven to 

twenty-seven bondsmen) lived in the Arkansas capital in 

1860. The census that year enumerated eleven farmers own

ing 123 slaves (almost 15 per cent of the town's total 

slaves). As in Austin, several other slaveholders supple-

30 mented their income by working the soil. In strictly 

economic terms a number of slaves living in these south

western towns (excepting Galveston) lived the grubbing, 

planting, hoeing, picking existence of their rural brothers 

and sisters. These agrarian-urban slaves missed an impor

tant element of the emancipating urban environment, even 

though they may have garnered a less drudging life style 

because of an urban social climate. 

29 
U. S. Seventh Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," 

"Slave Inhabitants," Caddo Parish, Louisiana; U. S. Eighth 
Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," "Slave Inhabitants," 
Caddo Parish, Louisiana. 

30 
U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 

"Slave Inhabitants," Pulaski County, Arkansas. 
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Akin to agricultural work because it demanded a 

31 stout back rather than trained hands was "common laboring" 

v^ich employed some town slaves in the old Southwest. In

dividuals and companies hired workers described as "strong 

. . . good axe" men or as "good able-bodied Negro men— 
32 

choppers and teamsters" to labor at saw mills or other 

enterprises. In Galveston blacks worked as stevedores, 

gaining particular renown for wading out to vessels which 

could not reach the wharves and carrying the cargoes to 

33 
shore. Greater numbers of slaves performed "common labor" 

in constructing buildings, roads, railroads, canals, and 

bridges, and in salvaging sunken boats in and around Gal-

34 
veston. Little Rock, and Shreveport. 

Rough construction labor engaged a relatively small 

number of urban slaves in the Southwest partly because the 

primitive state of transportation offered little employment 

of this variety, but also because slaveholders reluctantly 

31 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), January 30, 1839. 

32 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

August 6, 1842, July 9, 1859. 
33 
Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 87; Mrs. Frederick 

M. Burton, History of Galveston, Texas (typescript. Southwest 
Collection, Texas Tech University), Letter # 16, p. 5. 

34 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 85, 113-117; 

Joe G. Taylor, Negro Slavery in Louisiana (Baton Rouge, 
1963), 88; Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), April 28, 
1860; Galveston Weekly News, December 21, 1858; Telegraph 
and Texas Register (Houston), March 30, 1848. 
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hired out their property. "Common laboring" was often 

hazardous. An Austin bondsman "had his hand crushed in a 

most shocking manner . . . while hauling rails." The slave 

of a prominent Galvestonian died from injuries received 

35 while working on the Galveston-Houston railroad. When 

D. H. Bingham offered $200 per year for the hire of "smart, 

active negro men" to work on a bridge in Little Rock, he 

gave complete but unconvincing assurance of the healthiness 

of the work. "They will not be exposed to working in water, 

or to danger in any respect," advertised Bingham. He fur

ther claimed that "the health of my location, although in 

a swamp, has thus far been equal to any part of Little 

Rock." He evidently persuaded too few Little Rock slave

holders of the safeness of the labor, for the next year he 

continued to request "six more negroes to complete my 

force." 

Other southwestern urban slaves who labored at un

skilled jobs found employment with the local governments. 

Little Rock and Galveston County ordinances required mas

ters to supply black workers for street repair, and city 

authorities occasionally hired blacks to perform specific 

3 S 
Texas State Times (Austin), August 18, 1855; 

Galveston News, June 14, 1856. 

-^^Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock) , July 28, 
1848; August 3, 1849. 
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37 

tasks. Shreveport, following the pattern established by 

the Louisiana state government, used slaves in wholesale 

fashion. Though at first it hired bondsmen only occasion

ally, in May, 1853, Trustee L. P. Grain suggested that the 

city purchase chattels for street work. City authorities 

temporarily forestalled that plan; instead, they authorized 

the Street Committee "to employ two negroes, and a cart 

and horse . . . for such time &s may be necessary." The 

town paid various slaveowners for the use of their bonds

men and equipment until the summer of 1856. Then, again 

at Grain's urging, it passed an ordinance providing for the 

purchase of four slaves, a pair of mules, and two carts for 

use primarily in clearing and maintaining roads. No record 

exists of this transaction having taken place. During the 

Civil War years Shreveport again appropriated funds to buy 

slaves, though it apparently satisfied itself with hiring 

bondsmen from the state. Whether or not it resorted to 

public ownership, the town clearly made substantial use of 
38 

slaves in public works. 

Though southwestern towns industrialized only 

slightly, a few bondsmen worked in small manufacturing 

37 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 113; Arkansas 

Gazette (Little Rock), June 23, 1835; Proceedings of the 
Mayor and Board of Aldermen for the City of Galveston, 
August 31, 1850, Office of the City Secretary, Municipal 
Building, Galveston, Texas; Commissioners' Court Minutes, 
January 3, 1859, Office of the County Commissioners Clerk, 
Galveston County Court House, Galveston, Texas. 

"^"Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, A, 
87, B, 38, 92, 115, 132, 135, 161, 162, 523, 555, 566. 
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establishments. Brickmaking probably employed more slaves 

than any other industry in the towns of the Southwest. In 

Little Rock as early as 1832 Thomas Thorn engaged from ten 

to twenty-five Negro hands in this work, and later John 
39 

Robins owned and hired black laborers for his brickyard. 

Master masons John and Frank Brown of Galveston owned over 

twenty adult male slaves who may have worked in brick manu-
40 

facturing. In and around Shreveport R. A. Nott hired and 

William M. Butts owned slaves whom they used in the brick 
41 

business. The iron foundry of Roswell Beebe near Little 

Rock and the flour, grist, and saw mills of George W. Glass

cock on the outskirts of Austin employed slave labor in 

42 
small numbers. In all the towns, wagon makers, mill 

owners, marble cutters, sash and blind makers, wharf build

ers, or cotton gin manufacturers owned male blacks who 

Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), August 1, 
1832; Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), July 3, 1833; 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), March 26, 
1852; U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," dwell
ings 312, 313, "Slave Inhabitants," p. 4, Pulaski County, 
Arkansas. 

^^U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 
dwellings 857, 1227, "Slave Inhabitants," pp. 11, 14, Gal
veston County, Texas. 

41 
Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), February 6, 1850; 

U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," dwelling 
649, "Slave Inhabitants," p. 15, Caddo Parish, Louisiana. 

Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
August 2, 1850; Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 1, 1854 
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43 
possibly labored in these small-scale industries. Be
cause only a small number of manufacturing places arose and 

because some employers even disdained the use of black 

44 
labor, fewer slaves worked in industrial pursuits in the 

45 
southwestern towns than in the larger southern cities. 

Along with particularly able domestic workers, 

slaves who attained a skill proved most valuable to their 

owners. An astute Little Rock native whose slave father 

came to the town during the 1840's recalled the existence 

of a large class of slave artisans. To her interviewer this 

early Little Rock schoolteacher stated with only slight 

exaggeration: 

What did they work at? Pardon me please for so 
often reminding you of the conditions of that time. 
Not all the slaves were in the cotton fields as 
some suppose. Few of the trades workers were white. 
[Negroes worked as] brick makers and brick layers, 
stone masons, lathers, plasterers,—all types of 

^^U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 
"Slave Inhabitants," Travis County, Texas, Galveston County, 
Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana. 

^^In one case, the [Hiram] Close Iron Foundry in 
Galveston which produced goods valued at $50,000 annually 
and employed about fifty men, a manufacturer apparently 
disdained using black labor. Close owned only three slaves 
in 1860, all females. Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 
120; U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," dwell
ing 417, "Slave Inhabitants," p. 5, Galveston County, Texas. 

45 
The number of industrial bondsmen in the south

western towns probably exceeded the 5 per cent which Starobin 
believes worked in these pursuits in the South as a whole. 
Wade implied a higher percentage of industrial slaves for 
the major southern cities. Starobin, Industrial Slavery, 
11; Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 33-38. 
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. builders. . . . You must remember that slaves were 
the only ones who did this work. Their masters had 
used their labor as a means of income. The slave 
owners of the towns and villages had their slaves 
learn skilled trade occupations and made a great 
deal of money by their earnings.'^^ 

Though the above contention erred in claiming "slaves were 

the only ones who did this work," other sources confirm the 

fact that substantial numbers of black trades-workers lived 

in Little Rock and other southwestern cities. Advertise

ments suggest that carpenters and blacksmiths numerically 

dominated among black mechanics. Many of these slaves ap

parently had superior ability at their trades. Some masters 

claimed for their slaves qualities such as "long experience," 

"having served a regular apprenticeship to the blacksmith's 

trade," and "competent to perform superior work;" a few 

slaves even gained responsibility for determining the de-

47 tails of the buildings they constructed. Other pursuits 

at which skilled slaves labored included butcher, house 
48 

painter, mason, plasterer, and shoemaker. A few blacks 

The Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal Writers' 
Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 6, p. 227. 

^"^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), June 6, 1838; 
Galveston News, December 27, 1855, January 13, 1857. For 
additional notices of slave artisans see Arkansas Gazette 
(Little Rock), March 1, 1836, December 31, 1859; The Texas 
Republican (Marshall), June 11, 1853; The South-Western 
(Shreveport), August 29, 1855, July 8, 15, 1857, October 27, 
1858; Galveston Weekly News, January 27, 1857; The Southern 
Intelligencer (Austin), January 31, 1857; The Texas State 
Gazette (Austin), October 15, 1859. 

^^Galveston Weekly Journal, December 24, 1850; 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), January 31, 1851; 
Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), September 10, 1853. 
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in Galveston joined the exclusive ranks of screwmen, who 

performed the dangerous but financially rewarding task of 

compressing bales of cotton into the holds of out bound 

49 
ships. Some slaves even attained non manual skilled jobs, 

working as barbers, waiters, barkeepers, clerks, and store-

en 

keepers. In a pursuit more often referred to as a pro

fession than as skilled labor, at least two female slaves, 

along with Fanny Hill and three other women, toiled in a 

51 Galveston "House of 111 Fame." 

Acquiring a skill meant for the slave a partially 

liberating experience. Increased economic value could carry 

as a corollary better treatment, more independence, and 

greater self-respect. It might also offer opportunities 

to become literate, to "hire his own time," and to estab

lish separate housing. Though numerically slave mechanics 

failed to rival domestic workers, or agricultural laborers 

in Austin and Shreveport, their economic importance and 

their possible role as leaders in the black community made 

them an important segment of the slave population in the 

urban Southwest. 

^^Fornell, Galveston Era, 34. 

50 
Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), September 

18, 1850; Weekly Journal (Galveston), April 27, 1854; Civi
lian and Gazette (Galveston), October 20, 1857; Galveston 
Weekly News, December 27, 1859; Wheeler, To Wear a City's 
Crown, 109. 

51 
U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 

dwelling 601, "Slave Inhabitants," p. 3, Galveston County, 
Texas. 
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Another potentially freer group of town slaves 

found employment on ships and river boats. Though most of 

these boatmen worked simply as "hands," cooks, stewards, or 

firemen, Reuben who belonged to Emzy Wilson became "a 

52 
pretty good steam-boat engineer." In spite of the haz
ards involved, this kind of labor employed a surprisingly 

large number of slaves. Several accidents occurred in which 

53 slave workers fell overboard and drowned. Although no 

record exists of explosions on shipboard killing slaves 

who belonged to masters in the southwestern towns, the dan

ger certainly existed. Moreover, slave boatmen ran away 
54 

at a rate more than commensurate with their numbers. 

A discussion of the various jobs performed by the 

town slaves of the Southwest must not conclude with the im

pression that bondsmen consistently labored at a single 

calling. In the final analysis categorization of slave 

labor yields to the point of versatility. Advertisements 

again reinforce the idea that many bondsmen, like the 

52 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 2, 1836. 
"̂̂ Ibid. , June 6, 1838, May 14, 1852; Galveston 

Weekly News, July 11, 1854; The South-Western (Shreveport), 
December 13, 1854, May 7, 1856; Semi-Weekly Shreveport Nev/s, 
May 30, 1862. 

Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 2, 1836, 
July 4, 1837, May 29, 1839, August 7, 1858; The South
western (Shreveport), August 8, 1855, June 25, 1856; Civilian 
and Gazette (Galveston), March 16, 1858; Galveston Weekly 
News, May 26, 1857. 
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proverbial handyman, displayed a multitude of talents. A 

Little Rock slaveholder offered for sale "A Likely Negro 

Man, about 25 years of age, tall, strong and athletic, an 

excellent chopper, teamster, and farmer, and handy at al-

55 most any kind of servant's work." The Trueheart slave 

dealers of Galveston placed on the market a Negro who pri

marily worked at carpentering but also qualified as "a good 

cook. No. 1 gardener and house servant." Often bondsmen 

practiced a number of skilled jobs and deserved the acco-

57 

lade "natural mechanic." Versatility also described fe

male slaves such as a "negro woman rather above medium size, 

very stout and robust, brisk at business,—a good plain 

cook [,] excellent washer and ironer, and can do almost any 
58 

work on a farm which a man can." The dexterity of such 

laborers as Tom, who, when "pressed into service" because 

of the illness of another servant, "proved to be about the 

59 
best cook on the Place," undoubtedly characterized many 

southwestern urban slaves. 

Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
February 22, 1850. 

56 
Civilian and Gazette (Galveston), February 7, 1860 

57 
Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), March 30, 

1858; The Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal Writers' 
Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 6, pp. 223-226. 

C O 

The True Democrat (Little Rock), September 21, 
1852. 

59 
William E. Woodruff, Jr., to William E. Woodruff, 

Sr., June 21, 1860, Woodruff Papers. 
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Economically the success of urban slavery depended 

upon the commonplace practice of slave hiring. This system 

enabled middle class whites to obtain the luxury of black 

domestic labor without investing large amounts of money in 

bondsmen. Hiring also made slaves available to employers 

who occasionally needed extra help to complete a specific 

60 
task. Trustees of estates often hired out chattels long 

enough to pay the debts of the deceased or to allow the in

heritors to agree on a division of property. Some masters, 

by hiring out their black workers when their labor became 

temporarily expendable, maintained a large work force with

out succumbing to the problem of hidden unemployment. Other 

slaveholders resorted to hiring as a temporary expedient 

when they failed to find buyers who would pay the required 
62 

prices for their Negroes. 

Most importantly, this system for selling the labor 

of a slave appealed to urban masters as a source of income. 

The prices commonly paid for the hire of slaves in the South

west exceeded that of any other section of the nation. With 

the hirer agreeing to stand the cost of food, clothing. 

60 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 85. 

61 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), December 21, 

1842, December 6, 1850; Texas State Gazette (Austin), Decem
ber 31, 1859; Texas Republican (Marshall), January 14, 1854. 

62 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 65, 84. 
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housing, and medical care, adult male slaves commanded an 

average annual rate of $171 in Louisiana, $170 in Arkansas, 
63 

and $166 in Texas during the 1850's. Since they often 

possessed domestic or mechanical skills, slaves from south

western towns drew higher pay—from $25 to $30 per month, 

64 
depending on age, ability, and character reputation. 

Auctioneers commonly hired large numbers of slaves in the 

towns of the Southwest soon after the first of every year, 

and occasionally an individual or company advertised 

"Negroes to Hire. Men, Women and Boys, of first rate char
ge 

acter can be hired on good terms by applying to . . . . " 

But slaveowners usually hired their bondsmen through private 

negotiations. 

Some urban residents bought and hired slaves for 

investment purposes. Barring the injury, escape, or death 

of a slave, a speculator could pay for his investment and 

66 
make pure profit on a hired slave after four or five years. 

63 
Ibid., 88-89; Olmsted, Texas, 114-115. 

64 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), January 3, 1854; 

The Southern Intelligencer (Austin), January 5, 1859; The 
Texas Republican (Marshall), January 14, 1854. 

65 
The Civilian and Galveston Gazette, February 1, 

1849. 
66 
Fornell, Galveston Era, 230. Ex-slave Charlotte 

Stevens also recalled that a large number of white para
sites lived off the money brought in by their hired bonds
men. The Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal Writers' 
Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 6, p. 228. 



53 

Urban lawyers, who often had the inside track on slaves 

sold from liquidated estates, led in the purchase of Negroes 

with the intention of hiring them out. William P. Ballinger 

at one time may have hired as many as twenty to twenty-five 

67 
slaves, though investment in these large numbers was un
usual. 

An illegal outgrowth of the hiring system by which 

slaves "hired their own time" existed in all the south

western towns. According to this practice, slaveowners un

leashed their slaves and allowed them to find their own 

work without the guidance normally exercised by the master 

class. The slaves with this privilege had to bring to their 

owners a fixed daily, weekly, or monthly sum of money. Con-
68 

sidering it a system socially antipathetical to slavery, 

opponents labeled the slave self-hirers a "worse than free" 
69 

class, "pests" to the town. Louisiana Governor Robert C. 

Wickliffe, expressing an opinion widely held in the South

west, attacked the "pernicious" custom of allowing slaves 

to hire their own time because it granted the Negroes 

"liberties and privileges totally inconsistent with their 

^"^Fornell, Galveston Era, 118-119. 

68 
See supra. Chapter VI on the "underground" life 

style of urban slavery. 

^^Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), November 20, 
1835; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
October 16, 1858. 
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70 
proper condition and good government." State and city 

governments quickly outlawed it, but in practice slaves 

continued to hire their own time. 

Slaveowners, hesitant to admit their participation 

in this illegality, left few explanations of their willing

ness to allow their slaves to hire themselves out. In 

some cases masters who considered themselves benevolent may 

have granted this freedom as a concession to well-liked 

slaves, partially because manumission of slaves was either 

71 illegal or socially disreputable in the Southwest. Others 

probably allowed their slaves to hire their time as a mat

ter of convenience. Most of the bondsmen who attained the 

privilege of self-hiring lived apart from their owners, 

provided their own food and clothing, and cared for their 

own families. Therefore, their owners gained the monetary 

benefits of slaveholding without shouldering many of the 

72 economic burdens which accompanied the ownership of slaves. 

^^Annual Message of Robert C. Wickliffe, Governor 
of the State of Louisiana, to the General Assembly (Baton 
Rouge, 1860), reprinted in Louisiana History, I (Fall, 1960), 
373-374. 

71 
Ex-slaves who remembered their parents having 

hired their own time considered it to have been practiced 
by "exceptional slaveowners" with a high regard for the 
bondsmen. The Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal 
Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 6, p. 
228; The Story of Julia A. White, ibid., No. 7, pp. 109-
115. 

"̂ Îbid. 
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Masters who lived outside the city limits frequently took 

advantage of the greater number of jobs in urban areas by 

sending trusted slaves to work in town. For these rural 

slaveholders close supervision of their bondsmen often 

proved impossible; instead, they relied on a friend or 

agent who maintained a slight oversight of the slaves.^^ 

Although the size of this "quasi-free" Negro popu

lation could only be approximated, concerned citizens con

sidered it a serious problem. In a public expression of 

grievances the white mechanics of Little Rock proclaimed 

that "it has become a settled practice with resident and 

non-resident owners to permit their slaves to go at large, 

74 
hiring their own time." In 1851 an Austin newspaper at
tacked "the daily violation of the laws," estimating that 

75 
one-half of the town bondsmen hired their own time. 

Other protests against the practice of slave self-hiring 

failed to mention the number of slaves involved, but the 

frequency and tone of the complaints indicate that a sub-
76 

stantial number of bondsmen gained the privilege. 

7 3 
'Shreveport recognized the widespread existence of 

rural-to-urban hiring by taxing slaves "hired in the cor
poration." Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, 
A. 337, 345-346, 351, 353, B, 105. William S. Fulton exem
plified non-residents who hired their slaves in town. See 
supra, 57-59. 

Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
October 16, 1858. Italics mine. 

75 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 13, 1851, 

July 19, 1851. 
76 

The South-Western (Shreveport), February 13, 1861; 
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Economically, hiring affected the lives of the 

slaves in differing ways. When he attained the privilege 

of finding his own work, the black laborer gained an inde-
c 

pendence which made him less a slave; however, self-hiring 

could become difficult if the bondsman failed to gain em

ployment. For the skilled slave unemployment may have sel

dom occurred, but some slaves who hired their own time by 

performing "day-work" faced the prospect of losing their 

status if they failed to earn the payment required by their 

masters. Thus, these bondsmen at times resorted to thiev-
77 

ing. Even the self-hiring slave artisan confronted the 

everyday problems of providing for himself, complicated by 

the fact that he had to pay a portion of his wages to his 

owner and perhaps also to another man who claimed his wife 

78 
and family. Though the slave who hired his own time ad
vanced economically, he acquired no financial security. 

Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), August 
20, 1847. 

77 
The South-Western (Shreveport), February 13, 1861; 

Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 
16, 1858. 

^^Little Rock slaves William Wallace Andrews and 
James Page Jackson hired themselves and families, but occa
sionally the family went back to their owners, whether out 
of economic necessity or for some other reason. The Story 
of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal Writers' Project, "Slave 
Narratives," No. 6, pp. 128-133; The Story of Julia A. 
White, ibid., No. 7, 109-115. 
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Charlotte and Joe, Little Rock slaves belonging to 

William S. Fulton, understood the advantages and hardships 

of the hiring system. Though he had been among the first 

inhabitants, in 1841 Fulton and some of his family vacated 

their residence in town, the senator spending most of his 

time in Washington while the white members of the household 

moved to "Rosewood," a country estate about two miles away. 

Several black servants of the family remained in the city, 

with Manuel, John, and Minerva alternating between the town 

and country residences while Wesley cared for various af

fairs in Little Rock. Charlotte and Joe stayed in town as 

hired slaves to a private family and to the Anthony House 

hotel respectively. 

Though not given the privilege of hiring their own 

time, Charlotte and Joe gained a degree of independence 

with Fulton absent. A nephew, brother, sister, and father 

of the senator loosely watched over these and other serv

ants, reporting intermittently on the attitudes, conduct, 

and health of the hired bondsmen. But a trusted slave, 

Wesley, had primary responsibility for the Fulton slaves in 

Little Rock. Apparently he succeeded as a slave overseer— 

a brother of the senator concluded that "Should Wesley con

tinue to regard your interest & can exercise the control 

that he can at present," no other person need be employed 

79 as "superintendent" of the Fulton town slaves. Having a 

"^^ohn T. Fulton to William S. Fulton, February 14, 
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fellow slave for a boss probably presented Charlotte and 

Joe with increased freedom. 

Working as a hired slave also had disadvantages. 

As Charlotte came to know, the economic interest of the 

hirer lay in working the bondsman at full speed, with little 

regard for the feelings or well-being of the worker. Rela

tives who in the fall of 1841 cheerfully reported "all your 

servants are well," wrote by the early part of the next 

year that "Charlotte and Joe appear to be very much disap

pointed with their present homes." According to Senator 

Fulton's brother, "Charlotte has a just right to complain, 

[her employers are] exacting more labor from her, than a 

woman her age can possibly accomplish." The elderly serv

ant washed, cooked, set table, carried wood, and otherwise 

attended ten boarders, at least two of whom were invalids. 

The sympathetic observer wrote that "the old woman can 

scarcely refrain from tears when speaking on the subject." 

80 Joe likewise claimed that his employer "abused" him. 

When their tenure as hired slaves expired, Charlotte and 

Joe both asked to return to the family. In the future 

Matilda, the wife of Senator Fulton who had difficulty 

supervising the family slaves, used the spectre of hiring 

1842, Fulton Papers. 

80. 
Caroline Fulton to Matilda Fulton, November 7, 

1841, John T. Fulton to William S. Fulton, January 9, 1842, 
ibid. 
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as a means of discipline. "I could not make Charlotte hush," 

she once explained to her husband, "until I told her I 

would send her off the place; she is so much opposed to be-
81 

ing hired out that I suppose that frightens her." 

In economic terms slavery in the southwestern towns 

proved an eminently satisfactory system for many of the 

people involved in it. Slaveowners usually found jobs plen

tiful for their bondsmen; black men and women either de

creased the work load of their masters or earned them money. 

The Negro, though he may have chafed as the inequities of 

bondage became acutely apparent, probably interpreted his 

economic lot as attractive in comparison to the drudgery of 

plantation slavery. To the economic life style of the slave 

the urban environment offered diversity and a potential for 

laxity. From the black point of view exceptions to the 

preference for urban labor occurred, but the advantages of 

city labor probably outweighed the hardships. 

Only one class of citizen—white workers—viewed the 

urban variety of Negro servitude as an unmitigated blight, 

82 
for the slave "stole" their jobs and lowered their esteem. 

-̂'•David Fulton to William S. Fulton, April 17, 1842, 
Matilda Fulton to William S. Fulton, August 17, 1842, ibid. 
Hiring sometimes worked social hardships on slaves by sepa
rating families. Barr, All the Days of My Life, 190. 

Even with allowance for exaggeration of their 
plight, southern white workers faced significant socio
economic problems. Especially in the southwestern states, 
wages stayed far above the national level. But the undiver-
sified economies failed to supply an excess of jobs, making 
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To traveler Frederick L. Olmsted, German workers in 

Austin expressed their resentment of the power of the slave

holders. In building the State Capitol, they complained, 

the government advertised a policy of awarding contracts 

to the lowest bidder. Then, after owners of black mechanics 

had underbid their competitors and gained the contracts, 

state officials renegotiated to the benefit of the slave-

83 
holding builders. Free laborers in the southwestern 

towns also suffered because the presence of Negro slaves 

made manual work unacceptable in the minds of some social 

elements. White servants particularly believed it necessary 

to disguise their occupation when journeying through the 

area. One foreign visitor to Little Rock concluded from 

his observation that "white men would never work where slaves 

• 4- ̂  ..84 existed." 

In fact, white men did labor alongside slaves in 

the southwestern towns, but they greatly resented the degre-

dation and economic loss of having to compete with blacks. 

competition with slaves an easily identifiable source of 
discontent. Most southern skilled workers probably hated 
the social degredation coming from association with black 
labor more than they feared the economic effects of slave 
competition. Paul D. Lack, "The Ante-Bellum Southern 
Worker: An Economic and Social History" (unpublished mas
ter's thesis, Texas Tech University, 1969), 56-70, 117-141 

83 
Olmsted, Texas, 114. 

84 
Charles Daubney, Journal of a Tour through the 

United States and In Canada Made During the Years 1837-38 
(Oxford, 1843), 150, 158. 
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This labor discontent came to a head most openly in Little 

Rock. The mechanics there had started holding meetings in 

1837, organized in 1839, and continued sporadically active 

in the 1840's. At first the skilled white workers expressed 

primary interest in abolishing the competition of convict 
p c 

labor and in local political action, but in 1858 the 

"union" boldly added a new, more explosive grievance to 

their slate of concerns. In late July a notice to "Mechanics 

of Little Rock—men of warm hearts and strong arma . . . 

You who have wives to support, and children to feed and 

educate" urged the defeat of any "candidate who is the 

owner of Negro mechanics, and who in defiance of justice 

and reason, and of every right, has placed them in competi-

R6 

tion with you." A few months later the "Mechanics' In

stitute" added economic militance to their political acti

vism. Protesting against the competition of free and slave 

Negro labor, the white tradesmen maintained that blacks 

should not be taught skilled pursuits to practice in town 

because "they are better adapted to the labor of the plan

tation." The mechanics, by charging that the skills and 

privileges tolerated in urban slaves threatened "southern 

interests and institutions in general," attempted to evoke 

^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), August 29, 1837, 
January 2, 9, December 11, 1839; Arkansas Banner (Little 
Rock), June 11, 18, 1845. 

R6 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

July 31, 1858. 
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a conservative image, but the means which they advocated by 

ante bellum southern standards bordered on radicalism. In 

addition to the traditional appeal for aid from lawmakers, 

the workers further resolved, "That we will from this pres

ent time refuse to instruct free and slave negroes in 

mechanic arts—and that we will not employ the negro me

chanic as such—nor will we work on any building with them 

as mechanics—nor for any mechanic that gives them employ

ment to the exclusion of whites." 

The threat of economic boycott by Little Rock me

chanics spurred an immediate, devastating reply. Accord

ing to the Arkansas True Democrat, 

The [labor] movement, carried out to its full 
extent, would abolish slavery in the south. If 
the mechanic can justly complain of the competi
tion of slave labor, those engaged in every other 
industrial pursuit can complain of the negro upon 
the fariii. 

The movement too goes directly to the encourage
ment of the abolitionists of the north. 

The paper denied any intention of charging the workers with 

premeditated abolitionism, and it attempted to flatter their 

racial vanity. "We think the mechanics of Little Rock have been 

causelessly alarmed," continued the editorial. "Slave labor 

cannot compete successfully with white labor in any of the 

88 
trades. The slave lacks the intelligence." 

^^Ibid., September 25, 1858. 

88 
Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), September 29, 1858. 
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The Little Rock labor movement retorted indignantly 

but half-apologetically. It refused to concede that the 

newspaper knew more than the workers themselves about the 

impact of slave competition on white labor. But the iden

tification of the union with anti-slaveryism stung it to 

the quick, rendering all future action of the "Mechanics' 

Institute" defensive and ineffectual. In a public address 

the labor movement "clarified" its aims and altered its 

means. The statement declared a belief in the respectabil

ity of the "mechanic art" which it claimed suffered degreda

tion because of association with convict and black laborers. 

Essentially, the mechanics appealed to the racism of their 

fellow Arkansans. "If the negro is fit for the mechanic 

arts," proclaimed the white workers, "he may aspire [in

tellectually] to belle letters . . . languages, mathematics 

. . . the graces and accomplishments of music, drawing, 

dancing," and vocationally to become a lawyer, physician, 

merchant, or publisher. "Is there any law to prohibit it?" 

they questioned. "Yes, one—the most effective—the law of 

89 
society." In this same spirit another labor spokesman, 

after briefly touching on alleged material loss resulting 

from slave competition, stated the essential anxiety be

hind the labor movement: 

89 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 16, 1858. 
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What is still worse—we find ourselves morally 
degraded by seeing ourselves yoked with hired slave 
mechanics in the public streets and thoroughfares 
in the towns of our state, or being confined in the 
same rooms (shops) with a lot of sweating and puff
ing hired black slave buck mechanics. . . . How 
humiliating for us to be yoked with hired slave 
mechanics . . . in towns and crowded cities, in 
full view of all passers-by. How painful must it 
be to a noble wife, a loving mother, an adoring 
daughter or a tender-hearted sister to see the 
well-cultivated, high-minded husband, the devoted 
father, the noble son, the kind brother, yoked with 
hired slave mechanics, on 'the corners of the streets, 
and in the market-places! ' ̂^̂' 

As solutions to the social disrespect and economic 

loss caused by competition from slaves, free Negroes, and 

penitentiary inmates, the Mechanics' address listed speci

fic remedies. Prison authorities should substitute indus

trial for trades labor for the convicts, and the state 

governments should expel all free blacks. But the union 

members struggled to find a remedy for the fact that "as a 

class, [we] are being rapidly supplanted and driven out of 

employment at living rates, by competition with negro car

penters." Retracting its threatened boycott and its cam

paign for "legislative enactment" against slave artisans, 

the Institute stated that competition from skilled bondsmen 

"ought only and can alone be removed by moral suasion and 

argument." It further disclaimed any intention of action 

against slaveowners who kept their Negroes in close super

vision, attacking instead the speculators whose "depraved 

Ibid. 
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and untrustworthy" slaves hired their own time. Ashamedly 

denying the abolitionist tag, the labor organization backed 

91 away from the threat of force. 

Though its campaign helped to remove free blacks 

from the state, the Little Rock "Mechanics Institute" soon 

lapsed into obscurity. A few militant workers, disgruntled 

by the organization's moderation, continued to threaten 

political reprisals against all slaveowners who hired their 

Negroes, but the movement came to naught as the sectional 

crisis grew. The white workers of Little Rock temporarily 

made their problems into a public issue, but they failed 

92 to deal effectively with slave competition. 

In Shreveport a short-lived campaign to stem slave 

competition enjoyed temporary success. In 1850, acting on 

a memorial from two local laborers, the board of trustees 

levied a prohibitive tax of fifty dollars on "each and 

every Slave [mechanic] who takes job work within the limits 

of the Town of Shreveport or free Colored persons that take 

job work either by themselves or through an agent." Probably 

aimed primarily at slaves who belonged to non-residents and 

hired their own time, the law scarcely lasted long enough 

Ibid. 

92 
Ibid., November 13, 1858. Taylor, Negro Slavery 

in Arkansas, 111-112, also sees the labor movement as a 
failure. 
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to take effect. Two weeks later the board inexplicably re-

93 
pealed the tax. Perhaps this law, like those passed in 

other Louisiana towns, came only as a gesture of concern to 

laboring interests from the slaveholding class which con-

94 
trolled the local governments. Though the workers of 

many towns in the Southwest expressed interest in limiting 

skilled slave competition, the slave mechanic remained an 

integral part of urban bondage in the area. 

While organized labor exerted only slight influence 

over the success or failure of slavery in southwestern ur

ban areas, bondage responded more clearly to the impact of 

foreign-born workers. Immigrants failed to create active 

anti-slavery movements, and despite their oft-cited opposi

tion to the institution, many foreigners owned slaves in 

95 the southwestern towns. But economically, through sheer 

strength of numbers, foreign-born urban residents helped to 

determine the percentage of black population in each town. 
96 

As revealed in Table IV, Galveston contained a large 

immigrant population, probably because its port facilities 

Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, 
A, 337, 345-346, 351. 

94 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Louisiana, 83-84. 

95 
Ralph A. Wooster, "Foreigners in the Principle 

Ante-Bellum Towns of Texas," Southwestern Historical Quar
terly, LXVI (October, 1962), 217-218; U. S. Eighth Census, 
1860, "Free Inhabitants," Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo 
Parish, Louisiana. 

96 
Ibid. 
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made it a major center for the disembarkation of alien 

colonists. Many of the foreigners came as skilled laborers 

TABLE IV 

FOREIGNERS AND SLAVES IN SOUTHWESTERN 
TOWNS, 1860 

Total 
Population 

Slaves 

Percentage of 
Slaves in 
Total 

Total Free 
Population 

Foreign-born 

Percentage of 
Foreigners 
in Total Free 
Population 

Galveston 

7328 

1186 

16% 

6129 

2698 

44% 

Austin 

3499 

982 

28% 

2517 

424 

17% 

Little Rock 

3736 

846 

23% 

2890 

544 

19% 

Shreveport 

3737 

1670 

45% 

2067 

392 

19% 

and undersold the native-born white and perhaps even black 

97 
artisans. In Austin, Little Rock, and Shreveport foreign

ers composed a much smaller part of the total free population 

than in Galveston, a fact which helps to account for the 

statistical growth or stability of Negro bondage in these 

towns. 

97 Fornell, Galveston Era, 130. 
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The ready availability of employment for town bonds

men in agriculture, "day," mechanical, and trades labor, the 

incessant demand for capable domestic workers, and the con

stant search for blacks who satisfied the manual and mental 

demands of each particular household help account for the 

numerical expansion of the institution in Austin, Shreve

port, and Little Rock. The viable market for hired Negro 

labor, the absence of effective labor organizations to limit 

the use of skilled slave workers, and the slight competition 

presented to chattel labor by immigrants also stimulated the 

growth of slavery in these interior towns. By the same 

token, the backward state of industrial and transportation 

development in the area prevented Negro servitude from under

going a tremendous boom. In Galveston, where slavery evinced 

only moderate statistical vigor, bondsmen also labored in 

domestic, mechanical, and "common" capacities, but few mas

ters worked their slaves in agricultural or other vocations 

which might have supplemented the normal urban slave jobs. 

Furthermore, the presence of a large class of foreign-born 

workers undoubtedly shrank the market for black laborers 

in the Texas port. 

In the towns of the Southwest a close relationship 

existed between the availability of labor and the numerical 

vitality of bondage. This conclusion is significantly 

different from that of Richard C. Wade who, in his general 

study of city slavery, insisted that economic forces played 
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only an inconsequential role in determining the statistical 

fluctuations of the institution. Despite these varied con

clusions, the material bases for urban bondage remained 

quite similar. Slaves worked in a similar variety of pur

suits in both the older and younger towns. Likewise, 

through the hiring system many urban bondsmen in both sec

tions changed employers frequently, and large numbers 

gained the liberating status of hiring their own time. Yet, 

dissimilar labor patterns in the Southwest, where masters 

could employ their urban chattels in agriculture and slaves 

faced little challenge from native or immigrant white labor, 

help to account for the numerical stability of bondage. 

Furthermore, the fact that slavery in Galveston, a city 

which most emulated the major urban areas economically, re

produced some of their statistical retardation, suggests 

that Wade disparaged these forces too greatly. 

The significance of economic factors also derives 

from the fact that they served as a foundation for the life 

style of urban slaves. Masters commonly loosened the 

shackles on domestic or skilled workers in an effort to 

keep alive the cooperative spirit so essential to their 

value. The freedom of self-hiring, to borrow a phrase from 

Professor Wade, was one of the "corrosive acids" of urban 

slavery. Though he overly minimized the importance of 

labor. Wade correctly identified "slavery's compelling 
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problem in the c i t y . " i t was, he wrote, "not f inding work 

for bondsmen, but c o n t r o l l i n g them when they were o f f the 

job."^® 

98 
Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 28-54, 243-244. 



CHAPTER III 

THE SLAVE AND THE LAW 

Governmental authorities in the southwestern towns, 

viewing free and enslaved black people as difficult social 

problems, created slave codes"'- to deal with the special 

nature of urban bondage. Apparently motivated more by 

previous experience with city slavery than by the conduct 

2 

of local chattels, town officials moved quickly in regu

lating the life style of their slaves. In Little Rock an 

embryonic slave code emerged even before the territory of 

Arkansas incorporated it as a town with governmental 

^In some ways "black code" more appropriately de
scribes the nature of these laws than does "slave code." 
Particularly in regard to social regulations, but also to 
some degree in such diverse areas as housing, employment, 
and punishments, the ordinances frequently applied to all 
blacks, whether free or slave. Nevertheless, the words 
"black" and "slave" cannot be used interchangeably since 
many laws referred only to one class or the other. For 
the sake of accuracy and clarity, the regulations will be 
called a "slave code"; in Chapter IV these statutes which 
applied to free blacks as well as bondsmen are specified 
and explained. 

Frequent gaps in the early records of the south
western towns prevent a definitive analysis of why the 
slave codes appeared so early; however, local whites seldom 
expressed concern about slave misconduct before the passage 
of slave ordinances. Furthermore, a number of the early 
town residents had emigrated from other cities where they 
might have become familiar with urban bondage. Officials 
seem to have copied the ordinances of other communities 
in anticipation of problems common to the urban setting. 
Charles Waldo Hayes, "The Island and City of Galveston" 
(Typescript, Rosenberg Library, Galveston, Texas), 334; 
Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 23-24. 

71 
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powers. Soon after the legislature granted a few responsi

bilities to certain villages. Little Rock outlawed slave 

dances, riotous conduct, unguarded "assemblages," and 

gambling."" Galveston, Austin, and Shreveport, though not 

enacting slave ordinances in their brief pre-incorporation 

periods, wasted no time before passing laws regulating the 

economic, social, and cultural life of their bondsmen. 

The slave codes varied from place to place and time 

to time as local governments added and deleted laws, changed 

penalties, and experimented with the manner of enforcement. 

Each system contained provisions which made it distinct; 

however, the ordinances shared enough common ground that 

analysis of one code reveals the basic thrust of all. The 

first recorded slave statute of Galveston came into force 

in 1839; from that time onward the city sought to create a 

thorough, workable code. In 1846, 1855, and 1856 Galveston 

decreed comprehensive slave laws, and both before and be

tween these dates it altered its regulations in piecemeal 

fashion. This Texas port, like other southwestern towns, 

thus lived in a state of flux with regard to its rules 

governing bondsmen. 

^Richards, Story of a Rivertown, 27; The Arkansas 
Gazette (Little Rock), February 7, 1826. 

^Hardin, "Outline of Shreveport and Caddo Parish," 
18; Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, A, 8; 
Austic City Gazette, February 12, 1840; Hayes, "Island and 
City of Galveston, 334. 
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Controls over slave social and cultural life caused 

some of the frequent alterations in the laws. From an early 

date Galveston prohibited its bondsmen from drinking alco

holic beverages, remaining out after a designated time at 

5 

night, gambling, engaging in "riots, routes, unlawful as

semblies, affrays, assaults and batteries, quarrels, tres

passes, [or] disorderly conduct," making "seditious 

speeches," and possessing dangerous weapons. The city also 

forbade slaves from holding balls or congregating for reli

gious worship unless under white supervision.^ 

Regulations of slave housing stirred the greatest 

amount of discussion and change in Galveston. The first 

city ordinances made it illegal for blacks to live apart 

from "respectable white men" by levying a $75 a month tax 

on "any negro [free or slave] who shall rent or own a house 
p 

or tenement within the limits of this city. " With the 

5 
"Bell Ringing," which announced the beginning of 

the slave curfew each night, came at different times by 
law. The first ordinances established it at 10 p. m., but 
this time was lowered in 1846 to 8 p. m., then changed to 
8:30 p. m. in 1855 before the city finally agreed on 9 p. m, 
for summer months and 8 p. m. for the rest of the year. 

Galveston News, December 8, 1856. 

'For a partially complete list of slave ordinances 
see Charter, Amendments and Revised Ordinances of the City 
of Galveston (Galveston, 1855), 52-54. 

p 
Hayes, "Island and City of Galveston," 334. 
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codification of the city laws in 1846, the government pro

mulgated new statutes on slave housing. These ordinances 

prohibited anyone from renting a house directly to a bonds

man but allowed a master to lease a building for his slaves 

provided he established bond with the mayor guaranteeing 

their good conduct.^ Motivated by the fear that segregated 

slave housing attracted disorderly persons, the city council 

in 1851 attempted to tighten these regulations.•'•̂  But not 

until 1854, acting on "A Petition from a Number of Citi

zens," did the aldermen completely prohibit slaves from 

living away from their owners or agents. •'-•'-

The slave code also governed economic life. Be

ginning with an 1840 ordinance, no slaveowner could allow 

his blacks legally "to go at large, and hire . . . them

selves out to service or labor," nor could anyone contract 

with a slave without the consent of the master. This 

prohibition of slave self-hiring, with only minor 

^The Civilian and Galveston Gazette, September 23, 
1851. 

Ibid., July 22, 1851; Proceedings of Mayor and 
Aldermen, Galveston, July 17, 1851. This law prohibited 
gatherings of two or more non-authorized slaves in these 
legally bonded separate slave quarters. 

Proceedings of Mayor and Aldermen, Galveston, 
May 1, July 14, 21, 1854. In part the city abandoned its 
acceptance of separate slave housing because it violated 
state law. 

12 
The Civilian and Galveston Gazette, November 4, 1840. 
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variations, remained in force until the abolition of 

13 
slavery. Another economic restriction prevented slaves 

from trading with anyone without specific passes from their 
14 masters. 

The ordinances of Little Rock, Austin, and Shreve

port resembled those of Galveston in their regulation of 

slave social life, though each town added special prohibi

tions reflecting particular problems or idiosyncrasies. 

Little Rock and Shreveport attempted to cope with the rural 

slaves who frequented the towns. The Arkansas capital 

absolutely prohibited a slave from living in the city un

less his owner resided there; Shreveport ruled that no 

bondsman could remain in town after 5 o'clock on Sunday 

without a pass from his owner. The slave code of Little 

Rock included provisions against practices which the other 

towns apparently considered illegal by unwritten law. For 

-'•̂ The only substantive change in the statutes on 
hiring concerned which parties were held accountable for 
violations of the law. The 1846 ordinances levied whip
pings on slaves who hired their own time and fines on the 
white person who employed them. The 1855 law punished 
only the offending slaveowner. Civilian and Galveston 
Gazette, September 23, 1851; Revised Ordinances of 
Galveston, 52. 

-^^Revised Ordinances of Galveston, 52. 

15 
The Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), January 12, 

1836; William Wallace Wood, ed., The Charter, Ordinances, 
Police Regulations and Laws of the Corporation of the 
Town of Shreveport, in force on the 20th Day of July, Anno 
Domini 1849 (Shreveport, 1849), 27; Minutes of the Mayor 
and Trustees, Shreveport, A, 403. 
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example. Little Rock ordinances declared that no slave 

should "use indecent, insulting, or impertinent lan

guage, . . . or give to any white person any insulting 

gesture . . . or strike any white man or woman unless in 

defense of his life." Other ordinances forbade bondsmen 

1 6 
from harboring fugitives or working in taverns. An 

unusual restriction, indicative of the strict legal re

straints imposed by Little Rock, banned slaves from owning 

dogs.-^' As in Galveston, one of the last additions to the 

slave codes of Little Rock and Austin concerned separate 

slave housing, a practice made illegal in 1856 and 1859 

respectively, though it came under attack much earlier.-^^ 

By way of contrast Shreveport acted early against "living 

out," but vacillated more in its attitude toward slave 

19 self-hiring. 

1 6 
Ordinances of the City of Little Rock; as re

vised, amended and adopted, by the Mayor and City Council, 
May, A. D., 1848 (Little Rock, 1848), 124. 

^^Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), April 10, 
1844. 

18 
Charter and City Ordinances of the City of 

Austin (Austin, 1859), 44-45; Little Rock City Council 
Records, Office of the City Clerk, City Hall, Little Rock, 
Arkansas, Book B, October 27, 1856. 

^%inutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, 
A, 8, B, 434-435; Wood, ed.. Ordinances, Shreveport, 
26-27; The South-Western (Shreveport), August 1, 1855. 
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Although the city codes by design regulated free 

Negroes and slaves, the restraints also greatly affected 

the white population. Almost every ordinance held the 

master responsible for the actions of his bondsmen, levying 

either a substantial fine on the owner or forcing him to 

pay court costs before reclaiming his property. The laws 

also controlled interracial social relations. An 1840 

Austin ordinance went so far as to deny "any white man or 

20 Mexican" the right of "making associates" of slaves. 

According to other statutes, whites could not legally 

drink, gamble, dance or otherwise assemble with slaves, 

write unauthorized passes, or preach sedition to bonds-

21 

men. Occasionally a town ordinance protected rather 

than restricted the slaves. For a brief period during the 

1830's Little Rock law prohibited slaveowners from working 

their chattels on Sundays, except for "ordinary household" 
22 

duties. In Austin whites could not harass slaves who had 
assembled legally for recreational or religious purposes.^ 

^^Austin City Gazette, February 12, 1840. 

21 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), March 17, 1855; 

Ordinances of Austin, 42-44; Revised Ordinances of Gal
veston, 52; Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), February 8, 
1832; Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), January 12, 1836; 
Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, B, 132. 

22 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), December 29, 1835 

23 
Ordinances of Austin, 43. 
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Despite the fact that the towns decided quickly on 

v^at activities their laws should prohibit, stability did 

not characterize the urban slave codes of the Southwest. 

Rather, each city government experimented almost inces

santly with its ordinances. From their incorporation 

through the Civil War, Austin and Galveston passed compre

hensive or specific slave statutes no fewer than eighteen 

24 times; Shreveport legislated on the conduct of its slaves 

on fourteen separate occasions. Little Rock, which achieved 

relative satisfaction with its code during the early 1840's, 

still adjusted its laws almost biennially. In a few cases 

the city councils merely repeated earlier prohibitions. 

More often, in passing new ordinances the towns improved 

their slave codes by extending the coverage to newly arisen 

situations, polishing the language, plugging loopholes, 

granting immunities to certain slaveholders, altering pen

alties, and testing new means of enforcement. 

Probably the greatest refinement of the town slave 

codes came in the area of inclusiveness. The early ordi

nances consisted primarily of succinct descriptions of the 

offenses, while later ones grew longer and more technical 

in an attempt to stop evasions of the law. For example, 

one of the first Galveston statutes on slave drinking 

^^Since records for Galveston and Austin are 
sparse for the 1840's, it seems highly likely that a few 
slave ordinances have been lost. 
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simply prohibited anyone from furnishing a slave with in

toxicants without consent of the owner.^^ Ten years later 

the law stiffened its definition of a legal permit and 

stated that a liquor dealer legally neither could "have any 

dealing or trafficing [sic] whatever with a slave," nor 

"allow slaves to congregate in or around his premises or 

place of business."^ The change in the rules of Little 

Rock regarding gatherings of slaves also illustrates the 

trend toward complexity. The first general slave ordinance 

forbade dances or other assemblies without permission from 

the owner. A more sophisticated later law prohibited bonds

men from holding a night-time meeting "on any pretext what

ever, " or day-time gatherings except for religious purposes. 

This ordinance also provided elaborate enforcement proce

dures, stated punishment for whites who attended, and pro

hibited anyone from allowing slaves to gather on his prop-

27 erty."'' 

Success did not automatically accompany the refine

ment of slave laws. In Austin, to the chagrin of reform-

^^Revised Ordinances of Galveston, 48. 

26 
Galveston Weekly News, December 9, 1856; Charter 

and Revised Code of Ordinances of the City of Galveston 
Passed in Years 1856-57 (Galveston, 1857), 52. 

27 
Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), February 8, 

1832; Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), January 12, 1836. 
The latter ordinance remained substantially in effect 
throughout the ante bellum era. 
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minded citizens, slaves hired their own time in contraven-

28 
tion of the law. Thus, in 1856 the city passed elaborate 

rules governing slave hiring. Perhaps patterned after the 

laws of eastern slaveholding communities, this Austin stat

ute established a licensing system. Before performing "job 

work" in the corporate limits, a slave had to obtain a per

mit from the mayor who collected four dollars from the 

master, recorded the name and form of labor of each worker, 

and issued a numbered badge to each slave. According to 

this law, any bondsman caught without his "tin plate" faced 

imprisonment, fines, and possibly forced labor for the 

29 
city. All the evidence suggests that Austin never en-

30 forced this licensing law. 

Southwestern towns needed laws stringent yet adapted 

to small government. In Shreveport, as in the other towns 

with a few exceptions, the regulations grew more realistic 

and flexible. At first city trustees made it illegal for 

slaves to hire their own time and provided that violators 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 5, 1850, 
February 24, 1855. 

29 
The Southern Intelligencer (Austin), January 14, 

1857. 
30 
No further mention of this licensing law remains 

extant. Apparently it fell into disregard without even 
a formal repeal; a new law on slave hiring passed the city 
council in a few years. Ordinances of Austin, 44-45. 
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should be evicted from town. Probably because of the overly 

severe penalty, the law was ignored. When it repeated the 

provision against slave self-hiring in 1861, Shreveport 

reduced the penalty to a fine against the offending master, 

but facilitated conviction by placing on the slaveowners 

the burden of proof "that the hire is not a sham and an 

evasion of the law. " In more relaxed fashion the statute 

allowed an owner to send out his slaves to find work if he 

provided passes requiring them to return home at night and 

32 guaranteed their behavior. This ordinance thus took 

cognizance of the economic forces which persuaded slave

owners to permit their blacks to hire their own time, but 

it also attempted to remedy the social irregularities 

caused by the system. 

In 1850 Galveston initiated another means of tight

ening the slave code. In order to secure the cooperation 

of the local citizenry, the city offered a monetary reward 

for reporting and prosecuting slaves who violated city 

statutes. Though it implemented the reward system gradually, 

when the town government codified slave ordinances in the 

mid-1850's, it earmarked one-half of the fines to the 

31 
Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, 

A, 8; Wood, ed., Ordinances, Shreveport, 26. 

^^Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, 
B, 434-435. 
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"person procuring the conviction. ""̂"̂  Other southwestern 

towns made only slight use of this system of inducements, 

preferring instead to grant special fees to city policemen 

v^o maintained a vigilant outlook or administered beatings 

to slave lawbreakers. 

In polishing their slave codes, southwestern cities 

most frequently experimented with penalties. The greatest 

problem lay in deciding who should bear the brunt of the 

law—the slave, the owner, or both. Illustrating this di

lemma, the Little Rock City Council tested various punish

ments for violation of its curfew. By the early ordinances, 

slaves "found abroad" after curfew received from ten to 

twenty lashes on the bare back. Evidently "stripes" did 

not keep the bondsmen home at night. In 1852 the city, 

acting on the premise that masters must exercise stricter 

control over their charges, ruled that in place of beating 

slaves caught out after "bell-ringing," the constable should 

jail them until their owners paid a fine and costs. Four 

-̂ •̂ Revised Ordinances of Galveston, 1855, 49; Pro
ceedings of Mayor and Aldermen, Galveston, September 1, 
1851; Galveston News, December 9, 1856. 

34 
Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), February 8, 1832; 

Wood, ed., Ordinances, Shreveport, 26-28; Texas State 
Gazette (Austin), February 24, 1855. In 1835 Little Rock 
allowed one-half of the fine for harboring a runaway to go 
to the informer, and it provided that a person seizing an 
armed slave might retain the weapons. Arkansas Gazette 
(Little Rock), January 12, 1836. 
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years later Little Rock returned to the traditional form of 

corporal punishment, but it increased the penalty to thirty-

35 

nine lashes. Shreveport also vacillated in its punish

ment of curfew violators, beginning with fines, then sub

stituting floggings, going back to fines, and finally 

36 punishing both slave and master. 

Legal retributions set up by southwestern towns 

varied according to the specific crime and ordinance. Par

ticularly in their initial statutes, communities chastened 

only the bondsmen for offenses such as disorderly conduct, 

carrying firearms, drunkenness, and uncivil actions toward 

whites. In the case of slaves hiring their own time or 

living away from the supervision of responsible citizens, 

punishment usually fell on the slaveowners. As the towns 

grew in size and experience, a legal trend developed which 

held both slave and owner responsible for violation of most 

rules. 

Though penalties remained somewhat in a state of 

flux, each town settled on a fairly discernible system by 

the 1850's and 1860's. Little Rock continued to levy its 

Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 25, 1834 
January 12, 1836; Ordinances of Little Rock, 80; Little 
Rock City Council Records, B, February 3, 1852, October 27, 
1856. 

^^Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, 
A, 8, 123-124, 229-230, 405-406, B, 566; Wood, ed., 
Ordinances, Shreveport, 26. 
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punishments on slave or master according to the nature of 

the crime. Austin transferred the burden for most offenses 

to the slaveowner, who stood to lose the services of his 

chattel until he paid the fine or the slave worked out the 

punishment at the rate of $1 per diem. Although the Texas 

capital never abandoned physical chastisement of slaves, it 

relied heavily on imprisonment and forced labor during the 

37 

last decade of the slavery period. Shreveport and Galves

ton adopted a system of penalties which concurrently punished 

both parties. Shreveport established fines for all̂  viola

tions of slave ordinances, but it further provided that 

bondsmen who broke the law should receive floggings in lieu 

of fines and that owners had to pay the costs of intern-

38 ment, trial, and punishment. Similarly, the Galveston 

code disciplined slaves corporally and whites financially 

for most offenses, though in a few cases a master might save 

39 his Negro from a beating by promptly paying a fine. 

^^Ordinances of Austin, 44-45; Records of the 
Mayor's Office and Board of Aldermen, Office of the City 
Clerk, Austin, Texas, December 5, 1862; Ordinances of 
Little Rock, 80. 

B, 566 

38 
Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, 

•^^Galveston News, December 9, 1956. Joint punish
ment against master and slave applied when bondsmen hired 
their own time, lived apart from their owners, violated 
the curfew, assembled without special permits, gambled, or 
drank intoxicating liquors. 
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An increasing harshness also characterized the 

developing urban slave codes. Again, the Galveston ordi

nances may be taken as representative. An 1846 law pro

vided a $5 to $10 fine for selling liquor to or trading 

with a bondsman; in 1856 the city raised the penalty for 

the same transgression to $100 or fifteen days in jail. 

The fine doubled for a person who allowed his slave to 

hire his own time, and the number of lashes given to the 

slave also increased. Many new laws left less chance for 

the authorities to scale down a fine—^beginning in 1856 

the owners of convicted slave gamblers paid a mandatory 

40 
$20 fine rather than one of $10-$20. 

Penalties also grew more severe for chronically 

disregarded laws. In Little Rock the charges against slave 

self-hiring increased from $10-$50 to a possible $100 with 

the master required to post a $500 bond and to swear that 

he would not violate the hiring law again. If an owner 

failed to comply with these provisions, the community 

treated his chattel like an unclaimed runaway, which meant 

possible sale of the Negro at public auction. Another 

illegal practice, allowing a slave to operate a liquor 

establishment, carried a similar penalty, except it re

quired bond of $1,000."^ 

"̂ T̂he Civilian and Galveston Gazette, September 23, 
1851; Galveston News, December 9, 1856. 

^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 1, 1832, 
January 12, 1836; Ordinances of Little Rock, 80. 
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Slave codes of each southwestern town recognized 

that in an urban environment responsibility for conduct of 

slaves did not rest exclusively with the master. A section 

of an Austin ordinance explicitly stated: 

The conduct, carriage, demeanor and deport
ment of any and all slaves living, being, or 
found within the city limits, shall be under the 
control and supervision of the members of the 
Council generally, and of the Marshall and his 
assistants particularly, and he shall have full 
power to punish any infraction of this ordinance 
regarding slaves.'^^ 

Yet, since rules often governed slave behavior strictly 

and comprehensively on paper but more laxly in practice, 

success in disciplining bondsmen depended in large part 

on the personal vigilance of each owner. Individual owners 

relied on a variety of controls, some—like physical chas

tisement—common to bondage everywhere, and others—such as 

the threat of hire or sale to non-urban areas—more common 

to city masters. 

As critics of slave conduct unhesitatingly pointed 

out, even the most salutary code meant little unless backed 

up by energetic policing. In the southwestern towns the 

"police force" was small. During their infancies. Little 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), February 24, 1855 

^^The records of urban masters, including the 
Fultons and Ballingers, suggests that many slaveowners 
disciplined their chattels with the spectre of hire or 
sale into the country. See supra, 57-59. 
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Rock, Austin, and Shreveport maintained only a single town 

constable. City slave ordinances usually conferred broad 

44 

powers upon marshals; in fact, the widespread responsi

bilities of the office must have exceeded the abilities of 

most town policemen. Symptomatic of the onerous burdens 

placed on law enforcers was an early Little Rock law which 

stated "That the Town Constable shall do and perform the 

several duties appertaining to the offices of Town Con

stable, Assessor, Collector of the Town tax. Overseer of 
45 the streets, and Night-Watch." 

Other members of the municipal governments occa

sionally lent their authority to certain provisions of the 

slave codes. In Galveston the mayor exercised administra

tive control over the police department, and, as the most 

important official in town, held real though perhaps unof

ficial duties which included, according to one official, 

46 

"Punishing refractory slaves." Mayors often became in

tricately involved in supervising certain ordinances, par

ticularly those by which the city government controlled 

^'^Proceedings of the Mayor and Aldermen, Galveston, 
September 1, 1851, March 14, 1850; Arkansas Gazette 
(Little Rock), January 12, 1836; Texas State Gazette 
(Austin), September 10, 1859; Wood, ed., Ordinances, 
Shreveport, 23-25. 

^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 25, 1854 

^^Fornell, Galveston Era, 57-60; Galveston Weekly 
News, October 1, 1849. 



88 

general passes or authorized slave recreational and reli-

47 
gious meetings. The fact that newspaper editors and 

other citizens usually launched attacks upon the entire 

city council for failure to enforce slave laws indicates 

that in the popular mind implementation of the code de

volved upon all local officials as a group. 

The southwestern towns also relied at least par

tially on non-professional policing for the enforcement 

of their slave statutes. Even in Galveston, where the 

government grew larger and more sophisticated than in 

other towns of the region, the concept of city responsi

bility for management of slaves did not gain an unchal-

49 lenged ascendancy. City ordinances commonly empowered 

the general public to arrest slaves for carrying arms, 

hiring their own time, using abusive language, or holding 

50 illegal nocturnal meetings. 

4^The Southern Intelligencer (Austin), January 14, 
"1857; Ordinances of Austin, 43; In Galveston the duty of 
granting permission for a "Negro Ball" fell jointly upon 
the mayor and aldermen. Proceedings of the Mayor and 
Aldermen, Galveston, March 30, 1850, December 1, 1854. 

48 
See infra» 91-97. 

49 
One newspaper argued that "If masters cannot 

properly punish their slaves . . . they have no right to 
make our citizens pay for it, by making it the duty of 
a Mayor." Galveston Weekly News, October 1, 1849. 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 5, 1850; 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), January 12, 1836; Revised 
Ordinances of Galveston, 1855, 49, Galveston News, 
December 9, 1856. 



89 

Patrols provided the most significant form of 

amateur regulation for slave life. in Austin and Little 

Rock the city guard, consisting of armed white males of 

military age, had responsibility for visiting slave quar

ters and enforcing city ordinances at night. Members of 

the patrol served on a rotating basis, and except in cases 

of emergency, the body gathered only bi-weekly. The severe 

penalties levied for non-attendance probably reflect the 

habitual disregard with which many white urban residents 

51 viewed their policing duties. Shreveport, which for over 

a decade had a single overburdened constable as its only 

professional law enforcer, depended heavily on the patrol. 

The board of trustees created an unsalaried position of 

captain of patrol and empowered him to call out any number 

of men as often as necessary "for the preservation of good 

order." Periodically the trustees experimented with their 

patrol law—adopting a lottery method of choosing the mem

bers and requiring regular reports from the captain—but 

clearly failed to render this form of supervision adequate 

52 to the requirements of a capable police force. In 1850 

town authorities finally appointed an additional full-time 

-̂̂ -Texas State Gazette (Austin) , November 2, 1850; 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), June 24, 1850. 

52 
Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, 

A, 14, 104-105, 142-143, 254-256. 
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marshal to carry out the duties previously resting on the 
53 

city patrol. Other forms of public involvement with law 

enforcement took place, but without notable success except 

in the case of swift vigilante action.^^ 

The quality of policing in the southwestern towns 

suffered many weaknesses. Heavy dependence on non-profes

sionals made law enforcement sporadic. An overlapping of 

duties, created by ordinances such as the one in Little 

Rock which delegated powers to the city constable, "any 

city officer," "any justice of the peace," the city patrol, 

55 
and the county marshall, must have created confusion. 

Not until the approach of the Civil War did most of the 

towns gain more than one or two full-time policemen, and 

even the larger, more sophisticated government of Galveston 

^^Ibid., A, 359, B, 581. Not until the end of the 
Civil War did Shreveport increase its police force to a 
marshal and three assistants. 

^^In 1854 the Little Rock City Council created a 
"Standing Committee on Secret Police" to "take such steps 
as may be deemed necessary" to protect against "disturb
ance and outrage." This kind of law prevention either 
failed entirely or achieved near-perfect secrecy, for no 
other mention of it could be found. Little Rock City 
Council Records, B, February 10, 1854. In Austin organi
zations of citizens handled problems involving illicit 
black-Mexican relations and slave revolt scares. See 
Chapter VI. 

^^Ordinances of the City of Little Rock, 122-124. 
This particular ordinance remained in effect from 1839 
until the outbreak of the Civil War. 
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lacked an established, effective bureaucracy.^^ 

Policing inadequacies touched off a barrage of 

criticism for failure to implement the slave codes. The 

tone and frequency of such complaints creates an impres

sion of almost total non-enforcement. Notices of slave 

misconduct began with the establishment of the towns and 

at first reflected the near non-existence of police of

ficers. In 1840 an Austin slaveholder by-passed appeal 

to the town government and instead advertized in the local 

newspaper imploring others to cease trading with his 
57 

slaves. A Shreveport newspaper in 1843 publicized the 

frequent drunkenness of slaves in town on weekends but 

resignedly stated "Our police is inefficient and the abate

ment of the evil if accomplished at all must be done by 

the masters themselves." 

With the growth of the towns, enforcement weak

nesses multiplied as did criticism from the local citizenry, 

At times newspapers carried respectful statements explain

ing the nature and extent of slave improprieties, warning 

^^Fornell, Galveston Era, 65. In 1861 Little Rock 
appropriated $2,400 per year for the hire of four full-
time policemen. At least two of these officers had to 
remain on duty during the night. Little Rock City Council 
Records, B, January 19, 1861. 

^^Austin City Gazette, June 17, 1840. 

^^Caddo Gazette and De-Soto Intelligencer (Shreve
port) , November 22, 1843. 
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both the public and authorities to keep a watchful eye on 

the bondsmen, and appealing to masters to withdraw the 

excessive privileges granted to their slaves.^^ Often the 

proclamations of policing failures called upon the city to 

take a specific action such as establishment of a better 

night police. 

Public critics of the local governments did not 

always exhibit patient understanding. "If the councilmen 

of Austin would stir around somewhat more at night," wrote 

one editor sarcastically, "they would find cause to adopt 

regulations of more stringency in regard to slaves." 

Occasionally someone, in righteous indignation at the in

effectiveness of the municipal government, threatened 

political or extra-legal action against lax authorities. 

A Little Rock newspaper concluded that promises from the 

mayor and councilmen to establish a night police "was only 

an electioneering trick" and called upon the public to 
6 2 

adopt a "throw the rascals out" stance. In more graphic 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 22, 1854; Ar
kansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 31, 
1851; Civilian and Galveston Gazette, November 2, 1844. 

Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
May 17, 1856; Galveston Weekly News, October 1, 1849; 
Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), September 14, 1849. 

^ Texas State Times (Austin), March 14, 1857. 

6 2 
The True Democrat (Little Rock), May 20, 1856. 

For an earlier article with the same thrust see Arkansas 
Gazette (Little Rock), March 21, 1838. 
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language "A Citizen" wrote to an Austin paper "to make a 

few inquiries": 

What has become of the "City Council"— 
the corporation of the City of Austin? What 
has become of our city Watch? Are our negroes 
to be permitted to lounge around the groceries, 
doggeries, street corners and store doors, 
holding their consultations Saturday evenings 
and all day Sunday? Is this the practical 
moral influence that a working council should 
shed around our town? Mr. Editor, it is a 
moral shame, it is superlatively degrading, 
that at the seat of government of a large and 
prosperous State we have such a farce of a 
city government. 

This unnamed correspondent ended his harangue with a threat: 

"Unless the corporation will act soon and act promptly, the 

citizens will be compelled to act in self-defence in the 

control of our negroes." 

The frequency and indignation of these attacks upon 

the non-enforcement of slave laws proceeded on occasion 

from the hysteria or political motivation of their au-
64 

thors. Yet, at times even the city governments, through 

discussion of new ordinances and better means of upholding 
6 5 

the law, took note of their own shortcomings. Local 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), June 25, 1853. 

According to one newspaper, some of the condem
nations of the city government for failing to provide an 
efficient night-watch originated with members of the Know-
Nothing party who sought a political issue for a local 
campaign. Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little 
Rock), January 31, 1857. 

Furthermore, in one instance the Little Rock City 
Council attacked the town constable for his unfamiliarity 
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governments also tacitly admitted their failures when they 

publically stated that "Forbearance has ceased to be a 

virtue" and in the future slave lawbreakers would be prose-

^66 

cuted. Even those who launched the most vigorous accusa

tions of governmental imperfections sometimes noted the 

difficulties under which the authorities labored. An Austin 

newspaper, for example, placed much responsibility for non-

enforcement on individual slaveowners. In an article 

"Police of Our Negroes," the Texas State Gazette reported: 

We have lately heard of several instances of 
disorderly conduct of our negroes in our city. 
It is impossible for our city marshall [sic] 
to suppress these things effectively, unless 
endowed with ubiquity. Masters ought to be 
more strict as a general thing, in sustaining 
the ordinances already in existence, regulat
ing our negroes.^^ 

Not all criticism of the local governments took 

on a carping form; sometimes individuals and groups offered 

with and practical nullification of the laws of the city. 
Little Rock City Council Records, A, April 23, 1849. A 
year later incoming Mayor D. J. Baldwin directed the sub
stance of his address on the problems of the city to the 
"groceries" which attracted congregations of slaves. He 
concluded vigorously "that the laws had better be repealed 
at once, or fairly enforced." Ibid., April 2, 1850. 

66 
Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), November 20, 

1835; Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), August 20, 
1847; Galveston Weekly News, March 20, 1855. 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), August 13, 1859. 
Two years earlier the same newspaper placed the blame for 
illegal slave social activities jointly on town government 
and lax masters. Ibid., August 22, 1857. 
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concrete suggestions on how to improve control over slaves. 

In particular, editors and others pointed out the need for 

new or more efficient patrol laws, for military companies 

v^ich would help suppress slave runaways or revolts, and 
6ft 

for stricter laws. One observer who believed that "our 

police regulations cannot be too stringent," opined that 

laws ought to provide for easier convictions. "Keeping 

the company of negroes ought to be criminal in itself," 

he wrote, and it should be "prima facia evidence" against 

a merchant when anyone saw a slave entering or leaving a 

69 grocery store. Willard D. Richardson, editor of the 

Galveston News, also pointed out the near impossibility of 

acquiring evidence to convict "grocery" operators of sell

ing spirits to slaves. Realistically, he concluded that 

even enforcement of perfect slave ordinances "must always 

require a degree of activity and unremitting attention and 

labor, day and night, on the part of our Mayor and the 

police officers under him, that very few are willing to 

take upon themselves" because of their inadequate compen

sation.^^ A Shreveport resident suggested that a system of 

registration be created to reduce mischief done by slaves 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), December 6, 1856, 
November 21, 1857; Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), 
June 23, 1845. 

69 Texas State Gazette (Austin), June 2, 16, 1855. 

^^Galveston News, March 6, 1860. 
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who hired their own time. "We hope that our city council 

and the public generally, will take the matter into serious 

consideration," he wrote: "Something must be done." Though 

the trustees of Shreveport did not adopt this proposal, in 

a few cases public clamor definitely caused local govern

ments to change their slave codes and their method of en

forcement. 

White residents had a conspicuous impact on the 

Galveston slave ordinances in 1856. Beginning in early 

summer a number of citizens circulated a memorial protest

ing the fact that "Selling Liquor to Negroes has become one 

of the most serious evils in this city," and requesting 

alteration of the ordinances to allow for easier conviction 

of liquor dealers who engaged in the practice. No action 

came on this proposal until autumn when the mayor took cog

nizance of popular agitation and called for slaveholders, 

meeting in conjunction with a committee from the board of 

aldermen, to revise the city slave code. Changes made in 

the code showed the imprint of the meeting which recom

mended stricter controls, harsher penalties, and greater 

72 public rather than private regulation of the slaves. 

^^The South-Western (Shreveport), February 13, 1861; 
Galveston Weekly News, January 21, 1850; Texas State 
Gazette (Austin), September 13, 1851. 

Galveston Weekly News, June 10, September 30, 
October 2, 1856. 
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While only a hazy picture of enforcement may be 

constructed, various kinds of evidence demonstrate that 

the authorities at least attempted to punish violators 

73 
of the slave code. The short-lived municipal court in 

Little Rock tried and convicted slaves for assault, arson, 

and using offensive language, and it fined a white resident 

for selling liquor to a slave. Later the city council 

prosecuted slave miscreants and asserted its intention of 

"maintaining in their stringency the police regulations 

over a class of our population which it should be the duty 

of all, at all times, and at all places to aid in keeping 

74 in proper subjection to the laws." A lack of police and 

legal records for Austin mars proper analysis of the en

forcement of slave ordinances, but certainly the government 

vigilantly observed local bondsmen during and following 

75 slave revolt scares in the late ante bellum period. 

73 
The picture of enforcement is incomplete, because 

municipal courts operated informally or existed sporadi
cally and thus left few records of their activities. City 
officials likewise seldom kept written notice of their 
actions in regard to slave lawbreakers. 

"̂ T̂he state allowed Little Rock to establish the 
court in January, 1841. Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), 
January 20, 1841. Corporation Court Records in Little 
Rock City Council Records, A, May 19, October 30, 1841, 
February 5, March 31, 1842, B, May 3, 1853. 

"̂ Ŝee Chapter VI for an analysis of the suspected 
slave rebellions. 
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Shreveport, Little Rock, and Austin also arrested slave 

gamblers and occasionally prosecuted whites for allowing 

76 

a bondsman "to act as a free person." A number of Gal

veston masters posted bond in compliance with the regula-
77 tion regarding separate slave housing. Early in its 

history the Texas port also responded to complaints about 

"negro Balls." In 1842 Mayor J. M. Allen gave notice "that 

in the future no assemblage of negroes will be tolerated 

within the city." From that time on at least some masters 

felt constrained to obtain the approval of the officials 
78 before permitting their slaves to hold dances. Galveston 

bondsmen well understood the corporal power of the local 

police since masters commonly paid both city and county 

79 officials to administer whippings to their blacks. 

Most frequently, local authorities prosecuted white 

residents for selling intoxicants to slaves. Those who 

"̂ T̂exas State Gazette (Austin) , October 3, 1857; 
Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, B, 103; 
Pulaski County Circuit Court, Criminal Record, County 
Clerk's Office, Pulaski County Court House, Little Rock, 
Arkansas, Book B, June 25, 1856, Book C, May 5, 1858. 

^"^Proceedings of the Mayor and Aldermen, Galveston, 
July 14, 1854. 

78 Ibid., March 30, 1850, December 1, 1854; Civilian 
and Galveston Gazette, April 16, 1842. 

79 
Galveston Commissioners' Court Minutes, February 

27, 1857; Ben C. Stuart, Scrapbook: A series of Articles 
of Historical Interest Relating to Galveston and Texas 
published in the Galveston News (Rosenberg Library, 
Galveston), 232-233. 



99 

either pleaded or were judged guilty faced fines of $10 to 

80 

$100 plus costs. The severity of these penalties re

sulted from the difficulty of procuring conviction, the 

seriousness with which the public viewed the crime, and 

the considerable money which some dealers made from their 

81 traffic with slaves. 

An astounding number of those charged with selling 

v^iskey to slaves escaped punishment. In a few cases 

juries found the defendants not guilty, but more often the 

ledger book concluded its coverage of the case with a state

ment that "the state will not further prosecute the indict

ment. " The court records abound with continuances, bonds, 

unreliable witnesses, absconding defendants, and failures 

82 of the court to render a verdict. Even when the police 

consistently arrested alleged violators of this law, con

victions remained infrequent. The state circuit court 

"^Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
April 24, 1858; Pulaski County Circuit Court, Criminal 
Record, B, August 1, 1851, C, July 1, 1857, May 2, 3, 
December 8, 1858, November 12, 1860. 

81 
Galveston News, July 29, 1856, June 30, 1857. 

^^Pulaski County Circuit Court, Criminal Record, 
B, December 12, 1849, February 26, December 3, 1850, 
January 5, 1852, December 13, 1853, C, May 6, 1859, May 16, 
1860, October 22, 1862; District Court of Galveston, 
Minutes, Galveston County Court House, Galveston, Texas, I, 
November 27, 1848, December 7, 1849, June 9, 1853, June 12, 
1856, July 9, 1858, January 9, June 13, 1860, January 16, 
1861. 
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tried Little Rock residents Adam Schaer and Patrick Lee 

three and four times respectively but obtained conviction 

only once—the first time it prosecuted.®^ 

The case of Richard Conlan in Galveston also shows 

the apparent inability of courts to abolish the liquor 

traffic despite the harassment of those involved in the 

illicit trade. In May, 1847, Conlan appeared in district 

court on the indictment of "selling spiritous liquor to a 

slave," at which time the court inexplicably asked him to 

agree to return "from day to day of the present term, from 

term to term, and day to day hereafter, to answer into the 

said indictment," certainly a burdensome procedure for the 

defendant. In June of the following year two witnesses 

received fines for failing to attend and testify in this 

case. In November, 1848, and May, 1849, Conlan and a wit

ness again faced punishment for failing to appear in court. 

Finally in November, 1849, two and one-half years after the 

case against Conlan was first entered on the docket, the 
84 

prosecution dismissed the charges against him. Failure 

to obtain convictions despite continual harassment of those 

^^Pulaski County Circuit Court, Criminal Record, 
B, December 3, 1850, July 17, 21, 1852, June 23, 1853, 
December 9, 1854. 

^^District Court of Galveston, Minutes, I, May 24, 
1847, June 12, November 27, 1848, II, May 28, November 27, 
1849. 
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involved in the illicit trade probably led to some apathy 

on the part of police. "We do not recollect of hearing of 

a single conviction, or even of an attempt to convict, for 

this most flagrant and disgraceful violation of law, for 

the past twelve months," wrote one disgusted reporter.®^ 

A traveler confirmed that in Galveston the provision against 

trading in intoxicants with slaves, "was constantly vio-

86 

lated." Apparently this law received its best enforce

ment when handled directly by the city government.®"^ The 

court records suggest that even in cases where local 

authorities exercised their power conscientiously and 

strictly, enforcement of the slave code remained imperfect. 

The southwestern towns duplicated older southern 

cities in many aspects of law enforcement. In general 

content, the rules included essentially the same restric

tions on slave social, cultural, and economic life. Dis

similarities which existed often reflected the greater 

complexity of life and government in the major cities. 

The frontier communities failed to copy some of the more 

thorough urban rules and institutions such as sophisticated 

®^Galveston Weekly News, March 6, 1860. 

®^Stuart, Scrapbook, 232-233. 

®^Galveston News, July 29, 1856, June 30, 1857 
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regulations of the hiring system, intricate modes of pun

ishment (workhouses, irons, branding, and treadmills), and 

elaborate regulations of street etiquette (regarding smok

ing, sidewalk behavior, and "polite" speech). Several fac

tors account for the relative simplicity of the south

western urban slave codes. The towns lacked sufficient 

bureaucracy to enforce complicated controls. The backward 

state of civilization forced local governments to deal with 

bondsmen in a simple, inexpensive manner. Furthermore, 

city officials apparently regarded many practices illegal 

by customary southern racial mores; therefore, specific 

prohibitions merely represented unnecessary duplication. 

Southwestern towns, for example, did not specifically for

bid the practice of teaching bondsmen to read and write, 

but local whites clearly regarded slave literacy as danger

ous and illegal. Many of these contrasts between the newer 

and older cities seem insignificant because they simply 

mirrored the undeveloped state of the frontier. More im

portantly, the southwestern towns seemed clearly headed 

for emulation of the larger cities—the laws became steadily 

88 more complicated as the ante bellum period progressed. 

Two other dissimilarities were of greater conse

quence. First, the frontier communities did not create 

°°For Wades' analysis of the slave and the law, 
see Slavery in the Cities, 80-110, 180-208. 
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formalized systems of segregation. The absence of such 

laws indicates that slavery in the urban southwest averted 

the disintegration which characterized bondage in major 

89 
southern cities. Secondly, enforcement procedures were 

cruder in the southwestern towns, most of which maintained 

only a small police force supplemented by unreliable non

professionals. Yet, the controls over slaves probably 

equalled those of larger cities. With fewer bondsmen to 

regulate and a somewhat less complicated social mileau to 

oversee, the small towns faced less massive policing prob

lems. Amateur and vigilante groups provided very sporadic 

discipline, but extra-legal power proved somewhat effective 

in dealing with the "free colored" influence over slave 

social life and in quelling possible slave revolts. Though 

unable to enforce strictly the slave codes, the south

western towns remained always alert to their inadequacies. 

Despite some contrasts in methods and successes of govern

ing bondsmen, similarities between the smaller and larger 

urban areas outweighed the differences. In both geographi

cal areas slaves did not fear a tough, consistent applica

tion of the law, but neither did they break the codes with 

absolute impunity. 

In the older southern cities and in the newer towns 

slaves regarded the law with a mixed amount of fear and 

®^Ibid., 258-278. See supra 343-344 on the sig
nificance of the absence of segregation in the urban south
west. 
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90 disrespect. Urban bondsmen in the Southwest certainly 

did not ignore the ordinances and their enforcers—the 

folk stories handed down by descendents of town bondsmen 

suggest a basic recognition of the power of the "Patrol-

lers" and a spirit of jubilation in confuting attempts to 

regulate dances and other forms of black social life.̂ "'' 

The actions of Shreveport slaves at a public hanging fur

ther illustrate this dichotomous reaction to even the 

harshest features of the law. One journalist explained 

that many local masters favored "the practice of sending 

slaves to witness the execution of their fellows"; how

ever, the reporter was 

inclined to doubt its efficacy. We took par
ticular pains to notice, on this occasion, the 
effect the horrid spectacle would produce on 
their minds, and our observation taught us, 
that while a few turned with loathing from the 
scene, a large majority manifested that levity 
and curiosity superinduced by witnessing a 
monkey show.^^ 

Perhaps this apparent merriment misled the white observer, 

As a contemporary black actor has said of the laughter of 

90 Ibid., 194-197. 

•̂̂ The Story of J. N. Gillespie, Federal Writers' 
Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 3, pp. 34-37; 
The Story of Mrs. Sallie Johnson, Federal Writers' Project, 
"Slave Narratives," in vertical file on slavery, folder 2, 
Austin Public Library; J. Mason Brewer, ed.. An Historical 
Outline of the Negro in Travis County (Austin, 1940), 14. 

^^Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), March 19, 26, 1845. 
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the American Negro, "a great deal of his laughing at [a 

situation which portrays other blacks in an unfavorable 

light] is a laughter that protects him; it's a nervous 

attack against himself, the way he looks at himself, the 

93 esteem in which he holds himself." 

Certainly hostility formed an important part of the 

urban slaves' attitude toward the law. This disrespect 

derived from the fact that town ordinances repressed basic 

human needs. Faced with a body of laws which made dancing, 

drinking, gambling, hunting, and meeting with family and 

friends illegal, which hindered possibilities for economic 

advancement and independence, which prohibited withdrawal 

from the oppressive white world into separate black houses 

and churches, slaves naturally gained an abiding contempt 

for the law. For city slaves, given the choice of either 

an empty emasculated life or one of stealth and law-

breaking, the normal concept of crime became irrelevant. 

Resistance, whether a conscious act or an unwilled by

product of the drive for a more complete life style, became 

an integral part of the life of urban bondsmen. Slave 

social life exceeded and contradicted the rules handed down 

by the town governments in the Southwest. 

93 
"History of the Negro People," National Educa

tional Television Network film, 1965: "Heritage of the 
Negro." Narrator, Ossie Davis. 

94 
See chapters VI and VII for an analysis of slave 

resistance. 



CHAPTER IV 

FREE BLACKS AND BROWNS 

In each of the southwestern towns a class appeared 

v^ose mere existence slaveholders condemned as incompatible 

with their "peculiar institution." Polite circles referred 

to these aliens as "free persons of color"; ethnically they 

were Afro- and Mexican-Americans. From the moment of their 

arrival, they occupied a special position between slavery 

and freedom. 

In both real and intangible ways this class epito

mized the extent to which the urban environment exercised 

a liberating influence on bondage. Symbolically, the free 

blacks and browns served as a daily reminder to slaves that 

a greater degree of freedom could be obtained, regardless 

of color. More practically, "free colored" people en

tered into and expanded the social life of the slave, of

fering companionship, sympathy, and otherwise unobtainable 

recreation. However much whites might deplore the rela

tionship between free and enslaved blacks, as Richard C. 

Wade has observed, "separation of free colored from slave 

could not be maintained in the kinetic world of [urban] 

slavery." Along with most ante bellum observers this his

torian of city bondage recognized that problems of control 

over slaves, already accentuated by the overall complexity 

of town conditions, increased because of the presence of 

106 
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non-slave blacks.•'• Comparatively, the older southern cities 

and the younger southwestern towns faced essentially simi

lar disciplinary troubles arising from slave contact with 

free blacks. Even the small number of free blacks in the 

newer areas failed to eliminate the problem, since the 

class had little alternative but to associate frequently 

and illegally with bondsmen. Austin whites believed they 

faced a more disconcerting situation—the local "free 

colored" population of Mexican-Americans escaped most of 

the legal controls imposed upon free Negroes. 

Objections to the presence of "free persons of 

color" coincided with Anglo-American domination of the 

Southwest. Hostility to free blacks manifested itself in 

discriminatory legislation so thorough as to allow them 

only a highly tenuous place in society, often on the brink 

of banishment or enslavement and always facing harsh regu

lations. Among its first actions the Republic of Texas 

forbade further immigration of non-slave blacks and pro

vided that no member of this class could reside permanently. 
2 

Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 243, 252. Though Wade 
understood the importance of free blacks in the "total en
vironment" of urban slavery, he strangely did not give this 
class much space in his study. 

2 
The anti-residence law exempted free Negroes who 

had lived in Texas prior to the revolution or those re
ceiving special legislative pennission to remain. Harold 
Schoen, "The Free Negro in the Republic of Texas," South
western Historical Quarterly, XL (October, 1936) , 93-95, 
(January, 1937), 173-178. 
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Subsequent legislation modified these anti-immigration, 

anti-residence laws, and executive edicts postponed their 

implementation. Since authorities in most cases also re

frained from thorough enforcement, some free Negroes re

mained in Texas. Yet, as one scholar writes, the laws made 

free blacks "semi-outlaws living on the sufferance of their 
3 

white neighbors." 

Long-standing Arkansas sentiment produced an 1843 

law which prohibited further entrance of free Negroes and 

established a bond system for those already in the state. 

This statute, though not rigidly adhered to in all locali

ties, helped assure that Arkansas would contain the small-
4 

est free black population of all the slave states. 

Louisiana law also evinced deep racial prejudice, 

but unique traditions gave free blacks a more tenable legal 

position. The relatively high degree of toleration achieved 

under French and Spanish rule provided a basis of rights 

never fully withdrawn by the Anglo-American government. 

Nevertheless, attacks upon the gens de colour libre began 

in 1806 when the territorial government passed the first 

of a series of laws to prevent the entry of free Negroes 

into Louisiana. Subsequently, the state attempted to de

port free blacks who had entered illegally, and it clamped 

^Ibid., XL, 276-277, 284, XLI, 106-107. 

Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 247-252. 
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theoretically tight restrictions on the growth of this class 

Spasmodic application of the laws and a continued reservoir 

of tolerance resulted in less serious attacks upon the free 

Negroes' right of residence in Louisiana than in surround

ing states. Still, especially in Anglo-dominated northern 

sections, free blacks confronted an unfriendly set of regu

lations. Their numbers declined by 30 per cent in Louisiana 
5 

during the years 1840-1860. 

Inaction by the Arkansas legislature and inadequate 

enforcement of Louisiana and Texas laws led all the south

western towns except Austin to enact their own ordinances 

to prevent the growth of a free black population. These 

efforts began early, in the year of their incorporation in 

the case of Galveston and Shreveport. Duplicating the 

Houston city ordinances, Galveston required its free Negro 

residents to give security to the mayor and to live "under 

the protection of some respectable v^ite man, " or pay a 

prohibitive $75 a month tax for the privilege of renting 

their own houses. The Shreveport statute simply declared 

"That no free negro or mulatto shall be permitted to re-
6 

side within the limits of the corporation." Within a year 

^H. E. Sterkx, The Free Negro in Ante-Bellum Loui
siana (Madison, 1972), Chapters I-III. 

%ayes, "Island and City of Galveston," 344; 
Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, A, 8. 
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both towns tacitly admitted the failure of their extreme 

measures by passing more moderate laws, a step which Little 

Rock had taken in 1835. The local governments required 

that free blacks register with the authorities, obtain 

white "securities," and make bond guaranteeing good be

havior. Ostensibly, this bond and security system merely 

assured that free Negroes would neither break the peace nor 

become vagrants; however, the nearly prohibitive amounts 

(up to $500) imposed by Galveston in 1846 and Little Rock 

in 1848 suggest a desire to eliminate the free Negro com

munity altogether. Shreveport eschewed the complicated 

bond system, but it harassed free blacks by requiring that 

they "appear before the Mayor and give an account of them-
7 

selves" on the first day of each month. Local governments 

also attempted to prevent the number of free blacks from 

increasing by immigration. 

City and state officials inconsistently enforced 

the foregoing regulations. Authorities in Shreveport and 

Galveston evidently refrained from prosecuting violators 

7 
Hayes, "Island and City of Galveston," 349; Civil

ian and Galveston Gazette, September 23, 1851; Charter, 
Amendments, and Revised Ordinances of Galveston, 1855, 
52-54; Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, A, 
8, 177, 233-234; Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), January 
12, 1836; Ordinances of Little Rock, 80-82. 

p 
Ordinances of Little Rock, 80-82; Charter, Amend

ments, and Revised Ordinances of Galveston, 1855, 54; 
Minutes of Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, B, 167. 
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of the residence and bond laws so long as the blacks stayed 

"in their place" geographically and socially. Yet, such 

laxity did not render the statutes completely insignificant. 

Mary Madison of Galveston and Henry Lynch of Austin took 

heed of the residence restrictions by applying for legis-
9 

lative dispensations from them. The laws forbidding free 

blacks from landing in Galveston probably limited immigra

tion and certainly worked a hardship on many sailors. 

"Although most free Negroes were never actually disturbed 

in their residence," concludes a Texas scholar, "the fear 

of summary banishment hung heavily over their heads" and 

"gave the white man a whip hand" with which to threaten 
11 

even mildly recalcitrant blacks. 

The city council occasionally enforced Little 

Rock's bond system rigidly. Though passed in 1835, the 

laws remained inoperative until four years later when the 

Gazette called attention to the "dangerous tendency of 

[the free blacks'] being permitted to reside among us" and 

demanded strict compliance to "our entirely too liberal" 

Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XL, 277-281; 
H. P. N. Gammel, ed., The Laws of Texas (Austin, 1898), 
Vol. Ill, 1042. 

Reports of the British Consulate, Galveston, Sep
tember 20, 1856, March 14, 1857, Microfilm in newspaper 
collection. Barker Texas History Center, University of 
Texas, Austin; Fornell, Galveston Era, 232-233. 

•̂ •'•Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XL, 284-285, 
XLI, 106; Civilian and Gazette (Galveston), November 2, 
1844. 
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12 

rules. Spurred into action. Little Rock's governing offi

cials solicited bonds from twenty adult Negroes who verbally 

protested against the system, particularly the provision 

which required them to pay $10 in fees initially and with 

each annual renewal of the bond. City officials took no 

formal action on this complaint, but they tacitly ceased 

13 to demand yearly payments on bonds previously filed. An 

effort to force adherence to every part of the law failed 

again in 1842, but city courts began prosecuting free blacks 

who entered the corporation after 1839 without posting bond. 

Local justices fined ten persons for violation of the se-

curity system and even threatened "immediate removal from 

the city" before eventually allowing them to file bond. 

After this flurry of activity in 1842, enforcement of the 

security system lapsed until 1849 when public disgruntle-
« 

ment over the continued presence of free blacks caused the 

15 
city council to request and record bonds for the last time. 

^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), May 15, 1839. 

-'-'̂ Little Rock City Council Records, A, June 22, 
July 12, December 23, 1839, January 30, February 4, 17, 24, 
April 7, October 6, 1840, January 15, 1841, January 28, 
1842. 

^^Arkansas Times and Advocate (Little Rock), March 
7, 1842; Corporation Court Records in Little Rock City 
Council Records, A, February 10, April 23, 27, 1842; Little 
Rock City Council Records, A, April 21, 28, 30, May 9, 
1842. 

l^Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), March 16, 
1849; Little Rock City Council Records, A, June 2, 1849. 
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Thereafter, county authorities took over the task of prose

cuting persons on the charge of "being a free Negro. ""̂ ^ 

Long periods of non-enforcement undoubtedly made the bond 

laws somewhat ineffectual; yet, to the embattled blacks of 

Little Rock the law clearly amounted to more than a "dead 

letter." 

Efforts to prevent the development of a free Negro 

class being less than completely successful, the south

western towns sought by further legal action to protect 

the social order and to harass those whom they found unde

sirable. In erecting black codes the cities built on the 

special position of free blacks established by the states. 

Each granted most of the burdens and few of the benefits 

of freedom to the "free persons of color," though specific 

regulations varied somewhat. Arkansas blacks paid taxes 

and worked on public roads, but they could not vote. The 

law did not recognize their testimony against whites, but 

everyone, including slaves, testified against free Negroes. 

They received most property rights, but the state discour-
17 

aged them from possession of slaves. To these denials of 

16 
Pulaski County Circuit Court, Criminal Record, 

B, July 2, December 4, 1849, February 26, June 10, 1850, 
January 7, June 16, December 2, 1851, February 4, December 
9, 13, 1852, February 4, 15, 1854, C, November 9, 19, 1858, 
May 3, 1859. 

17 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 253-255; 

Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), April 13, 1849. 
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full citizenship Texas added other stifling measures. The 

state prohibited free blacks from acting in an "abusive" 

or "insolent" manner toward whites, having sexual relations 

with white women, practicing medicine, punishing slaves, 

purchasing alcoholic drink, keeping fire arms, gambling, 

preaching, and rioting. Like slaves, free blacks had no 
1 p 

protection against summary search and seizure. Free 

Negroes in Louisiana, according to one historian, "enjoyed 

a better legal position than any of their counterparts in 

other parts of the South." Blacks could inherit and trans

fer real, personal, or chattel property; they enjoyed the 

rights to trial by jury, to testify in court, and to engage 

in civil suits. Enraged whites charged that some blacks 

even voted in Rapides Parish. Yet, Louisiana law restricted 

or eliminated the liberty of blacks to bear arms, gamble, 

drink, operate water craft, or own liquor establishments. 

Moreover, their privileges "depended on the friendly atti

tude of white friends" which in the 1850's barely withstood 

an anti-free black onslaught. The free blacks of Louisiana 

18 
Some legislators of the republic attempted to bar 

free blacks from purchasing liquor, striking whites under 
any circumstance, keeping arms, and preaching, but these 
and other restrictions did not become law until after state
hood. Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XLI, 89; 
Andrew Forest Muir, "The Free Negro in Harris County, Texas," 
Southwestern Historical Quarterly, XLVI (January, 1943), 
215-220; Andrew Forest Muir, "The Free Negro in Fort Bend 
County, Texas," Journal of Negro History, XXXIII (January, 
1948), 85; Gammel, ed.. Laws of Texas, III, 1298-1301. 
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had "quasi-citizenship" which individual communities re-
19 

duced further. 

Each city, facing increased problems in controlling 

slaves because of the presence of free blacks, further im

peded the legal position of free blacks. Local ordinances 

reiterated state laws and extended the black codes to meet 

special situations produced by the urban milieu. For the 

most part, the towns simply applied the restrictions over 

the social life of slaves to all Negroes or mulattoes, 

"bound or free." These ordinances eliminated gaps in state 

statutes by creating a curfew system and regulating "Negro 

balls." At the heart of the city regulations were efforts 

to minimize contact between bondsmen and free blacks by 

preventing them from associating in any manner but particu

larly in ways which might lead to increased slave rebellious-

20 
ness. 

Other actions toward free Negroes further illus

trate their lowly position before the law. For the normally 

^^Sterkx, Free Negro in Ante-Bellum Louisiana, 160-
169, 171, 196-199. 

^^Austin, which never contained a sizable popula
tion of free blacks, simply applied by implication its rules 
regarding slaves to all "Negroes and Mulattoes" until 1859 
when city statutes specifically mentioned "Free Negroes." 
The other southwestern towns passed laws regulating this 
class in tireless repetition and with little alteration. 
For representative ordinances, see Minutes of the Mayor and 
Trustees, Shreveport, A, 254-256; Arkansas Gazette (Little 
Rock), January 12, 1836; Civilian and Galveston Gazette, 
September 23, 1851; Galveston Weekly News, November 22, 1856; 
Charter and City Ordinances of Austin, 42-44. 
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non-capital offense of burglary, Galveston authorities once 

hanged a black who claimed to be free.^ A Little Rock 

ordinance forced black parents to indenture their children 

between ages seven and twenty-one "to a respectable citi

zen." Even though town officials apparently failed to en

force this law, it demonstrated great disrespect for the 

22 
black family. 

Always severely limited in their enjoyment of basic 

liberties, free blacks also had to guard against enslave

ment. Kidnappers preyed particularly on Negro seamen. 

Captain Thomas Chubb once outfitted his ship with black 

sailors in Boston, sailed to Galveston, and sold the crew 

into slavery. 2"̂  "Her Majesty's" authorities, beginning in 

1838 with demands for the return of "some persons of color" 

stolen from the West Indies, engaged in frequent legal 

battles in Texas to protect the freedom of black Britishers. 

21 
Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XLI, 91. 

22 
The mandatory apprenticeship system adopted by 

Little Rock in 1832 established precedent for a similar 
law enacted by the state of Arkansas in 1840. Arkansas 
Advocate (Little Rock), February 22, 1832; Clyde W. Cathy, 
"Slavery in Arkansas," Arkansas Historical Quarterly, III 
(Spring, 1944), 73. 

23 
This escapade caused Chubb some legal trouble, 

especially during the Civil War when the United States gov
ernment sentenced him to hang for piracy, but he escaped 
punishment by being exchanged. Walter Lord, ed. , The Fre-
mantle Diary: Being the Journal of Lieutenant Colonel 
James Arthur Lyon Fremantle, Coldstream Guards, on His 
Three Months in the Southern States (London, 1956), 54. 
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In 1840 an English naval officer unsuccessfully scoured the 

24 
Austin area for persons illegally detained as slaves. 

Consul Arthur T. Lynn, who believed that an organized net

work existed for inducing West Indians into bondage in Texas, 

25 
through great effort and some chicanery of his own, se
cured the freedom of at least three British subjects. 

Beneath the difficulties of free blacks in retain

ing their liberty lay judicial prejudice which presumed 

slavery rather than freedom to be the "natural" condition 

of persons of African ancestry. Usually, whites had to 

show little proof of their legal right to hold a person in 

bondage, whereas the system required of blacks undisputed 

evidence of their right to freedom. Galveston attorney 

William P. Ballinger, who attempted to secure the release 

of persons incorrectly detained as slaves, discovered that 

24 
Ephraim A. Adams, ed., "British Correspondence 

Concerning Texas," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, XVII 
(October, 1913), 200; Texas Sentinel (Austin), February 1, 
1840, in vertical file on slavery, folder 2, Austin Public 
Library. 

^\he most difficult case faced by Lynn concerned 
a mulatto youth from Trinidad, Charles H. Thomas, who be
gan his misadventures by boarding the Velasco bound, he 
believed, for New York. Instead, Thomas landed in Galves
ton where he narrowly escaped being sold by the ship's 
captain, only to fall into the hands of an unscrupulous 
clerk who persuaded the West Indian to sign a sixty year 
indenture. Lynn appealed to all the proper authorities to 
reverse the injustice perpetrated against Thomas. When 
these efforts failed, he kidnapped the sailor onto a 
Boston-bound vessel and out of slavery. Fornell, Galves
ton Era, 230-237. 

. i2?S 
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justices seldom ruled in favor of liberty for blacks. By 

way of contrast the court arraigned Thomas Chubb and D. F. 

Ring "for selling a free person of color as a slave," but 

it eventually dismissed them "because [the state] attorney 

26 

failed to prosecute." Even the somewhat successful strug

gle for liberty waged by the Kuykendalls of Little Rock 

illustrates the legal vicissitudes of free blacks. In 1828 

Joseph Kuykendall emancipated four slaves by his will. 

Shortly thereafter one of them, Mark, killed a disgruntled 

white heir who had assailed him. For about the next year 

the ex-slave dodged the law in Arkansas and Louisiana, de

spite being incarcerated in both Little Rock and Baton 

Rouge. Finally jailed and held for over a year in the 

Arkansas capital, Mark eventually received a pardon from 

the governor. Though the supreme court of the state ruled 

in favor of freedom for the Kuykendall blacks, the family 

of their former owner continued to torment them, forcing 

another departure from town in 1831. Eventually, they re

turned to the Little Rock area, only to be confronted with 

the local bond system. The Kuykendalls filed security in 

1839 after which, perhaps because of the lack of acceptance 

which they experienced, their names disappear from the 

Ibid., 119-120, 151-152, 230-231; District Court 
of Galveston, Minutes, II, January 10, 1857, January 10, 
1857, January 11, 1859, January 9, 1860. 
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27 annals of the city. 

Because of the intense opposition to free Negroes 

suggested by their treatment at the hands of the law, it 

may seem illogical that the class arose at all, but ac

tually several sources supplied its growth. Particularly 

during early years before sectional feelings had become so 

heated and society so inflexible, some free blacks came to 

the Southwest in search of economic advancement, adventure, 

or other lures of the frontier. Careful black immigrants 

took pains to provide themselves with certificates of free

dom and statements attesting to their good character and 

abilities. 

Although a surprising number of blacks emigrated 

to the area as freemen, the majority gained emancipation 

after entrance into the Southwest even though Texas and 

27 
Jerrine Jones, "The Kuykendall Murder," Arkansas 

Historical Quarterly, XIV (Winter, 1955), 404-408; Little 
Rock City Council Records, A, June 22, 1839. 

28 
Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XXXIX, 307-

308; Pulaski County Deed Book, Office of the Circuit Clerk, 
Pulaski County Court House, Little Rock, Arkansas, M, 2 56, 
N, 359. One scholar has concluded that free blacks con
tinued to migrate to Texas after statehood in search of the 
freedom offered by a frontier environment. This view ig
nores the growing antipathy toward the class in the area. 
Some free blacks may have come to the state in search of 
Canaan, but the rulers of the land clearly presented these 
emigrants with an unwelcome reception. George R. Woolfolk, 
"Turner's Safety Valve and Free Negro Westward Migration," 
in Dwight W. Hoover, ed., Understanding Negro History 
(Chicago, 1968), 189-199. 
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Louisiana limited the right of manumission. Masters gave 

bondsmen their liberty for "divers good reasons," the most 

oft-expressed one being "benevolence and humanity." Some 

white slaveholders may have freed slaves because of kinship 

considerations. Familial ties clearly lay behind the en

deavors of ex-slaves Nathan Warren and Silas Jones of Little 

Rock. The latter recorded that he acquired and emancipated 

his wife and daughter "because of the natural love and 

30 affection which I have [for them.]" 

Another large group earned their freedom through 

self-purchase. Prices, terms, and conditions varied ac-

31 

cording to individual stipulations. The success of bonds

men who sought to buy their own liberty depended on many 

variables. Primarily, the slave had to display what his 

master considered an upright, moral, and deserving charac

ter, and he had to possess the skill, frugality, and 

The Republic of Texas prohibited manumission with
out the consent of Congress. Louisiana law at first allowed 
emancipation with the consent of local courts but made the 
process increasingly difficult and nearly impossible by 
the eve of the Civil War. In Arkansas manumission re
mained legal, though such actions became less frequent in 
the late ante bellum period. Schoen, "Free Negro in the 
Republic," XL, 93-95; Sterkx, Free Negro in Ante-Bellum 
Louisiana, 118-122, 143-149; Taylor, Negro Slavery in 
Arkansas, 241, 243. 

^^Pulaski County Deed Book, Q, 250-252, 381, S, 
247, T, 346, X, 122, Z, 358. 

^Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 241-242; Pu
laski County Deed Book, M, 344. 
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perseverance to accumulate savings. "Captain" Gary of Gal

veston acquired his freedom, because he cultivated the 

proper personal qualities. According to his owner, Gary 

"has been faithful and honest;" moreover, "during the 

[Texas] Revolution he was of much service in carrying ex

presses 6ec." Gary also saved $1,000, which proved suffi

cient to purchase his own freedom but not that of his 
32 

family. The outcome of any manumission arrangement rested 

on the whims and fortunes of the owner, a circumstance 

which militated against freedom for all except the lucky. 

One fortunate bondsman, "Nace" Warren of Little Rock, ob

tained the freedom promised him despite twice being sold to 
33 

new owners. Once established, the free black population 
34 sustained itself and grew by natural procreation. 

32 
Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XL, 107-

108; Thomas F. McKinney to Samuel May Williams, McKinney 
to Gary, November 11"", 1839, Samuel May Williams Papers, 
Rosenberg Library, Galveston, Texas; Mrs. Matilda Char
lotte (Jesse) Eraser Houstoun, Texas and the Gulf of Mexico, 
or Yachting in the New World (London, 1844), 137. 

33 
Pulaski County Deed Book, J, 50-51, 466; Mar

garet Smith Ross, "Nathan Warren, a Free Negro for the Old 
South," Arkansas Historical Quarterly, XV (Spring, 1956), 
53. 

34 
In 1850 over one-third of the free blacks of Gal

veston, Little Rock, and Shreveport were natives to their 
states; this figure rose to nearly three-fourths in 1860. 
U. S. Seventh Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," Galveston 
County, Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo Parish, 
Louisiana; U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 
Galveston County, Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo 
Parish, Louisiana. 
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In the Southwest as in other parts of the South 

hostility toward free blacks and browns came for many rea

sons, particularly because of the actual and supposed in-

35 fluence in undermining contented slave behavior. But 

certainly this antipathy did not derive from their numeri

cal dominance; indeed, this group comprised a small minor

ity in each southwestern city. The number of "free colored" 

persons varied constantly, but unlike the white and slave 

population did not always increase. In Little Rock the 

free Negro community fluctuated from twenty-five in 1838, 

to fifty-six in 1842, to forty-three in 1846, to twenty-

36 
two in 1850, to none in 1860. The free black contingent 

in Galveston followed the statistical pattern of Little 

Rock, except it peaked later and decreased less precipi-

37 

tously. By way of contrast census figures indicated con

tinued increases in free Negroes living in Austin and Shreve

port. Though the Texas capital contained only a few persons 

35 
Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 250-251. 

^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), April 4, 1838, 
February 23, 1842, March 2, 1846; U. S. Seventh Census, 
1850, "Free Inhabitants," Pulaski County, Arkansas; U. S. 
Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," Pulaski County, 
Arkansas. 

37 
Galveston contained twenty-four "free persons of 

color" in 1848, thirty in 1850, fifteen in 1858, and two 
in 1860. Civilian and Gazette (Galveston), December 7, 
1848, June 29, 1858; U. S. Seventh Census, 1850, "Free In
habitants," Galveston County, Texas; U. S. Eighth Census, 
1860, "Free Inhabitants," Galveston County, Texas. 
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of this class, Shreveport had forty-six free blacks in 
38 

1860. In the minds of Austin whites the most despised 

and dangerous class of "free colored" persons consisted of 

browns rather than blacks. The extreme geographical mo

bility of the Mexican-Americans makes it impossible to 

enumerate them exactly. Federal census takers in Travis 

County listed only nine persons with a Spanish surname in 

1850 and twenty in 1860, but the local Mexican population 

increased to its greatest size between these years. A 

traveler reported that they numbered about twenty families 

in the mid-1850's.^^ 

Economic factors afforded a minor reason for anti-

free black prejudices. Disgruntled whites charged contra

dictorily that free Negroes—like slaves—competed with 

white labor, driving out more respectable classes, and that 

the blacks displayed an indolence which led either to crime 
40 

or to dependence on the public treasury. In reality the 

38 
According to the federal census, the number of 

free Negroes in Austin never exceeded ten. The census 
listed twenty-one free blacks in Shreveport in 1850. U. S. 
Seventh Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," Travis County, 
Texas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana; U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, 
"Free Inhabitants," Travis County, Texas, Caddo Parish, 
Louisiana. 

^^U. S. Seventh Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," 
Travis County, Texas; U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free In
habitants," Travis County, Texas; Olmsted, Texas, 164. 

^^Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XL, 182-
183; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
October 16, 1858. The only free black on record who became 
a public charge, a man named Cheesman in Galveston, appar
ently fell to a dependent position at least partially be
cause of illness. Proceedings of Mayor and Aldermen, Gal
veston, January 31, 1853. 
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"people of color" mostly worked at jobs eschewed by Anglos, 

and they remained a poor but seldom improvident class. 

Their most common vocations included servant, washerwoman, 

barber, and day laborer. A few free blacks in southwestern 

towns rose above "menial" jobs to labor in skilled pursuits 

such as hack driver, engineer, sawyer, carpenter, team

ster, and seamstress. A handful of blacks succeeded in 

businesses and professions. Galveston contained a free 

Negro livery stable owner, store manager, dancing master, 

and nurse; in Shreveport lived a black restaurant keeper 

and a "Lady of Fashion"; Little Rock produced a Negro 

restaurant owner, confectioners, and a successful inventor. 

Probably few free blacks labored exclusively in one line of 

work. Day laborers certainly had to accept whatever job 

came along, and servants also displayed multiple capabilities 

Nathan Warren, one of the most occupationally mobile, worked 

variously as a fiddler, barber, carriage driver, and "gen

eral handyman" before acquiring his confectionery. 

"̂ •̂ U. S. Seventh Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," 
Galveston County, Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Travis 
County, Texas, Caddo Parish, Louisiana; U. S. Eighth Census, 
"Free Inhabitants," Caddo Parish, Louisiana, Travis County, 
Texas; Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XL, 277-278; 
Burton, History of Galveston, Letter #20, p. 5; Thomas Law 
Nichols, Forty Years of American Life (London, 1874), 147; 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), August 
22, 1857, February 20, 1858, January 15, February 19, 1859; 
Ross, "Nathan Warren," 54-55. 

^^Pulaski County Deed Book, N, 359; Ross, "Nathan 
Warren," 54-55. 
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The living standards of most free blacks reflected 

a working class status. According to federal census re

turns, of the seventy-four free Negroes living in south

western towns in 1850, only two Galveston and two Little 

Rock residents owned real estate, the value of which totaled 

43 

less than $3,000. Yet, a few blacks of exceptional abil

ity, frugality, or good fortune achieved a degree of afflu

ence above that indicated in census statistics. Those who 

purchased land in and around the Arkansas capital included 

Matilda Thomas, Levi Bass, and Milly and Henry King. The 

most desirable of this property, the three lots of the 

Kings, contained two houses, a good water well, a smoke

house, and several fruit trees. Other relatively prosperous 

individuals invested in businesses rather than real estate. 

Black restauranteurs Nathan Warren and William Stith rented 

their buildings, but both owned considerable stock and 

44 
equipment. Though most free blacks acquired property 

through diligent labor as freedmen, two families in Little 

Rock formerly belonging to John M. Maclin and Joseph Kuy

kendall received rewards for past service. In conditional 

U. S. Seventh Census, 1850, "Free Inhabitants," 
Galveston County, Texas, Pulaski County, Arkansas, Caddo 
Parish, Louisiana. 

44 
Stith owned a considerable amount of property; 

a local newspaper estimated his losses in an 1859 fire at 
from $500-$4,000. Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat 
(Little Rock), March 26, 1852, January 15, February 19, 
1859; Pulaski County Deed Book, K, 9. 
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agreements Maclin willed three city lots and Kuykendall 

promised a farm to their ex-slaves. 

Reference to these fairly prosperous free blacks in 

Little Rock, or to an apparently leisured individual such 

as "Captain" Gary of Galveston who according to one report 

ceased hard labor and became a "drunken rascal" upon re-

46 
ceipt of his freedom, revises only slightly their image 

as a poor, working class. A reasonably accurate statisti

cal portrait of the economic status of the free blacks can 

be derived from the manuscript census of 1860 since these 

figures enumerated both real and personal property. Of the 

towns included in this study, only Shreveport had a sizable 

free black population by the eve of the Civil War. The 

forty-six Negroes and mulattoes there lived in fourteen 

different dwellings, all but two of which contained at least 

a small amount of wealth. The "personal estate" of these 

twelve households varied from $100 to $800, averaging $333 

per family. Only three black people—Catherine Davis, Lou 

Hailey, and Mary Robberts—owned real estate; they valued 

this property at from $1500-$5000. By no means an affluent 

class, the Shreveport free blacks nevertheless performed 

some important services and labored diligently enough to 

47 avoid the poor house. 

Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 241-242. 
46 "Houston, Texas and the Gulf of Mexico, 137. 
47 
U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," Caddo Parish, Louisiana 
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Hard work earned the free Negroes of the Southwest 

few approbations; however, at various times in the late 

1850's a Little Rock editor acknowledged the virtues of 

local blacks. The newspaper described hackman John Thomas 

as "a most reliable man," and it called both Miles Richard-

4ft 

son and William Stith "polite," "worthy" men. Yet, re

spect gained by individuals could not withstand such power

ful forces as class hatred, mounting sectional tension, and 

local social problems with slaves. Also, unfortunately for 

the free blacks, the success which stimulated praise from 

some citizens excited jealous antipathy from other whites. 

Austin's ruling elite justified its dislike of 

local Mexican-Americans in part by an economic rationale. 

According to one editor the itinerant laborers differed 

from "permanent Mexican citizens, many of whom are worthy 

men and generally esteemed." In contrast he described the 

"peons" as "a vagrant class—a lazy, thievish horde of 

lazorini, who in many instances are fugitives from justice 

in Mexico, highway robbers, horse and cattle thieves, and 

idle vagabonds who prowl about our western country with but 

little visible occupation or pursuit." The same writer 

admitted that industrious Mexicans should be left alone, 

but he insisted that most of the class failed to demonstrate 

4.ft 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Ro c k ) , 

August 22, 1857, February 20, 1858, January 15, 1859. 
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49 
an enterprising nature. Despite the harsh evaluation, 

evidence exists that many of the browns looked for and ob

tained work as carpenters and handymen.^ Their economic 

status probably resembled that of the free blacks—poor 

and struggling for survival primarily through hard manual 

labor—though the Mexicans experienced greater geographical 

mobility. 

Black and brown social activities, both real and 

presumed, aroused deep suspicion among southwestern whites. 

In notable contrast to older southern cities, the frontier 

communities apparently contained too few free blacks to 

foster schools, churches, benevolent organizations, and 

other cultural outlets especially intended for this class. ̂•'" 

Often unable to form a completely satisfying social life 

within their own small, isolated community, free Negroes 

made clandestine friendships with whites and bondsmen. 

Resulting relationships created an abundance of criticism. 

A few observers confined themselves to general, ill-defined 

49 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 9, Octo

ber 14, 1854, February 24, 1855. 

^^Ibid., October 14, 1854; Southern Intelligencer 
(Austin), December 9, 1857. One traveler conjectured that 
the Mexicans might have resorted to thieving after they 
were "deprived of their means of livelihood, and rendered 
furious by . . . wholesale injustice." Olmsted, Texas, 
164. 

^•^^ade. Slavery in the Cities, 249-250. 
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52 
complaints about the "free negro nuisance." Specific 
allegations mentioned the disruptive influence of the class 

on the general morality of the community. In language 

strikingly reminiscent of the racial stereotypes concocted 

by Englishmen following their first contact with Africans, 

two Little Rock groups attacked the character of free blacks 

A circular issued by several prominent citizens described 

the "immorality, filth, . . . laziness, and bestiality 

of a degraded race." Evoking further the image of Negro 

sexual promiscuity, a "Mechanics' Address" insisted that: 

Their presence here induces a departure from moral 
rectitude amongst our young men, producing a mon
grel and mixed blooded race, neither white nor 
black, having neither a "habitation nor a home," 
unhappy in their condition—undefined in their 
identity; advantageous to no one, a misery to them
selves, and in worse condition every way than their 
most undefiled African ancestor. ̂-̂  

Only two cases in the local court records, both involving 

Silas Jones, indicate sexual transgressions on the part of 

free blacks. In 1839 the city constable charged Jones with 

"keeping a disorderly house, in what is known as the White 

^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), April 14, 1841; 
Galveston Weekly News, December 23, 1856, January 11, 1859; 
Civilian and Gazette (Galveston), August 27, 1858; South
ern Intelligencer (Austin), January 5, 1859. 

"Circular to the People of Arkansas," quoted in 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 256-257; Arkansas State 
Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 16, 1858. For 
a penetrating analysis of early English attitudes toward 
Africans, consult Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black 
(Chapel Hill, 1968), 3-43. 



130 

Row." Three years later the city council fined him for 

"harboring" a free mulatto woman named Eliza Chavers.^"^ 

Although black prostitutes may have lived in Little Rock 

and other southwestern cities, the opponents of free blacks 

surely erred in singling them out as the chief violators 

of conventional sexual mores. 

Even explosive sexual controversies provided less 

of the rationale for hatred of free blacks than did the 

widespread belief that they caused some of the "dangerous" 

social liberties attained by slaves. Rabid opponents of 

free blacks maintained that the very presence of the class 

undermined the purity of "our peculiar institution" by 

allowing privileges to a portion of the race and denying 

56 these rights to the rest. Yet, most whites believed that 

54 
Little Rock City Council Records, A, June 22, 

1839, April 23, May 3, 1842. 
55 
The Shreveport Census described "free woman of 

color" Gabe Hart as a "Lady of Fashion." U. S. Eighth Cen
sus, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," Caddo Parish, Louisiana, 95. 
Galveston ordinances prohibited both whites and free blacks 
from keeping houses of prostitution. Civilian and Galves
ton Gazette, September 23, 1851. Two scholars have sug
gested that those who describe other races as hypersexual 
may have engaged in a process of transferring their own 
repressed sexual desires and feelings onto another, alien 
people. Jordan, White Over Black, 40-43; Calvin Hernton, 
Sex and Racism in America (New York, 1965), 15-26. 

56 
Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), March 16, 

1849. One non-slave black preacher in Shreveport allegedly 
aided whites in preserving order over the slave community 
by preaching submission during the Civil War. Sibley, His
tory of the First Baptist Church, Shreveport (Shreveport, 
n. d.), 13. 
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"free persons of color" did more than simply demoralize by 

example. According to prevailing opinion, illicit relations 

between free blacks and slaves occurred irrepressibly. In 

the words of a Texas "committee of safety," "free negroes, 

. . . denied the society of whites, from necessity or choice 

associate with persons of their own color." Such contact 

supposedly infused "dissatisfaction and disobedience into 

57 
the brain of the honest and contented slave." Newspapers 

in Little Rock and Galveston reported that free blacks "are 

doing mischief" to the slave population. Unrestrained 

social relations resulted in "frequent assemblies, noisy 

behavior, and profane and indecent language in the streets." 

Unless "attended to," concluded one editor, the "lazy, 

worthless, thieving set of vagabonds [will] render a large 

58 
portion of [the bondsmen] as worthless as themselves." 

Except for these emotional tirades, local residents re

corded few cases of actual misbehavior on the part of free 

blacks. The corporation court of the Arkansas capital 

convicted one free Negro of assault and battery, and it 

dismissed another charged with accompanying slaves at an 

unlawful meeting. "Old General Manuel," the recalcitrant 

^^Quoted in Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," 
XL, 173. 

58 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), November 17, 1835, 

March 16, 1842; Civilian and Galveston Gazette, November 2, 
1844. 
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property of Arkansas Senator William S. Fulton, once stole 

a horse, saddle, and bridle from some Little Rock residents 

According to his overseer, the slave then "gambled them 

off to another darkie, who slipped (he was free) from here 

59 the next day." 

Precautionary whites further charged that free 

blacks stimulated and sustained slave rebellions. One 

conspiracy-minded journalist held "northern fanatics" re

sponsible for legislation which prohibited blacks from 

entering free states. Such a policy would reputedly con

fine this reprehensible "class of people" to the South 

where they gave silent or overt assistance to abolition-
60 

ists. Fears of free Negro involvement in anti-slavery 

strikes seemed more based on theorizing than fact. A typi

cal report asserted "there is little doubt" that free 

blacks served as the "instruments" of white abolitionists, 

and "it is known that the presence of free negroes among 

slaves has a tendency to demoralize and incite them to in-

„61 surrection." 

These general allegations received enough support 

from specific stories to keep suspicions alive. A free 

mulatto of Little Rock once "secreted" an abolitionist 

59 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 252-253; Cor

poration Court Records in Little Rock City Council Records, 
A, April 26, 1842; D. F. Shall to William S. Fulton, 
February 8, 1842, Fulton Papers. 

60 
Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), March 16, 

1849. 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

December 27, 1856. 
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kidnapper in his house. Local residents further charged 

that free blacks and "degraded whites" fed and cared for 

62 runaway slaves who threatened to destroy the entire city. 

In 1852 four black sailors from Boston experienced the 

harsh penalties awarded to those caught "tampering" with 

slaves. Encouraged by the seamen, a bondsman named Frank 

stole some clothing from a Galveston store and escaped to 

the hold of the brig Billow, where the free Negroes con

cealed and fed him. The plot turned into disaster. Local 

authorities detected the escape effort in all its details. 

A Galveston court convicted the Bostonians of what the pre

siding judge deemed "the highest offense that can be com

mitted against the institution of slavery." He justified 

harsh sentencing because he found the blacks guilty not 

only of "abduction" but also of spreading the revolutionary 

theory that "everything in this country belongs to the 

slaves." Emotionally the judge lectured, "one more step 

in your mad and fanatical career and you would bring on a 

war between the races that would deluge this lovely land in 

blood, and result in the total extinction of one or the 

other." Basing the penalty on the concept that base motives 

of avarice and revolution, rather than sympathy for the 

slave and feelings of racial solidarity, had prompted the 

^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), March 16, 1842; 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 
16, 1858. 
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crime, the judge levied large fines against the defendants. 

In lieu of payment the court ordered the Negroes to be sold 

into slavery. The state auctioned them to speculators for 

a total of $1570.^-^ 

The penalty meted out to the Boston free blacks 

sparked statewide interest. Some moderates in the capital 

condemned the proceedings as "inhuman and unconstitutional.' 

In response an Austin fire-eater, confessing that "I feel 

too much on this subject to allow my reasoning faculties 

a cool discussion," uttered shock 

at hearing such language in a Southern community. 
The most ignorant of our citizens are familiar 
with the unremitting attempts of the North to 
destroy the institution of slavery—the substratum 
of Southern independence. They know that almost 
every man who migrates from the North to South is 
the secret emissary of some abolition caucus. 

The author threatened to expose any legislator who again 

advocated the cause of the free blacks. He concluded "The 

basilisks which have charmed us, just begin to poison; we 

must tear out their fangs before we warm them into unman-

64 
ageable vigor." With such vengeful, irrational opinion 

in the ascendancy, the free black people could not hope to 

maintain their already tenuous position much longer. 

63 
The Texas Republican (Marshall), January 31, 

February 14, 1852; Texas State Gazette (Austin), February 
21, 1852; District Court of Galveston, Minutes, III, Jan
uary 3, 6, 8, 9, 1852. 

64 
Galveston News, quoted in The Texas Republican 

(Marshall), February 21, 1852. 
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From the prevailing viewpoint in the Texas capital, 

Mexican-Americans formed "a most troublesome class . . . 

one far more mischievous than free negroes." Both socially 

and ethnically the citizens of Austin considered the "peons" 

to be aliens, part of the degenerate "colored" population 

of the world. One editor described local Mexicans as "half 

6 5 
negro, half Indian greasers." Critics of this "injurious" 

class claimed that Mexicans possessed too many political 

and civil rights to prevent them from interfering with 

bondsmen. Furthermore, whites believed in the improvidence 

and lack of moral character of these "vagrants." "They 

scrupple [sic] at nothing," wrote one commentator, "and a 

few dollars from a negro is sufficient to secure their 
66 

services." Citizens all over the state, but particularly 

in west and south Texas, complained that Mexicans used 

their freedom, mobility, and knowledge of the countryside 
67 

to conduct slaves out of bondage. In 1845, when fears 

of an attempt to reconquer Texas still ran high, rumors 

circulated that emissaries had been sent from Mexico City 

to "excite an insurrection among the slaves." Different 

65 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), February 24, April 

21, 1855. 
66 
Ibid., September 9, 30, 1854. 

67 
Ibid., April 7, 1855; Galveston Weekly News, 

August 21, 1855; Stephen B. Gates, ed.. Rip Ford's Texas 
by John Salmon Ford (Austin, 1963), 214. 



136 

observers reported gangs of blacks and Mexicans pillaging 

in the Austin area. The authorities urged everyone to 

assume an attitude of vigilance and to end the practice of 

allowing blacks and browns to intermarry or even to work 
68 

together. In later years accounts increased of "peons" 

aiding runaway slaves either directly by leading them to 

Mexico or indirectly by trading weapons and ammunition for 

69 game and stolen commodities. 

To Austinites Mexican-American involvement in slave 

runaways only pointed up a larger social problem. "By 

placing themselves on an equality with the slave, they stir 

up among our servants a spirit of insubordination," de

clared one journalist authoritatively. Feeling against the 

"peons" reached a fever pitch in 1854. In early October 

several "respectable" citizens visited the Mexican camp in 

the suburbs of Austin and reported women there making love 

with blacks and male "Peons and slaves playing at monte, 

smoking cigars, and drinking liquor." Individual efforts 

to break up these gatherings failed. The Texas State Times 

probably spoke for the majority of slaveowners when it con

cluded, "Something must be done to prevent the negroes and 

6ft 
Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), October 1, 

1845; Brown, Annals of Travis County, XI, 18. 
69 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 30, 

October 14, 1854, October 24, 1857; Texas State Times (Aus
tin), October 7, 1854. 
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70 
Mexicans from associating." 

Led by Gazette editor John B. Marshall, the citi

zens of Austin acted "to rid themselves of this low and 

dangerous class." In early September Marshall advised 

Mexicans who "value their lives and liberties" to stop 

"tampering" with slave property. If any further involve

ment with blacks should occur, warned the editor, local 

Anglos "by a little timely exertion" would "cleanse our 
71 

country of rascally peons." Incidents involving slaves 

and Mexicans continued, prompting groups of concerned slave

holders to consider harsh solutions. Meetings held Septem

ber 27 and October 7 agreed to send delegates to a larger 

convention at Gonzales where they discussed specific mea

sures "for the security of slave property" in Austin. With 

little debate the gathering resolved to halt "the unwar-

72 
rantable and dangerous privileges allowed to slaves." 

The vigilantes declared that "We have among us a 

Mexican population who continually associate with our slaves, 

and instill into their minds false notions of freedom, and 

make them discontented and insubordinate." Despite this 

70 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 30, Oc

tober 14, 1854, October 24, 1857; Texas State Times (Austin), 
October 7, 1854. 

"̂ •̂ Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 9, Octo
ber 14, 1854. 

^^Ibid., September 30, October 14, 1854. 
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consensus that a serious problem existed, the question of 

how to deal with it aroused some contention. Moderate 

opinion believed that the proposed resolutions, which re

quired "all transient Mexicans to leave within ten days," 

"struck at the Mexican population as a class." Though they 

carefully denied supporting "unworthy Mexicans," moderates 

like editor John S. Ford insisted upon reserving punishment 

to persons actually discovered "associating and interfering 

with negroes." Opponents of extremism also favored grant

ing a hearing to the "peons" instead of summarily banish-

73 ing them all. These criticisms prompted changes in the 

resolutions' wording—even the Gazette opposed proscribing 

the "few worthy Mexicans." The final form adopted by the 

"Grand Ratification Meeting" of October 14 resolved to 

expel "all transient Mexicans . . . unless their good 

character and good behavior, be vouched for by some respon

sible American citizen." This compromise language left 

unresolved the means of implementation. Judge S. G. Sneed, 

despite his vigorous attack on "the evils in our community 

growing out of the Peon Mexican population, unprincipled 

white men, abolitionists, and dram-shop dealers, urged the 

most pacific means" of ridding the country of the "vaga

bonds." In contrast Judge W. S. Oldham's "clear, forcible. 

Ibid., October 14, 1854; Texas State Times (Aus
tin), October 14, 1854. 
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and convincing argument" insisted on "the propriety and 

necessity" of enforcing the resolutions "peaceably if we 

can, but forcibly if we must. " Out of the verbal battle 

Marshall, Oldham, and the "ultry" movement emerged vic

torious. The resolutions urged employers to notify their 

laborers of the new policy, proposed not to employ Mexi

cans, agreed to "discourage their presence among us" in the 

future, and provided for a committee to carry the purges 
^^ ^ 74 

into effect. 

In by-passing due process the meeting had failed 

to heed the voices of moderation. The middle-of-the-road 

portion succeeded in exercising a slight degree of restraint 

by obtaining selection of a few moderates such as Ford, 

Sneed, and S. M. Swenson to the vigilance committee charged 

with enforcing the expulsion measures. This group at first 

performed its duties thoroughly but without apparent vio

lence. Promptly the vigilante representatives marched to 

the camps of the "transient Peons" and gave them notice to 

leave. Two weeks later the Texas State Gazette announced 

triumphantly, "No Peon now remains in the city, who is not 

vouched for by respectable citizens. It should be the duty 

of every citizen to aid in preserving the present state of 

75 things." After these initially temperate actions the 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 14, 21, 1854 

^^Ibid., October 21, 28, 1854. 
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"ultry" movement triumphed over the advocates of restraint. 

Some of the vigilantes apparently ignored the assurances 

of committeeman Swenson and evicted the Mexicans at work 

on his house. To editor Ford's displeasure a company of 

traveling Mexican showmen had their tents destroyed in Aus

tin in December, 1854. According to a northern traveler, 

"in 1855, a few families, who had returned to Austin, were 
76 

again driven out." 

Treatment of the Mexican-Americans became something 

of a political issue. Although leaders like Judge Sneed 

vigorously denied their affiliation with extremism, fire-eat

ing opinion represented by the Gazette continued to glory 
77 

in the rough handling meted out to the Mexicans. 

By 1860 fewer than a dozen persons with Spanish 

surnames remained in Austin, and their position clearly 

rested on the unsteady toleration of Anglo residents. The 

actions of the town in 1854 indicated that a majority of 

the citizens agreed with journalist John Marshall. A few 

months after the climax of the expulsion movement he wrote. 

We may suffer the peon to stay among us who 
labors and shows himself to be honest and 

Texas State Times (Austin), December 9, 1854; 
The Southern Intelligencer (Austin), December 9, 1857; 
Olmsted, Texas, 164. 

77 
The Southern Intelligencer (Austin), December 9, 

1857; Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 24, 1859. 
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industrious, but we cannot permit the peons to 
increase in our community unrestrainedly with
out serious loss to the citizens. It is a bad 
element of society, and sooner or later will 
be entirely extinguished.'° 

In a swift manner the city of Austin had coped with 

its "free colored" problem; however, some west Texans be

lieved that the Mexican-Americans created a statewide crisis 

v^ich required legislative action. Representatives from 

several counties at the Gonzales convention proposed mea

sures to insure the "security" of slave property. The 

mass meeting approved resolutions calling for increased 

vigilance on the county level, the incorporation of joint 

stock associations to aid in the recovery of runaway slaves 

from Mexico, and protection of Texas by the national gov

ernment against "Mexican aggression." The gathering turned 

down a more extreme recommendation to memorialize the state 

government for legislation to "define" the position of 

Mexicans and "adopt such regulations as may render said 
79 

Peons useful as servants, or harmless as freemen." 

78 
U. S. Eighth Census, 1860, "Free Inhabitants," 

Travis County, Texas; Texas State Gazette (Austin), Febru
ary 24, 1855. 

79 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), November 4, 1854. 

The failure of Texas to deprive Mexican-Americans of their 
rights as citizens suggests that many whites may have re
tained some sense of distinction between browns and blacks 
Nevertheless, west Texans certainly saw this class as akin 
to free Negroes racially and as disruptive of proper slave 
discipline. 
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Though the campaign for decisive, state-wide legal 

action against Mexicans faltered, southwestern cities led 

movements to eliminate free blacks and thereby hopefully 

to reform slave social life. Texas and Arkansas struck 

impressive blows at their free Negro communities in the 

1850's. At the time of the establishment of the republic, 

opponents of the "free negro nuisance" petitioned for legis

lation to rid Texas of this class, only to see their appar

ent success undermined first by executive action delaying 

implementation of the laws and then by lack of enforcement. 

All free blacks who had entered Texas subsequent to 1836 

resided illegally, except for the privileged few who re-

80 ceived special legislative immunity. For a decade after 

1845 free Negroes lived in Texas with dê  facto permission 

of the authorities, but beginning in 1856 a series of mea

sures threatened the existence of non-slave blacks. First, 

the state renewed attempts to restrict the growth of the 

class by prohibiting the introduction of any "free persons 

of color" into Texas and by requiring newly manumitted per-

pn 

sons to leave. Then, in 1858 "An Act to permit Free per
sons of African descent, to select their own Master and 

^^Schoen, "Free Negro in the Republic," XL, 93-95, 
173-178, 184-195, 276-277, 284, XLI, 106-107; Fornell, 
Galveston Era, 232. 

-̂̂ -Galveston Weekly News, December 23, 1856; Civilian 
and Gazette (Galveston), August 4, 1857; Gammell, ed.. 
Laws of Texas, IV, 466-467. 
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become Slaves" passed the legislature. Highly technical 

and couched in terms apparently designed to protect the 

freedom of choice of the free blacks, the wording of this 

law may have belied its intent and effect. According to 

one foreign observer, it legalized "the forcible enslave

ment of a free person of color." Another described the 

law as "banishing every free negro or person having a per

ceptible show of negro blood from the State, under the 

82 
penalty of being reduced to slavery." 

The militant anti-free Negro sentiment of the 1850's 

and the legislation which this feeling produced had an im

portant impact on the fabric of Texas society. In some 

parts of the state free blacks continued to reside but in 
po 

reduced numbers. Other areas, such as Austin which con-

, tained only a handful of free Negroes, used the laws to 

prevent the class from growing beyond a very small number. 

The little evidence which exists indicates that some free 

blacks in the capital lost their liberty in the late 1850's. 

Years after the end of chattel slavery, ex-bondsman James 

Gammell, ed., Laws of Texas, IV, 947-949; Fornell, 
Galveston Era, 237; Nichols, Forty Years of American Life, 
146-147. 

83 
In Jefferson and Orange counties free blacks de

creased from sixty-three in 1850 to thirty-one in 1860. 
Texas as a whole lost over forty free Negroes during the 
1850's. Andrew Forest Muir, "The Free Negro in Jefferson 
and Orange Counties, Texas," Journal of Negro History, 
XXXV (April, 1950), 199-203. 
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Gr\imbles recalled that just before the Civil War his mother 

"was put in jail at Austin until she would choose a guardeen 

[sic] ." Although she quickly selected Aaron Burleson as her 

master, "uncle Henry Perry didn't choose nobody and he was 

84 allowed to leave de state. He just hot up and left." 

Galveston authorities applied the anti-free Negro 

legislation so vigorously that the 1850's witnessed the 

virtual demise of the class. In 1858 fifteen free blacks 

remained in the city, but a local official noted that "some 

are here in contravention of the law. " After that date, 

perhaps because of overt governmental pressure, the free 

black population disintegrated. Many certainly left for 

more friendly environs, but others evidently remained in an 

altered status. Traveler Thomas L. Nichols noted that the 

free blacks, "having strong local attachments," chose mas

ters who would treat them as nominal bondsmen, allowing 

them to hire their time and otherwise caring for them in 

benevolent fashion. By 1860 only two free blacks, both 

with special talents and usefulness to the whites, remained 

in Galveston. Observers disagreed in their evaluation of 

the effects of the movement to eliminate the free black 

class. Nichols declared, "I am not aware that it gave much 

trouble to the coloured race," because he believed the 

° The story of James Grumbles, Federal Writers' 
Project, "Slave Narratives," in vertical file on slavery, 
folder 2, Austin Public Library. 
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85 
ex-freedmen adequately cared for by patriarchal masters. 

Lynn saw the matter from a different perspective. Taking 

seriously his responsibilities, the consul attempted to 

protect foreigners from being enslaved by Texas Law. He 

lacked the authority to act in behalf of Joseph Vicente 

Suarez, a Portuguese subject jailed by a Galveston County 

deputy sheriff on the charge of having "Negro blood and 

residing in the city in violation of the laws of the state." 

Lynn tried but failed to obtain the intervention of the 

Portuguese consul in New Orleans; Galveston authorities 

auctioned off Suarez on January 30, 1860. As seen by at

torney William P. Ballinger, this case evidenced "a sort 

of necessity of being ultra on the negro question. " Later 

that year Lynn secured the release of a black British cook 

on the technicality that he had been taken from his ship 

R6 
by a federal rather than a state official. 

Galveston eliminated its free black population with

out much fanfare or newspaper publicity. Little Rock 

achieved the same results only after years of emotional 

propaganda. Pleas for expulsion of local free Negroes be

gan with the creation of the city. In 1835 Gazette editor 

William E. Woodruff attacked the "black vipers." Sounding 

85 
Civilian and Gazette (Galveston), June 29, 1858; 

Nichols, Forty Years of American Life, 147. 
86 

Fornell, Galveston Era, 237-240; Ballinger Diary, 
January 31, 1860. 
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a theme central to southern history in this and later periods, 

he wrote that Arkansas should be made a "white man's" coun

try— "if the blacks will reside among us it must be in 

servitude." Other editors and newspapers continued to in

sist that "our true policy is to banish entirely from our 

State a class of denizens for which we have no use." Be

ginning in 1850 several legislators introduced expulsion 

bills which apparently had significant public support but 

failed, partially because of the belief that free Negroes 

as United States citizens had the right to remain in the 

87 

state. Frustrated opponents of free blacks may have re

sorted to violence to persuade them to leave. The estab

lishments of black businessmen Nathan Warren and William 

Stith both burned in the 1850's. Though a local paper at

tributed the blaze to accident or carelessness, Warren 
88 

suspected arson. 

In the mid-1850's several forces combined to assure 

the triumph of the eviction movement in Little Rock. In its 

Dred Scott decision the United States Supreme Court elimin

ated opposition to expulsion on the grounds that such action 

^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), July 7, 1835, 
March 16, 1842; Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), 
March 16, 1849; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little 
Rock), November 8, 1850; Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 
248. 

88 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

March 26, 1852, January 15, 1859. 
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would violate the Constitution. Newspapers reflected ever-

heightening sectional tension by stepping up their anti-

free Negro campaign. The journals increasingly used smear 

tactics, insinuating that any legislator who voted against 

eviction must be motivated by "abolitionist" sentiments. 

Extremists organized to further their campaign. The move

ment centered in Little Rock where in the summer of 1858 a 

group of well-known citizens drew up a circular. This 

document called for other counties to follow Pulaski's lead 

in organizing and securing pledges from legislative candi

dates "to enact a law that shall remove beyond the borders 

of Arkansas every free negro and mulatto within its limits, 

and forbid them for the future to enter into or remain in 

the state." The major thrust of the ensuing movement em

phasized the need to prevent "the ruin of our slaves as 

well as insecurity of life and property" caused by free 

89 

persons of color. This burgeoning anti-free Negro cam

paign received further support from organized labor in 

Little Rock. The mechanics proclaimed a motto of "let no 

negro be made free, or remain, if he is free, in Arkansas." 
90 

89 
Ibid., December 27, 1856; Arkansas True Democrat 

(Little Rock), October 27, 1858; "Circular to the People 
of Arkansas," quoted in Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 
256. 

90 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

September 25, 1858. 
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The expulsion movement triumphed in the winter of 

1858-1859. Confronted by a press and organized citizenry 

demanding action and assured of the constitutionality of 

such a measure by the highest legal authority in the land, 

the political system could hardly continue to resist de

mands for bold legislation. In late fall, 1858, Governor 

Elias Conway gave in. His message called for the removal 

of all free Negroes, though he held open the possibility 

of the more moderate approach of enforcing existing laws. 

The legislature responded to the governor's call by enact

ing a bill which ordered all adult free blacks and mulattoes 

out of the state by January, 1860. Those who remained at 

that time had either to choose a permanent master or to 

allow the state to hire them out for a year and then use 

the proceeds to finance their journey out of Arkansas. The 

law provided for any possible reoccurrence of the free Negro 

"nuisance" by forbidding future manumissions in Arkansas. 

It also acknowledged a transitional period during which free 

black orphans and the "aged and infiimi" would remain in 

Arkansas as paupers, and youths between ages seven and 

twenty-one would live in a state of semi-slave apprentice-

91 ship until they were of age. 

State and county authorities may not have enforced 

the law with precision. Noting that in 1860 census takers 

•̂"•Ibid., November 13, 1858, February 19, March 5, 
1859. 
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counted 144 free Negroes in Arkansas, one authority believes 

it likely "that there was the usual laxity in enforcement 

92 

of laws pertaining to free Negroes." Whatever the state

wide impact of the statute, it had the intended effect on 

Little Rock where the class vanished from the census rec

ords in 1860. Local officials may not have implemented 

each provision, especially the one regarding minors. They 

apparently did not have to auction off any free blacks, 

since the exodus from the Arkansas capital began soon after 

the enactment of the law if not before. According to sev

eral sources, some free blacks chose to remain in Little 

Rock as slaves. In the spring of 1860, after the law had 

taken effect, a Little Rock journalist wrote that many of 

the free Negroes who "tested the life of freedom among the 

freedom shriekers at the North . . . have returned and se-

93 lected masters in this city." This statement may have 

been pure propaganda, since no court records exist of a 

Little Rock black voluntarily becoming a slave. 

Most Little Rock citizens apparently rejoiced in 

the complete elimination of the free blacks, but a few 

92 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 256-258. 

93 
Fay Hempstead, Historical Review of Arkansas: 

Its Commerce, Industry and Modern Affairs (Chicago, 1911), 
I, 198-199; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little 
Rock), February 19, 1859; Arkansas True Democrat (Little 
Rock), May 4, 1859, January 18, March 7, 1860. 
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expressed reservations about the indiscriminate way in 

v^ich the law expelled the entire class, regardless of the 

particular worth of some individuals. One editor who had 

favored the law illustrated the tendency to have misgivings 

after the fact. He wrote, 

Henry King is a free colored man, and, in obedi
ence to the late act of the Legislature, is making 
preparations for leaving the State. We have known 
him from our boyhood, and take the greatest plea
sure in testifying to his good character. Wherever 
he may go we wish him well, and the community in 
which he casts his lot, will always be blessed g^ 
with that "noblest work of God" "an honest man." 

After it took effect the eviction law evidently declined in 

popularity in the Arkansas capital. Despite continued be

lief in the measure as "one of safety and of necessity," 

even the most rabid anti-Negro newspaper admitted "that in 

some individual cases, for which a general law could not 
95 

provide, it works a hardship." 

Elimination of the free black population, according 

to the theory behind that action, should have had a measur

able impact on the behavior of local slaves. In March, 

1860, a Little Rock newspaper concluded that since Arkansas 

had become "strictly a slave State . . . there has been a 

marked change for the better in the character of the slave 

population. There is no discontent and no disposition to 

94 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), February 19, 1859. 

95 
Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), May 4, 1859. 
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96 shirk service due even to indulgent master." The euphoria 

behind this optimistic pronouncement soon faded. Whether 

because of a growing awareness that injustice had been done 

to the blacks, because enforcement of the measure had be

come impractical, or because of disenchantment with continued 

unservility among the slave population, in early 1861 

Arkansas suspended further operation of the law until Jan

uary 1, 1863. By that time forces had been unleashed des

tined to reverse the attempt to make Arkansas "strictly a 

97 
slave State." 

These campaigns to reduce the problems of slave 

control by eliminating the free blacks from society paral

leled in some ways the efforts of other southern cities. 

But the older towns moved more gently—they attempted to 

limit the increase of free Negroes rather than to remove 

the class entirely. Tightening emancipation procedures re

sulted in relative decreases in the number of free blacks 

among the total population of the major cities; however, 

the class remained a fixture of the southern urban popula

tion. In most places free Negroes even multiplied numeri

cally. According to Professor Wade, the anti-free black 

movement indicated a disintegration of urban bondage. Surely 

the limp, ineffectual steps taken to curb the "menace" caused 

^^Ibid., March 7, 1860 

^"^Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 258. 
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by "free people of color" presents further evidence that 

98 slavery was declining in the largest cities of the South. 

The decisive actions of slaveowners in the smaller 

towns shows a continued vitality in the institution. In 

expelling the free browns and blacks all the southwestern 

99 

towns except Shreveport had dealt with what they con

sidered a crucial problem undermining the proper conduct 

of their slaves. Certainly the communities demonstrated 

great forcefulness in these efforts, and they removed one 

stimulant to the irritation which city slaves caused their 

masters. Yet, there remained the more basic fact that the 

urban milieu as a whole, rather than just one component of 

the environment, produced bondsmen with life styles and 

attitudes incompatible with the southern concept of the 

ideal slave. 

^^Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 248, 263, 330. 

^^The northwest Louisiana town may have evicted a 
few free Negroes during the Civil War years, but no evidence 
indicates a full-scale campaign. Sibley, History of the 
First Baptist Church, Shreveport, 13. 



CHAPTER V 

SOCIAL CONDITIONS 

Commentators on the urban Southwest often have de

scribed slave living conditions in almost rapturous terms. 

Referring to Galveston bondsmen. Earl Fornell emphasized 

their privileges rather than hardships, particularly in 

comparison to their rural brothers. He concluded that be

cause city masters "exercised a solicitous concern for the 

welfare of their slaves, . . . the status of the Negroes 

appeared to be more like that of 'charge' than of slaves." 

Historian Kenneth W. Wheeler, while noting that city slaves 

in Texas suffered the indignities of slavery and sometimes 

"wretched" conditions, nevertheless wrote that "their ma

terial welfare was more assured and comfortable than that 

of the overwhelming majority of San Antonio Mexicans and 
2 

many of the newly arrived immigrants." These modern-day 

approbations parrot the analyses of ante-bellum residents 

and visitors who wrote of the "indulgence" of urban owners 

and the intelligence, happiness, and cheerfulness of slaves 

•'"Fornell, Galveston Era, 115-117, 241. 

2 
Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 147-148. Unfor

tunately, Wheeler's conclusions suffer from an absence of 
suitable documentation. 

153 
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in various southwestern towns. 

Memoirs of ex-slaves partially confirm the concept 

that city bondsmen experienced a superior life style. 

Little Rockians Henry Blake and Julia White recalled the 

above average treatment and opportunities accorded to their 

families in contrast to the rural variety of bondage. In 

more elaborate terms Charlotte.Stevens explained: 

From the standpoint of understanding between 
the white and colored races. Little Rock has al
ways been a good place to live. The better class 
families did not speak of their retainers as 
slaves; they were called servants. Both my par
ents were educated by their masters. . . . Both 
my father and mother had peculiar privileges. 
The Ashley family were exceptional slaveowners; 
they permitted their servants to hire their 
time. There was class distinction, perhaps to 
greater extent than among the white people. 

When taken without reservation or qualification, 

these glowing descriptions lead to improper conclusions re

garding the benign nature of town slavery in the southwest. 

In fact, brutalities and inhumanities also confronted ur

ban bondsmen. The hiring system, which normally added to 

"̂ Philip Graham, ed. , "Texas Memoirs of Amelia E. 
Barr," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, LXIX (April, 1966), 
487; Willis W. Pratt, ed., Galveston Island, or, A Few 
Months Off the Coast of Texas: The Journal of Francis C. 
Sheridan 1839-1840 (Austin, 1954), 89. 

^The Story of Henry Blake, Federal Writers' Project, 
"Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 1, pp. 175-176; The Story 
of Julia A. White, Federal Writers' Project, "Slave Narra
tives," Arkansas, No. 7, pp. 109-115; The Story of Char
lotte E. Stevens, Federal Writers' Project, "Slave Narra
tives," Arkansas, No. 6, pp. 226-228. 
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the independence of the city slave, worked frequent hard

ships. Hired slaves sometimes found that a temporary mas

ter had less concern than their owner for their material 

welfare or state of mind. Two blacks rented out in Little 

Rock by W. S. Fulton complained particularly of overwork 

and abuse. Both bondsmen expressed an apparently sincere 

desire to return to their owner and opposed being hired in 
5 

the future. Traveler Amelia E. Barr penned a description 

of what she considered the heart-rending burdens wrought 

by slave hiring. Stopping for refreshment at a house about 

twenty miles from Austin, she 

saw a negro lad running with frantic speed towards 
a closed gate near the troughs. I walked towards 
this gate and watched his approach. He was spent 
of breath, and could hardly speak, but, after a 
mouthful of water, he gasped out, "How—long— 
fore Chris'mas. Misses?" I told him, and then 
asked, "Why do you want to know?" 

"I's gwine home at Chris'mas 1" he cried. 
I ain't long' to dese people—I'se only hired 
to them." 

"The last remarks he uttered with all the 
childish scorn and dislike imaginable, and then 
sobbed out once more, "I'se gwine home at 
Chris'mas. . . . I want to go home [to Austin]. 
I don't 'long here!"6 

Testimony of other town slaves also indicates that they 

viewed uprooting from family and friends caused by sale or 

John F. Fulton to William S. Fulton, January 9, 
1842, David Fulton to William S. Fulton, April 17, 1842, 
Matilda Fulton to William S. Fulton, August 14, 1842, 
Fulton Papers. 

^Barr, All the Days of My Life, 190. 
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hire as among the most objectionable features of the in

stitution. Manuel, a Pulaski County bondsman of William 

S. Fulton, vehemently resisted being removed from his 

Little Rock wife. His owners seemed incapable of prevent

ing their slave from spending most of his non-working hours 

in town. The family life which he so revered came to an 

abrupt and tragic end when his wife's owner left Little 

Rock and refused to purchase Manuel. Some slaves refused 

to accept the loss of loved ones as irrevocable—runaways 

from the urban Southwest frequently fled in an effort to 

reunite with their families. Other town fugitives demon

strated the strength of these ties by taking relatives 

p 

along on dangerous escape endeavors. Though the destruc

tion of families characterized most forms of bondage, it 

perhaps confronted blacks more harshly in urban areas where 
9 

transference by masters took place more frequently. 

7 
Matilda Fulton to William S. Fulton, February 6, 

1843, Fulton Papers; The Story of Josephine Ryles, Federal 
Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Texas, No. 3, pp. 
278-279; Charles Hooton, St. Louis' Isle, or Texiana; with 
Additional Observations Made in the United States and in 
Canada (London, 1847), 141. 

8 
See supra, 244. 

Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 117-121. A recent 
scholar has challenged the view that chronic instability 
made the slave family weak at best, matriarchal in form, 
and highly retarded in development. He concludes that "the 
Southern plantation was unique in the New World because it 
permitted the development of a monogamous slave family." 
He indicates that the family was an important "survival 
mechanism, " played a large role in the rearing of children 
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The care and material welfare of town slaves, which 

most observers saw as superior to that of plantation chat

tels, remained far from ideal. Despite the high value of 

slaves in the Southwest, urban masters risked their blacks 

in dangerous forms of labor which resulted in crippling 

and fatal accidents. In some cases the carelessness of 

slaveowners appeared responsible for the deaths of their 

workers. A black Shreveport sawyer, for example, "slipped 

off a saw log and being unable to swim could not get 

ashore." Local newspapers also recorded numerous in

stances of accidental deaths of unattended black children 

who wandered off and drowned, fell in front of railroad 

cars, or caught fire. Life in an urban area also subjected 

and in aiding their adaptation to the problems of slave life , 
and allowed for considerable authority of the male. The 
findings of this scholar may be taken to suggest that the 
urban setting, where sale and hire occurred more frequently 
and masters seldom maintained large units of workers, 
proved less conducive to stable family life. John W. Blas-
singame. The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Ante
bellum South (New York, 1972), 77-103. For a more tradi
tional view of the slave family, see E. Franklin Frazier, 
The Negro Family in America (Chicago, 1966), 1-15. 

The South-Western (Shreveport), September 6, 1854. 
For further cases of accidents see Civilian and Galveston 
Gazette, October 23, 1860; Galveston News, July 11, 1854, 
June 14, 1856; Texas State Times (Austin), August 18, 1855; 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), June 6, 1838, May 14, 1852; 
The South-Western (Shreveport), December 13, 1854, May 7, 
1856; Semi-Weekly Shreveport News, May 30, 1862. 

•̂ •̂ Texas State Gazette (Austin), January 6, 1855; 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), March 31, 1860; Old-
Line Democrat (Little Rock), July 5, 1860; Civilian and 
Galveston Gazette, June 1, 1858, September 4, 1860, April 
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slaves to great chances of contracting epidemic diseases. 

Whether because of greater exposure, unsanitary surround

ings, poorer diet, or inability to escape the area during 

times of crisis, city blacks in the Southwest seemed to 

suffer more from fever and cholera, particularly during 

12 
epidemics, than white residents. Furthermore, though 

masters at times expressed solicitous concern for the health 

of their "charges," in other cases slaveholders demonstrated 

parsimonious reluctance to call in a physician for their 

13 blacks. Slaves m these small towns apparently lacked 

hospital facilities which may have improved the health care 

14 
of blacks in the major cities of the South. 

23, 1861. These accounts failed to explain the specific 
causes of the accidents; they could have been the result 
of carelessness either by slave parents or by masters. 

1 2 
Thomas M. Jack to Guy M. Bryan, September 27, 

1858, Family Correspondence: 1843-1888 and undated, Guy 
M. Bryan to "My dear children," October 23, 1859, Laura H. 
Jack Correspondence, Guy M. Bryan Papers, Archives, Uni
versity of Texas Library, Austin; Reports of the British 
Consulate in Galveston, 1859; Galveston Weekly News, 
October 12, 1858; Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), June 5, 
1833; Texas Republican (Marshall), July 2, 1853; The South
western American (Austin), January 7, 1853. 

•'•'̂ David Fulton to William S. Fulton, July 20, 1841, 
John F. Fulton to William S. Fulton, January 26, 1843, 
Fulton Papers. 

14 
Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 138-140. Only Gal

veston had a slave hospital and it came into existence be
cause of the widespread illness among impressed bondsmen 
in the city. See supra, 306-308. 
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Urban bondsmen in the Southwest also experienced 

the brutalities of slavery. A visitor to Galveston re

ported that "the bowlings of the slaves receiving their 

15 
morning ration of cowhiding waked me at 4 o'clock a.m." 

Although defensive Galvestonians denied that slaves re

ceived beatings as a matter of course, other sources cor

roborate the fact that local authorities whipped bondsmen 

during early morning hours at the behest of their owners 

and that some citizens found the practice repugnant. Fur

thermore, even observers who denied the preponderance of 

cruel masters admitted that some slaveholders treated their 

1 6 

servants savagely. Local reporters blamed some anti-

Negro violence on the rowdiness of youthful whites, but in 

other cases newspapers stated plainly that "one of the best 

of owners is said to have ended the life of a negro girl. 

Hitherto the man has been of good character, and been con

sidered overly indulgent to his negroes." Usually the mur-
17 

derer fled and escaped prosecution. 

The law theoretically protected bondsmen from un

provoked, excessive physical brutality. But few cases 

•*"̂ "The Autobiography of August Bondi, " quoted in 
Stuart, Scrapbook, 232. 

16 
Galveston Commissioners' Court, Minutes, February 

27, 1857; Stuart, Scrapbook 232-233. 

-̂ "̂ Galveston News, March 22, July 15, 1856; Texas 
State Gazette (Austin), October 7, 1854; The Southern In
telligencer (Austin), July 7, 1858. 
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reached the courts of whites charged with abusing a slave, 

and the judges rendered fewer convictions for this crime. 

In Little Rock the state proved that J. C. Wood had beaten 

a "Negro Boy" belonging to Jacob Reider, but the jury de

cided that Wood "had just cause to do so" and recommended 

18 
that the slave receive ten additional lashes. Likewise, 

Galveston legal authorities provided harsh punishment and 

little protection for bondsmen. Henry Forbs, a black man 

who had been tried for burglary and acquitted, then faced 

prosecution for having escaped from jail before his trial. 

Because of the explicit instructions from Judge Shelby, 

the jury found Forbs guilty of jailbreaking, and, consider

ing him "a hard character," anticipated a sound flogging 

and imprisonment as his punishment. Instead, Shelby sen

tenced the prisoner to hand until "dead, dead, dead." Even 

people who respected the judge and disliked Forbs concluded 

that the harsh sentence derived from the court's bitter 
19 

racial hatreds. Slaves charged with more serious offenses 

did not always receive a trial. A black servant of R. P. 

Jones, accused of assaulting a white woman, died at the 

The South-western (Shreveport), April 4, 1855; 
District Court of Galveston, Minutes, III, June 4, 6, 8, 
1853, June 12, 1856, January 5, July 6, 7, 1857; Corpora
tion Court Records in Little Rock City Council Records, A, 
April 14, 1841. 

•""̂ Hayes, "Island and City of Galveston," 418-420. 
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20 
hands of a lynch mob in 1844. In a sensational trial in 

1864 a slave named Jackson also faced the wrath of aroused 

white citizens who hanged him before the court could pass 

sentence. During the trial itself several white married 

women testified that Jackson had attempted (once success

fully) to rape them, though none explained why they had 

21 not previously reported the "heinous outrage." 

Certainly the accolades describing town slavery in 

the Southwest must be balanced by knowledge that the mental 

sufferings, disease, and violence endemic to the "peculiar 

22 

institution" in the United States also constituted an 

element of bondage in Little Rock, Shreveport, Austin, and 

Galveston. If some ex-slaves recalled their owners fondly 

and local race relations with pride, other former chattels 

vividly remembered the overwork, ill health, and beatings 

of the days before freedom. An Austin woman, when asked if 

her owner had treated her harshly, answered, "Lawd, child, 

don't talk! See this scar above my eye? That's where he 

almost knocked out my eyeball." She further explained 

having been "almost starved to death" and being saved only 

through pittances of food from some white playmates and 

^^Ben C. Stuart, "Brief Chronology," (microfilm in 
Rosenberg Library, Galveston, Texas), 34-35. 

•̂'-Hayes, "Island and City of Galveston," 625. 

^^Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: 
Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (New York, 1956) , passim. 
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through purchase by another family who "treated me fine."^^ 

Even slaves who recalled kind treatment from their owners 

also mentioned the indignities of slavery and confirmed the 

fact that the manner of treatment depended on the whims of 

24 the master. Before praising the "indulgence" of white 

families to their slaves, another town resident pointed out 

25 that "of course there were hard masters and mistresses." 

An overwhelming preponderance of evidence indicates that 

slaves in the Southwest preferred urban to rural environ

ments, but masters could demonstrate cruelty, and the bonds 

of slavery remained harsh in either setting. 

Numerous, diverse reasons have been suggested to 

explain why superior social conditions existed for town 

bondsmen of the area. The proximity of other whites in the 

urban situation may have restrained owners from some un

seemly punishments. For purely economic reasons slave

holders may have hesitated in abusing the skilled or other

wise highly valuable bondsmen who lived in great numbers in 

23 
Brewer, ed., Negro in Travis County, 14-17; 

The Story of Clara Anders, Federal Writers' Project, 
"Slave Narratives," in vertical file on slavery, folder 2, 
Austin Public Library. 

24 
The Story of Henry Blake, Federal Writers' Pro

ject, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 1, p. 175; The 
Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal Writers' Project, 
"Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 6, p. 228. 

25 
Graham, ed., "Texas Memoirs of Amelia E. Barr," 487. 
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26 
the cities. Working largely as domestic servants, town 

blacks perhaps developed closer personal associations with 

whites, a situation which may have discouraged unnecessary 

harshness and created more paternalistic affection among 

27 
slaveholders for the "charges." Black-white sexual rela-

2ft 

tions and the resulting miscegenation could account par

tially for the superior social conditions of town bondsmen. 

Not only might masters allow greater privileges to their 

black mates and families, but the lightness of town slaves 

may have shielded them from a slight amount of racial 

29 abuse. Other historians believe that urban residents 

26 
Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 147-148; Lucadia 

Pease mentioned the high cost of labor as a force in re
straining owners from mistreating their slaves. Lucadia 
Pease to [anonymous], March 2, 1851, Pease-Graham-Niles 
Family Papers. 

27 
^'The correspondence of the Pease, Fulton, and 

Ballinger families indicate some paternalistic tolerance 
among the white families for their blacks, even though 
crises and dissatisfactions also seemed continual. 

28 
Comparison of interracial sex in the urban South

west with the larger cities of the South is difficult be
cause of the dearth of sources on the subject in the smaller 
towns. Racial intermingling of every possible kind occurred 
in the southwestern towns. Nevertheless, unless newspapers, 
city and state courts, and individual citizens displayed 
greater reticence about the subject than their eastern coun
terparts, it seems safe to conjecture that miscegenation 
was somewhat less common in the frontier towns. The signifi
cance of this conclusion is that it suggests that the demi-
world of urban slavery may have been less well-developed 
than in the major urban areas of the South. See Wade, 
Slavery in the Cities, 258-262. 

29 
For cases of miscegenation in the urban Southwest, 

see Sibley, Travelers in Texas, 148; Brewer, ed., Negro in 
Travis County, 12; Texas State Times (Austin), May 12, 1854; 
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accorded kind treatment to impress travelers with the mild

ness of the institution and to ease guilty consciences 
or) 

about slavery and the Africal slave trade. 

In addition to the factors which encouraged benevo

lence among whites, social forces partially outside the 

control of the master class led to a preferable life style 

for town slaves. The greater independence of urban bonds

men, particularly those who "hired out" and "lived out," 

allowed slaves to provide for themselves and to grasp some, 

albeit restricted, freedoms. A more concentrated popula

tion broadened horizons for town chattels. The uniqueness 

of city life derived not only from indulgent attitudes of 

some masters, but also from the liberated attitudes, the 

wide circle of friends, the unservile relations with whites, 

and the liberty from constant white surveillance which town 

slaves experienced. These qualities, more than being 

handed out by kind masters, accrued to slaves who seized 

the opportunities presented by the complexities of the ur

ban milieu. 

Pulaski County Circuit Court, Criminal Record, B, December 
20, 1849, June 4, 1850; The Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, 
Federal Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 
6, p. 226. Lucadia Pease noted the whiteness of domestic 
slaves in Galveston and expressed concern that these in
dividuals had to remain in bondage and "associate with real 
black negroes." Lucadia Pease to [anonymous], March 2, 
1851, Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers. 

30 
Fornell, Galveston Era, 117. 
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Commentators on the superior social conditions of 

town bondsmen seldom referred to the necessities of life. 

The dearth of information on the diet of urban slaves sug

gests its plainness. That many city blacks worked in a 

domestic capacity or engaged in slef-hire may have in

creased their opportunities of acquiring extra provisions 

through purchase or pilfering. Still, slaves probably sel

dom satiated their appetites. A Galveston physician wrote 

of the local "negroes eating anything and drinking every-
31 

thing, " an indication that an overabundance of food did 

not exist for the enslaved class. 

In the crucial area of housing town blacks in the 

southwest frequently lived in makeshift fashion. Many 

bondsmen, because they worked in a domestic capacity for 

masters who owned only a few laborers, found lodging in the 

32 

residences of their owners. Slaves housed in this manner 

probably did not consider their situation particularly for

tunate. Besides being at the immediate beck and call of 

their master, they sometimes gained not even a room of their 

31 
Quoted in William Manning Morgan, Trinity Episco

pal Church Galveston, Texas 1841-1953 (Houston and Galves
ton, 1954), 21. 

32 
Since about one-half of the town slaves in the 

Southwest toiled in small units, masters undoubtedly found 
it more convenient and economical to house their bondsmen 
and families under one roof; therefore, it seems likely 
that a large number of urban blacks lived in their masters' 
dwellings. 
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own, sleeping instead on a pallet. One such bondswoman in 

Austin bedded down too close to the fireplace in her ef

fort at keeping warm, caught her clothes on fire, and died 

33 
in the blaze. Although a few masters such as Absalom 

Fowler of Little Rock provided comfortable accommodations 

in their houses for use as servants' quarters, slaves 

usually occupied poor rooms, sometimes even transforming 

the kitchen into a bedroom at night. Despite such draw

backs, living in the house of the urban master probably 

compared favorably to the alternative offered by planta

tions. 

Another large group of urban slaveowners housed 

their blacks in "negro quarters" or outbuildings adjacent 

to the main dwelling. Many of these facilities served 

multiple functions as outside kitchens, carriage houses, 

and stables, with bondsmen occupying the upper story or 

35 
some corner of the buildings. In a few instances wealthy 

33 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), December 19, 1857. 

34 
Margaret Smith Ross, "Absalom Fowler and His Home," 

Pulaski County Historical Review, V (June, 1957), 19; Gal
veston News, July 18, 1857; The South-Western (Shreveport), 
March 21, 1855. Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 149, 
also concludes that many town slaves lived in the same 
houses as their masters. 

35 
Civilian and Galveston Gazette, November 20, 1847; 

Galveston Weekly News, April 17, 1855, October 28, 1856, 
November 24, 1857, March 20, 1864; Joseph Osterman Dyer, 
Scrap Book: Articles on Galveston and Texas History mostly 
from the Galveston News December 14, 1919-September 19, 1926 
(Rosenberg Library, Galveston, Texas), 51-52. 
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masters recreated their concept of plantation splendor in 

an urban setting. Charles Fowler of Galveston and Chester 

Ashley and William E. Woodruff of Little Rock built town 

dwellings replete with servant quarters, woodyards, chicken 

houses, barns, formal gardens, and even a hothouse, all of 

which occupied an entire city block or more. As with other 

varieties of housing, the "outbuildings" varied in quality 

from "small huts" to crowded barns to commodious two story 
36 

brick habitats. 

Because of the close ties of the institution 

with agriculture, many slaves in Little Rock, Austin, and 

Shreveport undoubtedly found accommodations in small, 

plantation-like quarters which allowed a kind of d£ facto 

segregation from whites, especially at night. While Gal

veston experienced little agrarian influence on its manner 

of slave housing, it developed intricate street systems 

with alleys serving as the focal point for back buildings 
37 

of black and white servants and other laborers. Slaves 

who had this separate but on-premises housing augmented the 

36 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 112, 149; 

[Anonymous], "The William E. Woodruff Home," Pulaski County 
Historical Society Review, X (December, 1962), 53-55; The 
Story of Julia A. White, Federal Writers' Project, Arkansas, 
No. 7, p. 123; Burton, History of Galveston, Letter # 38, 
p. 1; Dyer, Scrap Book, 51-52; Dorothy Bracken and Maurine 
Whorton Redway, Early Texas Homes (Dallas, 1956), 176. 

37 
Fornell, Galveston Era, 92-93. 
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bondsmen who lived apart from their owners in creating an 

underground life style away from their masters. 

The custom of allowing bondsmen to establish their 

own households provided a subject for much debate, but in 

each of the southwestern towns some blacks occupied dwell

ings away from their owners. The number of slaves having 

independent residences can only be approximated, as ob

servers usually confined their estimates to generalities, 

but the practice evidently became extensive. A historian 

of Galveston wrote, "as a general rule the slaves in the 

city were well treated, many of them having their own 

38 homes." Reform-minded Little Rock mechanics attacked 

the "settled practice" of permitting slaves "to go at 

39 
large." More exactly, an Austin newspaper approximated 

that "nearly half the Negroes in town . . . keep houses of 

their own," and a Galveston reporter declared, "there are 

upwards of forty houses in town occupied exclusively by 

negroes." The size of the slave population who "lived 

Stuart, Scrapbook, 233. Ante-bellum sources 
corroborate the view that "many" slaves gained the privi
lege of separate housing. Civilian and Gazette (Galveston), 
November 2, 1844; Galveston News, October 2, 1856. 

•^^rkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock) , 
October 16, 1858. 

"^^Civilian and Galveston Gazette, July 22, 1851; 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 19, 1851. A kind of 
separate housing also occurred when slaveowners left their 
premises entirely under the supervision of black servants. 
Galveston Weekly News, September 20, 1853. 

'«. 



169 

out" varied because owners under community pressure some

times withdrew the privilege, if only temporarily. 

These slave quarters probably resembled other forms 

of housing for bondsmen in the sense that they provided 

far from ideal conditions. Some Galveston squatters 

built on city property what a governmental committee de

scribed as "wretched hovels or huts" and rented them ille-

42 gaily to black families. ^ For slaves the attractions of 

these abodes derived not from their superior physical sur

roundings but from the opportunity they offered for at 

least quasi-freedom. The separate slave houses served as 

the backbone for a slave society less dependent on or ob

served by the governing classes. Whites often feared the 

existence of this sub-culture because, in the words of one 

paper, "it is next to impossible, with the limited police 

of the city, to prevent occasional disorders among them." 

More dangerously, according to other reports, the "pest 

houses" where blacks lived without proper surveillance 

attracted "the most idle and worst disposed of this class 

By way of exception the home of the William Wal
lace Andrews family by intimation was a comfortable one. 
Clara B. Kennan, "The First Negro Teacher in Little Rock," 
Arkansas Historical Quarterly, IX (Autumn, 1950), 196-197. 

Proceedings of Mayor and Aldermen, Galveston, 
April 1, 1854. An Austin black whose master granted him 
the right to move away lived mostly in the woods, without 
any permanent housing. Graham, ed., "Texas Memoirs of 
Amelia E. Barr," 482. 
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[who] assemble at night and discuss, if they do not organ

ize, plans of mischief." Even if no revolutionary coterie 

developed, some whites believed that "this 'worse than 

free* class exercises an exceedingly pernicious influence 

upon servants who are kept at home in their proper places— 

where all negroes ought to be." 

The practice of allowing a slave to hire his own 

time and provide his own housing had an obvious appeal to 

slaveowners. It pleased the bondsmen, and the masters 

gained a source of income without suffering the normal 

trials of controlling the blacks or providing accommoda

tions for them. But increasing protests from distraught 

whites persuaded city authorities to act against the system. 

Galveston experimented with solutions to the problem, for 

a long time allowing owners to rent separate dwellings for 

blacks after posting bond guaranteeing their good behavior; 

however, by the late ante-bellum years each of the south

western towns had made the practice entirely illegal. 

These actions by the town governments probably limited the 

amount of residential segregation without eliminating it. 

Civilian and Galveston Gazette, July 22, 1851; 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 19, 1851; Arkansas State 
Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 16, 1858. 

44 
For a more extensive discussion of the housing 

laws see infra, 73-76. Some slaveowners undoubtedly obeyed 
the ordinances prohibiting slaves from "living out." Aus-
tinite William Rust successfully applied for a special or
dinance permitting two of his slaves to reside by them
selves. Records of Mayor and Aldermen, Austin, April 5, 
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The characteristic of urban slave life which caught 

the eye of most observers stemmed from the appearances and 

mannerisms of the blacks rather than the necessities pro

vided for them. Some travelers noted a joviality among 

45 

town bondsmen; others pointed out the aristocratic feel

ing among blacks. Charles Hooton drew upon his stay in 

Galveston to "give a slight sketch of the negro character, 

as developed in the person of a tall, fine, handsome fel

low—handsome of his kind, I mean—named Tom. " More im

portant than his physical characteristics, "Tom prided him

self upon being a gentleman, and as he really did know how 

to behave himself," wrote Hooton, "I treated him precisely 

as well as his master or any other 'Mr.' in Galveston." 

Though a slave, Tom attempted to recreate polite manners, 

particularly in dealing with respectable whites and 

"ladies" of any color. In one case he risked losing a 

valuable handkerchief which he had dropped while on a Sun

day afternoon stroll with a woman on each arm. It "would 

be berry ungenteel, " explained Tom, to stop and retrieve 

the lost object. "But what if it had been lost? 'In that 

case . . . I care nothin 'bout [it] 'cos I wouldn't insult 

46 
any lady 'bout a handercher." Former slave Charlotte 

1864. By way of contrast, in Little Rock the major pro
test against separate slave housing occurred after the 
ordinance abolishing the custom took effect. 

^^Pratt, ed., Galveston Island, 50. 
46 
Hooton, St. Louis' Isle, 138-141. 
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Stephens also recalled that Little Rock servants imitated 

the social graces of their owners, particularly by speak

ing softly and with proper English, making use of nice man-

47 
ners, and showing "good form" in receiving guests. 

Even the dress of city bondsmen directed attention 

to their apparently luxurious manner of living. In typical 

fashion and undoubtedly with some exaggeration a Little 

Rock newspaper in early 1865 pointed to the apparel of 

local slaves as proof of the mildness of the institution: 

The negroes were the best, or richest dressed among 
us. On Sunday, a visit to the negro church would 
enable one to see more silk, satin lace and broad
cloth than could be found among a congregation of 
so many whites. The merchant who got the negro 
trade was lucky.^° 

In Galveston, where good care of one's "servants" became a 

mark of social respectability, ostentatious competition 

took place as masters encouraged lavish display among their 

blacks. Though slaves from upper class families supposedly 

wore only discarded finery, some prideful owners apparently 

dressed their servants in new clothing in an effort to 

49 
outdo their neighbors. 

The Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal Writ
ers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 6, p. 228. 

"̂ D̂aily National Democrat (Little Rock), January 9, 
1865, quoted in Richards, Story of a River Town, 78. 

"^^Fornell, Galveston Era, 116-117. The extent of 
luxurious dress among slaves may have been exaggerated by 
Fornell since the major source for his conclusion is a 
passage in the diary of James Arthur Lyon Fremantle which 
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Notices of runaways, who in the urban Southwest 

represented a fairly accurate cross section of the local 

bondsmen, indicate that slaves occasionally obtained fine 

clothing and apparently took pride in their dress. A 

Shreveport fugitive wore at the time of his departure "a 

pair of dark satinet pants, a kersey frock coat, slouched 

hat," and he carried another bag of clothes. Slaves es

caped from Little Rock with "a good many clothes" including 

wool hats, dress boots, calf skin pumps, cassinet pants, 

striped hickory shirt, satin vests, alpaca or cassinet 

coats, pins, ribbons, and watches. One slaveowner wrote 

revealingly of his "genteel" looking runaway: "as she had 

a variety of wearing apparel, I cannot describe her cloth-

.,50 mg. " 

Other runaways, though not outfitted flamboyantly, 

wore suitable amounts of "good clothing. " But far more 

slaves dressed plainly than expensively. "Common" shirts 

of linen, cotton, flannel, or linsey; "home-made" or "hard-

time" pants usually cut from cotton, woolen, or jeans 

actually referred to Houston rather than Galveston slaves. 
Moreover, the accounts of fine dress among bondsmen should 
not disguise the fact that fancy apparel was second-hand 
and donned mostly on Sundays and holidays. Lord, ed., 
Fremantle Diary, 58-60. 

50 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), July 3, 1839, 

November 10, 1841, December 13, 1862; Arkansas State Demo
crat (Little Rock), October 27, 1848; The Texas Republican 
(Marshall), June 1, 1849; Arkansas True Democrat (Little 
Rock), May 26, 1860. 
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fabric; "coarse" coats made from jeans, woolen, and kersey 

material or fashioned out of old cloaks and blankets; "good 

stout," "common," or "Russet" shoes, boots, and brogans— 

these items comprised the basic apparel of male slaves. 

Females most often wore simple plaid dresses and handker

chiefs. Clearly, casual or boasting observers sometimes 

failed to delineate between the Sunday finery displayed by 

bondsmen and the ordinary work dress of the city slaves. 

Nevertheless, a preponderance of the runaway advertisements 

suggested that town bondsmen in the Southwest, like those 

of the major southern cities, often possessed better cloth-

51 
ing in greater amounts than did rural slaves. 

Slaves in the towns of the Southwest also enjoyed 

enlarged opportunities for recreation, much of which whites 

viewed with condescending amusement though occasional slips 

of propriety created some resentment. As in rural areas, 

urban blacks fished and swam with few restrictions except 

51 
The Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), May 9, 1832; 

Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), April 12, May 17, 1836, 
August 8, 1838, October 30, 1839, November 10, 1841; The 
Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), August 21, 1844, May 7, 
1845; Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), December 4, 
1846, February 4, 1848, May 18, 1849; Civilian and Galves
ton Gazette, August 14, 1847; The Caddo Gazette (Shreve
port), February 6, 1850; Arkansas State Gazette and Demo
crat (Little Rock), February 8, 1850, January 31, 1851, 
October 15, 1852, April 11, 1857, October 30, 1858; Texas 
State Gazette (Austin), January 5, 1856; Arkansas True 
Democrat (Little Rock), June 30, October 27, 1857, Decem
ber 15, 1858, June 29, 1859; Old-Line Democrat (Little Rock), 
April 19, 1860. 
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that municipal authorities attempted to prevent "nude bath-

52 

ing." The social life of town slaves also improved be

cause of various cultural attractions which came to the 

communities. Entertainments such as the circus drew "crowds 

of both sexes, all sizes and colors" with servants and 

53 children sometimes admitted for half price. Slaves also 

occasionally went to political rallies. Lucadia Pease re

ported to her politician husband that the "ludicrous" 

crowd present to hear Sam Houston in Austin in 1857 in

cluded "quantities of negroes." 

Town slaves became involved in local culture as 

participants as well as observers. In Austin an old slave 

named Jim Piper fiddled for both white and black dances. 

Male slaves belonging to the Ashley family of Little Rock 

played both brass and stringed instruments in public and 

private concerts and on the front lawn of the mansion. 

More spectacularly, the Shreveport Ethiopian Band, 

52 
Ballinger Diary, June 10, 1860; Arkansas State 

Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), August 9, 1850; Minutes 
of the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, A, 351; Proceedings 
of Mayor and Aldermen, Galveston, April 1, 1854. The only 
other complaint about water recreation for slaves centered 
on its dangers. One paper reported that over a number of 
years four or five blacks drowned in one pool alone. The 
Southern Intelligencer (Austin), July 10, 1861. 

•̂̂ Texas State Gazette (Austin), November 26, 1859; 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), June 13, 
1857; Tri-Weekly Intelligencer (Austin), November 25, 1859. 

Lucadia Pease to Elisha M. Pease, July 20, 1857, 
Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers. 
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consisting of local slave musicians, provided superior en

tertainment for white dances in the area. In order to de

velop their abilities more thoroughly the group appealed 

to the local government and received permission "to play 

and practice on their instruments within the limits of the 

corporation," provided they obtain written passes, notify 

the constable regarding the time and place of their sessions, 

55 and break up their practices by 11 p. m. For the most 

part the local black entertainers received commendations 

for their performances. Describing "a very agreeable 

party . . . at the Old Capital," one newspaper proclaimed 

that the "colored gentlemen": 

tormented catgut, irritated the tamborine, flagel
lated the triangle, and manipulated the best 
humored strains imaginable, defying time and tune. 
After each set, the Orchestra retired for re
freshment—each and every resting spell increas
ing the musical ardor.^6 

Slaves in the urban Southwest did not have daily 

entertainment as a matter of course. Their lives consisted 

of long working days with different forms of sport seized 

whenever possible and often on the sly. Most public slave 

amusement accepted as legitimate by ruling whites occurred 

^^The Story of John Sneed, Federal Writers' Project, 
"Slave Narratives," Texas, No. 4, p. 48; Taylor, Negro 
Slavery in Arkansas, 112; Ross, "Nathan Warren," 64-67; 
Taylor, Negro Slavery in Louisiana, 228-229; Minutes of 
the Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, A, 235. 

^^Southwestern American (Austin), October 8, 1853. 
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on Sundays and holidays. On these days the number of blacks 

in town increased significantly as rural bondsmen came in 

search of release. Frequently slaves accompanied their 

owners who went to town for economic, social, or religious 

purposes. Other slaves, when permitted free time on Sunday 

afternoons, took off for town on their own. These rural 

blacks presented serious social problems to town authori

ties. Slaveholders in northwestern Louisiana sometimes 

allowed their chattels to haul wood to Shreveport on Sunday 

afternoons, the profits from which, according to a local 

newspaper, usually went to drink. Moreover, these black 

teamsters also loitered "away their time until a late hour 

and make up the loss by furious driving, " a policy not con-
r-7 

ducive to maintenance of safe streets. 

Urban masters in the Southwest commonly permitted 

their slaves, in the words of one traveler, "full liberty" 

once a week. "One day in seven is not much, " he continued, 

"still in a southern state it is a great deal. On Sunday, 

therefore, the poor negroes endeavour to compensate for 

the six days of toil and servitude, and accordingly in

dulge in their two favorite amusements of promenading and 

^'The Story of John Sneed, Federal Writers' Project, 
"Slave Narratives," Texas, No. 4, p. 48; Matilda Fulton to 
William S. Fulton, April 5, 1840, Fulton Papers; The South
western (Shreveport), July 20, 1859; Taylor, Negro Slavery 
in Louisiana, 194; Caddo Gazette and De Soto Intelligencer 
(Shreveport), November 22, 1843. Minutes of Mayor and 
Trustees, Shreveport, A, 337. 



178 

58 
dancing." In Galveston slaves combined their love for a 

"frolic" with riding as they galloped carriages along the 

beach "making the air sound with their songs and shouts of 

revelry." This European observer noticed the frantic na

ture of slave recreation; they began the afternoon's activi

ties as soon as possible, not waiting until the heat dis-

59 sipated. Dancing provided the most universal recreation. 

Sporadically, owners allowed night-time slave dances in 

and around urban areas. A Travis County, Texas, ex-slave 

fondly recalled "the old ring dance" when "the fiddle rung 
60 

I M out and the pigeon wing was high. 0, what a night I 

Holidays also provided opportunities for slave di

version. May Day celebrations in Galveston produced merri

ment for the young and working classes, black and white. 

Slaveowners contributed carriages driven by and containing 

slaves fitted in their finest apparel. Since custom denied 

the aristocracy the privilege of gaudy parading, competition 
61 

ensued to show off wealth by dressing up the blacks. 

cp 
Emmanuel Henri Diedonn^ Domenech, Missionary Ad

ventures in Texas and Mexico: A Personal Narrative of Six 
Years' Sojourn in Those Regions (London, 1858), 2223. 

Ibid. 
60 
Brewer, ed., Negro in Travis County, 15. 

^•^Fornell, Galveston Era, 116-117. 
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More commonly, masters designated Christmas for 

slave festivities. Many bondsmen received the entire week 

before the New Year free from all but the most necessary 

tasks; however, some owners granted the customary holiday 

ungraciously. Describing Christmas week, 1853, a Little 

Rock newspaper wrote that "negroes have made themselves 

69 

hoarse hollowing [sic] 'Christmas gift.'" Owners some

times seemed to resent slave merriment. Matilda F. Fulton 

wrote to her husband that "I assure you we have never spent 

so dull a Christmas . . . indeed, we would not know it was 

Christmas if it was not for the servants. They have had 
63 

holiday all this week." 

Some bondsmen, in the words of a Little Rock resi

dent, "claimed the week of Christmas as their own and acted 

64 
accordingly," but usually celebrations took a more con
trollable form. Galveston blacks attended formal balls, 
"the music of which resounded late into the night, " given 

65 
by slaves but under white supervision. Masters objected 

to the dances because of their loudness, length, and 

62 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

December 30, 1853. 
63 
Matilda F. Fulton to William S. Fulton, January 1, 

1843, Fulton Papers. 
64 
John T. Fulton to William S. Fulton, December 31, 

1841, ibid. 
^^Roemer, Texas, 48; Proceedings of Mayor and Alder

men, Galveston, December 1, 1854. 
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expansiveness. Austinite Lucadia Pease wrote to her New 

England relatives that "the colored people tried to keep 

Merry Christmas in spite of the cold, our servants went to 

a party . . . and danced till daylight." In Little Rock, 

according to one description, "the negroes have engaged in 

and carried out frolicking [sic] to its fullest latitude, 
66 

having nightly revels from its commencement." During the 

festivities bondsmen made or mended their finest clothing, 

attended weddings, celebrated religiously, and when possible 

gave parties of their own. One such affair included, wrote 

an observant slaveowner, 

a handsome supper—a turkey, pair of ducks and 
chickens, roast beef, and two large loaves of 
cakes with coffee, biscuits, etc. made the table 
look quite inviting. Some of the niggers were 
church members, and consequently their amuse
ment was singing hymns, while others tript [sic] 
it on the fantastic toe. They went to several 
parties which were almost as genteel . . . as 
white folks parties. 

Clearly the urban slave—even more than his rural counter

part—grasped the holiday season as a time for escape and 

recreation. 

Other cultural expressions of the blacks took the 

form of song lyrics and rhymes, some of an apparently frivo

lous nature indica-ting an attempt to create happiness and 

^^Lucadia Pease to "My Dear Sister," January 14, 
1856, Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers; John T. Fulton to 
William S. Fulton, December 31, 1841, Fulton Papers. 

67 
Lucadia Pease to Maria (Niles) Moor, December 31, 

1856, Lucadia Pease to "Dear Sister Juliet," December 30, 
1857, December 30, 1860, Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers. 
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to gain release from the bitterness of servitude. Addi

tional folk tunes concentrated on such a universal theme 

68 

as unrequited love. But religion provided the most signif

icant social outlet for city slaves since, at least in some 

forms, the white community accepted or encouraged black 

spiritual activity. Essentially, two strands ran through 

the religious life of urban bondsmen, one within the or

ganized church of the master class and the other outside 

it. Though whites sometimes viewed the black church with 

patronizing amusement, they also periodically recognized 

it as a potentially dangerous force and attempted to repress 

it. 

Blacks composed a significant part of church mem

bership on the urban frontier as some masters urged their 

servants to join the established order. The first adherents 

of the Presbyterian sect in Little Rock and Shreveport and 

the Episcopalian denomination in Galveston included slaves 

69 

of the white founders. In some cases blacks lent sub

stantial numerical support to the churches of their owners. 

Slaves comprised approximately one-half of the member ship 

of both the First Baptist Church in Shreveport and the 

Methodist congregation in Austin; at one point the early 

^^Brewer, ed., Negro in Travis County, 15. 
69 . . . 
S. G. Miller, The History of Presbyterianism in 

Arkansas 1828-1902 (Little Rock, n. d.), 11; "Churches of 
Shreveport," (pamphlet in Shreve Memorial Library, Shreve
port; Morgan, Trinity Episcopal Church, Galveston, 63. 



182 

Methodist church in Little Rock contained only fifty whites 

70 but claimed seventy blacks. 

Churches provided varied services for slave Chris

tians. Some attended the same sermon as their owners, 

though these churches avoided complete integration by rele

gating the blacks to the balcony. The Presbyterians of 

Shreveport set aside their basement for slave worship. Aus

tin Methodist ministers customarily preached to black au

diences on Sunday afternoons, believing that such a prac

tice "in a great measure provided for . . . the spiritual 

interest of the colored population of our towns and vil

lages." In 1859 the Conference appointed a minister to 

71 
head the "colored mission" of Travis county. The message 

delivered by white preachers to bondsmen commonly exhorted 

them to fulfill loyally their "duty" because "Thou who 

knowest his Master's will and obeys it not shall be beaten 

72 
with many stripes." 

70 
T. H. Thurmond, "History of the First Baptist 

Church," in Maude Hearne O'Pry, ed., Chronicles of Shreve
port (Shreveport, 1923), 203; Macum Phelan, A History of 
Early Methodism in Texas 1817-1866 (Nashville, 1924), 369-
427. 

'-̂ The Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal Writ
ers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 6, p. 227; 
Jasper K. Smith and Dolph G. Frantz, compilers, "History 
of First Presbyterian Church (1845-1926)," in O'Pry, Chron
icles of Shreveport, 238-245; Texas Sentinel (Austin), Sep
tember 12, 1857; Texas State Gazette (Austin), December 3, 
1859; The Southwestern American (Austin), May 25, 1853. 

7 2 
'Brewer, ed., Negro in Travis County, 14. Sibley, 

History of the First Baptist Church, Shreveport, 13. 
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Such unrewarding doctrine repelled most slaves. A 

few withdrew completely from religious participation and 

73 
declared themselves unrepentent sinners. More commonly 

blacks founded their own churches led in most cases by 

"native" preachers. Citizens of Little Rock and Galveston 

permitted the existence of separate black congregations, 

though not without some hesitation; but Austin and Shreve

port slaves had to choose either white churches or extra

legal black services. The Negro Baptist Church of Little 

Rock, like its white counterpart, had a sporadic history 

and did not emerge permanently until 1858 when it claimed 

forty-two members headed by Elder Wilson Brown. Because of 

the strong leadership of William Wallace Andrews, a black 

Methodist church known as Wesley Chapel became the leading 

black congregation of the Arkansas capital. Founded in 

1848, it grew to over two hundred members by 1851, though 

in that same year non-payment of back taxes threatened its 
74 

destruction. Galveston, where more "respectable" whites 

preferred a stolid, unevangelical form of religious ex

pression, spawned two Negro congregations which erected 

73 
The Story of John Williams, Federal Writers' Pro

ject, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 7, p. 174. 
74 . , . _ 
J. S. Rogers, History of Arkansas Baptists (Little 

Rock, 1948), 170; Kennan, "First Negro Teacher in Little 
Rock," 196-197; Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 168; 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), November 7, 1851. A 
separate black congregation developed in Little Rock be
fore 1848. Simply called the "African Church"; it appar
ently lost its property for failing to pay taxes in 1847. 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), March 27, 1847. 
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substantial buildings seating about three hundred and fifty 

persons each. The black Methodists with some white support 

built Reedy Chapel, maintaining it financially by holding 

75 fund-raising fairs to supplement their own collections. 

Slave Baptists probably retained somewhat closer relations 

with the white church, and they constructed what has been 

described as "a neat and pleasant house of worship which 

cost them ten or twelve hundred dollars." Some Galvestonians, 

believing that the churches demonstrated the superior con

ditions of the city slaves, prided themselves on the achieve-

76 
ment of the black denominations. 

For city slaves, as for many whites of the area, 

religion served as an emotional release and as a form of 

entertainment. Blacks attended church in part to display 

their finery and to meet socially with their friends. In 

Galveston church attendance served as a beginning for the 

entertainments of the day. One Sunday Father Peter, the 

black preacher, confuted those who had gathered for pri

marily convivial purposes by delivering a long-winded ser

mon. According to Tom, a slave in attendance, the minister 

finally exclaimed, "And now, dear sisters and bredren, in 

de seventeent place, I hab to warn you—^but I shan't keep 

^^Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 132; Stuart, 
Scrapbook, 185-186; Galveston Civilian, March 23, 1858; 
Fornell, Galveston Era, 84-86. 

^^Fornell, Galveston Era, 84-86. 
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hou long bekos it's high time we adjourned to dinner ." 

At this point Tom answered, "You all right dere. Father 

Peter! So I'll be off. I get up on my seat, and habbin 

two ladies on my arms, I walk straight out, and everbody 
77 

following me a'laffinl" 

Slaves preferred their own exhorters, but revivals 

and baptismal services led by whites also met the need for 

diversion. At the camp meetings of the white churches blacks 

sometimes held their own services. If white ministers in

sisted on leading, the bondsmen still demanded to sing slave 

hymns composed in a folk fashion, whites often considered 

these as "senseless songs," but they admired the harmoniz

ing talents of the slaves. The greatest revival meeting 

of the Austin area occurred in 1859 when, according to 

Lucadia Pease, over a thousand persons of all ages, color, 

and sex attended. "The colored people," she reported, "en

joyed the meeting exceedingly," particularly the "shouting 

and singing." At such gatherings another important cere

mony centered on the conversion experience, often drawn 

78 
out and emotional. 

^^Hooten, St. Louis' Isle, 139-140. 
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Texas Sentinel (Austin), August 29, 1857; Brown, 

Annals of Travis County, X, 62-63, XIX, 30; Lucadia Pease 
to "My dear Mother," July 26, 1859, Pease-Graham-Niles 
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When denied organized worship of their own direc

tion, slaves frequently withdrew to the woods near town 

for prayer meetings. The leaders of these gatherings 

usually sermonized in a sensationally evangelical manner 

not unlike, except for the dialect, the messages delivered 

to white frontiersmen of the era. An Austin newspaper, 

drawing upon the knowledge of a friend who attended a 

"sable 'night meeting'," reported the proceedings led by a 

slave preacher named Johnson: 

"Brudden, I'm gwine to gib you a sample ob de 
pious man and de onpious man. Now, you are de 
onpious and where do ye ' spose ye'11 go to when 
you die? I knowl ye'11 go down, down into de 
pitl" (Tremendous sensation) "Yes, and dar 
ye'11 burn and burn for eber! (Shuddering through
out the meeting). "But, breddren, war shall I go?" 
resumed the speaker rolling up his eyes. "I shall 
go up, up, up, and good Lord'11 see me cummin and 
he'll say "Angels make way dar.' And den de an
gels'11 say 'What fur. Lord, what fur?' And den 
de Lord'11 speak up sharp, and say, 'I tell ye, 
angels, make way dar, don't you see? Johnson's 
cummin. ' "'^ 

Black religion evoked mixed reactions among whites. 

Some continued to hope that church teachings would convince 

slaves to obey their masters and refrain from petty thiev-

ings or, even worse, rebelliousness. Other Anglos viewed 

what they considered black religious antics with amusement, 

telling racial stories concerning slave spiritualism and 

79 
Southern Intelligencer (Austin), August 17, 1859 

Brewer, ed., Negro in Travis County, 12. 
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80 
lack of sincere piety. But pious members of the ruling 

class also expressed their opposition to slave religion as 

meaningless sensualism. One observer of black religious 

practices in Galveston wrote disgustedly that "'Native 

Preachers' very often do little more than produce a reli

gious Sunday pantomime for the amusement of their sable 

81 
audiences." Regarding the "noisy gatherings" of slaves 

on Sunday evenings at the Methodist church as "A Nuisance," 

an Austin newspaper declaimed repugnantly that "the reli

gious enthusiasm of the darkies approaches insanity, and 

while the meetings can do no manner of good, their cessa

tion would promote order and quiet, and relieve those liv

ing in the vicinity of the church of an intolerable and 

82 
increasing annoyance." Revivals also stirred hostility 

among whites who objected to the breakdown of racial bar

riers leading to "disgraceful scenes" and marring the 

"season of grace" otherwise present. "There are certain 

brutes," declared a reporter, "who go to camp meetings for 

the gratification of the lowest propensities. . . . In the 

future, we trust, however, that no negro will be permitted 

to frequent camp meetings unless there is sufficient patrol 

80 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

March 25, 1853; The Southwestern American (Austin), August 
27, 1853; Ballinger Diary, May 9, 1857. 

•̂'•Hooten, St. Louis' Isle, 140. 
po 
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83 
to protect the women from insult." 

To some degree white fear of slave religion appears 

well-founded. A few black clerics may have influenced their 

followers in the direction of racial accommodation. John 

Jones, a free black pastor of Shreveport Baptists, accord

ing to one testimony, "did more to preserve order among 

them [slaves] than all the police of the city." Expelled 

by whites during the early years of the Civil War, Jones 

returned later at their behest in the hope that he would 

84 aid in restoring decorum among blacks. But the church 

in other areas operated in a manner less pleasing to the 

majority of whites. William Wallace Andrews demonstrated 

so much intellectual inquisitiveness that his owners taught 

him the rudiments of learning and allowed him access to 

their personal library. Andrews shared his knowledge and 

religious zeal with other bondsmen who congregated at the 

Ashley mansion. After gaining the privilege of "hiring out" 

and "living out," he established Wesley Chapel which sup

plemented normal religious activities with a Sunday school 

for teaching reading, writing, and spelling to other slaves. 

This black church kept some ties with the white community— 

undoubtedly Ashley knew of the activities of his prized 

83 Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 11, 1856. 

Shreveport, 13 
^Sibley, History of the First Baptist Church, 
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slave, and the Chapel affiliated with the Methodist Episco

pal Church, South, until emancipation allowed it to asso

ciate with the northern branch. Yet, it operated partially 

in secrecy with the purpose of broadening the lives of 

local bondsmen, and it served to prepare the blacks for 
ft R 

the days of freedom in their future. However little 

legitimacy they may have been invested with by the white 

world, slave preachers like Andrews often became the major 

leaders in the black community because of their position 

in the "invisible institution"—the black church. Often 

ft6 their authority continued after the end of bondage. 

Black religion, in addition to its functions as an 

outlet for pent-up emotion, a means of entertainment, and 

a learning resource, served as a focal point for a viable 

and often independent slave culture. Whites in Austin dis

trusted the slave church enough to attempt to repress it. 

In 1854 a citizens' group attacked "all assemblages of 

negroes, whether for amusement or religion, without the 

presence or permission of some respectable white person." 

This meeting of slaveholders agreed to enforce severe re

strictions on separate slave gatherings and called upon 

ft R 
The Story of Charlotte E. Stevens, Federal Writ

ers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 6, p. 227; 
Kennan, "First Negro Teacher in Little Rock," 196-197. 

ft6 
E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Church in America 

New York, 1963), 16-19. 
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local white ministers to renew efforts to substitute white-

directed for black-led religion. This campaign apparently 

met with little success. In the winter of 1856 another 

vigilance committee investigating slave life concluded 

"that the great rendezvous for bad negroes had been at the 

'prayer meetings.'" According to a report of the commit

tee's findings. 

The meetings ostensibly held for a good pur
pose were the places where the negroes were sel
dom interfered with by the presence of the whites, 
and every kind of thievish plot, incendiary work, 
and conspiracy were concocted, circulated, dis
cussed, and attempts made to mature them. 

"Put down" again at that time, by the spring of the follow

ing year the persistent bondsmen once more began holding 

nightly religious meetings, despite cries of alarm from 

87 

aroused citizens. Whites in other towns did not consis

tently disallow the separate church, but neither did they 

completely understand it. 

The social conditions of urban slaves in the South

west served as a basis for a way of life far different from 

the one outlined by official codes of conduct. In the areas 

of housing and religion bondsmen, by living or gathering 

away from white control, violated specific city regulations. 

The absence of large-scale industry may have retarded "liv

ing out," but separate slave housing existed almost as fre

quently as in major urban areas. Galveston even seemed 

Q^Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 14, 1854, 
March 14, 1857 
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headed toward creation of an alley network which all the 

southern cities except Savannah and Richmond avoided in 

order to escape the problem of controlling slaves in these 

isolated, back-street areas. The basic requirements of 

life varied substantially enough to make generalization 

very difficult. Despite evidences of good treatment, slaves 

in the urban frontier communities often lived a primitive 

and tragic existence. But many others gained food, cloth

ing, housing, and recreation of more than sufficient quality 

and quantity. Superior conditions resulted in bondsmen 

with prideful self-images. This confident demeanor under
go 

girded a quest for greater independence. 

Many white observers expressed opposition to the 

expanded culture and freer attitudes of town bondsmen, but 

most of the master class saw only the outer surface of slave 

life. The blacks allowed their owners to view the jovial 

Negro—parading haughtily in imitation of white society, 

singing boisterous but meaningless lyrics, dancing to tunes 

picked by their own toe-tapping musicians, worshiping with 

senseless abandon—a source of endless merriment, the butt 

of frequent jokes, and imitated tirelessly in "minstrel" 
89 

shows. In a sense masters dispensed material benefits 

ftft 

For an analysis of living conditions of bondsmen 
in larger ante bellum cities, see Wade, Slavery in the 
Cities, 55-79, 111-142. 
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and free time as much for their own entertainment as for 

the welfare of the bondsmen. But the image of the happy 

Negro in some cases masked a real countenance of ambition, 

resentment, and hatred. More often the blacks accepted 

gifts with apparent grace, paying the price by putting on 

a show and perhaps enjoying it while longing in reality for 

a world outside the mocking and limiting sight of whites. 

To this end the city slaves created another culture, cen

tered in part around separate housing and the black church, 

which the owners occasionally glimpsed though it remained 

by nature and of necessity underground. 

Austin, 1938), 98; The Southwestern American (Austin), Jan
uary 5, 1853; Galveston News, January 17, 1856; The South-
Western (Shreveport), February 20, 1856. 



CHAPTER VI 

UNDERGROUND LIFE STYLE 

Slaves who resided in southwestern towns experi

enced freedoms uncommon to the "peculiar institution." 

With some success they pursued entertainments, celebrations, 

and religion, and frequently provided housing and food for 

their families. j[n. toto these activities formed a more ful

filling style of life. Yet, minor relaxations of the bonds 

of slavery did not satisfy the quest for liberty; rather, 

the slaves sought the basic pleasures denied to them by 

the black codes. When the masters attempted to enforce 

these legal restraints on slave life, the blacks resorted 

to stealth in creating a subterranean life style, which 

whites glimpsed occasionally with alarm. The freedom-

seeking activities of the town slaves placed their masters 

in a quandary. Although many Anglos tolerated moderate 

deviations from servile behavior, they also feared the 

bondsmen's tendency to withdraw from the oversight of their 

masters and thus to weaken the shackles of the institution. 

For whites the challenge of town slavery—where and how to 

draw the line between acceptable black social activities 

and misconduct—presented a bothersome dilemma. The masters 

of southwestern communities battled to force the slaves into 

a mold of obsequiousness and thereby to save the institution 

from disintegration. The slaves, their perspective on life 

193 
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opened by the town environment, opportunisticly grasped 

increased freedoms, confuting the effort to preserve order. 

Critics of the life style of urban bondsmen usually 

identified the source of slave improprieties as gross mis

management. According to this frequently expressed inter

pretation, the lax controls exercised by town masters 

created unsubmissive attitudes among the bondsmen. Espous

ing this thesis, an Austin reporter wrote: 

The owners of slaves indulge them to an extent 
not at all necessary to their comfort or enjoyment, 
but on the contrary, calculated to addict them and 
the community to their consequences. . . . All who 
have had any experience with negroes know perfectly 
well that it is in the interest of the slave—as 
well as the community—that they be governed with 
great strictness: for there is rarely an instance 
known where one has been for any length of time per
mitted to have his own way and be his own master, 
where he has not become worthless to his owner, 
addicted to vice and dissipation, and the worst pos
sible example to others.-^ 

The most serious weakness was allowing blacks to "hire out" 

and "live out." From the prevailing white point of view 

such slaves became a "worse than free" class, "pests to the 

place" because of their "exceedingly pernicious influence 

upon servants who are kept at home in their proper places— 
2 

where all negroes ought to be." Many slaveowners feared 

•̂ •Texas State Gazette (Austin) , July 19, 1851. 

2ibid., September 13, 1851; October 14, 1854; 
Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), November 20, 1835; Civil
ian and Gazette (Galveston), November 2, 1844; Arkansas 
State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 16, 1858 
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the contagious nature of freedom. One newspaper warned 

that "a few bad and reckless negroes in a community may do 

a great deal of mischief." Elaborating on this theme an

other journalist asserted, "If a person has a good slave 

some of these worthless, wandering rascals, will form an 

acquaintance, and make use of every means of temptation in 

their power to effect the ruin of a valuable servant; and, 
3 

in nine cases out of ten they are, successful." 

Persons distraught over the liberties enjoyed by 

town bondsmen also expressed concern over concessions 

granted or taken in the area of hunting and sporting. News

papers raged at the possession of firearms and other dan

gerous weapons by blacks. By flaunting their arms in tar

get practice in or near the city limits and sometimes on 

the Sabbath, the slaves rubbed raw the taut nerves of 

alarmed whites. One vigilant group claimed that it would 
4 

"chastise severely all bondsmen found with deadly weapons." 
5 

The existence of literacy among urban slaves 

served as a further symbol of their social advancement and 

\rkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), April 14, 
1841; Texas State Gazette (Austin), August 13, 1859. 

Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), March 21, 1838; 
Civilian and Gazette (Galveston), November 2, 1844; Texas 
State Gazette (Austin), July 22, Octover 14, 1854, October 
3, 1857. 

No effective means exists for measuring the degree 
of literacy among slaves; however, that enough slaves could 
read and write to worry slaveowners suggests that they 
gained this knowledge extensively. As in older southern 
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occasioned protests from whites. In Austin, surmised the 

Texas State Gazette, slaves forged passes for themselves 

and fellow bondsmen, sent and received letters from free 

blacks in other states, and perhaps even corresponded with 

northern abolitionists. "A CITIZEN" of Little Rock at

tacked local newspapers for carrying excerpts from anti-

slavery journals. Those slaves who could read, he rea

soned, absorbed abolitionist principles and spread them to 

others. "Why should we be instrumental in conveying these 

ravings to the excitable imaginations of our own negroes?" 
6 

he asked. 

The foundation for the unservile, freedom-seeking 

social life of the town slaves consisted not only of the 

privileges allowed by masters but also of the resulting 

self-image and outlook of the bondsmen. "Our servants," 

complained a group of Little Rock white workingmen, "have 

attained such elevation in their own estimation, that they 

regard a gentle correction . . . as a high personal 

cities, the black church (at least in Little Rock) became 
involved in teaching. Furthermore, notices for runaway 
slaves sometimes mentioned their literacy. Arkansas Gazette 
(Little Rock), March 1, 1836; Telegraph and Texas Register 
(Houston), September 18, 1850; Arkansas True Democrat 
(Little Rock), June 30, 1857. 

Texas State Gazette (Austin), March 8, 1856; 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), April 4, 
1857. Though most of its citizens discountenanced the 
practice, Arkansas did not make teaching slaves to read and 
write illegal. Cathey, "Slavery in Arkansas," 79-80. 
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7 
indignity." Other whites noted the breakdown of social 

amenities as evidence of a growing self-esteem among blacks 

In particular Austin slaves disregarded the "polite" prac

tices of doffing their hats to whites or of addressing and 

approaching white men "in a respectful manner." Rather, 

many "impudent" blacks prided themselves on ignoring these 
p 

groveling courtesies. Occasionally such passive displays 

of opposition to southern racial mores lapsed into open 

vocal recalcitrance. The corporation court of Little Rock 

sentenced slaves Eley and Nester to ten lashes on the 
9 

charge of "using insulting language to a white person." 

An Austin citizen claimed he rebuked an "impudent negro" 

only to have the slave approach him from behind and swear 

in a loud voice, "Let any white man tell him to stop his 

mouth, and see if he would not give him hell." Some 

observers in Galveston noted the "noisy behavior, [and] 

profane and indecent language in the streets" of the local 

7 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

July 19, 1851. One scholar has suggested that literate 
slaves in particular obtained a "special self-image—a 
feeling of worth and superiority" which gained them places 
of leadership in the slave community. Henry Allen Bullock, 
A History of Negro Education in the South From 1619 to the 
Present (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1967), 1-15. 

Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 10, 1857. 

^Corporation Court Records in Little Rock City Coun
cil Records, A, May 19, 1841, March 31, 1842. 

10 Texas State Gazette (Austin), June 30, 1860. 
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blacks. In 1856 an alderman prefaced a slave ordinance by 

proclaiming that "complaints of insubordination and dis

orderly conduct on the part of the slaves of this city have 

become common and are increasing." This unawed attitude 

of town bondsmen indicated to some whites a challenge to 

the ideological pillars of the institution. 

The relaxed controls, bolder outlook, and complexi

ties of the town environment combined to allow many bonds

men temporary respites from the scrutiny of their owners. 

Taking advantage of these opportunities, many slaves fra

ternized apart from the society approved and controlled by 

the master class. Some developed coteries around the black 
12 

church and separate slave houses, institutions alternately 

tolerated and condemned by the ruling authorities. Others 

found friendly association in the whiskey-selling "gro

ceries" in or more frequently on the outskirts of the south

western towns. Although each community made the sale of 

liquor to slaves illegal at an early date, none succeeded 

in eliminating the practice. Different commentators noted 

with consternation that urban blacks consumed alcoholic 

beverages with near impunity. A typically frustrated edi

tor charged that "a nigger can get drunk in our town as 

•̂ •̂ Civilian and Gazette (Galveston) , November 2 
1844; Galveston Weekly News, September 30, 1856. 

^^See infra, 165-170, 180-190. 



199 

easily as a white man." Trading with slaves proved profit

able enough to attract a large number of dealers, despite 

the risks of detection and heavy fines. Retailers of "rot 

gut" brandy and "bald face" whiskey constantly violated the 

prohibition against selling or giving their merchandise to 

Individual owners pleaded with and threatened suit 

against their fellow citizens who transacted business with 

slaves, but to no avail as the blacks easily obtained 

14 
forged passes permitting their trading activities. The 

city governments grappled with the problem of obtaining 

sufficient evidence or testimony to convict the liquor 

dealers. More prosecutions reached the courts on this ques

tion than on all the other urban ordinances combined; 

nevertheless, none of the towns significantly minimized 

the practice. Different municipalities strengthened 

their laws in attempting to tighten the rein over the slave-

liquor traffic. Galveston adopted a more specific pass 

system, forbade blacks even from congregating around whiskey 

•'•'̂ Texas State Gazette (Austin), March 8, 1856; 
Galveston News, August 1, 1854; The South-Western (Shreve
port) , November 8, 1854; Morgan, Trinity Episcopal Church, 
Galveston, 21; Stuart, Scrapbook, 232-233. 

-̂ Âustin City Gazette, June 17, 1840; Galveston 
News, April 18, 1857; The Southern Intelligencer (Austin), 
August 26, 1857. 

15 
See infra, 90-96. 
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shops, made penalties harsher, and increased its police 

force. Less than four years later the News resignedly con

cluded. 

It is, we believe, a fact that every well-informed 
citizen of Galveston must admit, that in spite of 
the laws of the state and of the ordinances of the 
city, so often revised and amended to give them ef
ficacy, still there are at this moment probably 
more negro trading establishments in our city than 
have ever been before at any period of our history. 
Let anyone travel through the suburbs of our city 
and note the number of our little whiskey shops 
(called groceries to give them more respectability,) 
out and into which he may see negroes coming and 
going at night, and on Sundays, and he cannot fail 
to be satisfied that this negro traffic is car
ried on most systematically.^^ 

The failure to prevent slaves from drinking intoxi

cating beverages did not come from an underestimation of 

the extent or the seriousness of the practice. Most ob

servers agreed that slave drinking constituted a "serious," 

"reprehensible" problem. "There are few petty crimes," 

wrote one paper, "attended with worse consequences than 

selling liquor to negroes." Some whites feared the economic 

loss of having blacks rendered valueless by their drunken

ness. Other masters expressed concern over the recklessly 

violent mood of inebriated slaves. Drunken bondsmen 

17 earned the gibe "worse than worthless." Slaveowners 

-̂ T̂exas State Gazette (Austin), June 2, 1855; Gal
veston Weekly News, June 10, October 2, 1856, March 6, 1860. 

17 
Caddo Gazette and De-Soto Intelligencer (Shreve

port) , November 22, 1843; Arkansas State Gazette and Demo
crat (Little Rock), October 20, 1854; Galveston Weekly News, 
June 10, July 29, 1856, June 30, 1857. 
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exhibited the greatest alarm over the habits which their 

chattels acquired while lounging around the groceries. 

There numerous blacks discovered such pleasures as smoking, 

drinking, gambling, thieving, and amorous carousing with 
18 

"low white" men and women. Thus these taverns served 

not only as the place where slaves committed the offense 

of drinking, but also as the center for an underground way 

of life replete with innumerable social activities legally 

denied by the governing classes. 

In their moments of leisure town slaves customarily 

sought the company of other blacks. Frequently they 

gathered in small groups on the streets or in front of 

stores and engaged in uproarious conversation, incidentally 

incurring the ire of whites upset at such open displays of 

freedom. Because of the restrictions of such meetings, 

bondsmen usually assembled on the sly during night hours 

when they could temporarily escape from the control of their 

owners. The location of these black aggregations varied. 

In Galveston slaves evidently met in their own housing or 

congregated secretly around the whiskey shops. The less 

populous southwestern cities afforded poorer opportunities 

to submerge into secret rendezvous; therefore, the blacks 
19 

often journeyed into nearby wooded enclaves. 

^^Little Rock City Council Records, A, April 2, 1850. 
1 9 
Civilian and Gazette (Galveston), November 2, 1844; 

Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), September 14, 1849; 
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The clandestine nature of the slave gatherings 

mystified suspicious whites. Some alert masters conjured 

up images of revolutionary plotting, but when outsiders 

glimpsed the activities of these meetings, they found the 

slaves indulging in social convivialities—eating, drink-

20 ing, singing, dancing, and card playing. Among these 

forms of entertainment bondsmen probably favored gathering 

at night to hold "balls" which the authorities suppressed 

21 
into secrecy but failed to abolish. Descriptions of 

these events remain scarce, but apparently those in atten

dance celebrated in lively fashion and with a few non-blacks 

The incensed editor of the Texas State Gazette in Austin 

preached that "there never was a time when, or a community 

in which, the rigid enforcement of the laws concerning 

slaves was more needed than at this time, in this city and 

its environs." According to this account, 

Negroes are frequently seen strolling about our 
streets at all hours of night, without license from 
their masters. . . . Then we have in our community 
not a few low, unprincipled white men, who asso
ciate almost entirely with negroes, either because 

Galveston Weekly News, January 21, 1850; Texas State 
Gazette (Austin), June 25, 1853, July 22, 1954. 

^^Galveston Weekly News, January 21, 1850; Texas 
State Times (Austin), March 14, 1857; Texas State Gazette 
(Austin), October 31, 1857. 

21 
Civilian and Galveston Gazette, April 16, 1842; 

Proceedings of the Mayor and Aldermen, Galveston, March 30, 
1850; Records of the Mayor and Aldermen, Austin, June 1, 
1863. 
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they wish to effect some evil design, or because 
they are conscious that they do not deserve the 
respect of decent persons of their own color, 
and consequently, resort to negrodom for society 
and sympathy. 

During the last few months the negroes in and 
about our city have been accustomed to assemble 
at periodical, unlicensed balls, some of which 
have been given by white persons for the purpose 
of speculation. These balls are, we have been 
informed, of a most outrageous character. They 
give rise to frequent combats between negroes, and 
are usually attended by almost as many of the 
class of white men mentioned as of negroes. At 
them it is not uncommon to see white gentlemen 
and black ladies trip it on "the light fantastic 
toe, " together; and there is often such a mingling 
of "black spirits and white, red spirits and gray," 
that the observer almost imagines himself in the 
land of amalgamation, abolition meetings, and 
women's rights conventions.^^ 

As in the major urban centers of the South, most 

of the master class emotionally feared social intermingling 

because of a fear that it threatened the entire system of 

race relations. But most whites identified these "bad" 

influences somewhat vaguely. One concerned master, for 

example, attacked the "evils" in the community "growing out 

of unprincipled white men, abolitionists, dram-shop deal-

23 ers &c." While some whites may have enjoyed the slave 

gatherings, most expressed opposition to the "unlawful 

assemblies of squads of slaves and free negroes, that nightly 

take place." Seeing these meetings as "prejudicial to the 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 22, 1854. 

^^Ibid., October 21, 1854; Wade, Slavery in the 
Cities, 258-262 
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quietude and good morals of the blacks," concerned citi

zens urged reformation of the law enforcement systems. The 

need for an efficient night police ran as a continuing 

theme through the concerns of local governments, but "keep-

ing the negroes in their proper places" became an elusive 

24 
goal which none of the towns attained. 

The dynamics of town life, with its increased free

dom, independence, leisure, knowledge of tempting pleasures, 

and association with alienated persons, involved many 

slaves in more serious confrontations with the law. The 

opportunity and motivation for bondsmen to commit a "crime" 

of consequence derived closely from the nature of city 

social conditions. As one critic of the urban slave life 

style concluded, the liberties permitted to Negroes by 

their employers and by the "concurrence and general indif

ference of the community . . . lead them to steal and to 

do acts of outrage that might easily have been arrested by 

a more stringent discipline." This permissiveness, he 

feared, encouraged violations of the law which served as 

catalysts to violent acts: 

It is the opinion of some owners and employers 
that their negroes should have guns, pistols. 

24 
Civilian and Galveston Gazette, April 16, 1842; 

Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), September 14, 1849; 
Galveston Weekly News, April 10, 1855; Arkansas State Gazette 
and Democrat (Little Rock), May 17, 1856; Texas State Times 
(Austin), March 14, 1857. 
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knives, etc., and to occupy a portion of their 
time in making money for themselves. Dances, 
frolics, fine dresses, liquor, cards and various 
indulgences to excess are constantly occurring; 
hand in hand, thieving also will necessarily go; 
and as crime hardens the author of it, incendi
arism and murder must happen where they are neces
sary to hide the track of the burglar.^^ 

As the freedom of a slave increased, the chances 

that he would commit a felony likewise advanced. The bonds

man allowed to seek "day's work" on his own had greater in

ducement for pilfering. The owners of slaves who "hired 

their own time" usually required their chattels to return 

a certain amount of money or take a beating, regardless of 

the labor market or other variables. Some bondsmen, upon 

failing to earn their allotted sum of wages, resorted to 

thieving in order to avoid punishment. Others found robbery 

an easier means of acquiring the stipend. A few self-hiring 

slaves gained training in the vocation of burglary. Using 

the facade of seeking work as a shield, they served as 

"advance men," "prowling" the streets and buildings gather-
26 

ing information for gangs of thieves. Slaves who hired 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), August 22, 1857. 
A Little Rock newspaper also identified the cause of a wave 
of robberies as the "lax discipline" exerted on the slaves 
of the community. It further urged that a watchful eye be 
cast over the "loafers of every degree—well-dressed and 
shabbily dressed—white and black—who appear to have no 
visible means of making an honest living." Arkansas State 
Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), June 14, 1850, October 
31, 1851. 

^^Galveston Weekly News, March 20, 1855; Arkansas 
State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 16, 1858; 
The South-Western (Shreveport), February 13, 1861. 
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their own time or otherwise gained a high level of inde

pendence affected by example the closely regulated blacks. 

Concerned masters feared that the "quasi free people of 

color scattered about in every nook and corner" instilled 

into the more settled, accommodated slaves feeling of "dis

satisfaction and impatience of domestic restraint" which 

begot a desire for freedom. The result: "a large portion 

of slaves now industrious and honest will inevitably be 
27 

converted into thieves and idlers." 

Aside from petty violations of the local black codes, 

slaves brushed with the law most often on the charge of 

burglary. Thefts by bondsmen usually occurred at night 

v^en they had slipped away from the control of their mas

ters. The incidents of larceny ranged from the monetarily 

trivial, as in the case of the three young thieves who broke 

into Galveston confectionaries, to other instances involving 

considerable sums of money. Most slave burglars engaged in 

these activities on an amateur basis, though in the more 

serious cases they displayed professional skills. For 

example, the Little Rock bondsmen who robbed E. Cummins 

courageously entered his apartment where they took keys 

from his "pantaloons" and then made away with $1500 in notes 

and coin from his office safe. Despite the cries of alarm 

which accompanied newspaper accounts of slave thieves, such 

^ Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 12, 1850. 
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28 
cases totaled a relatively small number. Likewise, court 

records suggest the infrequency of burglaries by slaves.^^ 

A few southwestern town slaves found themselves in 

trouble with the law because of acts of violence toward 

their fellow blacks. Many of these cases resulted from 

the increased liberties of urban life. Intoxication, easy 

access to weapons, and quarrels at dances, card parties, 

or other gatherings sometimes resulted in physical con-

30 

flicts."^^ Some whites allowed slaves to fight without in

terruption, but more often saw such episodes as destructive 

and disquieting. As a Shreveport newspaper commented after 

describing an event in which one bondsman knifed another 

black, "the negroes . . .. have of late been allowed to act 

28 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

June 14, 1850; Galveston Weekly News, September 5, 1854, 
October 5, 1858, March 29, 1859; The South-Western (Shreve
port) , February 14, 1855; Texas State Gazette (Austin), 
July 26, 1856. 

29 
Minutes, District Court of Galveston, I, December 

18, 1846, November 27, 1847, November 27, 1848, III, June 
12, 1854, IV, January 8, 1858; Criminal Record, Pulaski 
County Circuit Court, B, December 12, 1849, June 18, July 
2, 5, 6, 8, 1850, C, November 13, 1860, October 28, 1862. 
These cases involved only five different slaves; however, 
some masters may have hesitated to deliver their chattels 
to court for fear of losing their property. 

30 
According to Wade, in the larger cities of the 

south the phenomenon of slaves quarreling among themselves 
resulted from two basic causes. First, crowded conditions 
among bondsmen who "lived out" produced fights. Secondly, 
servants who remained in the homes of their owners con
flicted with each other over privileges and other details 
of life. Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 113. 



208 

just as suited their pleasure, it is time the rein was 

31 tightened." 

Lawlessness occupied an important niche in the way 

of life of the town slave. But only the bondsmen who took 

the part of their white masters felt pangs of moral concern 

about committing a "crime." For from the slave perspective 

the concept of crime appeared ludicrous. Blacks who sought 

a fuller, freer life found themselves in constant contra

vention of the law for many trivial offenses. Self-

restraint from lawbreaking became primarily expedient— 

slaves who avoided major affronts to the law probably did 

so out of fear of the certainty and harshness of punish

ment. To the bondsmen bent on liberty, breaking the law 

32 
became normal, a central facet of their style of life. 

31 
The South-Western (Shreveport), July 18, 1855, 

January 28, 1857, September 5, 1860; The True Democrat 
(Little Rock), October 18, 1854; Texas State Times (Austin), 
May 5, 1855; Houstoun, Texas and the Gulf of Mexico, 241. 
Though court records provide an incomplete guide, they sug
gest that town slaves fought one another no more frequently 
than any other segment of the population. Corporation Court 
Records in Little Rock City Council Records, A, October 30, 
1841; Minutes, District Court of Galveston, I, December 18, 
1846; V, January 10, 1860, June 13, 1864. 

32 
The concept that slave "crime" indicates a drive 

for freedom and tendency toward resistance conforms closely 
to the view presented by Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 155-
160. According to Gilbert Osofsky, who based his conclu
sions on published slave narratives, "thieving and decep
tion seem to be normal human responses to unjust treatment 
and confinement. He pointed out further that normally law-
abiding Japanese-Americans also resorted to pilfering when 
placed in "the psychic pressure cooker of mass imprison
ment. " Gilbert Osofsky, "Introduction: Puttin' On Ole 
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The generalizations made to this point about the 

impact of the town environment on slave social conditions 

can be illustrated in a concrete fashion by reference to 

individuals. Personal accounts suggest that some slaves 

seized freedoms and escaped the dictates of their owners 

in a substantial enough fashion to weaken the institution 

significantly. In fact, the problem of controlling slaves 

in an urban environment became so bothersome that some mas

ters in frustration chose to remove their property from the 

city. A few advertisements for sale or hire of slaves re

quired the purchaser "not to be a resident of this place, 

33 

but of the country." 

Richmond, slave of a woman named Ekridge and under 

the supervision of Little Rock agent William E. Woodruff, 

displayed many characteristics which owners considered dis

reputable. Blighted by a crippling illness, Richmond con

vinced his mistress to send him to Hot Springs where he 

could bathe in the healing waters; however. Woodruff had 

Massa: The Significance of Slave Narratives," in Puttin' 
On Ole Massa: The Narratives of Henry Bibb William Wells 
Brown, and Soloman Northrup (New York, 1969), 27-28. For 
a more traditional, though consciously moderate, view of 
crime in urban bondage, see Richter, "Slavery in Baton 
Rouge," 135. 

Arkansas Times and Advocate (Little Rock), Sep
tember 24, 1838; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), 
May 11, 1859; Semi-Weekly Shreveport News, September 30, 
1862; "Memorandum of Slaves Owned by James B. Shaw," in 
Samuel May Williams Papers. 
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difficulty finding a hirer for the slave. As one prospec

tive master explained, "I don't know of any one about here 

that would hire him at 10 doll, per month—as to buying 

that is entirely out of the question—He drinks like a 

fish and . . . he will steal." The slave's very presence 

in Hot Springs became endangered because "the citizens are 

determined that vagabond negroes shall not be suffered to 

stay here any more—Richmond is believed to be a rascal." 

At one point the disgruntled hirer concluded that smooth-

talking Richmond had conned his way to the Springs: "I am 

certain that he is not a quarter as bad off as Mrs. Ekridge 

thinks he is—^he seldom bathes when here, and is well enough 

34 
when he is not too full of whiskey." 

The experiences of Texas Governor Elisha M. Pease 

and his wife Lucadia with their slave Maria reveal other 

tribulations of urban slaveholders and transformations 

undergone by slaves in a city setting. The Pease family 

used Maria to care for their children. As a servant she 

possessed many endearing attributes—youth, good looks, 

ability as a seamstress, and cheerfulness as a playmate for 

the Pease girls. The attitude of Maria in her early years 

34 
Within two years the author of these disparaging 

remarks had altered his opinion. He advised that Richmond 
remain near the springs and he offered to hire the slave. 
H. A. Whittington to William E. Woodruff, May 15, 1861, 
March 7, 1863, August 7, 1863, Family Correspondence, 
Woodruff Papers. 
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with the family formed one of her most esteemed character

istics. Soon after the Peases moved to Austin, Lucadia 

expressed her satisfaction that "Maria this nurse is nig

ger like, full of laugh and songs and gets sissy [the 

youngest daughter] in a frolic very often." Within three 

years "Lu" wrote to the same correspondent, "I am quite out 

of patience with Maria, and her many derelictions of duty. 

. . . It will be a great relief to[o] when we can have a 

chance to dispose of Maria—[she] is really a very capable 

servant . . . but has so many vices, that she will never 
35 

be worth anything except on a plantation." 

The central episode causing this change in the 

opinion of Maria occurred when Pease hired her out in Gal

veston while his wife and daughters traveled to New England. 

At first persuaded that "Maria had been hired out at a 

very good place," within a month he received notice that 

the Galveston environment suited Maria personally but en

dangered- her continued value as a servant. The agent over

seeing her conduct wrote: 

I cannot give a very flattering Account of the 
Negro Girl you left in my charge. She cuts up all 
sorts of rustics—and I greatly fear that her pres
ent Course of Conduct will result in her getting 
diseased and in which Case she will be worthless 
to you for the purpose you have her for—it Seems 

35 
Lucadia Pease to "My dear Sister [Juliet]," Jan

uary 21, 1854, July 20, 1857, Pease-Graham-Niles Family 
Papers. 
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impossible to keep her in of night and She will not 
please anyone—but takes Special pains to displease 
them—^Were She my own, I would send her to Mrs. 
Wharton, or some friend who would take Care of her 
until Mrs. Pease returns in town she will be 
ruined, I greatly fear. I mention this for the 
reason that Should She be in Such a Situation when 
Mrs. Pease returns your Children would be very un
safe with her and her course of Conduct Signifies 
that nothing else can be expected. . . . Any other 
than your Children's Nurse might go on and be their 
own Sufferers—but it would be very dangerous in 
this case of young. She is yet hired out but I 
cannot Expect that She will remain long where She 

The implied sexual transgressions of Maria gravely upset 

her owner who determined "to sell her as soon as I can get 

what she is worth." Though Pease retained Maria for at 

least a year after her Galveston adventures, he eventually 

replaced her with an "old woman who is a Hard Shell Baptist" 

and who would be unlikely to duplicate the unsuitable quali-

37 ties of Maria. The Pease family learned that hiring out 

slaves in an urban setting, though potentially beneficial 

economically, could yield socially disruptive results. 

Senator William S. Fulton and several relatives 

lived in and around the capital city of Arkansas. Their 

"̂ Ê. M. Pease to Lucadia Pease, May 25, 1856, [Mr. 
Hunt] to E. M. Pease, June 17, 1856, ibid. 

"̂ "̂ Pease may not have explained fully to his wife the 
nature of Maria's misdeeds. At one point he wrote to Lu
cadia that "Maria has been sick with an attack of pleurisy, 
and has had several felons on her fingers, but she is now 
well and at Mr. Hunts." E. M. Pease to Lucadia Pease, June 
21, November 6, 1856, Lucadia Pease to "My dear Sister 
[Juliet]," July 20, 1857, ibid. 
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correspondence concerning their slaves reveals problems of 

great magnitude in the area of control, much of which stem

med from urban conditions. Their blacks probed disciplinary 

weaknesses, took advantage of any lapses of authority, and 

forced the Fultons to pay a high price in emotional stress 

for the use of bound labor. The family worried over the 

thieving proclivities of their servants, complained of their 

surliness, and, most significantly, found it impossible to 

limit their recreational enterprises. David Fulton, father 

of the senator, leniently permitted his slaves to "frolic" 

at Christmas if they performed the elementary household 

tasks. But Frank, sent into the woods from Little Rock to 

gather enough fuel for the night, failed to return with the 

provisions. Instead, according to one account, "Frank re

tired to the chamber of his dulcinea del tebosa and there 

sank into the armes [sic] of morpheus where he remained 

until 4 o'clock p. m. " David found his house "entirely out 

of wood the ground covered with snow and the atmosphere 

freezingly cold and no tidings whatever of Frank." Before 

locating him, Fulton also worried that the slave had run 

away or suffered a serious accident. This fear became 

prophecy—a few years later Frank escaped from his next 

owner who sold the fugitive "in the woods" to a speculator 

38 
who hoped to recover the elusive bondsman. 

^^Matilda Fulton to David F. Shall, November 16, 
1843, John T. Fulton to William S. Fulton, December 31, 1841, 
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Even the most respected of the Fulton slaves de

veloped habits which injured their worth. The senator 

hand-picked Joseph in Washington and sent him to Little Rock 

"confident, " he explained to Matilda, that "you will be 

pleased with him. In fact, the slave disappointed Mrs. 

Fulton. Though "affable, polite," and literate, Joseph like 

so many town blacks acquired a taste for alcohol. For a 

while he worked at the Anthony House where undoubtedly he 

came by liquor fairly easily, but even when he moved to 

"Rosewood" a mile from town Joe found opportunities to drink. 

On one occasion Matilda wrote to her husband: "I regret to 

have to tell you I went to town yesterday afternoon with 

the children for a ride, it being Sunday, and our man Joseph 

got so drunk he could not drive me home." Following a bad 

hangover and a harsh lecture, Joseph professedly "joined 

the temperance" and worked diligently the next wedc; however 

Matilda continued to express skepticism about his inten

tions. She was well advised to stick by her announced in

tention: "I don't think I will let him drive me again." 

But keeping Joseph away from the carriage did not abolish 

his mobility entirely. Joseph eventually ran away and 
39 

stayed gone at least a few weeks if not forever. 

Matilda Fulton to William S. Fulton, August 14, 1842, Fulton 
Papers; Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), August 4, 1847. 

"^^William S. Fulton to Matilda Fulton, May 18, 1840, 
David Fulton to William S. Fulton, February 2, 1842, Matilda 
Fulton to William S. Fulton, January 1, February 6, 10, 1843, 
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The irritations which the Fulton slaves gave to 

their masters amounted to more than occasional disobedi

ence; but Manuel offered massive resistance to his enslave

ment. He took advantage of the frequent absence of the 

senator, pushing the weaknesses of his principal managers, 

Matilda and David Fulton, to the point that he gained vir

tual independence. One observer lamented that Manuel and 

the other slaves failed to respect the authority of the 

elder Fulton. "They have no fear whatever in disregarding 

his commands the fact is they are wholly beyond his con-

40 

trole [sic]." Mrs. Fulton demonstrated even fewer quali

fications as a slave taskmaster. Letters to her husband 

exude references to her inability to regulate Manuel in 

particular. At one pinnacle of frustration she stated, "I 

have not set eyes on Manuel since last Saturday night 

[over a week] . I suppose he will come home in the morning; 
41 

he is indeed his own man." 

Though Manuel worked alternately at the family's 

country mansion and on its Little Rock property, he 

Fulton Papers; Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), May 22, 1849. 
The Fultons continued to have trouble with runaways—Le 
Grand escaped in 1855. The True Democrat (Little Rock), 
May 29, 1855. 

John T. Fulton to William S. Fulton, January 3, 
1842, Fulton Papers. 

41 
Matilda Fulton to William S. Fulton, January 1, 

1843, ibid. 
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conceived of himself as a town resident. In fact, his 

owners used the threat of making him perform exclusively 

farm labor as one of their few successful disciplinary 

measures. Either by permission or by stealth, he main

tained sleeping quarters in town with his wife. These close 

family ties with an urban spouse provided a source for dis

content and absenteeism. In the words of Matilda Fulton, 

Manuel was not 

fond of staying at home /Rosewood/. I believe he 
has been to home two nights since you left, al
though he promised you so fair on Sunday morning 
he came home with the Waggon and went off in the 
ev[en] ing. We seen no more of him until next 
morning. It seems if lock nor nothing else will 
keep him at home. 

Mrs. Fulton did not explain in detail what other activities 

engrossed her slave in Little Rock, but drinking definitely 

formed one of his favorite pleasures. At the end of the 

above letter she announced that "Manuel has just come from 
42 

Town not very strait [sic] I assure you." 

The actions of Manuel continually frustrated his 

owners. On occasion his behavior became more tractable, 

causing fleeting hope that he might conduct himself in the 

interest of his masters, but more consistently he adhered 
43 

to his personal inclinations. Twice this unruliness in
volved Manuel in serious conflicts with the law. In August, 

^2^atilda Fulton to William S. Fulton, November 17, 
1839, ibid. 

Matilda Fulton to William S. Fulton, March 15, 
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1841, the city authorities tried him for "threatening to 

burn the house of E. Ames [who owned his wife] ," found him 

guilty, and barred him from the city limits without the 

44 
special permission of his master. Scarcely five months 

later "Old General Manuel" stole a horse from a Mr. Crutch-

field, a saddle and bridle from Ames, and lost them gambling 

with a free black who fled from the area. When the thefts 

became known, the local government brought him to trial, 

convicted him on three offenses, whipped him separately for 

each one, and incarcerated him for a time in the peniten

tiary. These punishments left his rebelliousness undaunted. 

Manuel continued to live up to his military nickname by 

waging a kind of guerrilla war against his white enemies. 

As D. F. Shall, nephew of the senator, explained: 

"The Old Brigadier" seems to have evel [sic] de
signs against all mankind or their moveables. 
. . . Since then [his trial] his depredations 
have been conducted with more caution & on a 
smaller scale. I believe he confines himself 
now principally to chickens, ducks, turkeys, & 
now & then a pig—he is determined not to go 
into winter quarters until he shall have ravaged 
& laid waste the whole of the enemies country,— 
where it will all end with this intrepid old 
veteran is rather dubious.'^^ 

December 29, 1840, John T. Fulton to William S. Fulton, 
December 31, 1841, David Fulton to William S. Fulton, 
February 2, 1842, ibid. 

^"^Corporation Court Records in Little Rock City 
Council Records, August 28, 1841. 

'^^D[avid] F. Shall to William S. Fulton, February 
8, 1842, Fulton Papers. 
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Discussion of Manuel in the Fulton correspondence 

concluded on a note of pathos, reaffirming that, however 

much independence he may have attained, he still experi

enced the tragic aspects of bondage. About a year after 

his prison term, Matilda Fulton wrote to her husband that 

"the first thing I heard this morning, before I was up was 

Manuel at my door, crying. I asked him what was the matter, 

he said his wife was going away." Manuel asked to be sold 

to the Ames family so that he might accompany his spouse, 

but Mrs. Ames claimed not to have money to purchase him. 

Mrs. Fulton expressed no sympathy for the plight of her 

servant; rather, "I hope he will stay at home as he had no 

wife." Her last mention of him seems to indicate a break 

in his previously indomitable spirit: "Old Manuel is com

plaint [sic] all the time, he says he won't last long, he 

46 
thinks his health is so bad." 

The life of Dave revealed acutely to his master, 

lawyer William Ballinger of Galveston, the disruptive in

fluence of urban conditions on a prized, respected bondsman. 

The Ballingers felt close to Dave and considered him part 

of the family. Their acquaintances apparently shared these 

feelings since they spoke of Dave as "a faithful boy" or 

"a favorite boy with me." Even at the height of his 

4.6 
Matilda Fulton to William S. Fulton, February 6, 

10, 1843, ibid. 
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tribulations with the servant, Ballinger confessed, "I feel 

sincerely attached to him. He has many good & kind traits 

47 of character." 

The ruination of Dave as a slave derived from two 

intertwined forces. First, he became so enthralled with 

city life that he refused to accommodate himself to any 

other manner of existence. This preferance for town con

flicted with the necessities of ownership when the Civil 

War forced Ballinger to move inland, establishing his wife 

and children near Waco and his legal practice in Houston, 

and caused him to dismantle his extensive slave household. 

Ballinger hired Dave to planter Aaron Coffee who antici

pated converting the bondsman into a "carriage boy." But 

Dave effectively nullified the plans of his new master. 

He repeatedly ran away to Houston and sold the work clothes 

supplied by Coffee, explaining that "he didn't care a damn 

for such common field nigger clothing as Master William 

and Master Tom Jack would give him city clothing." Though 

he always recovered Dave, the planter decided that with any 

future excursions he must inflict a flogging. About a week 

after this determination, he passed through Houston where 

he accidently discovered Dave. Coffee placed the runaway 

^^Ballinger Diary, November 25, 1864; William P. 
Ballinger to Mrs. Laura Jack, June 10, 1863, William P. 
Ballinger to Hally Ballinger, November 28, 1864, Ballinger 
Papers; Fornell, Galveston Era, 122. 
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on a train bound for the country, but Dave daringly jumped 

off the cars while they traveled at full speed and again 

made his escape back to Houston. Coffee then returned the 

slave to Ballinger, explaining that "this boy says he will 

not work on any plantation and will not live out of the 

city." Through his persistence, Dave accomplished his re-

4ft turn to the environment he had come to relish. 

The second major cause of Ballinger's failure with 

Dave came from a basic exigency of urban bondage, the hir

ing system. Even before the disruptive influence of the 

Civil War, the lawyer hired out Dave in Galveston. Slaves 

rented to other masters frequently achieved an independence 

and self assurance which occasioned subsequent disharmony; 

Dave acquired these traits and, even more injurious to his 

value as a bondsman, the skills and habits of a thief. On 

several occasions Ballinger hired Dave to a man named Fer

guson who, unbeknown to the slaveowner, associated with the 

notorious burglar Nicaragua Smith. From Ferguson the slave 

learned to make lock-picking implements. He could open 

doors and trunks, wrote Ballinger, "as easily as I could 

with a key." Dave went on robbing expeditions with the 

Smith gang several times, carrying their keys, holding the 

dark lantern, and carting off the valuables. According to 

4ft "Fornell, Galveston Era, 122-123; Ballinger Diary, 
March 4, 1863. 
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Ballinger, Dave "evidently felt quite heroic in his narra-

tive tho' he w reproach Ferguson as the author of every 

species of crime & the worker of his own ruin." Perhaps 

to lessen the wrath of his owner, the slave insisted that 

he had been forced to remain secretive about the gang be

cause Ferguson had threatened his life. Dave further 

claimed that out of his desire to stay with the Ballinger 

family he had resisted attempts to persuade him to run away 
49 

to Mexico. 

After the planter Coffee returned Dave, Ballinger 

alternately kept him working around his Houston residence 

and hired to others in the area. The bold, skillful bonds

man then proceeded to pilfer the property of his unsuspect

ing master. While working at "Camp Fort Bates" Dave had 

received a beating from soldiers who discovered him steal-

50 ing, but his owner had taken him back apparently unaware 

of the completeness of the slave's alienation. A few months 

later he rifled a family trunk of at least $150, confessing 

only when Mrs. Hally Ballinger quizzed him, and, more per

suasively, when Ballinger "whipped him severely." The 

slaveowner decided to sell Dave, but backed down because he 

would lose money in the transaction and Hally would "not 

AQ 

Ballinger Diary, November 19, 1860, November 25, 
1864; Fornell, Galveston Era, 123. 

en 

-^^Fornell, Galveston Era, 122. 
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51 
agree to it." Dave solemnly promised to reform, but these 

pledges evaporated the following year when several small 

losses in specie, jewelry, and liquor again created suspi

cions. Ballinger laid a trap, became convinced of the 

slave's guilt, and extracted a confession through threat 

of the whip. Only then did Ballinger learn that Dave had 

acquired his abilities as a thief from Ferguson. Again 

Ballinger advised selling the bondsman, leaving the final 

52 decision to his wife. 

While mulling over the punishment of his slave, 

Ballinger made the mistake of sending him on an errand to 

Hally. Dave, fearful that his mistress would sell him in 

the country and characteristically resolved to do all in 

his power to prevent such a fate, left the railroad before 

arriving at his destination. He then returned to Houston 

to acquire provisions for his escape. He pillaged the 

Ballinger estate, taking a pair of Derringer pistols, a 

shot pouch, a cannister of powder, a box of caps, matches, 

saddle bags, a bridle, a carpet blanket, and a ham. Some 

doubt existed as to his destination—Ballinger speculated 

that Dave aimed for refuge with the Union army at Galveston, 

for a visit with his mother, or for escape into Mexico. 

Modern communications thwarted his strike for freedom. When 

51 
Ballinger Diary, August 5, 1864. 

52 
Ibid., November 11, 25, 1864. 
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Dave failed to arrive at his assigned destination, Hally 

telegraphed that news to Ballinger who proceeded with every 

conceivable means of recapture. Upon confirming the thefts, 

he telegraphed railroad authorities, spoke to people where 

the slave had formerly spent his leisure, notified Houston 

police, wrote to the man who owned Dave's mother, and con

tacted the Confederate army, urging all to keep a vigilant 

watch for the absconding black man. The telegram reached 

some railroad workers who previously had detained Dave on 

suspicion; they rearrested him. Four days following the 

escape Ballinger naively wrote to Hally, "I have just re-

53 turned from lodging Dave safely in jail." 

Ballinger confided in his diary that "Dave has 

engrossed me—Such an affair troubles me very much." Be

ing skilled as an investor in chattels, Ballinger knew that 

the economic worth of his bondsman had seriously deterior

ated. "His value can't be obtained," wrote Ballinger to 

Hally, "I don't see what any one would want a burglar so 

daring & skilful on his premises for." Yet, the basic con

cern expressed by the slaveowner had little to do with 

pecuniary loss; he worried instead over his defenselessness 

against the aggressions of his slave. Before the bondsman 

had been jailed, Ballinger explained to Hally that 

^^Ibid., November 28, 1864; William P. Ballinger 
to Hally Ballinger, November 26, 28, 1864, Ballinger Papers 
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I shall care but little if we never hear of him 
again. . . . He is very smart—and may succeed in 
getting off. If I knew he was gone for good, I 
should feel annoyed—^but easy. . . . I feel real 
uneasiness about him now. There is no lock we have 
but he can easily open . . . Dave can come into the 
premises any moment & help himself. What he may 
take, I have of course, no idea, and nothing is 
secure from him. 

After Dave had been jailed, the slaveowner continued on the 

same theme. "I feel relieved at having caught him—as I 

felt he was in the vicinity—& that I was powerless against 
54 

im. 

Ballinger concluded at last to dispose of Dave, but 

he worried about how. In deciding about disciplinary mea

sures, one point suggested itself immediately. "I shall 

make his punishment an example & terror to him, " "have him 

thoroughly whipped two or three times—not unmercifully or 

enough to injure him, but enough to impress him the balance 

of his life with the dre[a]d of punishment." After that 

he saw three alternatives. He rejected selling Dave into 

the country as unfair to the purchaser. Ballinger con

sidered letting "the law take its course (which is really 

the duty of a good citizen) " by allowing the grand jury to 

indict Dave. He decided against this second possibility 

because he believed it would cost too much and result in 

the death of the slave. Following a period of deliberation, 

he placed Dave in the penitentiary. Ballinger conceived of 

s^ibid. 
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that as the "best plan" because "it will be the severest 

punishment—prevent his sacrifice—& prevent him from 
55 

probably being about us." 

Before finally ridding himself of the slave, he 

experienced further trouble from Dave. Ballinger recorded 

that "Dave is again the subject of excitement—Last Tuesday 

or Wednesday night with four others he broke out of jail," 

but in a few days the authorities caught and returned him 

56 to confinement. Ballinger carried through his intention 

of sending Dave to the penitentiary where in slightly over 

a month the prison officials also learned that Dave possessed 

both the inclination and the ability to gain his liberty. 

As a prison official admitted to Ballinger, "Your boy is a 

most enterprising fellow. He made an escape a few nights 

since but was happily recaptured in a day or two afterward. 

He managed to let himself down from the top of the peniten-
57 

tiary and in this way obtained freedom and fresh air." 

These individual cases disclose intimate character

istics of southwestern town slavery. Clearly, many bonds

men obtained freedoms not ordinarily associated with the 

position of a slave. They drank, gambled, and reveled at 

night; these activities formed a way of life distinct from 

^^Ibid. 

56 
Ballinger Diary, December 10, 24, 1864. 

57 
Quoted in Fornell, Galveston Era, 125. 
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the one designed by their owners. Once gained, the slaves 

surrendered their rights grudgingly. They resisted attempts 

to remove them from the city setting. When necessary they 

committed thefts in order to maintain or to expand their 

enjoyments. Perhaps unwittingly, the efforts of the town 

bondsmen to attain the pleasures which surrounded them ren

dered the institution unstable—even to the point of break

down in some cases. Dave forced his owner to give up in 

frustration the effort at retaining even a minimum combina

tion of order and labor. Not every town bondsman emulated 

him, but the existence of a few such slaves shook the foun

dations of the social order. 

The formation of a separate community among town 

slaves in the Southwest paralleled conditions in the larger 

cities of the South, differing only slightly in manner and 

degree. The anonymity of the great urban areas lessened 

in the uncrowded cities west of the Mississippi, resulting 

in a decreased ability for bondsmen to meet on the sly in 

the houses of free blacks or "living out" slaves. Since 

southwestern town masters could seek out with greater suc

cess their absent charges, the slaves resorted to suburban 

grog shops or to secreting in nearby wooded areas. Never

theless, the essential flavor of urban slave life "beyond 

the master's eye," which Richard C. Wade described as "a 

quite different world . . . [of] variety, diversity, and 
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58 
fluidity," sprang up spontaneously even in these small 

towns. 

Concerned whites did not confine themselves to mere 

descriptions of the freedom-seeking social life of the 

slaves but engaged frequently in speculation about its 

broader significance. An Austin journalist, after writing 

a vivid narration of an underground slave affair, stated 

clearly the basic dread of the slaveholders: 

Such things are disgraceful to any community 
in which they are tolerated, and highly dangerous 
in their tendency. If they continue uninterrupted, 
we will ere long have a Southampton insurrection, or 
a general negro stampede for Mexico. ̂ ^ 

Indeed, the desire for liberty expressed in the social ac

tivities of the town slaves created habits of willy-nilly 

resistance; these behavioral patterns naturally led to 

more unequivocal rebelliousness. 

^°Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 143. 

59 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 22, 1854 



CHAPTER VII 

RESISTANCE 

The unmanageable, freedom-oriented style of life 

developed by town bondsmen worried whites not only because 

it seemed unservile, but also because it led to overt re

belliousness. Slaves acted defiantly in ways that resembled 

revolts carried out by blacks throughout the South, but with 

a flavor distinctive to the environment of the urban South

west. 

Slaves most commonly rebelled by running away. The 

slavocrats had trouble accounting for the steady stream of 

fugitives since that phenomenon belied the myth that blacks 

found slavery natural and acceptable. When they enunciated 

reasons for the prevalence of runaways, town whites usually 

referred to two basic factors. First, they saw urban con

ditions at fault. Deeply concerned over the "continually 

absconding negroes," one writer claimed that the causes 

could "be traced to the unusual liberties which slaves in 

Texas seem to exercise in our towns, when out of the con

trol of their masters." Similarly, a Little Rock labor 

organization complained that local slaves had attained so 

much personal self-dignity that "anyone insulted by a 

•"•Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 23, 1854 

228 
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f logging, no matter how deserving and just the punishment, 
2 f l e e s at once." 

A second common explanation of the runaway problem 

centered on the existence of slave stealers in the South

west. Though usually lacking hard evidence that "bad white 

men" had enticed bondsmen into escaping, this rationale 

became popular because of its congeniality with theories 

of black racial inferiority. Their view partially obscured 

by racism, slaveowners often could not conceive that their 

servants possessed either the desire for freedom or the 

ability to attain it. As an Austin newspaper reasoned con

cerning one thwarted flight, the participating slaves did 

not "appear to have either intelligence or resolution suffi

cient to induce them to undertake to reach Mexico by them-
4 

selves." 

Some masters fabricated the charge that thieves 

bore responsibility for runaway slaves. For example, L. 

Gibson, having seen "two suspicious characters" and know

ing that "there is an extensive clan of negro and horse 

thieves operating throughout the country," leaped to the 

2 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

October 16, 1858. 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), March 3, 1835; 

Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), November 23, 1849; 
Texas Republican (Marshall), June 11, 1853; Arkansas True 
Democrat (Little Rock), September 1, 1858, June 29, 1859. 

^Texas State Times (Austin), May 30, 1857. 
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conclusion that someone had "tampered" with his slave. But 

fears of these outlaws were not entirely fanciful. Court 

records demonstrate that some slave stealers practiced 

their profession in southwestern towns, and only a small 

proportion of the total instances of this crime reached 

the courts—overwrought slaveowners occasionally by-passed 
7 

legal formalities and hanged suspects in vigilante fashion. 

Luckier or more careful thieves either avoided detection 

or broke jail. 

Those involved in plundering slave property usually 

sought to advance their own monetary fortunes rather than 

to further the welfare of the bondsmen. Occasionally, these 

5 
Noah H. Badgett compiled an impressive body of 

evidence before he determined that his slave had escaped 
through the aid of a white man. Arkansas Gazette (Little 
Rock), August 8, 22, 1838, April 15, 1840. 

In Galveston in the five years preceding the Civil 
War, the court tried four persons on the charge of "the 
Larceny of a slave, " finding only one of them guilty. Dis
trict Court of Galveston, Minutes, III, June 9, 1855, June 
12, 1856; IV, January 3, 24, 27, July 6, 1857; V, January 
7, June 12, 1860, January 12, 16, 1861. 

Taylor, Negro Slavery in Louisiana, 32. Two years 
earlier Shreveport residents abided by more legal methods 
when they jailed Franklin Glasscock "on a charge of having 
attempted to induce Bob, a negro boy belonging to Mrs. 
Mary E. Land, to abscond from his owner." Evidently the 
cumulative effect of this and other such cases, when added 
to fears of organized gangs of slave stealers in the area, 
persuaded local citizenry of the need for more drastic 
action. The South-Western (Shreveport), January 24, 1855, 
July 16, 1856, February 18, 1857. 

HSi. 
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kidnappers brazenly attempted to capture their prey by force 

Two Little Rock blacks told of being seized in the streets 

at night; both slaves escaped "by the use of [their] 

8 

strength and heels." More sophisticated abductors per

suaded their victims of a kindly intention of carrying them 

to a free land, then proceeded to sell the bondsmen back 

into slavery. Some blacks cooperated in a process of being 

sold repeatedly by the same bogus master; these slaves of-
9 

ten died at the hands of their supposed benefactors. 

Every southwestern community expressed anger over 

loss of slaves to individual thieves, but the towns grew 

more alarmed over threats from gangs of slave stealers, the 

earliest and most extensive of which came to the attention 

of Little Rock slaveowners. In February, 1835, Emzy Wilson 

advertised for his "negro boy Hiram." A few days later 

David Royster lost Ralph and Judith, suspecting that they 

"had been taken off by a band of villains." Soon the editor 

of the Gazette warned area citizens about "the depredations 

of a lawless gang of villains who are prowling about [and] 

who make a regular business of kidnapping negroes, & 

Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 11, 1834; 
Arkansas-State-Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), January 
16, 1852. 

Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), May 26, 
1848; Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 222; The Story of 
Spence Johnson, Federal Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," 
Texas, No. 2, pp. 228-230; Texas State Gazette (Austin), 
August 18, 1855; Texas State Times (Austin), AugustlS, 1855. 
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stealing horses." To deal with the thieves he advised ar

resting "every suspicious person" and administering to them 

"a portion of Lynch's Law." Instead of this extreme action, 

area police succeeded in imprisoning two of the group along 

with runaway Hiram. But the "band of villains" struck back 

by ambushing A. W. C. Kille who had aided in their capture 

and by liberating the prisoners in a spectacular "Jail 

delivery." The gang then threatened the lives of other 

residents of the Arkansas capital. The power of this or

ganization frightened its opponents. In order to break 

their compatriots out of jail, they had maintained "spies 

and accomplices" in Little Rock. Local justices detained 

and questioned "a certain individual" in town without ac

quiring sufficient proof of guilt to warrant his arrest. 

Some commentators saw need for a committee of vigilance to 

handle the case because, even if captured, the "robbers 

and murderers" would be liberated before their trial. A 

local newspaper suggested that "they ought to be hunted 

down as wild beasts, and their carcasses left as food for 

the buzzards." Evidently the "organized banditti" ensconced 

themselves again in their swampy hideaway along the White 

River in eastern Arkansas. Though their activities les

sened, these slave stealers, in the opinion of some masters, 

10 
continued their thefts long after this incident. 

-^^Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), February 6, 
April 3, 10, 1835; Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), March 
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Slave thieves also struck Shreveport, but the 

other major ring in the Southwest operated in the Houston-

Galveston area. Known as the "Kuykendall gang," it owned 

a slave named Napoleon who had great talent for convincing 

other bondsmen to accept aid in running away. This group 

engaged in thefts of all kinds, but dealing in stolen Negroes 

formed one of its most profitable enterprises. Twice Robert 

Kuykendall, leader of the association, engineered break-outs 

from the Harris County jail. Even after the gang reputedly 

had broken up, Galvestonians continued to blame burglaries 
12 

and other depredations on organized crime. Slaveowners 

may have exaggerated the number of blacks lost to the machina

tions of thieves, but this explanation properly suggests 

that the town milieu which offered constant visions of lib

erty and contacts with every variety of people, presented 

greater opportunities for escape. 

3, 10, 31, April 7, 1835, April 15, 1840; Taylor, Negro 
Slavery in Arkansas, 222-224. 

•̂ -'-Some reporters assumed that these thieves derived 
from the Murrell gang, but other observers indicated that 
the group operated in the Shreveport area independent of 
other outlaws. Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), quoted in Texas 
Republican (Marshall), June 8, 1849; Texas Republican 
(Marshall), August 10, 1849, January 3, 1850; The South
western (Shreveport), July 16, 1856. 

•̂ -̂ Galveston News, February 17, August 13, Septem
ber 5, 1857, March 29, 1859; Texas State Gazette (Austin), 
August 22, 1857; Fornell, Galveston Era, 240-241. 

•̂ •̂ The frequency of runaways from the Anthony House 
in Little Rock suggests that their wide range of contacts 
may have opened their minds to possibilities of freedom. 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), February 



234 

Because of the absence of testimony from actual 

fugitive slaves, the question of their motivation eludes 

definitive analysis; however, newspaper advertisements pro

vide a measurable if inconclusive guage of what stimulated 

15 
bondsmen to flee. An infinite variety of motivations 

some common to all slave areas, others unique to the urban 

Southwest—lay behind escape efforts. One factor which 

caused slaves to leave plantations was of little consequence 

in towns. Rural slaves often fled to avoid the strenuous 

16 

labor of the planting and harvesting seasons, but bonds

men of southwestern cities seldom escaped to shirk the work 

of a specific time of year since they toiled at unseasonal 

tasks. Climatic conditions assumed importance only in the 

8, 1850; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), June 29, 1859; 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), November 22, 1862, 
July 11, 1863. 

14 
Newspaper notices reflected the white point of 

view only, and the speculations on the destiny of the fugi
tives often indicated considerable uncertainty. For ex
ample, slaveholder Ben F. Danley of Little Rock believed 
that his runaway Anthony sought either reunion with his wife 
or freedom in Indian country, but the description of the 
fugitive, whose "back is somewhat scarred from whipping," 
hinted that he may have been fleeing from physical cruelty. 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), January 
31, 1851. 

Among the more interesting cases was that of Rus-
sel, a sixteen year old "bright Mulatto Boy," who fled 
Austin during the Civil War to "go soldiering," Tri-Weekly 
State Gazette (Austin), September 14, 1863. 

Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 22 5; Stampp, 
Peculiar Institution, 113. 
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case of Austin fugitives, who infrequently chose hot sum

mer days for their projected journeys to Mexico."^^ Like 

their plantation counterparts, urban slaves took flight 

because of basically unsatisfactory conditions of life. 

Though evidently in the minority, some runaways bore "the 

mark of many stripes." Virgil, bondsman of Austin resident 

Sam Whiting, had "several scars upon his back, [and] his 

18 

hair [was] grey though not from age." Psychological mal

treatment also acted as a powerful inspiration for escaped 

slaves—many ran away as a means of resisting separation 

from their families. Some bondsmen returned to their kins

men a few days after their sale; others tolerated their new 

circumstances for months until loneliness forced an effort 

19 at reunion. Corporal and mental abuse caused some slaves 

to run away in spite of overwhelming odds. One such fugi

tive attempted to travel from Little Rock to Tennessee even 

17 
Of 132 runaways from Little Rock, Shreveport, 

Galveston and Austin, 30 left during the Winter, 39 in the 
Spring, 31 in the Summer, and 32 in the Fall months. 

18 
Austin City Gazette, May 27, 1840; Arkansas State 

Democrat (Little Rock), October 27, 1848; The South-Western 
(Shreveport), March 19, 1856. 

19 
Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), April 15, 1836; 

Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), August 8, 1838, July 12, 
November 22, 1862, July 11, 1863; Texas Sentinel (Austin), 
February 26, 1840; The Texas Republican (Marshall), June 1, 
1849; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
June 6, 1851; Texas State Gazette (Austin), January 12, 
1856; The South-Western (Shreveport), July 20, 1859; Arkan
sas True Democrat (Little Rock), May 26, 1860; Shreveport 
News, July 19, 1864. 
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though, in the words of his owner, "he knows nothing of the 

..20 
country. 

More often than mistreatment, social and cultural 

factors persuaded town slaves to leave their owners. By 

running away slaves who knew of the pleasures of city life 

21 
counteracted attempts to take them into the country. John, 

who at one time lived in Little Rock, displayed particularly 

adamant feelings against removal. His new owner valued him 

as "a likely boy" but sold the bondsman after he disappeared 

from the plantation, supposedly to "lurk" about the city. 

John also left the service of his next master who likewise 

22 

suspected the slave of returning to Little Rock. South

western cities seemed to attract escapees magnetically. 

Blacks who apparently had gained occasional sight of town 

life often removed to urban areas upon leaving their farm 

homes. Sometimes slaves used the towns as reprovisioning 

points or as places to obtain better means of transportation 

^^Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), June 29, 
1859. Since slaveowners undoubtedly felt reluctant to 
advertise that their bondsmen ran away for reasons of mis
treatment, this factor probably existed even more often 
than the newspapers indicated. 

^•^Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock) , 
June 6, 1851, March 26, 1859; Civilian and Galveston 
Gazette, November 23, 1852; Galveston Weekly News, January 
1, 1857. 

22 
Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), March 16, 

1858, May 25, 1859. 
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in their quest for freedom. ^ More commonly, rural run

aways aimed for town to visit friends or to enjoy the in

teresting social atmosphere. Owners complained that 

bondsmen "skulked" around the cities with minimal fear of 

apprehension; yet, police authorities frequently arrested 

2 R rural fugitives in or near town. The actions of the 

slaves demonstrate clearly a rural-to-urban tendency among 

southwestern runaways. 

In a sense the term "runaway" inaccurately de

scribed the motivations and actions of many town slaves who 

escaped from their owners, for city fugitives often "lurked" 

in the neighborhood instead of removing to another area. 

Urban slaves discovered hiding places in abundance. Es

caped bondsmen from Little Rock frequently concealed them

selves in the pine forests around the city. Austin blacks 

^•^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 21, 1838; 
The South-Western (Shreveport), July 9, 1856; Arkansas True 
Democrat (Little Rock), September 7, 1859. 

Arkansas Times and Advocate (Little Rock), May 15, 
1843; Arkansas Democrat (Little Rock), September 25, 1846; 
The Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), February 5, 1855; Shreve
port News, July 1, 1864; The Story of Gill Ruffin. Federal 
Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Texas, No. 3, pp. 262-

2̂ "̂ - 25 
The Southwestern American (Austin), November 3, 

1852; The South-Western (Shreveport), January 10, March 21, 
August 22, 1855, July 8, 1857; Galveston Weekly News, April 
8, 29, 1856. 

^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 2, 1836; 
February 15, 1843; Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), 
February 4, 1848; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Lit
tle Rock), April 11, 1857, August 7, 1858; Galveston News, 
June 20, 1857; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), Febru
ary 9, 1858; The South-Western (Shreveport), June 18, 1862. 
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attempted to disappear into the surrounding hills. In 

other cases town slaves left their owners but found shel

ter inside the city. Slaves concealed themselves in Gal

veston in high weeds, underneath a store, and in a furnace 
27 

hole. Some urban slaveholders suspected local residents 

of "harboring" "likely," "well built," "good looking" female 

runaways. Slave husbands also hid their wives, though these 

women probably sacrificed some of the comfort afforded by 

white companions. A Galveston bondswoman, for example, 

lived for three or four months in a cave excavated by her 
28 

spouse. 

The slaves v^o remained in or near their towns may 

have sought temporary respite from the burdens of the in

stitution, believing full escape too risky or impossible. 

Still, a substantial number of runaways had permanent lib

erty as their goal. Their specific destiny varied accord

ing to time and town. Galveston fugitives confined by the 

island usually remained in the city or surrounding area 

seeking lengthy if not perpetual freedom; runaways who 

27 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

October 16, 1858; Margaret Smith Ross, "The Brownfield 
Family, Pulaski County Pioneers," Pulaski County Historical 
Review, I (December, 1953), 2; The Southwestern American 
(Austin), July 28, 1852; Galveston Weekly News, April 8, 
29, 1856, May 21, 1863. 

28 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), October 3, 1838; 

Arkansas Star (Little Rock), July 30, 1840; The South
western (Shreveport), September 20, 1854, May 4, 1859; 
Galveston Weekly News, August 14, 1855. 
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escaped Galveston aimed either for New Orleans or Mexico.^^ 

Little Rock slaves bent on liberty usually went in either 

of two directions, north and west. Those who attempted to 

get to a free state faced a difficult journey through slave 

country, whatever route they chose, but some succeeded."^^ 

A female servant traveling with her owner William S. Fulton 

31 escaped from their boat at Cincinnati and went to Canada. 

Another large group of Little Rock bondsmen ran away to 

Indian territory. Although a few Arkansas blacks faced 

return to slavery when whites or Native Americans launched 

expeditions for their recapture, that area remained a rea-
32 

sonably safe sanctuary for runaways. A few fugitives 

from Little Rock "made their way" to the Republic of Texas. 

Even after statehood some Shreveport slaves, who lacked a 

29 
Civilian and Galveston Gazette, June 8, 1844; 

Galveston Weekly Nev/s, May 2, 1854, May 26, 1857. 
30 
Some Little Rock runaways escaped by stowing away 

on steamboats. Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), May 
29, 1844; Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), December 
4, 1846, October 27, 1848; Arkansas True Democrat (Little 
Rock), June 29, 1859; The Story of John Williams, Federal 
Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 7, p. 
174. 

•̂'-David Fulton to William S. Fulton, June 6, 1841; 
John T. Fulton to William S. Fulton, February 14, 1842, 
Fulton Papers. 

32 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), April 16, 1836, 

August 8, 1838; Civilian and Galveston Gazette, June 11, 
1843; Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), May 7, 1848; Arkansas 
State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), August 2, 1850; 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), June, 1860. 
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convenient avenue toward free lands, attempted to travel 

33 

to Mexico via Texas. An overwhelming majority of Austin 

escapees sought freedom across the border. The largely 

unsettled country in southwest Texas allowed many Austin 

runaways, if they skirted past San Antonio, to reach the 

Rio Grande. Because of the lure of Mexico, few Austin 

slaves sought any other destination. A desire for free

dom—whether designed to preserve and expand the liberties 

of town life or to escape bondage altogether—motivated 

most of the slaves who ran away from southwestern towns. 

Characterization of the runaways further suggests 

the crucial impact of urban life. Diversity seems the 

slaves' most significant attribute. They ranged in age 

from fifteen to fifty, though more left while teenagers 

than after age forty. The runaway slaves averaged slightly 

more than twenty-seven years of age. Numerically, males 

prevailed; however, enough women escaped that masters could 

not feel secure about retaining their property, regardless 

of sex. Females comprised about one-sixth of all town 

-̂ -̂ Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), May 9, 1832; The 
Times (Little Rock), July 18, 1838; The South-Western (Shreve
port), August 5, 1857; Texas Sentinel (Austin), October 24, 
1857. 

^^Austin City Gazette, May 27, 1840; Texas State 
Times (Austin), June 24, 1854, May 30, 1857; Texas State 
Gazette (Austin), January 5, 1856, September 4, 1863; The 
Southern Intelligencer (Austin), March 3, 1858; Brown, An
nals of Travis County, VII, 47. One reputed barrier in the 
way of Austin runaways was a settlement of Mormons in west 
Texas who at times captured escaping bondsmen. The South
western American (Austin), September 22, 1852. 
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35 
runaways. 

Though many slaves defied the trend, the "average" 

runaway was a young, male adult. Beyond this elementary 

characteristic, few generalizations seem accurate. In 

appearances and personalities the escaped bondsmen foinned 

an amazingly heterogeneous lot. They varied in color from 

"very black" and "jet black" to "bright mulatto" and "al

most white, would be taken for a white man anywhere." One 

of these runaways had "large grey-blue eyes [and] red 

sandy hair." Though a larger percentage was of mixed blood 

than in the overall South, there existed no preponderance 

of mulattoes. In fact, a majority of masters described the 
36 

fugitives as "dark" or black. Runaways also reflected 

urban upbringing in their looks. Some owners alluded to 
37 

the "genteel appearance" of the slaves. A substantial 

number dressed in an exceptionally fine manner, and even 

those who wore plain cotton, linsey, or jeans clothing 

usually provisioned themselves well before their escape. 

35 
These figures are based on one hundred and twenty 

advertisements for slave runaways; they do not include the 
young children who accompanied their parents. 

36 
Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), February 6, 1850; 

Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), May 29, 1855, October 
27, 1857; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
October 30, 1858. Of the eighty-nine runaway advertise
ments which mentioned color, fifty-one described the slave 
as black. 

37 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), November 10, 

1841; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), May 29, 1855. 
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Yet, a few fugitives owned only ragged shirts and pants."^^ 

Diversity also characterized the bondsmen physically 

Terms such as "strong," "well formed," and "active" usually 

described the fleeing slaves, but others had glaring defi

ciencies. Blacks blighted by severely crippled fingers, 

rheumatism, a sprained ankle, and a hernia still ran away. 

One sixteen-year-old youth attempted to escape from Little 

Rock despite his small stature—four feet six inches tall 

and ninety pounds in weight. More impressively, a slave 

woman named Nancy, accompanied by three sub-teenage chil

dren, ran off from Little Rock while "near her confinement, 

39 and her legs considerably swollen." 

Nor did the runaways demonstrate with consistency 

any particular personality trait. Some ostensibly con

tented, intimidated slaves surprised their masters by ab

sconding. Austinite W. F. Brashear recalled that Planner 

"is extremely polite, addressing everyone as either young 

or old master." Bill, former Galveston chattel, had a 

"down countenance" and seemed to his overseer "very humble 

. . . in bad health." One young "negro boy" learned to give 

38 
See infra, 173-174. 

^^Arkansas Times and Advocate (Little Rock), August 
26, 1844; Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), February 
4, 1848; Galveston Weekly News, May 26, 1857; The South
western (Shreveport), December 29, 1858, April 13, 1859; 
Tri-Weekly News (Houston), June 26, 1862; Arkansas State 
Gazette (Little Rock), August 22, 1863. 
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the impression of complete accommodation. According to his 

owner, "when spoken to [he] looks down, speaks low, shows 

his teeth and the whites of his eyes." But the bondsman 

demonstrated that looks could belie true personality when 

he jumped a steamboat bound for a northern city.^^ Other 

runaways displayed their alienation more openly and con

sistently. A few had become "addicted to drink"; William 

E. Woodruff characterized his runaway Moses as "fond of 

liquor, a notorious liar, and quite boisterous when intoxi

cated." Jinny exhibited a "very bold" attitude; she 

spoke and laughed loudly. George had a "sulky look." 

42 Andrew spoke abruptly m a "seemingly impudent" manner. 

Another frequently mentioned quality of the runaways cen

tered on their mental attributes—several of these slaves 

inspired descriptive phrases such as "quite intelligent," 

"quick spoken," "sensible," and "plausible in conversa-

..43 
tion." 

Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), April 8, 
1840, September 18, 1850; Arkansas State Gazette (Little 
Rock), May 29, 1844; Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), May 22, 
1849. 

41 
Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), August 21, 1844, 

May 7, 1845, February 18, 1851; Arkansas State Democrat 
(Little Rock), February 9, May 18, 1849. 

^^Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
February 8, 1850, March 15, 1856; Galveston Weekly News, 
July 9, 1862. 

^-^Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), May 9, 1832; 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), May 13, 1840, June 
13, 1863; Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), February 5, 1855; 
Arkansas Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), October 15, 
1852; The South-Western (Shreveport), July 15, 1857. 
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To the slaveowner the absence of patterned be

havior and appearances among the fugitives signified in

creased disciplinary problems. A bondsman of any age, ex

cept perhaps the few very old and infirm, might vanish. 

He could leave at any time of year. The runaway might be 

a most trusted, "pampered" household servant who had never 

given a hint of alienation by either action or implication. 

Or the act of fleeing could be the final step taken after 

a series of wrangles. The runaways did not form an "elite" 

—the descriptions rendered by slaveholders suggest an 

individualism rather than a type among the fugitives. Any 

bondsman, "average" or exceptional, could and did escape 

44 
from his owner. 

Runaways adopted various methods to enhance their 

success. Some left by themselves, hoping that individual 

cunning would enable them to travel at night, acquire pro

visions along the way, and avoid detection long enough to 

reach their destination. Many others resorted to more 

skillful means. Frequently, slaves fled collectively 

rather than singly. In some cases these group runaways 

appear to have acted out of desperation, particularly in 

Other interpreters of slave runaways described 
them as "above average Negroes." Taylor, Negro Slavery in 
Louisiana, 177; Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 221-222. 
Though runaways from the urban Southwest had many elitist 
characteristics, they seem to have been accurate reflec
tions of the uplifting impact of town life. 
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the instances of women who gathered their small children 

and attempted to escape without outside aid. More often 

these family efforts involved greater planning and included 

45 
a slave husband. One group flight comprised three dif-

46 

ferent families. Such escapades appeared doomed to cer

tain defeat except for the fact that, as in the case of 

most of the group runaways, they occurred at early dates 

before the Southwest had become densely populated. 

A substantial number of slaves ran away with kin

dred spirits rather than blood relatives. Usually these 

acquaintances had been made in the city or previous to 

emigration to the area, but some banded together after a 

chance meeting while in the process of flight. Group es

capes often involved careful pre-planning and provisioning 

47 which might have made success a greater likelihood. Jim, 

Sam, and Abram, slaves of three different Little Rock mas

ters, left with "a good pistol," a powder flask, and 

AC 

Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), February 8, 1832; 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), March 3, 1835; Austin City 
Gazette, December 4, 1839; Texas State Gazette (Austin), 
September 28, 1850; Southern Intelligencer (Austin), March 
3, 1858; Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), June 13, 
August 22, 1863. 

46 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), November 4, 1834. 

47 
Another scholar suggested that more time and plan

ning increased the chances that slave plots would be de
tected and prevented. Though runaway notices are not par
ticularly clear on this point, newspapers failed to mention 
the discovery of many pre-planned runaway plots. See Kil
son, "Towards Freedom," 169. 
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several blankets. The runaways of Robert Liles possessed 

even more important credentials. Led by Randal, a literate 

blacksmith, and including his wife, four other young men, 

and a young woman, this group armed itself with three shot-

48 
guns and a musket. The success ratio of group runaways 

cannot be measured absolutely; yet, the records reveal few 

cases in which slaveowners captured fugitives who had banded 

together. But, as the countryside filled with people, 

fewer bondsmen sought to escape in this manner. 

Many runaways made efforts to improve the odds 

against them by stealing supplies. Extra clothing, bedding, 

food, and money made their trips easier. Often slaves ab

sconded with goods which had small practical value but 

could be bartered for more necessary articles. Some prized 

commodities—horses, mules, and boats—speeded excursions 

49 

and thus became the most frequently taken. Out of neces

sity Galveston slaves often chose water transportation for 

their attempts at running away. In one case eight blacks 

"^^Ibid., March 1, 1836, April 3, May 1, 1839. 
November 10, 1841, May 29, 1844; Brown, Annals of Travis 
County, XIV, 24-25. 

49 
Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), August 21, 1844; 

Texas Republican (Marshall), June 1, 1849; Texas State 
Gazette (Austin), July 1, 1854; Arkansas True Democrat 
(Little Rock), May 29, 1855, June 29, 1859; Arkansas State 
Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), August 23, 1856; The 
South-Western (Shreveport), August 3, 1859; Arkansas State 
Gazette (Little Rock), July 12, 1862, July 11, 1863; Shreve
port News, August 23, 1864. 
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commandeered a boat and set out for the coast of Mexico. 

Though a reporter expressed skepticism of their navigational 

skills, the newspaper carried no mention of a recapture. 

In order to prevent oceanic escapes, city authorities passed 

ordinances providing for strict inspection of all outgoing 

vessels. Still, two years later three local bondsmen, per

haps with outside help, debarked from Galveston via steam

boats to New Orleans and on up the Mississippi to free 

50 
states. Success did not automatically accrue to runaways, 

however well provisioned. A slave belonging to James F. 

Johnson left Austin "well dressed," and "taking with him 

two horses and other property" including two white shirts, 

substantial quantities of bacon and corn meal, pens, paper, 

and even an arithmetic book. At Blanco City a vigilant man 

shot the slave, reputedly "supposing him to be an Indian." 

The author of a letter telling of the incident concluded, 

"the owner can . . . rest well assured that his negro never 

51 will reach Mexico." 

Other methods of escape required considerable dar

ing, skills, or extraordinary physical qualities. Some 

light colored runaways attempted to "pass themselves off 

for white." One ingenious couple from Little Rock, Samuel, 

^^Civilian and Galveston Gazette, June 8, 1844; 
Galveston Weekly News, May 2, 1854; Proceedings of Mayor 
and Aldermen, Galveston, June 5, 1852. 

51 
Texas State Times (Austin), March 1, 15, 1856. 
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"a bright mulatto . . . active and unusually sensible," 

and his wife Sally, "nearly white, straight hair and large 

eyes," sought freedom by having the woman masquerade as the 
52 

owner of her husband. Other slaves possessed knowledge 

of languages. Those fluent in French and Spanish sometimes 

attained freedom by pretending to be free blacks or foreign

ers. One runaway used his facility with Indian languages 

to further his expedition to the Creek nation. In an

other means of deception, skilled runaways boldly claimed 

a free or self-hiring position and attempted to obtain work 

54 while they traveled toward freedom. More commonly, 

literate fugitives forged passes or free papers. This de

vice frequently failed, perhaps because the dearth of free 

Negores in the Southwest lent an air of suspicion to any 

55 black claiming that status. 

The abilities and cunning of town runaways probably 

enabled a considerable number to achieve freedom. Yet, the 

^^Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
March 9, 1855; Tri-Weekly State Gazette (Austin), Septem
ber 14, 1863. 

^•^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), April 12, Novem
ber 15, 1836, July 4, 1837; Tri-Weekly News (Houston), 
October 10, 1862. 

54 
Texas Republican (Marshall), June 11, 1853; 

The South-Western (Shreveport), October 13, 1858. 
^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), August 22, 1838; 

Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), December 4, 1846; 
Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), May 22, 1849; Arkansas True 
Democrat (Little Rock), June 30, 1857; The South-Western 
(Shreveport), August 5, 1857. 
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road toward permanent escape brimmed with difficulties 

which probably thwarted a majority of those who set out. 

Even blacks who attained a non-slave area had to keep alert 

for fugitive hunters. Hugh C. Mclntyre lost a slave to 

Mexico but heard that his ex-chattel lived opposite El Paso. 

The Austin resident crossed the border and captured his 

former servant, though not without a fight from the fugi

tive and his Mexican in-laws. Occasionally runaways from 

west Texas who had journeyed into the sanctuary south of 

56 
the border faced more organized expeditions. 

Although their rate of success cannot be determined, 

a number of bondsmen escaped, raising angry protests from 

both individual masters and public organs, particularly in 

Austin. Refusals by the Mexican government to return runa

ways to their former owners and the inaction of the United 

States in forcing a fugitive slave treaty on its neighbor 

created serious resentment in the Texas capital. "Rip" 

Ford, editor of the Texas State Times, advocated supporting 

a revolutionary movement in Mexico with the proviso that a 

newly formed junta would cooperate in returning escaped 

blacks. At one point another newspaper concluded ominously, 

"The frequency of this sacrifice is becoming too oppressive. 

56 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), February 16, 1850, 

Ronnie C. Tyler, "The Callahan Expedition of 1855: Indians 
or Negroes?," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, LXX (April, 
1967), 574-585. 
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to be born with meekness and humiliation much longer." 

Austinites discussed possible creation of "joint stock 

associations" to finance thrusts into Mexico—a similar 

group in San Antonio evidently spurred the Callahan expedi

tion of 1855 which aimed at recapturing runaways. Some 

fire-eaters considered the problem troublesome enough to 

57 
warrant either war with Mexico or secession from the union. 

The blacks who escaped bondage had an undermining 

influence out of proportion to their numbers. In the words 

of a journalist of the Galveston News, "it behooves all 

citizens to make common cause, in times like these, for our 

common security and protection against the clandestine ef

forts. . . . [every runaway] that proves successful will 

be a dangerous example to others." Successful escapes 

formed such a great evil, wrote another paper, to threaten 

58 

"our self-preservation." One historian probably exag

gerated only slightly in concluding that "the whole slave 

system was in danger of collapsing" unless owners made 
59 

successful escape almost impossible. Certainly rebellious-

^Texas State Times (Austin), June 2, July 28, 1855; 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), June 2, 1855, February 13, 
1859; Tyler, "Callahan Expedition," 577-580. 

^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 14, 1854; 
Galveston Weekly News, January 6, 1857. 

Taylor, Negro Slavery in Louisiana, 168. By way 
of contrast, a more traditional historian of Arkansas 
slavery wrote of the inconsequential results of the runa
way problem. He concluded that most slaveowners took the 
problem in stride. Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 213-
232. 
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ness seemed to be infectious—some owners lost several dif-
60 

ferent runaway slaves. 

Even runaways who succumbed to authorities before 

reaching freedom in some ways succeeded in confuting the 

system. All escaped bondsmen deprived their owners of labor 

for varying periods of time. Masters who lost household 

61 
servants often had to hire costly replacements. As an 

Austin newspaper concluded, "There is always a great deal 

of expense, trouble, and risk attending the recovery of a 
62 

runaway slave." 

Habitual runaways—possessing overwhelming hostility 

to bondage and adamant determination to escape it—under

mined the serenity of the master class. The personalities 

60 
William E. Woodruff advertised for five different 

runaway slaves, Henry, John, Moses, Reuben, and Joseph. 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), May 17, 1836, November 10, 
1841; Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), August 21, 1844; 
Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), January 21, October 
27, 1848. Jacob Reider had to recover fugitives four times. 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), July 3, 1839, November 10, 
1841; Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), December 4, 
1846, July 20, 1849. On four occasions bondsmen escaped 
from Noah Badgett. Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), April 
15, 1836; Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), August 8, 1838, 
November 10, 1841; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), 
October 27, 1857. Anthony, Tom, and Sam all ran away from 
Ben F. Danley. Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little 
Rock), January 31, 1851, August 7, 1858, March 26, 1859. 

^•^Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), May 18, 
1849; Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), February 18, 1851; The 
South-Western (Shreveport), January 21, 1857; Shreveport 
News, August 23, 1864. 

62 
Texas State Times (Austin), February 17, 1855. 
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of these slaves forced their owners to engage in a trying 

struggle to keep them at home. Washington, described by 

his owner as having "the appearance of a mongrel Mexican," 

failed in his projected trek from Shreveport to Mexico, but 

his master felt insecure enough about his property to sell 

the bondsman. This act merely transferred the burden to 

another Shreveport citizen, who three years later again 
63 

advertized for the return of "Wash." Twenty year old 

London escaped in the winter of 1858. About the same time 

the next year he ran away again. His description remained 

the same except that on the second effort he had "a scar 

on the shoulder and one in the small of his back, made by 
64 

shots." No matter how long a captured bondsman remained 

at home, the owner could not feel assured of having pacified 

his property. Jacob Reider described his runaway and name

sake as "addicted to drinking and gambling" and added that 

the bondsman had procured forged free papers and an ample 

supply of money. Recaptured in spite of these advantages, 

Jacob evidently remained with Reider for ten years before 

65 
setting off again. Roswell Beebe of Little Rock owned a 

63 
The South-Western (Shrevepor t ) , August 29, 1855, 

September 8, 1858. 
64 
Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), December 

15, 1858, December 21, 1859. 
^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), July 3, 1839; 

Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), July 20, 1849. 
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slave named Peter who, undaunted by his unfailing recapture, 

fled annually over a three year period. At first Beebe be

lieved that his "smart active boy has no doubt been induced 

to leave me from the bad advice of others." Peter refuted 

that charge by continuing to escape. Each time the slave

owner suspected that his fugitive had a different destina

tion, but Peter repeated no pattern other than a continual 
66 

quest for his liberty. Some masters found ownership of 

such recalcitrant individuals too troublesome; they rid 

themselves of the slaves at considerable financial loss by 

selling them "in the woods" to slavehunters bent on recap-
67 

turing the fugitives. 

Runaways from the towns of the Southwest damaged 

the institution by causing economic loss and psychological 

frustration to slaveholders. Perhaps more seriously, in 

the opinion of their pursuers, many of these slaves created 

physical dangers for those who attempted to apprehend them. 

Advertisements sometimes warned would-be captors of the in

timidating personalities of fugitives. One hostile slave, 

Henry, belonging to William E. Woodruff, had one disarming 

characteristic. "Stout and well built, very black" and 

66 
Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), July 3, 

1846, February 8, 1848, November 16, 1849. 
67 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), May 1, 

1847; Arkansas State Democrat (Little Rock), September 28, 
1849; Arkansas Banner (Little Rock), October 23, 1849, 
November 26, 1850. 
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bewhiskered, he spoke in a "rather effeminate" voice; yet, 

his owner paid tribute to the determination of Henry: "He 

is a shrewd sensible fellow, and will invent a plausible 

story to prevent apprehension, and if taken, will require 

to be ironed and closely watched to prevent his escape."^^ 

Little Rock resident L. Gibson owned another slave named 

Henry, a "bright Mulatto" with "long straight" hair, who 

overthrew all attempts at confinement in bondage. Slightly 

stoop-shouldered and only five feet tall, this runaway 

bore the marks of considerable abuse. Gibson wrote that 

Henry had a long beard, "considerably bleached from being 

some time in jail," and a scar on the right leg running 

from the knee to the ankle. Though manacled on each leg, 

Henry liberated himself. He reputedly intended to remain 

near town long enough to garner supplies for a journey north 

69 
toward freedom. Another runaway, from the description 

of his owner, almost literally breathed a determination to 

be free. Thomas Pitcher offered a fifty dollar reward for 

a negro fellow named RALPH, about 3 5 years of age, 
5 feet 9 inches high, very black, with very large 
whiskers. He is rather thin in the cheek, thick 
lips, and stout built, and had on when he left an 
Iron collar with a chain attached to it. By some 
means he had learned to read, and may have procured 
free papers. He is formerly of St. Louis, and may 
try to make his way in that direction. He is a 
very bad negro.'^ 

^^Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), May 17, 1836. 
69 

Old-Line Democrat (Little Rock), April 16, 1860. 
"^^Arkansas Star (Little Rock), October 21, 1840. 
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The ready availability of weapons accentuated the 

runaways' ability to protect themselves from recapture. 

Some blacks illegally owned their own firearms, others 

"absconded" with knives and pistols belonging to their mas

ters, and still others ventured to an urban area in search 

. . 71 
of guns and ammunition. Occasionally, city law officers 

72 surprised and arrested armed escapees, but the prisons 

of the area did not always restrain these potentially 

belligerent runaways from subsequent escape. Little Rock 

especially experienced difficulties in confining captured 

fugitives. In 1841 and 1842 three blacks broke out of the 

Pulaski County jail. The "city Calaboose" proved no more 

sound. On the first night after the town government ex

pended a considerable sum in refurbishing the structure, 

several slaves found a weakness and made their "get away." 

Even the State Penitentiary did not have the strength to 

73 
prevent the flight of determined bondsmen. 

^-^Arkansas Advocate (Little Rock), February 6, 1835; 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), March 1, 1836, May 1, 1839; 
Texas Sentinel (Austin), February 26, 1840, October 17, 
1857, October 20, 1858; Austin City Gazette, March 11, 1840; 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 2, 1854. 

72 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), April 4, October 3, 

1857. 
73 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), August 18, 1841; 

Arkansas Times and Advocate (Little Rock), September 26, 
1842; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), June 1, 1861; 
Little Rock City Council Records, B, April 5, 1853. 

^•Ms^m^. 
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The most alienated runaways fought vigorously 

against recapture. In Shreveport two slaves carried their 

resistance to suicidal extremes. One fugitive named Tom 

refused to surrender, so his pursuers shot him in the leg. 

Tom then took poison and died rather than return to bondage, 

Another runaway confined to the town jail killed himself 

74 by cutting his throat. In 1839 two bondsmen ran away 

from the Little Rock residence of Thomas Thorn. Although 

he suspected that both Ben, who had "several scars on neck 

and arms from knife cuts," and Lorenzo had headed for their 

former homes, one of them remained in the area. After al

most three years in the pine forests without a master. 

Thorn's slave had become accustomed to a life of at least 

circumvented liberty. When a party of men hunted him and 

he reached the verge of apprehension, the black man decided 

to confront the overwhelming odds and to fight his way out. 

The fugitive drew a knife, but one of the party, in the 

words of a newspaper account, "shot him down,killing him on 

75 
the spot." 

Efforts to arrest runaways did not always end so 

harmlessly for the white community. The citizens of Austin 

learned of the potential for self-protective violence 

^ The South-Western (Shreveport), September 25, 
1861; Shreveport News, September 24, 1861, September 6, 1864 

75 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), May 29, October 

30, 1839, March 23, 1842. 
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inherent in escaped slaves in 1851 when a runaway killed 

William and Matilda Baker. The black man had come to the 

Baker house on the outskirts of town seeking directions. 

After a short while Baker learned of the bondsman's status 

when E. S. C. Robertson arrived, and the two men tied the 

slave in the kitchen. Robertson left, thinking the captive 

secure, but the runaway freed himself, obtained a butcher 

knife, and stabbed the Bakers v/hen they attempted to re

arrest him. Despite diligent searches, first by Robertson, 

who quickly located the runaway but feared to fight him, 

and then by a large number of armed men, the slave success

fully hid out for over two weeks. The city authorities 

discovered him in a corn crib in town. Either after a 

peremptory trial by a jury of slaveowners or at the hands 

76 
of a mob, the runaway died by hanging. 

To apprehensive whites the threats posed by runa

way slaves increased further when they formed into gangs in 

and around southwestern towns. Fugitives from throughout 

the area discovered hideaways near the cities, which they 

76 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 12, August 2, 

1851; Brown, Annals of Travis County, XV, 14-15. Some con
fusion existed on the details of the Baker affair. Frank 
Brown, a local chronicler, exaggerated the length of time 
from the killings until the hanging. He further added that 
a black woman in Austin revealed the whereabouts of the 
fugitive, and he ascribed the slave's death to a lynch mob. 
In contrast the local newspaper stated that a trial took 
place and "on the same day . . . his guilt being apparent 
and unquestionable, he was executed in the presence of a 
large concourse of spectators." 
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then pillaged of provisions, either for the establishment 

of a secret colony or for a mass escape into some free ter

ritory. Slaves from eastern Texas and Louisiana gathered 

in the area of Shreveport; they felt particularly safe, 

according to a local newspaper, when "warm weather sets in 

and the forests become thick with green foilage." A vigi

lance committee in the Louisiana town had as part of its 

purpose the destruction or at least control of the groups 

of runaways, but apparently it failed. A Shreveport con

stable did succeed in searching out and arresting three of 

the group; however, local citizens continued to express 

concern over the revolutionary potential of organized run-

77 

aways. Slaves from Little Rock often secured semi

permanent freedom by escaping into the densely wooded 

thickets bordering the town. White residents, alarmed 

over the conduct of local slaves, charged that they con

gregated "by the dozens" in these swamps. From that area 

the runaways reportedly "are fed and taken care of by the 

free negro and degraded whites, for years at a time." 

These citizens also asserted that the gang of fugitives 

threatened the lives of their former owners and committed 
7R 

arson against the town. Austin Anglos feared the perils 

77 
''The South-Western (Shreveport), March 6, 1861; 

Shreveport Daily News, June 18, September 12, 1861. 
78 
Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

October 16, 1858. 
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caused by local slaves who escaped and, wrote the South

western American, "[are] supposed to be banded together in 

the mountains." These bondsmen sometimes visited the city, 

and they carried out raids throughout the area. Transient 

runaways frequently joined them in organizing massive es

capes to Mexico. In these forays they usually possessed 

arms of all kinds and vigorously resisted efforts at re

capture. Once the whites countered an ill-fated horse

stealing expedition by placing dogs on the trail of the 

runaways, who still managed to kill one of the pack, fight 

off the rest, and escape. Occasionally local citizens re

covered part of the stolen property, but they failed to 

destroy the group of over twenty blacks who continued to 

make v/hat one reporter described as "numerous depredations" 

relieving area residents of money, bacon, meal, eggs, and 

horses. Although various sources concluded that these 

raids amounted to "extensive preparations" for a journey 

to Mexico, the runaways may have been content with their 

79 guerrilla-like life in the hills. 

Those who openly resisted bondage most often chose 

to run away; however, many slaves, because of momentary 

passion, the difficulty of fleeing from their owners, or 

79 
The Southwestern American (Austin), July 28, 1852; 

Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 31, 1852, April 4, 1857; 
Texas State Times (Austin), July 21, 28, 1855, May 31, 1856. 
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frustration with all other means of gaining freedom, took 

direct violent action against their status. Discussing 

the causes of slave rebellions, white commentators usually 

presented the same trite explanations which they offered 

for other forms of unservile behavior. Some slaveocrats 

believed that the revolts occurred because of what an Aus

tin newspaper called the absence of "sufficiently strict 

and severe control of masters over slaves." Repeating this 

theme, a Shreveport reporter attributed slave resistance 

to the "almost unlimited scope allowed negroes in our midst," 

and he urged "all good citizens to see that our negroes 

80 

are kept within proper bounds." Whites, who almost unani

mously rejected the idea that blacks rebelled because of 

their hatred for the institution, also commonly saw aboli

tionists behind acts of slave defiance. This explanation 

proved so attractive to the master class that recalcitrant 

bondsmen may have used it as a foil to divert blame and 

punishment. ̂-̂  

The actual reason for slave militancy undoubtedly 

varied with the individual, but the scanty evidence 

ftO 

Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 3, 1853; 
The South-Western (Shreveport), September 11, 1861. 

81 
For one case in which a slave might have blamed 

his rebelliousness on the bad advice of a white man, see 
The Southern Intelligencer (Austin), December 10, 1856, in 
Texas Writers' Project, Austin Public Library, Austin File 
Chronological, 1856, Item 4, p. 2. 
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indicates one common theme in their behavior. Most slaves 

who undertook violent acts apparently had reached an ir

repressible point of irritation at their position. Such 

an explosion of anger led a Shreveport slave, according to 

the South-western, to disturb the peace and, when ordered 

to desist, he "became very insolent and offered resistance. 

It was not until several persons had been drawn to the 

po 

spot [that he] succumbed and was lodged in jail." A 

rebellious "man of color" named Ned Baker of Shreveport 

lashed out against everyone in his surroundings. Imme

diately after the court freed him of the charge of murder

ing his wife it ordered Baker rearrested for assaulting a 
83 white man. Another slave revealed the completeness of 

her hostility by poisoning her master. When her initial 

efforts failed, she acquired a more pov/erful substance 

and increased the dosage to the point that it brought al-

84 most instantaneous death. Even the thought of nearly 

sure detection failed to deter some bondsmen who then faced 

their executions, in the words of one reporter, "with ap-

85 
parent calm resignation." 

82 
The South-Western (Shreveport), September 11, 1861 

^^Ibid., April 11, May 2, 1855. 

84 
The Texas Republican (Marshall), October 11, 1849; 

The Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), October 24, 1849; Arkansas 
State Gazette (Little Rock), November 8, 1849. 

1845. 
^^The Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), March 19, 26, 
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Newspapers reported only one act of individual 

slave revolt in vivid detail. The facts of this case, in 

which Galveston slave Lucy killed her mistress, suggested 

that frustration at the vicissitudes of bondage and repres

sion of other means of protest led to the killing. Dis

satisfied with her auction to the Daugherty family, proprie

tors of the Columbia House, Lucy repeatedly escaped the 

premises to secret herself in other parts of town. Though 

recovered and put back to work, the servant reportedly be

came "very impudent towards her master and mistress and 

showed a determination to act as rebellious as possible." 

In her next act of resistance she suddenly disappeared, hid 

herself under the hotel, and refused to emerge even when 

Daugherty personally took command of the situation. He 

then went in after her, but she eluded his grasp, picked 

up a billet of wood, and unsuccessfully struck at him with 

a hard blow. According to one reporter, "The punishment 

v^ich followed was too mild for the offense, but served to 

develop the fiendish disposition within her." Lucy pro

ceeded to set fire to the House, almost burning it down. 

Her owners found it physically impossible to control the 

slave, so they placed her in stocks every night for a week. 

This action evidently convinced the fifty year old servant 

to take even more drastic measures. Mrs. Daugherty un

guardedly stayed alone with Lucy in the kitchen for a few 

moments and said something which further provoked the 
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recalcitrant bondswoman. She struck her mistress with a 

hatchet and dumped the body in the cistern. Mr. Daugherty 

mentally dismissed the absence of his wife for two or three 

hours before launching a search which ultimately discovered 

the corpse. 

Understanding the mutinous characteristics of his 

slave, Daugherty insisted that Galveston law officers ar

rest her. Lucy adamantly declared her innocence until, 

seeing the preponderance of evidence against her and the 

determination to find her guilty, she confessed. But she 

continued to attempt to confuse her accusers. At one point 

Lucy claimed that she had received the aid of a white sailor. 

In another statement, according to the memoirs of one Gal

veston resident, she admitted the charge and added defiantly, 

"and I would do it again." Then, at the trial she pled 

"not guilty"; however, the conviction and sentence of execu

tion were foregone conclusions. Most citizens longed for 

a public hanging which a recent Texas statute prevented, so 

the News presented a graphic portrayal of the scene. It 

reported that Lucy accepted her fate "composedly" and with

out "the slightest appearance of fear or agitation." In 

her last pre-death statement the slave reputedly forgave 

everyone, hoped that she too would be forgiven, and added, 

"May the Lord have mercy on me." For Lucy the act of kill

ing her mistress had been the last resort of a highly 
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alienated slave. 

The knowledge that slaves actually attacked members 

of the master class created anxious m.oments for slaveholders 

The slaves' frequent use of arson as a means of expressing 

their revolutionary sentiments led to inquietude among a 

larger number of town whites, for even momentarily unde

tected flames could cause a conflagration destroying an 

entire city. Each of the southwestern urban areas under

went a number of unsolved fires which, because of some cir

cumstance of the incident, many citizens attributed to the 

87 
work of an "incendiary." The frequency and danger of 

these blazes kept the towns in a perpetual state of unrest. 

At one point the Galveston News, normally not of alarmist 

temperament, concluded that "our city seems to be infested 

with incendiaries, who are ready with their torches to set 

fire to our buildings whenever a norther occurs to spread 

the flames." In all cases the newspapers stressed the need 

for constant vigilance. As one editor wrote following a 

86 
""Galveston Weekly News, January 5, 12, 19, March 

9, 1858; Ben C. Stuart, "History of Galveston," (Manuscript 
on microfilm, Rosenberg Library, Galveston, Texas), Chapter 
XVIII, p. 11; District Court of Galveston, Minutes, II, 
January 8, 12, 1858. 

87 
Evidence for the conclusion that arsonists caused 

these fires varied from circumstantial reasoning to eye
witness accounts. Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), May 5, 
1841; The Southwestern American (Austin), February 23, 1853; 
The South-western (Shreveport), October 4, 11, 1854; Civilian 
and Galveston Gazette, July 14, 1857; Galveston Weekly News, 
July 14, 1857. 
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fire which "was no doubt the act of some base and skulking 

wretch who intended causing a general conflagration," 

It behooves every citizen to look well to his 
premises, and not to permit any suspicious person, 
either white or black, to lurk about them at night, 
and if any such be found, to arrest and hand them 
over to the civil authority, for examination and 
commitment. We say to all LOOK OUT! for you know 
not what hour of the night the torch of the incen
diary may lay your dwellings in ashes, and wrap your
selves and families in the flames that consume your 
property.^^ 

Slaves comprised a large proportion of these arson

ists. They attempted to burn all kinds of property—family 

mansions, buggies, ginhouses, and jails. A few of the black 

"firebugs" escaped, but usually communities reserved severe 

punishment for this offense. Sentences ranged from sale 

89 out of the city, to five hundred lashes, to execution. 

Incendiarism attracted some singularly rebellious bondsmen. 

Perhaps the most aggressive of these rebels, a black woman 

in Shreveport, successfully freed her spouse by firing a 

frame tenement which adjoined the recently completed, well 

pp 
Galveston Weekly News, February 17, 1857; 

Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), February 17, 1835. 
^^Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 

July 23, 1852; Galveston Weekly News, November 7, 1854; The 
South-Western (Shreveport), February 6, 1856; Southern In
telligencer (Austin), January 26, 1859. Mary/ property of 
Nancy Reider of Little Rock, received a sentence of five 
hundred lashes for arson, but the Supreme Court of Arkansas 
overturned her conviction just before the emancipation of 
the local slaves. Pulaski County Circuit Court, Criminal 
Record, C, October 22, 24, 27, 28, April 23, 24, 1863. 
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constructed brick jail, leveling both structures.^^ 

Slaves who assaulted whites or attempted one-man 

rebellions through use of the torch had a profound impact 

on the mind of southwestern town dwellers. Incidents of 

mutinous behavior created in whites a fear of the revolu

tionary potential of the bondsmen. For example, after a 

black millworker in Shreveport struck and killed a super

intendent and other area slaves demonstrated similar pro

clivities of resistance, a local newspaper warned, "there 

is reason to fear that some secret schemes of mischief are 

91 on foot among the slaves." Uneasiness increased because 

the southwestern communities believed their law enforce

ment agencies incapable of preventing a servile insurrec-

92 tion. Attempts to improve the police often proved sporadic 

and ineffectual, as in 1854 when Little Rock undertook what 

one reporter called "energetic measures" to deal with 

The South-western (Shreveport), October 22, 1856. 
Another recalcitrant individual in Austin burned down a 
dwelling a few miles from town. Incarcerated after his 
scheme of fixing punishment on another slave failed, he 
sliced his throat, perhaps in a pretext of suicide. He 
then broke jail, but, despite all his efforts, the slave's 
owner eventually sold him out of the state. Texas Sentinel 
(Austin), October 3, 1857. 

•̂̂ Caddo Gazette (Shreveport) , February 26, 1845, 
quoted in Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), March 26, 
1845. 

92 
Galveston Weekly News, October 1, 1849, November 

25, 1856; Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
May 17, 1856. 
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suspected arsonists, "loafers," and "negroes running at 

large during all hours of the night." This upgrading ef

fort probably failed in the same manner as other attempted 
93 

police reforms. 

Shaken by individual slave restiveness and police 

inefficiency, many Anglos believed that only lack of effec

tive organization stood in the way of a servile uprising. 

Other whites, despite evidence to the contrary, held that 

Left to themselves, we have no fears of the good 
conduct of our negroes in any crisis. It is only in 
the event of foreign emissaries tampering with them, 
deluding them, and urging them to the commission of 
acts they would never have conceived themselves, 
that we can apprehend danger to our community.^^ 

Those who believed their slaves frightfully insubordinate 

feared that northern abolitionists would engineer and guide 

a rebellious plot. In the minds of southwesterners who 

saw the bondsmen as essentially passive, the demonic anti-

slavery forces could act as a catalyst for revolution. For 

both ways of thinking the spectre of alien infiltration 

formed a terrifying possibility. 

Guided by feelings of insecurity about their slave 

systems, the southwestern towns maintained vigilant watches 

for "abolitionists." The anti-abolitionists feared the 

presence not only of Garrisonian immediatists, but also of 

^•^Arkansas Whig (Little Rock), March 2, 1854. 

94 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), November 15, 1856. 
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persons who propagated moderate anti-slavery views. As 

one foreign visitor explained in reference to the Stephen 

Pearl Andrews' affair in Galveston, "on the subject of 

abolition the 'Southerners' get very mad. Bow-wow, says 

95 
the Texan." Andrews, who hoped to link British annexation 

of the republic with a plan for compensated emancipation, 

received some support in Houston and among a few residents 

of the island. But heated opposition greeted his arrival 

in Galveston, and plans to deliver a public speech outlin

ing his proposals went astray. Instead, a "gentlemanly 

Southern mob" evicted Andrews and some like-thinking com

patriots with a clear warning not to return. Though out

side observers questioned such actions as "strange occur

rences in a country calling itself free," the slaveocrats 

96 
believed them necessary to protect the social system. 

Rabid pro-slaveryites acted against acknowledged 

opponents of slavery such as Andrews or socialist editor 

97 Adolph Douai of San Antonio, but anyone who deviated 

^ ^ . Eugene Hollon and Ruth Lapham Butler, eds., 
William Bollaert's Texas (Norman, 1956), 163. 

96 Ibid.; Houstoun, Texas and the Gulf of Mexico, 
246-247; Madeline B. Stern, "Stephen Pearl Andrews and the 
Annexation of Texas," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 
LXVII (April, 1964), 500-503. 

97 
Douai managed to hold to his views for a few 

years before opponents forced him to travel to a free state. 
In a typical attack an Austin newspaper gave him "the choice 
of two alternatives—either to desist from building up a 
doctrine which is to rob us of our property, or to take up 
his march, and that quickly, out of the State of Texas." 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), May 12, September 16, 1855. 
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even slightly from southern ideology also faced possible 

repression. Lorenzo Sherwood of Galveston, who condoned 

the institution in Texas for reasons of expediency but 

hoped for its eventual disappearance, experienced tolera

tion for his position until the mid 1850's. By then the 

climate of fear had exaggerated his moderate opinions to 

the point that Galveston physician Ashbel Smith described 

him as "abolitionist to the core." Opponents discovered 

that Sherwood's "unsound" attitude toward bondage made an 

apt political weapon, and using this club, they forced his 

98 resignation from the legislature. Advocates of "the 

dignity of labor," who hoped for an upgrading of white 

workers, found their doctrine attacked because of its 

99 
alleged kinship with "free soil sentiments." Cautious 

slaveholders also suspected foreigners of anti-slavery 

leanings because, in the words of an Austin editor, "they 

do not 'trade in niggers.'" Most immigrants to southwestern 

towns understood the need to stifle their qualms about the 

institution and, when fiscally feasible, to purchase black 

98 
Ashbel Smith to J. D. B. De Bow, February 26, 1856, 

Ashbel Smith Papers, Letters, Archives, University of Texas 
Library, Austin; Fornell, Galveston Era, 170-179. Using 
what Sheirwood called "nigger politics," his enemies labeled 
him an "incendiary," "the Negro-loving abolition pensioned 
Sherwood, a low cunning political viper." These charges 
effectively undermined his influence. 

Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 10, 24, 
October 15, 1859. 
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workers. By the end of the ante bellum period only 

peripheral disagreements divided the people of the area on 

the question of slavery, and near unanimity existed on 

what Shreveport residents conveyed to a visiting British 

colonel as "the meddling, coercive conduct of the detested 

and despised abolitionists." The conclusions of Willard 

Richardson, editor of the Galveston News and by no means 

the most fire-eating secessionist, summarized the prevalent 

feelings. He wrote, "Those who are not for us, must be 

against us. There can be no middle ground. Those who de

nounce slavery as evil, in any sense, are the enemies of 

1 02 the South, whatever may be their pretended conservatism. "-^^^ 

Vigilance against abolitionism failed to create a 

comforting sense of safety. In the wake of slave runaways 

concerned masters continued to believe, "It is almost cer

tain that abolition emissaries are among us; and unless 

they are speedily cut short in their career thus boldly 

commenced, there can be no hope of security for slave 

-'-^^Southern Intelligencer (Austin) , August 25, 1858, 
in Texas Writers' Project, Austin File Chronological, 1858, 
Item 2, p. 8; Fornell, Galveston Era, 136-138; Wooster, 
"Foreigners in Ante-Bellum Texas Towns," 217-218; Terry G. 
Jordan, German Seed in Texas Soil: Immigrant Farmers in 
Nineteenth Century Texas (Austin, 1966), 106-111. 

•'-Lord, ed., Fremantle Diary, 81-82. 

^Q^Galveston Weekly News, March 3, 1857. 
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103 

property." Although not in sizable numbers, a few op

ponents of slavery may have visited southwestern towns and 

"tampered" with bondsmen. In 1842 Little Rock experienced 

efforts by what it called northern kidnapping "scoundrels." 

Almost a half-century after these incidents Calvin Fairbank, 

ostensibly a former member of the Cincinnati underground 

ring of Levi Coffin, published an account of his activities, 

including adventures in the Arkansas capital. Fairbank 

wrote that the organization sent him to rescue William 

Minnis, a free black illegally sold from Kentucky to Little 

Rock. Supposedly aided by disguises created by a French 

barber and a New England schoolteacher, the underground 

agent claimed to have smuggled Minnis on a steamboat to 

Cincinnati. Local newspapers failed to corroborate this 

story, but they told of two other cases, one of which had 

some similarities with Fairbanks' tale. According to the 

reporters' version, a counterfeiter and Negro thief named 

Hicks, later revealed as an abolitionist by the Cincinnati 

Anti-Abolitionist, "made arrangements" to entice away 

several slaves and to steal some horses. But he indiscretely 

revealed his plans to two white residents of the town in the 

belief that they would join him. Instead, they laid a trap 

^^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), September 21, 1850 
Other newspapers expressed similar sentiments. Arkansas 
Banner (Little Rock), October 21, 1843; Galveston Weekly 
News, May 2, 1854; Galveston Civilian and Gazette, quoted 
in Texas State Gazette (Austin), March 15, 1856. 
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in the hope of catching Hicks with the stolen property. 

Because he "suspected one of them of treachery," he al

tered his plans and escaped despite a diligent search. •'"̂'̂  

About this same time Little Rock authorities incarcerated 

another "abolitionist" kidnapper when the "faithful negroes" 

whom he allegedly attempted to seduce into a trip to Canada 

105 revealed the scheme to the constable. Even though the 

participants had more in common with profit-seeking slave 

stealers than with true opponents of slavery, other accounts 

of "abolition thieves" in the southwestern towns also stir-

, 1 . .^. 106 
red up pro-slavery animosities. 

Activities of these occasional "abolitionists" and 

knowledge of insurrections elsewhere left white residents 

of the southwestern towns ripe for innumerable wild-eyed 

reports. Under the heading "TUSf ABOLITIONIST ABROAD!" a 

Little Rock newspaper printed a message from a correspondent 

in White County which began, "Look out, in your city, for 

an abolitionist villain." In retrospect the evidence 

against this "dangerous man" seems less than conclusive. 

He had explained to the letter-writer an intention "to 

Taylor, Negro Slavery in Arkansas, 229-230; 
Arkansas Times and Advocate (Little Rock), March 14, April 
18, 1842. 

105 
Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), April 13, 1842; 

Arkansas Times and Advocate (Little Rock), April 18, 1842. 
^^^Texas State Gazette (Austin), August 18, 1855; 

Texas State Times (Austin), June 14, 1856. 
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harmonize North and South" by electing Henry Clay President 

with Daniel Webster as the chief advisor. That government 

would then emancipate all the slaves. "In conclusion," 

the northern traveler "sang a song adapted to the abolition 
107 

of slavery." Citizens of Austin quaked over reports 

that James Donegan, alleged architect of an insurrectionist 

plot in northern Texas, had visited the town and left be

hind "confederates" there. Some Austinites also raged over 

an editorial by the "anti-slavery" publisher of the Quit

man Free Press which claimed that he had supporters in the 

capital. A local newspaper pleaded, "Cannot we get the 

names of these parties? The community is unsafe while they 

are living among us. . . . They are far more dangerous than 

horse thieves . . . and ought to be dealt with as pirates 

108 
and outlaws." 

The towns became unsafe for non-southern travelers 

who committed even slight indiscretions. Local editors 

urged everyone to "keep an eye out" for all "suspicious 

looking persons." Northern peddlers had to avoid overly-

familiar relations with blacks or vociferous adherence to 

unpopular political causes. Southwesterners published 

•̂ "̂̂ Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock) , 
June 18, 1852. 

•'-̂ T̂exas State Gazette (Austin), October 24, 31, 
1857. The extent of the anti-slavery feelings of the Quit
man paper cannot be determined. 
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notices which demanded that northern firms selecting drum

mers should "be careful to send prudent men, or democrats, 

v/ho have no sympathies with the black republican party. 

. . . No matter how free their traveling agents may be from 

wishing to interfere with the institutions here, the people 

are suspicious of all book peddlers and tract distributors." 

This watchful spirit did not confine itself to rhetoric. 

In January, 1861, the Shreveport vigilance committee "warned 

off" Boston piano maker Lemuel Gilbert because, in the 

words of one report, he "had avowed himself a supporter of 

109 
Mr. Lincoln." Throughout their histories the southwestern 

towns evinced closed minds and taut nerves on the question of 

abolitionism. 

White residents of the southwestern towns lived 

with an abiding paranoia about the institution of slavery 

which proceeded from three specific misgivings in addition 

to the widespread fear of abolitionist activity. First, 

they understood that local race relations conflicted with 

southern concepts of propriety. One journalist reflected 

this concern when he wrote that "no white man will ever be 

found on familiar terms with negroes, who are not either 

of abandoned and worthless character, or are abolitionists. 

Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock), 
January 16, 1852; The South-Western (Shreveport), January 7, 
1857, January 9, 1861; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), 
December 21, 1859. 
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. . . Keeping the company of negroes ought to be criminal 

in itself." Yet, this same writer frequently noted that 

native Anglos commonly had illicit relations with blacks. 

The towns thus experienced a collective guilt complex over 

the breakdown of racial barriers in the urban setting. 

Secondly, white towndwellers experienced apprehensions 

about the unservility of their bondsmen. Under the head

ing "LOOK OUT FOR YOUR SERVANTS," an editor decried out

breaks of runaways and the fact that "the negroes in our 

town are in the habit of holding secret meetings, under 

some pretense of worship, and others of social parties." 

He attributed these actions not to the desire for freedom 

but to the machinations of "some abolition agents in this 

vicinity.' Thirdly, slaveholders became acutely aware 

of real and imagined slave revolts and radical anti-

slavery strikes in the Southwest and other parts of the 

country. Soon after John Brown's raid and a supposed in

vasion by free black and white underground agents in Dar-

danalle, Arkansas, the Old-Line Democrat of Little Rock 

warned against "INSURRECTIONISTS IN OUR MIDST. . . . our 

citizens cannot be too vigilant in looking about them . . . 

the poisonous flag extends through every section of the 

•*••*- Texas State Gazette (Austin), June 16, 1855. 

•'-'*--̂ Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock) , December 1, 1841 
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112 
country." Summing up this phobia about an impending 

slave uprising another Little Rock newspaper issued: 

A WORD TO SLAVE OWNERS 

Our State has been lately traversed by the 
agents of the abolition societies of the north. 
We have their emissaries and spies in our midst. 
We have good reason for saying that our State was 
to be made the theatre of a scene similar to that 
of Harper's Ferry. To suppose that there can be 
a general insurrection of the negroes is an ab
surdity, but there are some vicious men and women 
among them, who might be instigated to commit 
crimes. Certain occurrences in this city, within 
a few days past, demonstrates that negro stealers 
are here at work. They have approached slaves 
and proposed to take them to a free state and 
upon the refusal of the negroes to go with them 
have attempted to use force. Runaways are hid in 
the vicinity and are in the city every night. 
The patrol force of the city is too small. . . . 
Negroes traverse the streets at all hours of the 
night free from hindrance. . . . Suspicious char
acters, calling themselves gipsies, are visiting 
every house and negro quarter, under the pretense 
of telling the fortunes of the negroes. These 
gipsies are tall, raw-boned, with light hair and 
a villainous Yankee twang to their speech. They 
invariably predict to the slave that he or she 
will become rich, "free and have a house of your 
own." . . . Negroes are permitted to carry knives 
and pistols and in a case of a quarrel they draw 
their weapons on each other with as much bravado 
as Baltimore or New Orleans rowdies assume. 

The reporter advised disarming the slaves, withdrawing their 

traditional week-long Christmas holiday, and establishing 

patrols in all neighborhoods. He concluded, "We write these 

things advisedly and urge care and watchfulness. Besides 

several suspicious circumstances that have happened here 

112 
Old-Line Democrat (Little Rock), December 1, 1859 
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and elsewhere, we have other good reasons for knowing these 

abolition scoundrels are now in this State plotting and 

113 
planning." Clearly, by the mid-1850's the social and 

psychological groundwork had been laid for panic over 

possible slave revolts. 

In the winter of 1856 Austin, only recently released 

from the spectre of a triumphant political party based on 

the principle of free soil, received two additional sparks 

which ignited a panic. First, the local blacks, reportedly 

"prowling at late hours about town," committed several thefts 

and successfully resisted arrest. Secondly, fire-eating 

editor John Marshall laced his newspaper with rumors con

cerning slave revolts in south Texas, and he added that 

"our citizens may be burnt in their beds without a moment's 

warning." Marshall advised mob action against servile in

surrectionists who could be hunted down "with as much neces

sity as we would strike an enemy in self-defense, or shoot 

a mad dog in our path." 

Not only did the newspaperman write inflammatory 

editorials concerning the general horrors of slave revolts; 

113 
Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), November 

30, 1859. 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 26, November 

15, 1856; Aptheker, American Negro Slave Revolts, 153; 
Harvey Wish, "The Slave Insurrection Panic of 1856," Jour
nal of Southern History, V (May, 1939), 206-222; Wendell 
Addington, "Slave Insurrections in Texas," Journal of Negro 
History," XXXV (October, 1950), 408-434. 



278 

he also claimed to have "reliable information" showing the 

necessity of "precautionary measures" in Austin. With the 

approach of the Christmas holidays, a likely time for the 

"blood thirsty schemes" of the "emissaries of free soil," 

the journalist called for immediate action. Of slave

owners he demanded a crackdown on the numerous "idle, loi-

115 
tering negroes." More importantly, Marshall and other 

esteemed citizens created a vigilance committee which heeded 

the warning of the editor in "adopting suitable measures 

for the preservation of order among the negroes." This 

group launched an investigation, eventually concluding that 

"there had been no actual insurrection contemplated by an 

organized body of negroes." Nevertheless, the committee 

created large, well-armed patrols on an emergency basis and 

initiated steps to reinvigorate the county patrol. In 

short, the vigilance meeting resolved to "spare no expense" 

116 
in securing Austin against possible slave rebellion. The 

crisis passed without other recorded incidents. 

Other southwestern towns experienced lesser reper

cussions from the panics which swept the South in 1856. A 

Galveston newspaper reminded its reading public of the com

mon belief that "there be abolitionists in our midst" and 

of the need for more efficient policy regulations. 

115 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), November 22, 1856. 

^^^Ibid., November 29, 1856. 
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"especially in our principal cities.""'--'-'̂  This calm state

ment apparently did not spur even a movement to reform local 

slave conditions. Although reports circulated of a "deep 

laid" black conspiracy aimed at capturing the United States 

arsenal in Little Rock, these fears had no foundation.''""'•̂  

More serious slave revolt scares erupted in 1860. 

Of the major towns of the Southwest, Austin again experi

enced the gravest hysteria. The panic began mildly in the 

middle of July when a fire erupted in the Swenson building, 

causing slight damage. ^ This incident attracted little 

attention, but a few days later a conflagration destroyed 

the steam mill of George Glasscock, who claimed to be "per

fectly satisfied" that an incendiary bore responsibility 

for the blaze. A local newspaper concurred with Glass

cock's conclusion and added that the event "comes to swell 

the long catalogue of incendiarism now happening all over 

the Northern part of the State, and which yet remains an 

unsealed mystery, though affording much reason for appre

hension that we are the victims of a deep laid Abolition 

scheme." Soon another fire, which the Texas State Gazette 

117 
^ G a l v e s t o n Weekly News, Deceiriber 2 , 1856 . 

118 
A local newspaper wrote of the supposed plot, 

"Until we read it [in a Missouri journal] we were not aware 
that such a state of things existed in our midst." Arkansas 
True Democrat (Little Rock), quoted in Taylor, Negro Slavery 
in Arkansas, 224. 

^^^Southern Intelligencer (Austin), July 28, 1860. 
1 90 
-̂ ^̂ Texas State Gazette (Austin), July 28, 1860. 
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"believed to be the work of an incendiary," destroyed the 

workshop of Wilhelm and Burns. Shortly thereafter flames 

swept two Austin residences; some citizens claimed to have 

seen an unidentified man apply a torch to one of these 

houses. Next, the alerted city patrol hailed and fired at 

-, n . . 121 
an armed black man who eluded them. 

Coupled with the insurrection panic which swept all 

of Texas in 1860, these events probably would have launched 

a scare in Austin. But the magnitude of the hysteria came 

at least in part from the reporting of the Gazette. Al

though Marshall disavowed the intention of creating "any 

false impression" or of trifling "with the feelings of the 

people," he constantly evoked the image of a diabolical 

northern anti-slavery movement designed to overthrow slavery 

by whatever means necessary. Moreover, the paper warned 

that "powerful enemies of the institution live here among 

us, and . . . are willing to see and aid . . . the bloody 

knife of the assassin, and deluge with blood the dwellings 

of all who in any way countenance the slave institution." 

The editor further stressed the need for "increased vigi

lance" of local citizens and authorities to protect the 

town and its suburbs. •'•̂^ Whatever the goal of the paper. 

^2^Ibid., July 28, August 4, 1860 

^^^Ibid., July 28, 1860. 
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its v/ords had anything but a calming influence. 

While the newspaper spieled its fire-eating doc

trines, city officials attempted to uncover evidence of a 

plot for a slave uprising. The mayor ordered an examina

tion of all slave quarters and storage places which subse

quently disclosed that the blacks possessed firearms, 

knives, and a substantial quantity of powder. That the 

bondsmen had weapons did not seem unduly disturbing to the 

masters; even the careful Gazette concluded, "the powder 

is the only ominous sign, and it may yet be explained." 

Apparently the slaves had sufficient reason for keeping 

the explosives in their quarters. Newspapers omitted any 

future mention of the powder, and an Austin resident wrote 

to a business associate that the city inquiry found "noth-

ing of any importance." Further action by the town 

government, increasing patrols and providing for additional 

fire-fighting equipment, helped to quiet the hysteria. 

This promptness negated the need for another committee of 
^ 124 

investigation which some local citizens had contemplated. 

Despite the steps taken by government bodies, ru

mors spread, and a high level of excitement continued to 

prevail in some minds. Other sections of the state thrilled 

l^^Ibid., August 4, 1860; John T. Allan to D. C. 
Osborn, August 2, 1860, John T. Allan Papers, Correspon
dence, Archives, University of Texas Library, Austin. 

124 
Texas State Gazette (Austin), August 4, 1860. 
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to incorrect reports that the capitol had burned, that 

arsonists had set fire to thirty local buildings, and that 

half the city had gone up in smoke. The Gazette commended 

the measures of the city, but it still noted, "all is mys

tery at present, and many property holders feel unsafe. 

. . . Nothing can allay the excitement but a public in

vestigation. " The rhetoric used by the paper continued to 

inflame passions. Referring to the alleged plot of the 

"emissaries of fanaticism" who had infiltrated the South

west, the journal called for stern counter-revolutionary 

measures: 

Our soil is no place for anything but the dead 
bodies of men who could ever look with complacency 
on such scenes. When not only our cherished institu
tions are attacked, but more when the very torch is 
set to our dwellings, the knife to the throats of 
our citizens, and our wives and daughters parceled 
out to terrible outrages of those hellish mis
creants; when this is done . . . it is time to send 
the alarm throughout the length and breadth of the 
land. It is time for men to buckle on their armor. 
It is time for all true men to come together, and 
in the name of the people put to death and drive 
out every man who is not a friend of our institu
tions. ̂ ^B 

Impressive evidence exists that an organized, 

abolitionist-inspired slave plot did not cause the fires 

in Austin. The Gazette, though buoyed by its secessionist 

ideology, dropped its calls for further investigation into 

the situation, and it discontinued speculation that a 

-^^^Ibid. , August 4, September 1, 1860. 
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conspiracy existed against the community. Moreover, some 

observers from the first denied that arsonists bore re

sponsibility for the fires. Finding a spokesman in the 

Southern Intelligencer, this group believed that the blazes 

had started accidently. Summarizing this point of view 

Austin inhabitant John T. Allan wrote in a private letter. 

We have extraordinary times here, and a good 
many fires. I think caused by the spontaneous 
[explosion] of matches, when exposed to the sun or 
a high degree of heat. There is some rumor of a 
rising of the negroes, but wholly without founda
tion, the many fires occurring from unknov/n causes 
(and many of them during the heat of the day) hence 
made the suspicious and the timid give ready cre
dence to false rumors, exaggerating and spreading 
them far and wide until the incitement has become 
a great evil.126 

Allan hoped that tranquility would soon prevail; instead, 

for months uncertainty dominated the political center of 

Texas. The Intelligencer and other supporters of guber

natorial candidate Sam Houston charged that the accounts 

of incendiarism in Austin and elsewhere had been scattered 

before the election by organs of secession in the hopes 

that they would have a reactionary political effect. In 

the words of Allan, "all means, fair and foul, have been 

adopted to create fear, dissatisfaction, and thereby make 
127 

the people ripe for treason, and rebellion, and murder." 

126j]jid. , August 4, 1860; John T. Allan to D. C. 
Osborn, August 2, 1860, Allan Papers. 

127rrexas State Gazette (Austin) , August 25, Sep
tember 1, 1860; Lucadia Pease to "Dear Sister," September 
20, 1860; Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers; John T. Allan 
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The Unionist contention that rabid secessionist 

journals had exaggerated the extent and ferocity of the 

purported revolts in Austin and other parts of the state 

contained a kernel of truth. Whether motivated by politi

cal concerns or simply caught up in the hysteria of the 

day, many papers reported unsubstantiated rumors as facts. 

Nevertheless, the moderates' countercharge that the Austin 

fires had begun only because of natural causes also relied 

on conjecture and ignored evidence that violent slave re

sistance actually occurred in the city during the late sum

mer months. Acts of rebelliousness probably took place on 

an individual basis. According to a letter from the Austin 

correspondent of the Galveston News, local citizens dis

covered an eleven year old black girl in the midst of set

ting fire to a residence. Upon interrogation by the mayor, 

she also confessed to burning the carpenter shop of Wilhelm 

and Burns. The youth reportedly sought revenge for the 

death of her father, who had been burned in Missouri on the 

charge of murdering a white man. Though some citizens sus

pected that an abolitionist had encouraged her revolt, she 

128 refused to implicate an accomplice. Apparently her 

to D. C. Osborn, October 17, 1860, Allan Papers; Wesley 
Norton, "The Methodist Episcopal Church and the Civil Dis
turbances in North Texas in 1859 and 1860," Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly, XLVIII (January, 1965), 317-342. 

128 
Galveston Weekly News, August 14, 1860. 
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testimony convinced many locals that the insurrection had 

been limited to one person, for the authorities seem to 

have dropped further investigations, and even the vigilant 

Gazette stopped referring to an organized uprising in Aus

tin. There remains some possibility that the plotters had 

escaped detection. Certainly other rebellious-minded bonds

men lived in and near the city. Two months after the major 

panic began, a slave woman, reputedly agitated over her re

moval from town, unsuccessfully sought to destroy the resi

dence of her suburban hirer. A few nights later two other 

town dwellings burned down, though the authorities did not 

129 
suspect arson. 

The conclusions of other Austin residents confirmed 

the view that the city experienced slave violence which in 

magnitude fell short of a major revolt. After several 

months of contemplation, anti-secessionist Lucadia Pease 

assured her New England relatives that many newspaper state

ments "were greately exaggerated." But, she added, "the 

northern abolitionists or black republicans have caused a 

great deal of trouble here, by their interference with the 

negroes. ""'"'̂^ The major hysteria in the Texas capital died 

down in a few weeks, but even by the end of the year some 

-̂ ^̂ Texas State Gazette (Austin), October 6, 1860; 
Southern Intelligencer (Austin), October 10, 1860. 

•'-"̂ L̂ucadia Pease to "Dear Sister," December 4, 1860, 
Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers. 
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residents continued to have misgivings about the rebellious

ness of local slaves. Expressing these fears, one Austinite 

asked, "What will become of us all? War between the North 

and South . . . Civil War among ourselves, Indians on our 

north & northwest, negroes and abolitionists in our midst, 

1 31 & the lord only knows what else." 

The slave insurrection panic of 1860 dominated the 

northern and central portions of Texas, but the scare had 

some impact on the Galveston area. According to a local 

official, "great excitement" existed "not only throughout 

the state, but in the city, owing to attempts recently made 

to incite the slaves to incendiary acts and insurrection." 

In the coastal city slaveowners increased their controls 

over blacks and "warned" out of town traveling salesmen 

132 and merchants suspected of "tampering" with bondsmen. 

The possibility of insurrection also provoked great concern 

in Little Rock where some citizens saw impending infiltra

tion by agents of an abolitionist organization which 

threatened Texas. In particular a Camden postmaster claimed 

to have discovered a letter written from Little Rock by M. M, 

131 
E. Barret to "My Dear Uncle," December 29, 1860, 

in Texas Writers' Project, Austin File Chronological, 1860, 
Item 4, p. 1. 

132 
Fornell, Galveston Era, 239; Texas State Gazette 

(Austin), August 4, 18, 1860; Frank Smyrl, "Unionism, 
Abolitionism, and Vigilantism in Texas, 1856-1865," (un
published master's thesis. University of Texas, 1961), 65; 
Reports of British Consulate, Galveston, March 14, 1861. 
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Duvall instructing M. A. Marsh to proceed to Dallas and aid 

in the plot supposedly engineered by J. E. Lemons. Some 

Camden deputies traced and arrested Marsh in open violation 

of legal procedures in Memphis, but no further evidence ap

peared that representatives of an anti-slavery association 

operated in Arkansas. Nevertheless, newspapers in Little 

Rock attacked the "arson, murder, robbery and theft" caused 

by opponents of slavery, and they predicted that "we are 

very swiftly gliding into the vortex of a bloody civil com-

133 
motion." The vigilant attitude launched by the hysteria 

in Texas in the summer continued through the holiday season. 

Little Rock slaveowner Chester Ashly hired at his own ex

pense two policemen to guard his estate, and he persuaded 

the city to invest them with the authority of regular law 

officers. The local government itself employed eight 

special detectives for the normally turbulent Christmas-

New Years period. If any real threat of an organized black 

134 
uprising existed, it failed to surface. 

133 
Old Line Democrat (Little Rock), September 6, 

1860; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), September 8, 
1860. 

134 
Little Rock City Council Records, B, December 

21, 1860. One historian of Arkansas contended that an 
abolitionist group had stockpiled pikes, muskets, and other 
weapons in preparation for an Harper's Ferry-like uprising. 
This contention seems based on personal reminiscence and 
hearsay; no other sources corroborate the real existence 
of such a plot. Hempstead, Historical Review of Arkansas, 
199. 
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Analysis of slave resistance inevitably suffers 

from inadequate, contradictory, and confusing evidence; 

yet, one conclusion emerges clearly: slaves in Austin, 

Galveston, Little Rock, and Shreveport expressed rebellious 

temperaments without rising up in organized insurrection. 

Various social, economic, demographical, and ideological 

factors shaped the manner of resistance and account for the 

lack of a major insurrection. Though they disagree about 

the viability of a black revolutionary tradition, the sig

nificance of specific forces in creating rebellions, and 

the way these preconditions operated in America, historians 

have suggested that revolts most often sprang from settings 

where: (1) blacks dominated numerically, (2) the govern

ment suffered from basic weaknesses or breakdowns, (3) a 

suitable terrain existed, (4) the social conditions of 

bondage produced a special brand of charismatic leadership, 

and (5) freedom-oriented ideological fervor gained the 

. 135 ascendancy. 

135 
The first two of these factors receive attention 

in all the following works. Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 
241-242; Kilson "Towards Freedom," 165-178; Aptheker, 
American Negro Slave Revolts, 79-139; Eugene D. Genovese, 
In Red and Black: Marxian Explorations in Southern and 
Atro-American History (New York, 1968), 1JU-1J4; Gerald P. 
Mullin. Flight and Rebellion: Slave Resistance in Eight
eenth Century Virginia (New York, 1972), 124-163. Genovese 
alone concentrated on the importance of terrain, but he. 
Wade, and Mullin emphasized the role of leadership and 
ideology. Genovese also mentioned the possibility that 
newly enslaved Africans often spurred rebellions, but the 
sophisticated statistical approach of Mullin yielded the 
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Only one of these conditions for revolt did not 

prevail at all in the towns of the Southwest—blacks formed 

a minority of the population in each urban area.""-̂ ^ The 

superiority of whites in numbers alone helps account for 

the absence of a full-scale insurrection plot. 

Remaining forces existed in such a way as to divert 

slave rebelliousness into forms other than organized revo

lution. Precisely how much weakness constituted govern

mental breakdown is difficult to judge; however, the cru

cial factor seemed to be white apathy with policing inade

quacies. For example, before the Gabriel Prosser revolt, 

bondage in Richmond evinced such qualities as permissive

ness, confusion, and disorder. Manumission had become fre

quent and the conditions of slaves generally ameliorated. 

Gabriel and his lieutenants used freedom of movement, 

bogus passes, trade with whites, sympathy from anti-

slaveryites, and unguarded religious revivals to plan a 

wholesale destruction of the city. Though the state pro

mulgated a more stringent slave code, most citizens ignored 

it. According to one historian, most whites believed that 

conclusion that "outlandish" Africans most often engaged 
in self-destruction or plantation-oriented acts of rebel
lion. 

1 "̂6 
According to Shreveport census statistics, 

slaves and free blacks comprised nearly one-half of the 
population, but these figures are probably considerably 
inflated. 
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these quasi-free slaves would not "endanger them in any 

meaningful way. 

Comparison between the milieu which produced the 

insurrection plot in the Virginia capital and the environ

ment which pervaded the capital of Texas, site of the most 

significant slave revolt panic of the southwestern towns, 

reveals some similarities but more significant contrasts. 

In Austin bondsmen had enough freedom of movement to trade 

with whites, obtain liquor, acquire weapons, write their 

own passes, and occasionally gather separately for religious 

purposes. Certainly, many slaveholders considered the so

cial order excessively lax in regard to the management of 

slaves. But in Austin bondsmen had to carry out most of 

these activities in a cautious manner. Rather than demon

strating satisfaction with the status of town bondage, 

local whites engaged in fervent efforts to end what they 

considered irregularities in the system. On three separate 

occasions—in 1854, 1856, and 1860—masters in the Texas 

capital formed vigilante organizations. These groups at

tempted to remove the threats to slave decorum presented 

by Mexican-Americans and "low" whites, to quell "dangerous" 

religious assemblages, to resolve the runaway problem, and 

to investigate the possible existence of insurrection plots. 

Though slaves in Austin gained increased freedoms from the 

-̂ •̂ M̂ullin, Flight and Rebellion, 121-141. 
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urban setting, Anglos of this community strove to repress 

these liberties. Masters could not govern their bondsmen 

with the absolute strictness demanded by ideal standards, 

but the constant alertness may have discouraged the most 

serious form of slave resistance. 

Southwestern towns as a whole, despite the laxities 

and freedoms which characterized city slavery, demonstrated 

increasing militance rather than passiveness in disciplin

ing slaves. During the formative and Civil War years, when 

non-existence, amateurism, or weakness characterized the 

governmental apparatus, slaves took advantage of these in

adequacies to run away in greater numbers and in groups. 

Reference to other factors helps explain why bondsmen chose 

relatively subtle and individual rather than radical and 

organized forms of rebelliousness. 

The terrain and geography of the Southwest provided 

ample avenues out of bondage. Runaways frequently gathered 

in the hills, forests, or swamps adjacent to urban areas. 

From these places slaves bent on freedom either satisfied 

themselves with lives as permanent fugitives or prepared 

for journeys to non-slave land. They had plenty of choices 

as to specific destination. The greatest chance that a 

serious mass revolt would involve slaves from the urban 

Southwest revolved around efforts to suppress the gangs of 

armed, militant runaways who camped near the towns. When 

whites attacked these groups, the fugitives fought back 
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vigorously. They then moved on since permanent freedom 

provided a m̂ ore alluring prospect than did clashes with 

superior numbers of whites. Runaway slaves from west Texas 

also resisted efforts to return them from Mexico. In a 

sense Mexico was the southwestern equivalent of Florida, 

the southwestern sanctuary for rebellious slaves in earlier 

138 
years. The availability of freedom probably siphoned 

off slaves with potentially insurrectionary temperaments. 

The southwestern towns produced slaves with many 

leadership qualities. Urban bondsmen developed into inde

pendent, assertive, self-confident, knowledgeable beings. 

But several different scholars have suggested that slaves 

with the above characteristics most often chose "creative, 

139 
imaginative, and personally rewarding styles of resistance." 

In some ways these astute means of achieving freedom or con

futing the system—resourceful kinds of running away, gain

ing illicit freedoms, pilfering, lying, dissembling—pre-

140 
eluded collective consciousness and counterattacks. 

Both the Callahan expedition and the Seminole 
War involved efforts to suppress marauding bands of Indians 
and Negro Indians and to drive them out of a haven. One 
chief. Wild Cat, participated in both incidents in a major 
way. Tyler, "Callahan Expedition," 579-582; Kenneth W. 
Porter, "Negroes and the Seminole War, 1835-1842," Journal 
of Southern History, XXX (November, 1964), 427-450. 

•'•^Mullin, Flight and Rebellion, 89. 

140 
Ibid., 108-109; Genovese, In Red and Black, 130-

139. 
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Many historians have emphasized ideological forces 

as crucial to the creation of slave revolts. Demonstrat

ing the importance of intellectual climate, Mullin sug

gested that the natural rights philosophy of the American 

Revolution and the British efforts to stimulate slave in

surrection moved bondsmen who normally resisted as "soli

tary fugitives" into the role of revolutionary leaders. 

In the case of the southwestern towns abolitionist propa

ganda, though somewhat comparable to the intellectual agi

tation of the Revolutionary era, aimed more at converting 

masters and other whites than at stirring revolution. Fur

thermore, the ante bellum reform campaigns turned area 

whites into hyper-sensitive, panic-minded reactionaries 

instead of converting blacks into insurrectionaries. The 

great slave rebellion scares came in the wake of sectional 

and political stress, but the force brandished during these 

incidents probably impressed slaves with the overwhelming 

preponderance of power held by the ruling class. The 

vigilance of southwestern whites actually may have dis

couraged bondsmen by demonstrating the futility of revolt. 

Another ideological stimulant to revolt, religious 

ferment, also failed to result in a slave uprising in the 

urban Southwest. Though the imperfections of slave reli-
142 

gion as a revolutionary ideology may have been considerable. 

I'^lMullin, Flight and Rebellion, 140-163. 

l^^Eugene D. Genovese, one of the most penetrating 
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the black church functioned as a two-edged sword. Whites 

and accommodated slaves stressed obedience, submissiveness, 

and otherworldliness in sermons directed at blacks, but 

slave preachers sometimes spoke the word of retribution as 

well. In the case of the major uprisings in the United 

States—those led by Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vasey, and 

143 Nat Turner—religion played a major role. In the towns 

of the trans-Mississippi South black spiritual life did 

not blossom in a fully revolutionary direction. White con

trols minimized the rebellious orientation of the black 

churches and in some cases forced separate congregations 

into limited existence. 

These conditions of life and bondage in the south

western cities shaped the nature of resistance. Many urban 

slaves clearly achieved a species of liberty and indepen

dence before the arrival of legal freedom, whether it took 

the form of vocal defiance of a white person, escape to 

non-slave areas, or a symbolic act of individually enraged 

violence. The basic resistance phenomenon in the urban 

analysts of slave rebelliousness, suggested that religion 
accentuated the identity crisis of blacks in the United 
States. He argued that the Christianity imposed by the 
slave regime undermined group consciousness by identifying 
the interests of slaves with those of their masters. 
Genovese, In Red and Black, 132-134. 

143 
Vincent Harding, "Religion and Resistance Among 

Antebellum Negroes, 1800-1860," in Meier & Rudwick, eds.. 
The Making of Black America, I, 179-197; Mullin, Flight 
and Rebellion, 155-163. 
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Southwest may be summarized briefly: town slaves grasped 

innumerable opportunities of cursing and confuting whites 

without risking a nearly suicidal revolt. More slaves 

seized similar opportunities to advance their liberty when 

their masters precipitated the Civil War. 



CHAPTER VIII 

IMPACT OF THE CIVIL WAR 

By their silence on the Civil War, historians of 

slavery tacitly have relegated that period to one of incon

sequence. Yet, a study of urban bondage during the war 

years has considerable importance. In view of the thesis 

of Richard C. Wade that "by 1860 the institution of slavery 

was in great disarray in every Southern city," it seems 

proper to ask whether the war hastened the process of dis

integration. Perhaps the added pressures of the conflict— 

by causing economic dislocation, accentuating the break

down of social controls, or allowing slave rebellions—did 

irreparable damage to the institution, even without the 

triumph of liberating armies. Besides challenging the 

foundations of the institution, the outbreak of war also 

undermined the status of urban bondsmen. Though the con

flict eventually resulted in greater liberty for blacks, 

its immediate impact destroyed many of the freedoms and 

privileges cherished by city slaves. Thus, there are two 

sides of the story of southwestern urban slaves during the 

Civil War. For some the war allowed seizure of freedom 

before legally decreed to them; however, to the masses it 

brought material deprivation. 

Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 243 

296 
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The life style of the southwestern urban slaves 

varied with the fortunes of their communities. Each town 

felt the effects of war either as a place of strategic im

portance or as a hub of Confederate politico-military oper

ations. Even Austin, which escaped efforts at conquest by 

northern armies, manufactured munitions, worried over local 

Unionist sentiment, and built protective fortifications. 

Despite these changes, Austin remained fairly prosperous 
2 

and stable. Inhabitants of Shreveport lived much like 

persons in other small southern towns during the first two 

years of the war (General Edmund Kirby called it a "miser

able place with a miserable population") , but in early 1863 

it became both the capital of Louisiana and headquarters 

of the Trans-Mississippi Department. With the continual 

arrival and departure of politicians, soldiers, refugees, 

slave coffles, and supplies over its roads and waterways, 

Shreveport took on the appearance of a boom town. Increas

ing from less than 4,000 to 12,000 by the end of the year, 
3 

it stayed active throughout the war. In contrast to 

^Wheeler, To Wear A City's Crown, 151; Claude 
Elliott, "Union Sentiment in Texas, 1861-1865," Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly, L (April, 1947), 453; Harold Preece 
Scrapbook in Works Projects Administration, Texas Writers' 
Project, Austin Copy, 1862, Item 7, p. 1. 

^Hardin, "Outline of Shreveport and Caddo Parish," 
864-871; O'Pry, Chronicles of Shreveport, 167; Robert L. 
Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy: The Trans-Mississippi 
South, 1863-1865 (New York and London, 1972), 30, 106. 
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Shreveport, Little Rock attained importance from the first 

of the war because it housed the state capital and a Fed

eral arsenal which Confederate sympathizers seized in 

early 1861. Though it also served for awhile as the head

quarters of the Trans-Mississippi command, residents inter

mittently readied themselves to flee out of fear that in

adequate defenses and incapable leadership would doom Little 

Rock to conquest. The city suffered from other problems 

including overcrowding and depressed trade. Not easily 

defensible and protected only by a motley army after Kirby 

Smith moved his command, the city fell to a Union army which 

outflanked the Confederates in September, 1863. Of all 

the southwestern towns Galveston experienced battle first 

and underwent the greatest transformation. In July, 1861, 

Federal vessels blockaded the port and some cannonading 

occurred, causing a mass exodus of people and businesses. 

According to a local chronicler, Galveston "presented a 

dreary and desolate appearance," a description which held 

true for the duration of the war. Only a few residents 

remained when in October, 1862, Union forces took full con

trol of the city. Galveston escaped Governor E. R. Lub

bock's order to burn it and even came back into Confederate 

hands at the beginning of 1863, but it remained cut off 

4 
Richards, Story of a Rivertown, 59-75; Kerby, 

Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 223-233. 
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from much of the seagoing trade upon which it depended. 

Most of the Civil War activity of the island—manufacturing 

armaments, building defenses, and running the blockade— 

centered on military activities. Its normal enterprises 
5 

virtually ceased. 

The changing patterns of life which came in the 

wake of war directly effected blacks by altering the de

mand, availability, and value of slave labor. The market 

for bondsmen reflected the economic status of the town. 

A few Galvestonians who stayed with their slaves on the 

island evidently experienced difficulty hiring or selling 

them. Those precious pre-war commodities, capable female 

house servants, apparently existed in greatest surplus. 

Inflation led to higher prices for all property, including 

slaves, but their value in real money did not increase. 

As Galveston lawyer-speculator William P. Ballinger recorded 

in his diary, acquiring a slave "would be like getting an 

Elephant these times." With the influx of people into 

Little Rock and Shreveport, demands for slave labor rose 

^Wheeler, To Wear a City's Crown, 158-160; Hayes, 
"Island and City of Galveston," 498-499. 

civilian and Gazette (Galveston), July 2, 1861; 
Tri-Weekly News (Houston), July 22, September 24, 1862, 
January 11, 1864; Ballinger Diary, January 6, April 14, 
December 15, 1863. During the entire war years only two 
Galvestonians advertised their desire to hire a female 
house servant. Tri-Weekly News (Houston), June 5, July 29, 
1862. 
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since politicians, military officers, and other "gentle

men" continually requested "good servants." Most of the 

"Negro trade" took the form of hiring rather than purchase, 

and some complained of the scarcity and high prices of 
7 

slave hire. In Little Rock, perhaps because of the early 

date of its conquest, demand for black labor outran supply 

up to the time that northern armies arrived in the city. 

As the conflict produced more frequent Union victories and 

the war became a crusade against slavery, speculators in 

Shreveport threw onto the market hundreds of "valuable 

Negroes," of every age and skill, including mechanics, 

cooks, servants, and seamstresses. After the spring of 

1864, with the outcome of the war increasingly evident, the 
8 

slave trade virtually ceased in the Louisiana capital. 

The most stable of Civil War communities, Austin experi

enced little change in the traditional patterns of slave 

sale and hire, at least during the first two years of the 

9 
war. 

"^Shreveport News, September 3, 1861, November 20, 
December 18, 1863, July 12, 19, 1864; Arkansas State Gazette 
(Little Rock), December 12, 14, 1861, March 1, August 30, 
September 27, December 6, 1862, January 31, February 21, 
June 13, 1863; The South-Western (Shreveport), January 15, 
1862; William D. Blocher to William E. Woodruff, May 14, 
1863, Woodruff Papers. 

^Shreveport News, November 10, 17, 1863, March 29, 
December 6, 1864; Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 2 56, 
266. 

^Tri-Weekly State Gazette (Austin), June 18, July 
14, 21, 25, August 13, 15, September 16, November 9, 1863. 
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Undoubtedly many slaves continued in their normal 

occupations, but the war thrust large numbers of bondsmen 

into new, emergency enterprises. Some Galveston blacks 

became construction workers. Engineers rushing to complete 

the Galveston, Houston, and Henderson Railroad requested 

hundreds of "Able bodied Negro men for which the highest 

wages will be paid." Ordnance factories and iron found

ries in Austin and Shreveport employed over 200 slaves. 

The war also created a new group of urban bondsmen. 

Confederate authorities brought slaves from rural areas 

into each of the towns to build fortifications, to work as 

personal servants for officers, and to labor in blacksmith 

shops, salt works, butcher stores, hospitals, and tan yards. 

Construction in Galveston employed the largest number of 

impressed slaves—about 650 blacks worked to create the 

defenses; many of them helped to convert the batteries for 

use by the Yankees, over 3,000 slaves reconstructed and ex

tended the works for the Confederates in early 1863, and 

others toiled on the fortifications for the duration of the 

war. Once drafted into military labor, slaves often re

mained until illness forced their dismissal, a friend of 

12 their owner obtained their release, or they ran away. 

l^Tri-Weekly News (Houston), February 8, 1862, 
November 9, 1864. 

•̂ •̂ Wheeler, To Wear A City's Crown, 152; Shreveport 
News, June 28, November 8, 1864. 

-'-̂ Charles C. Stuart to William E. Woodruff in Ted 
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Whenever possible, the military invoked patriotism and of

fered inducements to encourage the voluntary acquiescence 

13 
of slaveholders m the impressment system, but both rural 

and urban whites protested against it. Farmers complained 

of the evil effects of impressment on agriculture and of 

heavy-handed enforcement measures. Other citizens feared 

the inability of the towns to absorb an expanded black popu

lation. In the words of one Austinite, "This place is to 

be fortified & negroes are beginning to come in for that 

purpose & I expect they will eat us out of everything." 

Although as a whole the war produced a larger urban 

slave population, some masters chose to remove their chattels 

to the country. Particularly in Galveston with its fright

fully depressed wartime economy, slaveowners had to look 

elsewhere to employ their bondsmen profitably. Rather than 

R. Worley, ed., "At Home in Confederate Arkansas: Letters 
from Pulaski Countians, 1861-1865," Pulaski County Histori
cal Society Bulletin, II (December, 1955), 36-42; Hardin, 
"Outline of Shreveport and Caddo Parish," 866; Richards, 
Story of a Rivertown, 73; Lord, ed., Fremantle Diary, 56; 
Tri-Weekly State Gazette (Austin), December 23, 1863; Tri-
Weekly News (Houston), October 18, 1862, April 21, May 16, 
1863. 

13 
Tri-Weekly State Gazette (Austin), December 4, 

1863; Shreveport News, June 28, 1864; Brown, Annals of 
Travis County, XXIII, 5. 

-'•'̂ Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 255-259. Tri-
Weekly News (Houston), December 18, 1863, March 25, 1864; 
C. Barret to "Dear Uncle," December 21, 1863, Letters and 
Papers of Charles S. Taylor, in Texas Writers' Project, 
Austin Copy, Item 4, p. 3. 
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give them over to the military, many island residents hired 

their slaves to inland plantations. Slaveholders from both 

Little Rock and Galveston also evacuated their blacks to 

15 
keep them away from northern armies. 

In short, the war thrust urban bondage into turmoil. 

The exigencies of wartime caused slaveowners to move their 

property in and out of the cities, often resulting in finan

cial sacrifices. Pressures of the conflict undermined a 

central economic characteristic of city slavery—the luxury 

of maintaining large households—because of the necessity 

of making the fullest use of labor resources. The Civil 

War also created uncontrollable surges and declines in the 

price of bondsmen. Toward the end the slave trade collapsed 

completely. From an economic standpoint the traditional 

foundations of urban slavery had been severely shaken, but 

government sponsorship of slave labor in construction and 

industry led to increases in the black population of all 

the towns. Though its emergency basis may have rendered 

this numerical grov^h impermanent, urban slavery in the 

Southwest evinced no statistical decline during the War of 

the Rebellion. 

-'-^Fornell, Galveston Era, 121; Wheeler, To Wear 
A City's Crown, 150; Galveston Weekly News (Houston), 
September 10, 1862; Ballinger Diary, October 17, 1862; J. H. 
Atkinson, ed., "The Retreat from Little Rock in 1863 by Mrs. 
Laura Ewing, 1836-1909, " Pulaski County Historical Review, 
XI (December, 1963), 55; The Story of John Williams, Fed
eral Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 7, 
pp. 172-174. 
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The years of civil conflict also disrupted the lives 

of individual town bondsmen who seldom benefited from those 

changes. Many of the most alluring material and social 

features of city slavery evaporated. Evacuations from Gal

veston uprooted blacks from an environment which many had 

come to cherish. The slaves of William P. Ballinger ex

pressed displeasure with life in the country. By continually 

running away and returning to the island, Dave actually re

fused to accommodate himself to his changed situation. 

Agnes, perhaps because of responsibilities to her children, 

confined her protests to the verbal level. She informed 

her rural master that she disliked working in the field and 

desired to remain in town. To no avail Agnes pled with 
16 

Ballinger to sell her to a city family. Often slaves 

pressed into urban labor by the military hated their new 

position. They frequently escaped in search of liberty or 

their former masters, and they begged for passes to legalize 
17 

visits to friends and relatives. 

Slaves also faced many of the hazards of war. An 

increased number labored at industrial pursuits, and acci-

18 
dents sometimes occurred on these jobs. The bondsmen who 

l^Fornell, Galveston Era, 120-121. For a more com
plete account of the activities of Dave, see supra, 218-226. 

•'•'̂ William D. Blocher to William E. Woodruff, May 
14, 27, 1863, Woodruff Papers. 

^^Shreveport News, July 4, 1861, November 8, 1864. 
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constructed the fortifications of Galveston faced occasional 

Union bombardment which caused the deaths of some black 

workers. 

Far more serious to the health of the slaves was 

the poor care which they received during the war. Because 

of depressed economic situations, even urban slaveholders 

who took pride in providing for their "charges" sometimes 

allowed great suffering to occur. Ballinger, for example, 

explained that "I can't buy Ellick a coat of any kind for 

less than $15.—It is horrible—He's nearly naked." The 

Galveston slaveowner suggested that his wife clothe the 

slave by sewing him a coat from old carpets, shirts from 

20 
a carriage cover, and pants out of "anything you can." 
Reports of the sexton in Shreveport suggest a high mortality 

21 rate for both whites and blacks during the war years. 

19 
Tri-Weekly News (Houston), February 4, March 14, 

1863, January 24, 1864; The Story of Phillis Thomas, Fed
eral Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," Texas, No. 4, 
p. 92. 

20 
[William Pitt Ballinger to Hally Ballinger], De

cember 5, 8, 1862, Ballinger Papers. 
21 
From May, 1862, to December, 1863, the sexton 

listed 213 burials, 41 of which were slaves. The black 
mortality rate took a drastic jump immediately after the 
war. According to the sexton, "In the month of August [I] 
buried 22 negroes. For July and August there are 80 fresh 
graves, all negroes, most of them children, most of them 
dug their own graves." Minutes of the Mayor and Trustees, 
Shreveport, B, 495, 498, 503, 511, 514, 517, 519, 522, 524, 
526, 528, 542, 545, 547, 551, 555, 591, 592. 
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Slaves impressed for military labor likewise ex

perienced grave illnesses. Soon after Confederate forces 

recaptured Galveston and requisitioned bondsmen to make 

the city secure from future attack, reports circulated of 

"much sickness among the negroes." One journalist asserted, 

"these men have worked night and day on the fortifications 

. . . and to render them simple justice, they ought to be 

22 

provided for as well as possible." Despite early warn

ings about poor conditions among the slaves, disease spread 

rapidly. Of the 3,000 blacks brought to the island during 

one three month period, physicians treated over 1,000 cases 

of pneumonia, typhoid, tetanus, and diarrhea, 61 of whom 

died. Subsequently, slaves on the island also underwent the 
23 

ravages of a yellow fever epidemic. 

Different observers debated the reasons for the 

high illness and mortality rate. White overseers charged 

the military with failing to provide adequate supplies, 

medicines, and "properly qualified medical practicioners 

[sic] ." The Confederate physician who operated the Negro 

hospital at Galveston replied with a report which empha

sized other causes for the excessive amount of slave sick

ness. The slaveowners had sent too many "old worn out 

22 
Tri-Weekly News (Houston), February 12, 1863. 

^^Ibid., February 12, 18, April 21, 1863, October 
24, 1864; Ruby Lee Garner, "Galveston During the Civil War," 
(unpublished master's thesis. University of Texas, 1927), 
135. 
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negroes" who could not hold up to harsh labor conditions. 

The masters failed to supply their chattels adequately. 

"The negroes," wrote the army surgeon, "were sent here dur

ing the cold weather of January and February, many without 

shoes or blankets, some without suits, and nearly all with

out a change of clothes." For a month Confederate labor 

supervisors worked these underclothed slaves at night with

out benefit of fires, for fear of being shelled by northern 

ships. Overseers who suffered the greatest loss of workers 

had failed to send sick bondsmen to the hospital early 

enough. In addition to these bad conditions Confederate 

officials functioned very inefficiently. The physician in 

charge of caring for the sick slaves had to devote some 

time to his other duties as wardmaster and steward. When 

he took over the job of creating a Negro hospital, all 

medicine for that purpose had been sent back to the main

land. His requisition for pharmaceutical necessities be

came entangled in a bureaucratic mess. In a three month 

period the hospital changed location four times, usually 

because of overcrowding but once when the owner of the 

house removed his stoves from the premises. Further com

plicating all these difficulties, the doctor in charge be

came ill for a whole month, being completely incapacitated 

for two weeks. His replacements, most of whom remained 

for only a day, once again ran out of medicine. This long 

tale of disasters, though intended for an apologia by the 
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doctor in charge of the hospital for Negroes, also cast 

some doubt on his ability, efficiency, and dedication. ̂"̂  

The experiences of an Arkansas slaveholder sug

gested that the Confederate military bore much of the re

sponsibility for maltreatment of impressed slaves. Charles 

C. Stuart of Chicot County sent eighteen slaves to Little 

Rock to labor at essential tasks for the army. Rather than 

simply entrust his men completely to military authorities, 

who always promised good care and excellent wages for black 

workers, Stuart persuaded William E. Woodruff to look after 

the bondsmen. A highly respected individual. Woodruff also 

acted as agent for seven other masters who had slaves hired 

to the army. The owner occasionally shipped extra wearing 

apparel to his slaves, and he frequently sent special mes

sages urging his agent to keep track of each worker. He 

implored Woodruff to see that the slaves worked in healthy 

localities in or near "the Rock," possessed good clothing, 

received the best possible medical care, and remained under 

military supervision for no longer than necessary. Though 

his motivation seemed primarily economic, Stuart protected 

the welfare of his slaves as well as possible from a dis

tance. According to reports given to their owner, the 

slaves also believed that Woodruff fulfilled his 

24 
Tri-Weekly News (Houston), February 12, April 21, 

1863. 



309 

responsibilities. Yet, despite these precautions, five of 

the eighteen bondsmen died in little more than a year's 

time. At first Stuart attributed his losses to the idea 

that "they get home sick and die." Later he wrote dis

paragingly, "Change is death to them and the army life. 

25 
I have lost so many of my men I fear the loss of more." 

The Civil War, which eventually resulted in a species of 

freedom for slaves, immediately produced mostly hardship, 

sickness, and sorrow. 

The conflict occurred amidst feelings of militance, 

revolution, and crisis, an atmosphere which some whites 

feared might spark insurrections from urban slaves noted 

for their unservile style of life. To guard against such 

troubles Little Rock and Shreveport took preliminary pre

cautions. Basing its actions on the attitude that "our 

safety and welfare depends upon vigilance," the Louisiana 

town formed a committee to defend against armed, rebellious 

26 
blacks. The Arkansas capital at first relied on extended 

activity from its regularly constituted authorities. Early 

25 
Charles C. Stuart to William E. Woodruff, October 

7, 25, November 25, December 12, 1862, May 24, 1863, in 
Worley, ed., "At Home in Confederate Arkansas," 36-41; 
folder entitled "Negroes, Hire of 1862-1863," Woodruff 
Papers. 

26 
A similar group and the local militia had pre

viously operated "to defend our firesides against abolition
ists and intestine war" during the 1860 election and seces
sion crisis. The Southwestern (Shreveport), January 9, 
June 12, 1861; Shreveport Daily News, June 18, 1861. 
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in 1861 the city council of Little Rock renewed its curfew 

for slaves and created a larger force of four full time 

policemen, two "to be constantly on duty by night as well 

as by day," and all to remain alert for "extraordinary oc-

27 
casions." Subsequently, the southwestern towns used a 

combination of civil police, regular military, and militia 

28 to patrol their slaves. 

According to some reports, this vigilance at the 

first of the Civil War proved largely unnecessary. Frank 

Brown, a clerk in Travis county court, later penned "a 

tribute of praise [to] the slaves for their good conduct 

during the great struggle." He wrote that the bondsmen 

"maintained throughout a state of quietude and good deport

ment, " protected the women, children, and households of 

their masters, and performed "their labors with cheerful

ness and fidelity." In short, "cases of neglect, or in

subordination, were extremely rare" among the "old-timer 

29 

colored people." A group of slaves in Little Rock demon

strated this "loyal" spirit by holding a benefit ball for 

sick Confederate soldiers. The event, in the words of a 

local white journalist, "was in all respects, orderly, well 

27 
Little Rock City Council Records, B, January 19, 

1861; Richards, Story of a Rivertown, 64. 
^^Brown, Annals of Travis County, XXIII, 57; Hardin, 

"Outline of Shreveport and Caddo Parish," 869. 

29 
Brown, Annals of Travis County, XXIII, 71-72. 
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conducted, and as creditable to the taste of the getters 

30 up, as the act is to their hearts." 

In contradiction to these glowing testimonials, 

many contemporary observers suggested that slaves continued 

to display the independent spirit which had disturbed whites 

before the outbreak of hostilities. Shreveport residents 

read complaints of "the almost unlimited scope allowed 

negroes in our midst." In Galveston corporate authorities 

asserted that because of insufficient supervision "our 

negro population . . . has become demoralized and almost 

worthless." "Vigilans" of Little Rock called attention to 

"evils and immoralities . . . moral fungi . . . attaining 

huge proportions" among the "darkies." Specific slave 

practices which raised so much ire included "disturbing 

the peace," "vociferous swearing, swaggering, and quarrel

ing," drunkeness, horse racing. Sabbath-breaking, and hold

ing unlawful balls or parties. An enraged editorialist 

concluded that "the white race and particularly the proud 

31 
Southron, has yielded supremacy" to the "sable gentry." 

In numbers proportionately as large as ever local courts 

30 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), December 

14, 1861. 
'̂•''The South-Western (Shreveport), September 11, 

1861; Shreveport Weekly News, February 23, 1863; Arkansas 
State Gazette (Little Rock), July 4, 1863; Records of the 
Mayor and Aldermen, Austin, June 1, 1863; Galveston Ordin
ance Book, 1857-1866, March 13, 1865, Office of the City 
Secretary, Municipal Building, Galveston, Texas. 
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also convicted slaves of acts of violence—assault on a 

fellow bondsman, arson, robbery, and murder.^^ 

Particularly in Austin and Shreveport, city or

dinances reflected this concern over the "irregularities" 

which always had characterized slave social life. The 

latter town prohibited bondsmen from hiring their own time 

or living "by themselves, away from the protection of 

Master, Mistress, or Agent." After much debate and inde

cision the aldermen of Austin passed complicated legisla

tion to end separate slave housing, violations of the cur

few, misuses of the pass system, and improper "assem-
33 blages." 

To the chagrin of whites the war also infused into 

town society new elements which in some ways emboldened 

slaves and made urban bondage an even more volatile insti

tution. Each city felt the effects of these special prob

lems in governing slaves in accordance with the level of 

military involvement in the locality. Austin grappled with 

32 
Shreveport News, October 28, 1862; The Arkansas 

Patriot (Little Rock), October 30, 1862; Brown, Annals of 
Travis County, XXII, 24-26. 

"̂̂ Minutes of Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, B, 
434-43 5; Records of the Mayor and Aldermen, Austin, Novem
ber 20, December 1, 4, 5, 1862, March 2, April 6, July 6, 
1863. The Austin aldermen first prohibited "any assemblage 
whatever," then allowed gatherings in the presence of the 
city marshal, backtracked to make all slave meetings ille
gal, and finally allowed properly supervised black religious 
congregations. 
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traditional weaknesses in controlling its bondsmen, but be

cause Confederate forces did not concentrate there, it had 

few new situations to deal with. Shreveport, Little Rock, 

and Galveston grew and changed quickly during the war, add

ing people unaccustomed to the special requirements of city 

slavery. Blacks belonging to non-residents and refugees 

often escaped many of the restraints commonly imposed by 

urban masters since, in the words of one editor, "their 

owners are not acquainted with our police laws and regula-
34 

tions." Military authorities experienced difficulty in 

controlling impressed slaves. In anticipation of such 

troubles a Shreveport editor warned, 

A large number of unruly negroes are now, and will 
for some time to come, be employed about the city 
[to work on fortifications], and it is necessary 
that there should be an efficient force to keep 
them in subjection.3 5 

Other explosive social problems appeared because of inter

action between soldiers and slaves. The enlisted men often 

abused bondsmen by brandishing arms in threats, assaults, 

36 
and robberies, but the soldiers also entered into slave 

•^^Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock) , July 4, 1863 

35 
The South-Western (Shreveport), September 2, 1863, 

quoted in Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 256. 

-^^Shreveport News, April 20, 1865; The Story of 
William Brown, Federal Writers' Project, "Slave Narratives," 
Arkansas, No. 1, p. 318; Burton, History of Galveston, 
Letter # 38, pp. 2-3. 



314 

society in search of recreation. 

As a result of the social situation created by the 

Civil War, city bondage displayed great turmoil. Particu

larly in Little Rock, consumption of alcohol presented a 

grave problem. Tlie town government demanded that Confeder

ate officials use every means available "to suppress and 

prevent the sale of liquor to officers, soldiers, [and] 

37 
negroes" connected with the army in the area. Military 

men also turned to the slave community in search of female 

companionship. From the first of the Civil War crisis, 

complaints had arisen concerning black prostitution in the 

Arkansas capital; in 1863 one newspaper declared that "on 

Markham street, for two or three squares, every third house 

38 
is a negro brothel." 

Varied kinds of social unrest, which most frequently 

surfaced in the form of burglaries, confronted the rulers 

of Galveston. Military and city police arrested bondsmen 

for stealing from their owners, local stores, railroad 

passengers, the Commissary Department, and others. Al

though the courts prosecuted several slaves and removed 

them from the city, the "depredations" increased in numbers 

and boldness. Tension resulting from these unsolved thefts 

37 
Little Rock City Council Records, C, November 17, 

1862. 
38 
Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), July 8, 1863, 

quoted in Richards, Story of a Rivertown, 64. 

_J umt»n 
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boiled over in the fall of 1864 when town marshals arrested 

on suspicion a "gang" of five black "scoundrels." Emotions 

intensified because one of the suspects had been charged 

with attempted rape on "several white women," and another 

in resisting arrest bit the marshal "severely in three 

parts of his body—one of which nearly severed his finger." 

A mob hanged the accused rapist after he reputedly had been 

"fully convicted of the heinous offense." Though formally 

sentenced to 300 lashes, the slave convicted of assaulting 

39 the marshal may also have been lynched by the vigilantes. 

White residents hoped that the discovery and rough handling 

of these burglars would end the island's crime wave; how-

40 
ever, robberies continued unabated and unsolved. One 

spectacular case indicated that the presence of Confederate 

forces bore at least partial responsibility for the thefts. 

Two military men, a Lieutenant Woodward and hospital steward 

R. H. McElmurray, persuaded a slave named Jenny to commit 

a number of thefts, the last one netting $3,000 in gold. 

Instead of conveying the woman to the Union navy and free

dom as he had promised, the steward allegedly murdered her 

and kept the money. He escaped conviction, apparently 

^Galveston News (Houston), July 2, 1862, January 2, 
May 6, October 28, November 2, 1864. At least some of the 
bondsmen involved in these burglaries belonged to military 
men on the island. 

^^Galveston Tri-Weekly News (Houston), November 18, 
1864, May 29, 1865. 
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because of legal technicalities, but soon after his release 

a witness whom he had threatened killed McElmurray on the 
41 

streets of Galveston. In Little Rock and Shreveport as 

well as in Galveston, many citizens felt endangered by 

"outrages" perpetrated by slaves and Confederate soldiers. 

During an ill-policed two month period, complained one 

editor in the Louisiana capital, impressed "negroes about 

town [committed] many depredations and [stole] everything 

that they can lay their hands upon."^^ 

The social problems of urban slavery evoked re

sponses from both regular and military governments, a situ

ation which led to some cooperation but greater confusion. 

In Galveston overlapping civil and military authority 

created an open quarrel. When city officials demanded what 

one slaveholder considered an excessive fee for the return 

of his runaway slave, the offended master appealed to 

General James H. Hawes, the commander at Galveston. Assum

ing jurisdiction over the matter, the general first ordered 

release of the fugitive, then arrested the balky sheriff 

43 
and magistrate to secure compliance. Civil authorities 

"̂ Îbid. , January 4, 18, May 17, 1865; Hayes, "Is
land and City of Galveston," 626-627. 

"̂ T̂he South-Western (Shreveport), October 21, 1863, 
quoted in Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 256. See also, 
Hayes, "Island and City of Galveston," 613-615; Hardin, 
"Outline of Shreveport and Caddo Parish," 869; Little Rock 
City Council Records, C, November 17, 1862. 

^^Galveston Tri-Weekly News (Houston), June 6, 19, 
1864. 
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in the town usually bowed to military supremacy more will

ingly. As expressed by a resolution of the Little Rock 

City Council, 

The presence in and about the city . . . of a large 
number of Negroes, laborers. Waggoners, and other 
employees of the army, besides convalescent Troops, 
renders it necessary to have a more efficient 
Police than the City has had the ability to main
tain. 

No longer dealing with "times of Peace and Quiet," local 

officials readily placed its police under control of the 
44 

provost marshal. In Shreveport civilian elements also 

took the lead in asking for military police to rule the 

bondsmen brought in to fortify the city. After advertis

ing the need for "a body of soldiers" for months, one edi

tor finally stated bluntly, "Our police is so limited that 

45 
they cannot properly patrol the town at night." 

Occasionally the military attempted to exert its 

power over slaves in a stringent manner. The Confederate 

hierarchy in Galveston decreed that any slave caught liv

ing apart from his master or breaking curfew should receive 

fifteen to thirty days hard labor on the government works 

"or such other punishments as the Provost-Marshall may see 

proper to direct." When General Kirby Smith tardily 

Little Rock City Council Records, C, November 17, 
1862. 

45 
The South-Western (Shreveport), October 21, 1863, 

quoted in Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 2 56. 

\^ „ ^.^^m^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^t/mmm^ 
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responded to the problems of Shreveport, he created an emer

gency guard composed of 400 men, established an "ironclad" 

passport system, and even took steps to transfer a regular 

regiment to the city for policing purposes. "̂ ^ 

Military efforts at suppressing slave freedoms met 

with little success. Despite the proposed crackdown, some 

Galveston slaves continued their involvement with gangs of 

burglars. The army stationed at the Arkansas capital first 

restricted and later discontinued the operation of martial 

law out of concern for "vexatious interference with the 

movement of the citizens." The city responded to the end 

47 of military control by pleading for its reinstatement. 

In the wake of military failure to resolve the security 

problems of the community,^° the civil authority of Shreve

port reasserted its power. At one point officials arrested 

a grocer for purchasing a small quantity of goods from a 

slave without the owner's permission. Noting that "the law 

has never been enforced," a normally "vigilant" newspaper 

49 protested against prosecution of "such petty offences." 

The trustees attempted to control bondsmen belonging to 

^^Hayes, "Island and City of Galveston," 615-616; 
Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 256-257. 

Little Rock City Council Records, C, November 17, 
1862. 

48 
Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 257. 

49 
Shreveport News, November 20, 1863. 



319 

refugees and other transients by requiring that "all negroes 

residing permanently or temporarily within the corporate 

limits" obtain a pass from their owner or agent permitting 

them to be on the streets during either day or night hours. 

An 1864 Shreveport law reflected a growing attempt to elimi

nate wartime problems through more severe repressions—it 

gave the mayor complete discretion to set punishment for 

slaves, provided his sentences "shall not effect life or 

limb or be unreasonably severe." These stepped-up efforts 

probably attained only limited success. The fact that a 

special military patrol guarded the city by the last months 

of the war indicates a continued inability of city officials 

50 
to manage the major social problems of Shreveport, as 

similar undertakings of both military and civilian authori

ties had failed throughout the urban Southwest. 

What one historian called the "deteriorating social 

51 
cohesion in the Trans-Mississippi Department" and particu
larly the weakening control over slaves allowed increased 

numbers of bondsmen to seize freedom. Slaves acted in 

52 
unique ways to further their chances for liberty, but 

Minutes of Mayor and Trustees, Shreveport, B, 566, 
571; Hardin, "Outline of Shreveport and Caddo Parish," 869. 

•̂"•Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 270. 

In an apocryphal story one chronicler of Galves
ton wrote of a runaway slave who warned Union forces on 
Galveston of the impending invasion of the island by the 
Confederates in early 1863. Dyer, Scrap Book, 98-100. 
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running away provided the most common avenue out of bond

age. The Civil War years in Austin and Little Rock pro

duced no noticeable increase in fugitives, though slaves 

53 
still frequently escaped. The rulers of Galveston and 

Shreveport faced a more serious runaway problem than ever 

before. Slaves conscripted into military labor fled from 

54 
their army masters, often in a quest to return home. 

Others "took French leave" for awhile by concealing them-

55 selves in or near the city. Runaways caused something 

of a crisis for the army in the Galveston-Houston area. 

Confederate Labor Bureau officials in late 1863 promulgated 

"stringent" rules to deal with the "serious and growing 

S6 
evil [of] the frequent escape of negroes" from the service. 

Slaves in Galveston often responded to the lure of freedom 

represented by Federal ships in the harbor. Many bondsmen 

took advantage of the confusion attending evacuation of 

53 
Many of the wartime runaways from these towns 

seem also to have been handicapped by physical disabilities. 
Tri-Weekly State Gazette (Austin), September 4, 14, 1863; 
Arkansas State Gazette (Little Rock), July 12, November 22, 
1862, June 13, July 11, August 22, 1863. 

Galveston Tri-Weekly News (Houston), March 25, 
May 20, 1864; Shreveport News, August 23, 1864. 

^^The South-Western (Shreveport), June 18, 1862; 
Galveston News (Houston), November 19, 1862, May 21, 1863. 

According to this system, the military would im
press twice the number of fugitives of any owner who failed 
to return his runaways to military authorities. Galveston 
Tri-Weekly News (Houston), December 18, 1863. 
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the island in the fall of 1862 by piloting boats to the 

Union navy or otherwise managing to find protection behind 

Yankee lines. Though the Federal commanders reputedly wel

comed them with "hard work and short rations to their satis

faction, " slaves continued to attempt escapes from Galves

ton to the blockaders. Authorities on the island expressed 

an ill-tempered reaction to the runaways. At first they 

requested return of the fugitives; later the state indicted 

a slave on a charge of treason for escaping and joining the 

57 
enemy. 

Throughout the conflict, and in crescendo-like 

fashion as the war progressed, bondsmen left their Shreve

port masters. By the beginning of 1865 escapes had become 

so common and the chance of return so small that owners 
c p 

seemed to give up the effort at recapture. Estimates of 

runaways in the area reached dazzling porportions since 

fugitives from other parts of the Southwest passed through 
59 

or gathered in northwestern Louisiana. White residents 

wo rried about these slaves both because of their increasing 

^"^Galveston News (Houston), October 22, November 1, 
December 6, 1862, August 1, 1863; Ballinger Diary, May 30, 
1863. 

^^The South-western (Shreveport), February 5, 1862, 
September 2, 1863, January 13, 1864; Shreveport News, May 
27, October 10, 1862, July 1, 19, August 23, December 6, 
1864; Caddo Gazette (Shreveport), August 29, 1863. No runa
way notices appeared during 1865. Slave stealing also be
came increasingly daring during the war. Kerby, Kirby 
Smith's Confederacy, 256. 

^^Shreveport News, November 10, 1863, January 29, 
May 10, August 23, 1864. 
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numbers and their seeming militance. Local authorities 

arrested some of the runaways, but only after a "scrape." 

One died either from the effects of a leg wound he received 

while resisting arrest or from poison he took subsequently. 

60 
Another cut his own throat rather than return to bondage. 

From the first year of the war citizens in Shreve

port felt threatened by "gangs of runaways" in their com

munity. In 1864 a group of about twenty-five slaves gathered 

in the area. According to a reporter, "the negroes have been 

depredating in the neighborhood to a considerable extent, 

with the apparent object of destroying all they can." A 

posse uncovered a camp of blacks close to Shreveport and 

killed one who had heavily armed himself and "was very stub

born." A "couple of gentlemen" looking for game discovered 

instead "a gang of negroes and two white men, " but the 

hunters pursued them only a short distance, giving the ex

cuse that the fugitives had killed their dogs. Civilian 

vigilante groups considered themselves incapable of dealing 

with the runaways. Newspapers called upon the military 

authorities "to arrest the scoundrels as soon as possible." 

These runaway bands seemingly disappeared without a major 

confrontation with the army, perhaps because they attained 

^^Ibid., June 16, September 12, 24, 1861, September 
6, 1864; The South-Western (Shreveport), September 25, 1861. 
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61 the fairly close Union lines. 

The situation in Shreveport presented a more serious 

possibility of organized slave insurrection than existed in 

other southwestern towns. Some citizens in the capitals 

of Arkansas and Texas charged other whites with encouraging 

slaves to rebellion, but these cases did not develop into 

full-scale insurrection scares. Without obvious alarm, 

courts in Little Rock prosecuted an alleged conspirator. 

In Austin, according to one witness, "a mob quietly gathered, 

consisting of probably fifty men, wearing no disguises," 

took possession of three suspects and lynched them. The 

emotionally charged intellectual climate of the conflict 

may have accelerated slave rebelliousness, but the presence 

of large military forces in the southwestern cities un

doubtedly discouraged a massive group revolt. 

In the Civil War some disintegration of urban bond

age took place. The war disrupted normal, essential rou

tines of the institution, particularly in the towns most 

directly involved in military affairs. In place of usual 

patterns of hire, sale, and employment, the conflict 

^^The South-Western (Shreveport), March 6, 1861; 
Shreveport News, September 6, 20, 1864. 

62 
Pulaski County Circuit Court, Criminal Record, C, 

October 22, 24, 1862; Brown, Annals of Travis County, XXIII, 
57-58. In the Austin area fears of white anti-Confederate 
uprisings apparently exceeded the threat of slave rebellion. 
Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy, 86-95. 
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substituted only hazardous enterprises incapable of main

taining the health of the slave and thus the secure invest

ment of the master. Socially, the cities displayed environ

ments even less conducive to "suitable" behavior for a 

slave than the already troubled atmosphere of ante bellum 

years. Judged by their own standards, the cities failed 

to exercise sufficient control over the bondsmen, despite 

the availability of additional military prowess to use in 

suppressing undesired social activities. In Shreveport, 

where blacks openly violated the most sacred of southern 

mores, and in Galveston, where bondsmen challenged the 

tenets of law and order, many of the basic social founda

tions of bondage had vanished before Union military victory 

brought an end to chattel slavery. 

Yet, the institution of urban slavery did not tot

ter from the brink into utter destruction during the years 

of civil strife. As evidenced by various attitudes and 

actions of the immediate post-war period, the whites had 

not lost their will to preserve the status quo in urban 

race relations. Although only a few like Lucadia Pease ex

pressed satisfaction that the government had destroyed 

slavery, more of the local whites agreed with her conclu

sion that "[the blacks] are uneducated improvident and un

fitted to take care of themselves." In the words of a 

Galveston chronicler sympathetic with the views of his an

cestors, "the only natural condition [the whites] recognized 
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[for blacks] was that of slaves. "^^ Just after the arrival 

of northern troops a Galveston editor wrote, "securing to 

the negro social and political equality with the whites 

can never be carried out m the South." 

Early post bellum city ordinances expressed the 

same spirit of resistance to change. Fearing the "large 

number of negroes turned loose by their owners and congre

gating in and about Austin," the city council passed its 

first vagrancy law on June 30, 1865. This statute, which 

allowed authorities to hire out unemployed blacks, even in 

terminology attempted to maintain remnants of the slave 

social system. It distinguished between "Freedmen" (ex-

slaves) and "free persons of color" (free blacks under the 
65 

slave regime). In Galveston civil authorities debated a 

vagrancy ordinance which duplicated the concepts of ante 

bellum black codes. It prohibited Negroes from "riotous, 

disorderly, or vicious" behavior such as "drunkeness," 

"loitering," "strolling or wandering about," using "inde

cent language," holding "unlawful assemblies," and engaging 

6 "̂  •̂ Luciada Pease to "My dear Sister, " August 30, 1865, 
Pease-Graham-Niles Family Papers; Hayes, "Island and City 
of Galveston," 648. 

64 
Galveston Tri-Weekly News (Houston), June 9, 1865. 

For comparable protests against freedom for Negroes see 
The South-Western (Shreveport), June 14, 1865; The Southern 
Intelligencer (Austin), July 7, 1865. 

65 
Records of the Mayor and Aldermen, Austin, June 

27, 30, 1865. 
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in "assaults, batteries, and quarrels." The aldermen de

feated this ordinance because they feared reprisals from 

the northern military which already rejected the authority 

66 
of the city to prevent "Negro balls." Given the tenacity 

with which the whites held to their racial concepts, it 

appears that only force could have wiped out the institu

tion, whatever weaknesses it may have experienced in the 

urban setting. Many bondsmen used their wits and legs to 

find freedom behind Union lines, but since large, organized 

slave revolts did not arise in the towns during the war, 

it took Yankee soldiers to bring about the demise of human 

bondage. 

When the northern troops arrived in the southwestern 

cities, they brought with them a willingness to enforce only 

a limited change in the traditional order. Their initial 

actions demonstrated that they shared some of the ideas of 

southern whites. Yankee commanders issued statements at

tacking the "nuisance" of "vagrant or runaway negroes" and 

commanding the blacks not to travel without passes or per

mits or to congregate on the streets, but to return to 

"their owners" and "work faithfully" or else perform con

script labor.^^ In every respect the Civil War worked only 

^^Galveston Ordinance Book, June 28, 1865; Hayes, 
"Island and City of Galveston," 649. 

^"^Shreveport News, June 10, 1865; Galveston Weekly 
News (Houston), June 14, 21, 1865; Hayes, "Island and City 
of Galveston," 645-647. 
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an incomplete revolution of the institution of urban 

slavery. 

For urban slaves in the Southwest the Civil War 

brought both hardship and exaltation. The ravages of war 

resulted in varied forms of material deprivation—including 

poor clothing, insufficient diets, illness, and injury. As 

in other areas of the Confederacy, these conditions particu-

68 

larly affected impressed bondsmen. In addition to physi

cal maladies some urban bondsmen lost at least temporarily 

the invigorating urban life style which they had come to 

prefer over plantation slavery. Even the glory of post 

bellum freedom-times diminished somewhat because of the 

whites' determination that liberty for blacks had to remain 

circumscribed at best. In fact, the time-worn minds of 

ex-slaves fused into synonymity the "Patrollers" of the 
69 

slave regime and the "Ku Klux" of a later era. 

Despite the difficulties of the wartime era, com

pensating factors outweighed suffering. In the Southwest 

the conflict increased the number of slaves able to experi

ence urban conditions. The city environment, however less 

^^Bell Irvin Wiley, Southern Negroes 1861-1865 (New 
Haven, 1938), 130. 

69 
The Story of J. N. Gillespie, Federal Writers 

Project, "Slave Narratives," Arkansas, No. 3, pp. 34-37; 
The Story of Mrs. Sallie Johnson, Federal Writers' Project, 
"Slave Narratives," in vertical file on slavery, folder, 
Austin Public Library. 
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enjoyable than it had been before the war, remained an at

tractive alternative to rural life. Town slaves in some 

cases had enough of a clothing surplus to keep them better 

dressed than their farm counterparts."^^ Replete with drink

ing, dancing, gambling, and loving, urban society continued 

to please many bondsmen. Even combinations of military and 

civil police failed to eliminate slave balls and parties, 

though these events apparently did not become more frequent 
71 

as they did in other cities of the South. Historian 

Emory Thomas, referring to the entire Confederacy, aptly 

described the Trans-Mississippi towns. "At the same time 

the city fathers were most repressive in terms of race, " 

he concluded, "the city, by the very nature of its economic 

and social life, made possible a heightened sense of black 
72 

identity." The fact that all the southwestern cities 

had much larger black populations by 1870 suggests that 

some of the impressed slaves who had tasted the urban milieu 

during the war may have liked it enough to stay. 

70 . 
Wiley, Southern Negroes, 31-32. A British traveler 

in 1863 remarked on the continued fine dress of slaves in 
Houston. Lord, ed., Fremantle Diary, 75. 

71 
Wiley, Southern Negroes, 43. 

72 
Emory Thomas, The Confederacy as a Revolutionary 

Experience (Austin, 1970), 125-127. 
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CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

In important respects, at least when applied to the 

southwestern towns included in this study, Richard C. Wade 

concluded correctly that "slavery in the cities was funda

mentally the same wherever it existed. " Like the bonds

men studied by Wade, southwestern town slaves received or 

created living conditions which most observers, including 

the bondsmen themselves, deemed superior to the plantation 

alternative. From a purely physical standpoint slaves had 

more satisfactory food, clothing, housing, recreation, 

culture, and work than they could expect in a rural setting. 

Numerous indignities, including repressed family life, sub

servience to the master class, and constant threat of chas

tisement for even minor violations of racial etiquette, 

minimized the satisfaction which city bondsmen might other

wise have experienced. "It is doubtful," concluded Wade 

appropriately, that life in the white urban household 

"produced much genuine happiness" for slaves, no matter 
2 

how well provided for in material terms. 

In the minds of most southwestern and southern 

blacks, urban areas allowed for a superior life style not 

Wade, Slavery in the Cities, ix. 

^Ibid., 113. 
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just because of better social conditions, but because of 
3 

opportunities for escape "beyond the master's eye." Blacks 

withdrew from the white world into separate houses and 

churches, though local statute either outlawed or circum

scribed such activity. The city environment of both areas 

thrust slaves into contact with a variety of folk—black, 

brown, and white—willing to share experiences or convivi

alities. Whether the bondsman emerged from these encoun

ters embittered by an awareness of the inequities of slavery, 

enlightened by knowledge of the printed word, inebriated by 

strong drink, enamored with a new acquaintance, embroiled 

with the law, shorn of hard-earned possessions, or in any 

number of other moods or conditions, he came away with 

broadened horizons. The daily events of city life, both 

normal and clandestine, made the slave less a chattel and 

more a man. 

The life style of a southwestern town slave differed 

from that of big city bondsmen in some ways. He contacted 

fewer "free people of color," especially toward the end of 

the period. Less able to melt into in-town hideways, he 

more frequently slipped away to suburban rendezvous. Yet, 

the liberties available to urban bondsmen in the older sec

tions of the South existed in striking similarity for blacks 

in the newer towns. In both areas slaves consumed liquor. 

^Ibid., 143-179. 
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smoked cigars, gambled, engaged in illegal love affairs, 

assembled for unsupervised preaching, spoke to whites in 

a "surly" manner, thieved their owners' valuables, and gen

erally assumed an air which most whites considered "un

servile. " The essential quality which made urban bondage 

distinct from its rural counterpart—the irrepressible free

doms available to town slaves—characterized slavery in the 

young, small communities of the Trans-Mississippi South as 

fully as it did in the urban areas of the Old South. 

In both places the liberties which accrued to urban 

bondsmen often lapsed into outright expressions of rebellion. 

Slaves ran away with a frequency and militance which alarmed 

whites. Though the specific means and destinations of fugi

tives varied according to time and locality, the basic goal 

of increased freedom remained constant. Likewise, large, 

organized slave insurrections did not take place in the 

cities of either area, but anxieties over uprisings con-
4 

tinually affected the peace of mind of most Anglos. 

Subtle and overt recalcitrance occurred despite 

private and governmental efforts to force slaves into a 

mold of submission. The disciplinary measures described 

by Wade took on more thorough, complicated, and institu

tionalized forms than in the urban Southwest, primarily 

because the smaller cities could not sustain such 

^Ibid., 209-242. 
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accouterments of law enforcement as workhouses, treadmills, 

and large, well-organized police. Nevertheless, the south

western towns increasingly emulated southeastern cities by 

extending more powers of control to urban governments and 

by engaging in frequent experimentation in vain efforts to 

keep bondsmen within "proper" bounds. More duties remained 

in private hands, and ordinances were normally less complex, 

but the disciplinary systems of the two areas bore remark

able resemblance. Also, the analysis of Wade, who wrote 

that "the whites were never satisfied with the system and 

Its enforcement,"-^ serves as an equally apt description of 

the attitude taken by Anglos toward the governance of slaves 

in the southwestern tovms. 

The freer social life and rebellious proclivities 

of urban slaves and the inability of the law to repress 

these libertarian activities. Wade concluded, led to the 

disintegration of slavery in the cities. These same fac

tors in the southwestern towns, where no "transformation" 

of the institution ensued, help account for the failure of 

bondage to undergo a period of spectacular expansion such 

as the other communities experienced during their infancies. 

Comparison of the patterns of urban bondage reveals 

many similarities between the older cities and the younger 

towns; however, significant contrasts also existed. Sta

tistical analysis reflects much of this dissimilarity. 

^Ibid., 209-242. 

-V.. 
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According to figures presented by Wade, urban bondage had 

"diminished in extent and vitality," in the South. In the 

southwestern towns slaves formed a relatively high propor

tion of the population, several masters continued to hold 

blacks in large units, and a substantial number of white 

households maintained interest in bondage through their 

ownership of Negroes. Except in Shreveport, none of these 

computations suggest overwhelming growth of the institution, 

but they do indicate stability rather than decline. On the 

basis of these statistical measurements, the conclusion of 

Professor Wade that the institution "was languishing every

where in 1860" inappropriately describes the urban South-

west. 

Differing social characteristics further illustrate 

the fact that slavery on the urban frontier had not under

gone the transformation which occurred in major southern 

cities. Several factors reflecting the decline of urban 

slavery existed in southwestern towns to a smaller degree 

or not at all. First, city masters increasingly sold young 

male bondsmen to remove them from the social atmosphere 
7 

which diminished their value. Residents of Galveston, 

^Ibid., 243. For a more complete discussion of the 
relevant statistics on the urban Southwest, see supra, 17-25, 

^Ibid., 263. Wade's entire argument on the sale 
of blacks from the cities to rural areas seems somewhat 
strained. He offers little hard documentation to support 
this conclusion, and he seems reluctant to accept compelling 
evidence that climbing demand and prices caused much of the 
movement of slaves to the country. 
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Little Rock, and Shreveport also felt compelled to dispose 

of chattels " cheap [ly] to any person in the country who 
p 

will be strict with [them]." But census figures indicate 

that the trans-Mississippi communities had a smaller im-
9 

balance between male and female slaves. 

The emergence of "a pattern of segregation inside 

the broader framework of the 'peculiar institution'" pro

vided a second social "index to the increasing weakness of 

slavery in the cities." Although many whites understood 

that racial separation allowed blacks greater levels of 

freedom, the governing classes in the cities saw "no alter

native" to it as a means of arresting the breakdown of 

racial barriers. Consequently, the major urban areas se

gregated taverns, restaurants, hotels, public conveyances, 

parks, jails, hospitals, poor houses, cemeteries, and to 

p 
Arkansas Times and Advocate (Little Rock), Septem

ber 24, 1838; Arkansas True Democrat (Little Rock), May 11, 
1859; Semi-Weekly Shreveport News, September 30, 1862; 
"Memorandum of Slaves Owned by James B. Shaw," Williams 
Papers. 

9 
According to figures presented m the last two 

U. S. Census, 53% of the slaves in southwestern cities were 
women. See supra, 22-24. A tabulation of the statistics 
in the Appendix of Slavery in the Cities, 330, indicates 
that females accounted for 56% of the slaves in 1850 and 
54% in 1860. The entire argument that the towns were shed
ding male bondsmen to "remove one of the most disturbing 
elements from the urban scene" is damaged by the fact that 
the relative numerical dominance of female over male slaves 
declined during the last ante bellum decade. 

^ . 
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some extent jobs, living quarters, and churches.''"̂  In 

both the Southwest and Old South—with much of the impetus 

coming from slaves—urban conditions heightened the barriers 

between whites and blacks in religion and housing. Yet, a 

clear pattern of separation by race did not materialize in 

the younger towns. Efforts by white mechanics to exclude 

blacks from skilled trades and other enterprises failed, 

even though such a movement occurred in Little Rock. Through

out the region Negroes and Anglos continued to mingle at 

work, in public gatherings, on the stage, and even in pris

ons. Had bondage continued much longer, southwestern cities 

might have followed the example of other southern communi

ties, but the younger towns clearly lagged behind in 

creating official segregation policies. 

Another method adopted by southern cities "to ar

rest the attrition and handle its consequences," in the 

words of Wade, "was the tightening of emancipation proce

dures to stop the accumulation of free Negroes in towns." 

In spite of these efforts "free people of color" continued 

to live in increasing numbers in major southern cities. 

•'•̂ Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 258-278. 

llln some ways the lack of segregation policies 
reflected the fact that many public institutions had not 
yet developed in the urban Southwest. Public burial grounds 
already were divided according to race, and when the Civil 
War forced the construction of hospitals, the city of Gal
veston erected a special one for blacks. 

•nV^^ 
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though the percentage of freedmen among total urban popula-
12 

tions dropped. Developing early an abiding hatred of 

free blacks and browns for undermining decorous slave be

havior, the southwestern communities acted quickly to limit 

numerical growth of the class. Eventually, through either 

vigilante or legal action, all but Shreveport successfully 

proscribed this alleged internal enemy of the institution. 

While anti-free black campaigns in cis-Mississippi areas 

may indicate the transformation of slavery in the cities, 

the inability to resolve this matter seems also to signify 

an impotent effort to reverse the growing weakness of bond

age. In vivid contrast expulsion movements in the South

west symbolized continued strength in confronting a basic 

problem of slavery in the urban setting. 

The eviction of free Negroes and Mexicans points 

to the power of "respectable" whites in the trans-Mississippi 

communities. Of course many "vigilant" citizens lived in 

larger southern cities, but they faced a challenge from 

other elements who willy-nilly weakened the restraints of 

bondage. "Grocers," ministers, lawyers, and "lax" masters 

12 
Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 248, 263, 330. Wade's 

somewhat confusing and contradictory analysis of the position 
of free blacks seems to argue against itself. On the one 
hand he wrote that "By 1860 the percentage of free Negroes 
among the South's urban population had dropped considerably." 
In another place he found it significant that "even the 
places which had tried hardest to limit their free colored 
population could not alter the trend" of free blacks gravi
tating toward the cities. 
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lived in abundance in both areas; however, their influence 

paled somewhat in the face of the concerted pressure from 

militant masters in the Southwest. Contrastingly, Savannah 

and Charleston shopkeepers who engaged in the Negro trade 

organized politically and gained control of local police 

to combat reform movements designed to curb the illicit 
13 

traffic. "Unprincipled" merchants also thrived in the 

smaller towns, but in a more underground fashion. South

western urban blacks apparently had to struggle harder to 

seize freedoms arising from the city environment. Further

more, growing vigilance may have presented a threat to the 

liberties grasped by urban bondsmen in the youthful towns, 

though even greater, more constant activity doubtlessly 

could not have eliminated many of the more serious social 

•Ul 1 4 problems. 

13 
Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 252-258. According 

to Wade's reasoning, white religious leaders resisted ef
forts to abolish black churches, and lawyers created dis
satisfaction among slaves by representing them in emancipa
tion suits. In the urban Southwest white ministers were 
involved with blacks to some extent, and lawyers such as 
William P. Ballinger attempted to secure freedom for blacks 
to whom that status was legally due. Yet, other whites 
did not express concern about the "unsettling" influence 
of these professional men. Attacks on "lax" masters oc
curred with equal frequency in both areas. 

Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 100. Wade also men
tions the involvement of citizens committees in regulating 
slave social life, but his lack of emphasis of this phe
nomena seems to indicate that it was more important in the 
Southwest, where vigilante activity frequently supplemented 
professional policing. 
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In explaining the lack of disintegration of urban 

bondage on the southern frontier, one final contrast with 

slavery in the major cities stands out pre-eminently—the 

southwestern towns provided an abundance of employment for 

bondsmen. The decline of slavery in the cities, asserted 

Wade, "did not stem from any economic reasons." Yet, this 

15 categorical denial of the importance of economic forces 

should not forestall analyzing significant material determi

nants of slavery's strength. Two basic economic dissimi

larities made urban slavery in the Southwest distinctive 

from the institution in the older cities. First, the 

younger towns provided slaveowners with greater opportunity 

to work their chattels on urban and suburban farms. Sec

ondly, skilled jobs remained more available to small-town 

bondsmen because the white labor movement had no appreciable 

impact on patterns of labor in the Southwest. 

The total environment—economic and social—accounts 

for the statistical strength of slavery on the southern ur

ban frontier. As reflected by expulsion of free blacks and 

browns, ability to humble other disruptive elements into an 

underground existence, and alertness in quelling possible 

insurrections, the relative social strength of the institu

tion may have headed off statistical decline. In addition 

l^ade. Slavery in the Cities, 54, 243-244. In 
other places the author de-emphasized economic forces less 
categorically. 

/^ 
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to these factors the availability of diverse forms of em

ployment encouraged masters to keep their workers in town. 

At the end of the ante bellum period slavery in the 

urban Southwest remained alive and, though not completely 

well, not terminally ill either. This situation illuminates 

the status of city bondage in all parts of the South. Per

haps the institution deserves re-examination to discover 

whether a decrease in the number of agriculturally employed 

city chattels accompanied the development of southern 

cities. Such a phenomena might partially account for the 

rapid statistical decline which occurred during the period 
1 6 

1820-1860. Furthermore, a study of these younger cities 

suggests that urban bondage might not have lapsed into 

future downward plunges. In the face of grave social prob

lems, less serious but in many ways similar to those of the 

larger southern cities, the institution fostered a new 

militance on the part of slaveowners. The southwestern 

towns might have shed some slaves in the process of becom

ing more urbanized and less agricultural. Yet, the insti

tution seemed to have enough residual strength to have 

leveled off between expansion and decline. Finally, an

alysis of the Civil War years—a period which created a 

disruptive social milieu comparable to that of the older 

southern towns—indicates that urban slavery could withstand 

great social pressures without crumbling of its own weight. 

12-13. 
•^^Woessner, "New Orleans—A Study in Urban Bondage," 
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Certainly, it seems inadequate to conjecture: "the black 

populations of smaller and newer cities . . . showed some 

vitality, but there is no reason to believe that they would 

not have shared the same attrition as they expanded. ""̂ ^ 

Urban slavery comprised an essential ingredient 

of the black experience in America. Despite the humilia

tions which accompanied city bondage, to blacks the town 

environment represented an opportunity for greater freedom. 

It was perhaps this image of liberty which led many freed

men to migrate to southwestern cities during the first post 

bellum years. Yet, as Richard C. Wade noted incisively, 

not until a century later, after blacks had become fully 

re-urbanized, did a more pervasive movement for equality 

18 

and freedom develop. He might have added that the re

action of many slaves to urban bondage—an attempt to with

draw in quest of protection against the indignities which 

accompanied serving the white world—also presaged a modern 

black separatism. 

l^Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 243 

^^Ibid., 277-281. 
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