& 2 8 ® 6 @& & B ® & & 6 € % B ¥ O & e & 6 6 F & 9 ¥ T 6 ® & ¢ @ @

Spheres of Influence:
Wotking White and Black Women in

Antebellum Savannah

TIMOTHY J. LOCKLEY

The vast majority of southern women worked. About three-quarters of all white
southern families did not own slaves on the eve of the Civil War, and conse-
quently women in these families generally shared with black women the neces-
sity of working.! Whatever else may have divided them, and there was much,
black and white women regulatly toiled in the fields to produce goods for the
market and for the dinner table. They worked in the home caring for children
and occasionally producing handicrafts. And in urban areas, as this essay will
demonstrate, they pursued a variety of wage-earning occupations. As Stephanie
McCurry has demonstrated, this was true in some slaveholding families as well.
In coastal South Carolina, it was the work of the wives and daughters that
helped to secure the economic independence of yeoman households, even
those owning as many as ten slaves. Only a small number of elite white women
in the South enjoyed the leisured lifestyle populatized in twentieth-century
mythology.2

Any study of the lives of antebellum women faces problems because most
sources are written by men, about men, and for men. Official statistical compila-
tions, for example, frequently overlooked the patt that women played in south-
ern life. But our ignorance of women’s lives and expetiences in the antebellum
South is gradually being reversed. Since the 1970s the historiographic ano-
nymity of southern women has been ovetcome to some extent by scholars such
as Suzanne Lebsock, Elizabeth Varon, and Catherine Clinton, among others,
but the focus has tended to be on elite women rather than ordinary women.?

Moteover, scholars have examined the domestic lives of women in far more
detail than their public lives, and, with a few exceptions, rural women in prefer-
ence to urban women. The domesticity that was the norm for rural elite women
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has been termed the woman’s “sphere.” But, as this essay will demonstrate,
women’s “spheres” were not only domestic. In fact, 2 woman’s work, paid or
unpaid, has perhaps an equal claim to be termed a “sphere” because it domi-
nated the normal day-to-day existence for so many women.* By broadening our
interpretation of the “woman’s sphere” we can explore in greater depth the
interaction of race, class, and gender in the antebellum South.

This essay is a case study of the lives of wotking women in Savannah, a city
that dominated the Georgia low country, acting as a focal point for the coastal
rice and cotton trades. In addition, as an entrepét, it was the only place where
low-country residents could hope to have 2 modicum of purchasing choice. The
population of the city was large, rising from five thousand in 1800 to more than
twenty-two thousand in 1860, and cosmopolitan, with slaves and free blacks
making up between a third and a half of the urban population. Among whites,
more than half did not own slaves and a large number were immigrants.> Deter-
mining the size of the female workforce in Savannah is not straightforward. The
best source is the 1860 federal census, which listed 1,578 white women and 228
free black women with occupations in Chatham County, the vast majotity of
whom would have been resident in Savannah. No comparable occupational
data was collected for bondwomen in 1860, but the city tax records show that
there were 7,712 slaves in Savannah in 1860, allowing us to estimate the female
slave population at 3,856. Since previous city censuses show that bondwomen
constituted about 6o percent of the urban slave population, the female slave
population of Savannah in 1860 was probably more like 4,6c0. Of these women,
we also know that just over half of them wete aged over fifteen, thus the adult
female slave population in Savannah in 1860 was pethaps about 2,300.¢ Nearly
all of these slave women would have worked.”

Perversely, the best documented of all Savannah’s female groups is also the
smallest, namely free black women. In 1817 the city tegistered as many free
black men and women as it could find (and judging from the much larger num-
ber counted by the census, city officials did not try particularly hard), repeating
the task periodically during the remainder of the antebellum petiod.® This regis-
ter usually included occupational data, and therefore free black women con-
stitute the only female population in the city whose occupations can be traced
and analyzed over a petiod of time.

In 1817 only nineteen free black women were given an 'occupation in the
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register: nine sold “small wates,” another seven wete cooks, two were laboterts,

and one was a washer. Seven years later, in 1824, free black women were starting

to congregate in certain occupations, with women occupied as “seamstresses,”

“yasherwomen,” and “vendors of small wares” collectively accounting for 6o

percent of the wotkforce. Yet small numbers of free black women continued to

find work in more unusual situations, as shopkeepets and gardeners.” However,

by 1829, two-thirds of Savannah’s free black women wete working as seam-

stresses or washerwomen, and the proportion of women involved in retailing
had halved from 20 percent to 10 percent of the workforce.!? The trend among
free black women therefore seems to be one of greater occupational specializa-
tion, with fewer and fewer women employed outside their own homes. It seems
likely that free black women were making informed choices about exactly which
occupations suited their individual and collective circumstances. Certainly free
black women could be tesponsive to the needs of the labor market. Over a
number of years, several women moved from washing to cooking, or from
selling to sewing, no doubt making careful decisions about which pursuits
brought the most regular income. Nancy Goudling, for example, retailed goods
in 1829 but was a pastry cook in 1860. Other free black women settled on jobs
eatly and stuck with them. Mary Sheftall, botn in Savannah in 1799, was first
registered as a washerwoman in 1824 and was still doing laundry work in 1860.
Most of these women earned sufficient incomes to maintain their families, but
wormen such as Priscilla Moody, who earned enough as a vendor of small wares
to eventually purchase her own shop, wete few and far between.!

Significant differences existed between white and free black working women
in Savannah. For example, of more than 3,500 white women in Savannah in
1860 between the ages of twenty and fifty-nine, roughly 1,300 of them, or just
over a third, were assigned occupations in the federal census. In stark contrast,
more than four-fifths of free black women of a similar age worked.'? The racial
differences are even more marked among women over sixty and those under
twenty. Only about one in six white women in these age groups was working,
compared with mote than one-half of free black teenage women and three-
quatters of free black women over sixty.!> From this evidence it is clear that the
length of the working lives of free black women significantly exceeded those of
white women. Nancy Johnson was apparently still working as a nurse in Savan-
nah at the age of 103. Women lacking occupations were not necessatily idle.
Matried women with young children, for instance, may well have spent all their
time in child care and housework.'* Given that fewer than half of Savannab’s
households owned slaves, and that a number owned just one slave, it is perhaps

fair to estimate that only about a quarter of white women in the city wete ladies
of leisure.'
The reasons that so many of Savannah’s women worked no doubt varied
greatly, but the available evidence suggests that most women, of all social
groups, worked simply to survive.'® Two-thirds of working white women and
neatly go percent of free black women in 1860 were either the principal or sole
breadwinners in their households.” Mote than half had dependents, so not
working, in a society where social welfare was nonexistent and chatity provided
only the most basic level of support, was simply not a viable option.!® Women
were particularly vital to the sustenance of free black families in Savannah.
Chatham County’s free black community had a female majority, and conse-
quently there was a particular onus on free black women to earn sufficient
income to support their families.!” Moreover, wheteas a thitd of wotking white
women had husbands living with them, only about 10 percent of free black
women wete in the same situation. Itis entitely conceivable that many husbands
and fathers of free black women and children were slaves; indeed, the relatively
high proportion of free black women who had children but no husbands sug-
gests this was the case. Such husbands would have been unable to contribute
with any degree of regularity toward their families’ incomes.?® Therefore, many
free black women in Savannah would have worked ptincipally to avoid starva-
tion and destitution for themselves and those who depended on them. Some of
these women built themselves a reputation for skill and competency by wotd of
mouth—Asphasia Mirault’s bakery and ice-cream store, for instance, gained a
legendary status among Savannah’s youth—but for many there was little se-
curity beyond the casual business they themselves could drum up, pethaps by
going doot to door.*

Black and white women in Savannah had wotk in common because they
experienced similar economic pressures regardless of race. But the purpose of
this essay is not only to establish that a large number of women wotked in
antebellum Savannah; it also seeks to show what actually determined a wom-
an’s occupation. The southern racial hierarchy seemingly dictated that black
people should undertake only the most menial occupations, yet the evidence
from this southern city suggests that race was only one occupaﬁonal determi-
nant. Women grouped themselves in certain occupations because they shared
common family backgrounds, ages, and ethnicities as well. The spheres of
occupational influence in antebellum Savannah were actually determined by 2
number of complex vatiables that interacted and intersected with each other.

Race was obviously one factor that could influence the employment of



women in Savannah. Some occupations were generally not open to black
women whether they were enslaved or free. For example, in 1860 there were
thirty-one white women employed as teachers, a job that black women were
legally excluded from. Among white women, there were also 122 boardinghouse
keepers, twenty-five shopkeepers, three hoteliers, a brass and iron foundress, a
doctoress, and an actress. These jobs wete generally white occupational spheres
because the vast majotity of black women in the city would not have had access
to the capital necessary to set themselves up as independent businesswomen,
necessatily entailing the purchase of stock and the purchase or rent of premises.
Furthermore, most free black women would have known this and few would
have wasted time, effort, and perhaps money in trying to get a foothold in such
occupations. Of course, for every such generalization there is an exception.
Rachel, the slave of Patrick Ryan, applied to the Southern Claims Commission
after the Civil War for $1,659 in recompense for loss of property during the
Union occupation of Savannah. She claimed that “I always hired my own time
from the time I was a woman grown” and when her daughters were old enough
she hited their time as well. With the profits of their labor, Rachel first rented
and subsequently purchased a large sixteen-room house and took in boarders.
Evidently, this woman believed that one needed to be neither white nor free to
pursue such an occupation, and local white residents who knew about this
arrangement appatently agreed, even writing in support of her claim.?

Despite Rachel’s case, there were cleatly significant hurdles to overcome if a
black woman was to be so visibly financially independent. Far more common
was for black women to engage in economic activity that was not so high profile,
but significant nevertheless. Black women came to dominate market trading
despite the distrust of the city authorities. As several scholars have shown, the
informal slave economy was probably at its most vibrant in the Georgia and
South Carolina low country, with slaves taking advantage of the task-labor
regime of tice plantations to engage in their own pursuits on their own time.?®
Probably the most common occupation for those slaves motivated to work in
their free time was in the gardens provided for them on most plantations.
Bondwomen in particular wete expected to tend to the garden, growing a wide
vatiety of vegetables and rearing livestock, especially chickens.?* As production
increased, and surpluses were produced, a visit to the weekly market in Savan-
nah became necessary.

The Savannah city market was held daily in Ellis Square, and as early as 1775
slaves had adopted Sunday as the day they brought produce to market to trade.?
The best description of the market in Savannah comes from a New Englander

resident in Georgia for eight yeats. Emily Burke came to teach at the Savannah
Female Asylum in 1840 and on her very first morning in Savannah was awak-
ened before dawn by the noise from the market, which her hotel ovetlooked.
Her vivid description of the market is worth quoting at length.

In the morning . .. I saw a great many colored persons.. . . assembled
together under a sort of sheltet. That, from the appearance of things,
soon judged to be the city market. . . . This building is furnished with
stalls, owned by individuals in the city who send produce there to sell.

In each of these stalls stands a setvant woman to sell her master’s
property, who is careful to deck out his saleswoman in the most gaudy
colors to make her as conspicuous as possible that she may be success-
tulin trade. I once heard a gentleman, whose saleswoman had not been
successful say, “he must get her a new handkerchief for her head and
see if she would not sell more! .. .”

The market is free for trade from five o’clock in the morning till ten.
Then the bell rings and all are obliged to disperse and take with them
their unsold articles, for everything that remains on the ground after
ten o’clock belongs to the keepet. Trade is not allowed in the market
excepting on Saturday evening, when it is mote ctowded than at any
other time. For the people come then to purchase for the Sabbath, and
many go just because they want to see a great crowd. It has been
estimated that on some pleasant evenings there are no less than four
thousand people in the market at one time. Here almost every eatable
thing can be found. Vegetables fresh from the garden are sold the year
round. All kinds of fish, both shell and finny, may be had here; birds of
all kinds, both tame and wild; and the most delicious tropical fruits, as

well as those which are brought from cold countries. People travel a
great distance for the purpose of buying and selling in the market. I
have known women to come one hundred miles to sell the produce of
their own industty.?

As a newcomer to Savannah, Emily Burke could not have realized that most of
the goods retailed in the market were in fact produced by slaves in their own
gardens. As to the agency of ownets in decking out their bondwomen, Burke
later contradicted herself by noting that slave women themselves took every
opportunity to dress up in bright colors.?” This desctiption of the city market
shows it to be the vibrant hub of the city’s commercial and retail life.

Most, if not all, of the public market trading in the Savannah City Market was



undertaken by women—ijust as it was in Chatleston and throughout the Catib-
bean Islands and in West Africa.?® In the nineteenth century the market was a
female sphere, but this had not always been the case. In 1792 2 male slave was
fined by the city council for selling vegetables without 2 badge, and four yeas
later bondman Cato was ordered to be whipped for forestalling in the market.??
Howevet, after 1800 there is no evidence that bondmen were retailing regulatly,
though some free black men continued to work as butchers in the market.*
Several observers commented on the black women who traded in low-country
matkets, one traveler being particularly impressed by their “great quickness in
teckoning and making change [with] rarely an error in the result”*' The domi-
nance of bondwomen in the city market is also shown by the number of licensed
slave vendots. In 1801, the Savannah City Council granted thirty vending badges
to slaves, twenty-five of which went to bondwomen.*

The sheer number of slave women bringing theit garden produce to Savan-
nah meant that they began to dominate the market. White and free black traders
were effectively excluded from the market most likely because they did not have
the same regular supply line ditect from the plantation.?® Even if white and free
black women were able to procute supplies, slave women were able to undercut
their competitors because their prices reflected the fact that their owners con-
tinued to be the main providers of the necessaries of life. It was not long be-
fore the market had become a sphete for black women, a development that
the Chatham County grand jury believed would be “highly injurious to the
citizens.”?*

The jury’s prediction was cotrect, because once slave women had secured
their monopoly position in the market, they began to increase their ptices to
white shoppets. This was effectively racial discrimination: prices offered to fel-
low slaves or to free blacks apparently did not increase at the same rate as those
offered to whites, and to ensure that civic authorities were powetless to prevent
it, slaves apparently sold much of the best farm produce before the Sunday
market officially opened. In 1814 the Chatham County grand jury cited “nu-
merous Negro sellers” for “forestalling in purchasing large quantities of eggs,
poultry, etc. and vending them at a higher rate to the inhabitants.”*® Four years
later the grand jury cited “as an evil of great magnitude, the otdinance granting
badges to colored and black women, for the purpose of hawking about articles
for sale. These women monopolize in divets ways, many of the necessaries of
life, which are brought to our market, by which the price is greatly enhanced,
and the poor inhabitants of our city, proportionately distressed.”*® Evidently a
new ordinance passed in 1817 that limited the hours that trading could occur in

the market was neither observed by slave vendots nor rigorously enforced by
city officials.”” Much of the trading between bondwomen relied on personal
contacts, often to the exclusion of white people, rich and poor alike. Apparently
a ploy used by slave women working as domestics in Savannah was to pretend
that purchases were for their white families, when in reality they were buying for
their own consumption.® This is not to say that white people did not putchase
at the market. When trying to regulate Sunday trading in 1829, the city council
itself acknowledged that it was customary for “the poorer class of white persons
who generally receive their wages in the evening of Saturday . .. [to] . . . require a
short time on Sunday morning to preserve the usual food for their families.”>
Indeed, we can probably go further and say that most of the white people who
made purchases in the market would have been women. These women wete
most likely to have been nonslaveholders who did not have slave domestics to
purchase for them. Unfortunately, no direct testimony survives from these
women describing how they felt negotiating with black women for groceries
and most likely being forced to pay over the odds. Moteovet, it is also likely that
black and white women who regularly visited the city market became familiar in
a way that was not common in the South.

The disquiet felt in some quarters of Savannah society about the activities of
market women resulted in crowds of white people gatheting to use “the most
offensive and undecorous language [to] insult and abuse females and others who
have articles to sell.” Such was the threat to the peace of the city that the grand
jury requested that the city watch be posted at the market during the eatly houts
of the morning to arrest “all persons so offending.”*® On another occasion the
mayor specifically ordered the atrest of “all coloted females, who may be sell-
ing in and outside the market, with or without badges when not authotized by
the ordinance regulating badges.”*! Female vendors selling their goods on the
streets of the city were also criticized. The grand jury complained that while
white people were engaged in Sunday worship, “the multitude are ctying small
wates about our streets,” and it likened the number of slave vendors in Savannah
to an infestation.*? The Sabbath Union, formed by evangelicals to end Sunday
trading in the city, also complained that those “sequesteted in the temple of the
most high” were compelled “to listen to the rude cry of the blacks offering their
articles for sale, under the very windows of the chutches.”* Cleatly the slave
vendors caused much disquiet in the city; one grand jury went so far as to claim
that “they encourage theft; deprave our domestics, and by their evil influence
and dissolute lives endanger the safety of the city.”*

During the 1840s and 18 5os the monopoly position of slave vendots was chal-



lenged by some white women. Sevetal observers repotted that white women
from the countryside surrounding Savannah brought their own farm produce to
the city.** Rural white women, while they could sell their produce in a local
country store, pethaps preferred the Savannah city market because it gave them
the chance to purchase a wider vatiety of items, at good prices, than they
normally had access to. Emily Burke noted that groups of up to six women
would travel together upward of 2 hundred miles in orde to tetail in Savannah:
“When they artive, they go ditectly to the market place, tie their mules round
about upon the outside of the market square, kindle up little fires in the street
near the market and cook their suppers . . . instead of sleeping in their carts, they
camp down upon the cold, damp bricks in the market with no other bed than
what one coarse blanket makes for them.”*¢

Frederick Law Olmsted similarly observed in 1854 that the women’s pre-
ferred modes of transport were “small one hotse carts.”* In addition to these
petiodic visitations from rural white women, some utban white women were
prepared to retail goods on the streets and in the market. Five white women in
1860 were listed as retailing such goods as milk, candy, and poultry. But although
their activity may have broken the black monopoly on trading, the effect of just
five white women would have been minimal. One white woman, conscious of
the dominance of black women in the market, decided that the only way she
could retail successfully was to “black her face.” Eighteen-yeat-old Euphemia
Hover earned herself a $3 fine for her trouble.*® Undoubtedly, black women
continued to dominate the city market until the Civil War—they had made it
their sphere and preserved it as such.

If black women wished to obtain goods that were not for sale in the market
they had to visit one of the city’s shops, twenty-five of which in 1860 were
owned by white women. We know that white female shopkeepers in Savannah
were perfectly prepared to tetail to slaves, even in violation of municipal laws.
Women such as Sophia Austin, Mary Garnet, Sarah Falligrant, and Catherine
Prendergast regularly appeated before council in the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s on
charges of retailing liquor without a license, violating the Sabbath ordinances, or
“entertaining Negroes.”* Indeed, white female shopkeepers located their es-
tablishments in the western areas of the city most densely populated with
African Americans.® Sarah Falligrant even petitioned the city council for a
permit to retail goods in the market squate, where bondwomen wete genetally
congregated 5! Bondwomen wishing to purchase at these shops may well have
been forced to pay higher prices for cloth, groceries, tobacco, or liquor than

white customers, reversing the pattern of trading seen in the market. Shop-
keeping was, by 1860, an exclusively white putsuit.

Either through legal discrimination or through ingenuity and enterprise some
areas of employment therefore became almost racially exclusive. White women
would have found it as hard to become market traders in Savannah as black
women would have trying to become teachers. Considering that race was one of
the key social determinants in antebellum Savannah, this is not entitely surpris-
ing. Still, many other jobs women held in the city were not determined by race
but by other factors such as age, nativity, and family status.

The youngest working women in Savannah generally occupied the most
menial positions. Among white women, the vast majority of them were not
native southerners; indeed, mote than half of all wotking white women in
Savannah in 1860 had been born in Ireland, easily outnumbering the combined
totals of those born within the state of Geotgia and those from the rest of the
United States.> The Irish women working in Savannah in 1860 were generally
under thirty, and they dominated the least skilled areas of employment. They
constituted, for example, neatly 70 percent of white washers and ironers, neatly
80 percent of white domestics and servants, and more than 8o percent of white
chambermaids. In part these figures reflected the age, and presumably the skill
level, of these women. Irish servant women wete, on average, just twenty-four,
and the youngest of them, Mary Manning, was just eleven. Many of these
women would have lacked the skills to eatn a living in any other way. Young
white girls had long been employed in such capacities. Between 1811 and 1830
the Savannah Female Asylum bound out sixty gitls to domestic work in the city,
all of whom were under eighteen.® By 1860 most of the city’s hotels and
boardinghouses employed Irish gitls in prefetence to free black women or
bondwomen, most likely because they were cheapet. Slaves who might have
worked on hire in such establishments had to pay theit owners a weekly fee
earned from their income and could not afford to take jobs that offered board
and lodging instead of wages.>* Moreovet, hired slaves wete not totally depen-
dent on their employers; they always had recourse to theit ownets if they were
dissatisfied with their positions. Young Itish women most likely had nowhere

else to go, and employers may well have reasoned that they had more of an
economic hold over their white employees than their black ones. White women
may have constituted 95 percent of the city’s free-labor servants, according to
the 1860 Census, but they shared certain characteristics with their free black
counterparts.> Nearly all young servant girls, regardless of race, were young and



single and lacked family ties (according to the 1860 Census only one Irish servant
girl was matried and only five had children) and this made them particularly
attractive to employers. These women had no other demands on their time (for
example a husband or children), and they would accept employment in return
fot board and lodging rather than the cash wages that women who were bread-
winners requited. On occasion white servant women even worked alongside
black women. Three Irish gitls worked with Ann LaRoach, a thirty-year-old free
black woman, as servants in Maria Dickson’s boardinghouse, for example.*

Women who worked as domestics in private homes were significantly older
than those who worked as servants in boardinghouses (on average, twenty-nine
yeats old as opposed to twenty-four for white women, thirty-five as opposed to
twenty for free black women), and their family situations were completely dif-
ferent. Eight out of ten white domestics were married, and more than two-
thirds had children. The trend was not so marked for free black women, but
they were still three times more likely than servant women to be married with
children. These women most often worked as resident domestics, living to-
gether with their own childten in their employers’ households. The type of work
white female domestics were employed to do evidently included child care in
addition to cooking and cleaning, all putsuits that could be completed while
they cared for their own families. The flexibility offered by domestic work was
probably what made it particulatly attractive to working mothers.

The demand for white domestics, in a traditionally black occupation, varied
over time. Many antebellum low-countty planters who owned homes in Savan-
nah had no need for white domestics since they would have brought a number
of their female slaves to town to act as cooks, maids, nurses, and washerwomen.
The large number of carriage houses still standing behind the big houses in
Savannah is testimony to that. House-servants often worked long hours, and
ownets no doubt found it mote economical to use either older female slaves
who were no longer productive in the fields or young gitls rather than to pay
white women. Other city residents hired black domestics, particularly in the
early part of the nineteenth century, when the number of young immigtrant
women was small. William Curry, for example, negotiated with “black Betty” to
cook for him in return for a weekly wage.”’

By 1820 the bondwomen’s stranglehold on domestic work had begun to
weaken under pressure from the rapid immigration of Irish women.”® Em-
ployers started to advertise for domestics, claiming that they were “not particu-
lar to age or colot,” requiting only that applicants be “of good disposition, and
accustomed to children.”® Other employets did not specify race in their adver-
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tisements for servants.%’ Indeed, the eatly 1820s saw an increase in the number
of advertisements from families in Savannah seeking white women as domes-
tics, and from young white women themselves seeking employment.5! The fact
that employers were increasingly interested in white domestic servants is pet-
haps a confirmation of Stephanie Cole’s argument, presented elsewhere in this
volume, that parents wetre becoming wortied about the formative influence that
domestic setvants, especially nurses, wete having on their children. Unlike Up-
per South residents, however, residents in Savannah remained open to employ-
ing black women to care for their children. In 1860 one advertisement sought “a
competent nurse for a child, to remain in the city, white or colored.”s? The
principal concern for this employer was competency, not skin color.

City residents who did not have a large number of idle slaves, or metchants
permanently resident in the city who did not own a plantation, were prepared to
employ white gifls ahead of their slave counterparts. To these people, of to the
aspiting middle classes, the wages paid to a white Irish girl wete far less than the
expense of purchasing a slave, and her labor was fundamentally more fexible.
She could be hired at short notice and dismissed easily if her work was not up to
scratch or her services were no longer required.

The only occupation that employed white and free black women in roughly
equal numbers was laundry work.®* These women shared more than theit oc-
cupations, being collectively the oldest working women in the city. Moteover,
white and free black washerwomen had to compete with some bondwomen
who hired themselves out to do laundty. One visitor to Savannah in 1848
commented that slave women “hire themselves of their masters, and pay them
so much a month. They do washing, at fifty cents a dozen, and go for the clothes
and return them.”S All women undertaking this work would have had to com-
pete on price, speed, and competency in order to gain a regular clientele.

By far the most popular occupations among free women in 1860 wete in the
clothing trade: dressmaket, seamstress, millinet, and mantua maker.5 More than
40 percent of working white women in Savannah, and over half of the 228 free
black women with jobs in 1860, wotked in the clothing trade.5” Although there
was a wide range of occupational specialties within the clothing industry, such as
vestmaker, shirtmaker, and mantua maker, the vast majority of women in this
line of wotk desctibed themselves either as dressmakers or as seamsttesses, with
the latter outnumbering the former by a ratio of two to one among white
women and ten to one among free black women.®® Tt is therefore evident that
white and free black, and most likely a small number of slave, women must have
competed for this work.® Howevet, any such competition would have been



rather unequal. While clothing wotk was equally important to free black and
white women in terms of the proportion employed, the sheer number of white
women in the labor pool ensured that they would dominate this sphege. Indeed
the 1860 Census shows that there were six times as many white women working in
the clothing business as free black women.

What made the clothing trade attractive was that the volume and regulatity of
the work, and therefore the income, was faitly constant—people always needed
their clothes repaired. Moteovet, it didn’t require a significant investment in raw
matetials, and since many women wotked from home, they did not have to rent
a separate workspace. This last point was particularly important. Seamstressing
could be readily combined with child care, and this almost certainly influenced
the type of women who worked in the clothing trade. Most seamstresses in 1860
were in their eartly thirties, and two-fifths had children, a higher proportion than
in any other profession. Black and white seamstresses also shared similar back-
grounds. More than half of all Savannah’s seamstresses were born in Georgia ot
South Carolina, whereas foreign-born women constituted less than a third of
dressmakers and seamstresses. Locally born women had certain advantages
ovet immigrant women. They had long experienced the economic conditions of
the city, they knew the best suppliers and the best retail locations, and most
important they had had the time to build up 2 wide clientele. It is pethaps for
these reasons that native-born women were more likely to be in better paid,
more skilled occupations than immigrant women.

It is also possible that seamstressing work in Savannah was divided along
racial lines. White people may well have preferred to visit white seamstresses,
while black people patronized black seamstresses. Moreovet, it is possible that
female slaves were allowed to choose a seamstress to repair the clothing of 2
white family. Apparently the “most opulent inhabitants of Charleston, when
they have any work to be done, do not send it themselves, but leave it to their
domestics to employ what wotkmen they please; it universally happens that
those domestics prefer men of theit own color and condition; and as to a
greatness of business thus continually passing through their hands, the black
mechanics enjoy as complete 2 monopoly, as if it were secured to them by law.”7°
It is possible that similar networks operated among black women in Savannah.

It is unlikely that white seamstresses could rely on their race alone to secure
them sufficient employment in this competitive market. Their skill and compe-
tency had to be sufficiently eminent to attract and retain customers. That some
white women never achieved this degree of proficiency is shown by the forma-
tion of the Needle Woman’s Friend Society in 1849. The stated aim of the

society was “to give employment to poor women” by soliciting needlework
from city residents and by retailing the finished products in a city store. One
Savannah newspaper praised the “unquestionably legitimate” aims of the so-
ciety “to prevent the masses of our race from a perpetual endurance of the
miseries of want.”’" The fitst annual report of the society in 1850 was faitly
positive about what the members had achieved. About 70 women were being
helped by the society, which had attracted mote than 300 paying subscribets to
fund its workfare program. Of particular note was that the Central Railroad had
placed an order with the society for “Negro clothing,” which kept several white
women in employment. However, the directresses had been forced to relocate
from the society’s central store on Bay Street to one “fat from convenient,” due
to the high rents. In subsequent years the reports would not be so positive. In
1851 the ditectresses acknowledged that they struggled to win the support of
residents, generally because the work completed by the women was so shoddy.
The work was of poor quality in part because “the class who are most in need of
our aid are women generally unable to do other than coarse and plain work,
[and] often careless in executing even that.” Consequently, during the 1850s the
number of subscribers more than halved and the society struggled to stay afloat
despite emotive pleas in the city press regarding the “industrious needlewomen
who daily call [for work].”7? It seems that competency rather than race was the
overriding determinant of success for seamstresses. Although there was most
likely a difference in quality and ptice of goods between white seamstresses who
owned a shop and those, both black and white, who worked from home, any
seamstress who earned herself a reputation for good quality work would have
made a reasonable living.

Several other occupations employed women in small numbers. About 200
women, mainly young Itish gitls and native-born free black women, earned their
living from prostitution.” Older women, which in antebellum Savannah meant
women in their early forties, tended to wotk as nurses, or as midwives. Like
seamstressing, laundry work, and domestic servitude, these were employments
that suited the skill or family citcumstances of Savannah’s white and black
working women. In all cases, it appears that race was not particularly relevant.

The principal spheres in which working women found themselves in Savan-
nah were in part defined by race. If we consider skilled businesswomen as
constituting the upper end of the occupational scale and unskilled workers the
lower end, then white women were, overall, mote likely to be found in the top
end and black women at the bottom end. Moreover, exclusivity worked both
ways: some occupations remained solely white, but that was balanced by white
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women’s exclusion from the city market by slave women. However, the pictute
is far more complex than this simple racial typology makes out. Other factors
cut across racial lines; older women had better jobs than younger women;
native-born women worked in better-paid professions than immigrant Wgrnen;
married women were more skilled than single women. Age, status, cxpenf:nce,
and nativity just as much as race therefore determined to which occupational
sphete working women in Savannah would belong
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Patient Laborets:
Women at Work in the Formal Economy

of West(ern) Virginia

BARBARA J. HOWE

Together with the stories of the hundreds of women who are the subjects of
other essays in this volume, those of Deborah, the fictional cotton mill picker
described by Rebecca Harding Davis, and of Mary C. Key Leech and Elizabeth
Key, two successful businesswomen in the clothing trade in western Virginia,
enrich our understanding of the roles of white women in the antebellum textile
and clothing industties in the Uppet South.! (For the purposes of this essay, the
word “industries” also refers to the work of milliners and dressmakers, who
made and sold clothing)

Deborah, a character in Rebecca Harding Davis’s I ife in the Iron Mills,”
published in 1861, was 2 picker at a cotton mill who lived a harsh life in Wheel-
ing, the largest city of western Vitginia? After standing “twelve hours at the
spools,” she was weak and aching by the time she joined the “crowd of half-
clothed women . . . going home from the cotton-mill” about 11:00 P.M. On€
night.> There may not have been a real Debotah, but Davis was one of the
nation’s eatliest fiction writers to base her stories in the reality of nineteenth-
century urban life (and her desctiptions conjure up Dickensian images of a wage
worker’s life in the textile mills).

Mary C. Key Leech, on the other hand, left a long record of her life as a
businesswoman. Her family was from Baltimore, and she started in the clothing
business about 1835. Het husband, John, was 2 merchant tailor in 1839, and
Thomas Hughes apprenticed for him. She inherited half of John’s estate in 1844
and took over his business. In 1845, although Thomas Hughes conducted the



