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Introduction

“Words Are Easy”

On the evening of Monday, March 5, 1860, a group of Bostonians gathered to mark the ninetieth anniversary of the death of Crispus Attucks. A man of African and Indigenous descent, Attucks was one of the first casualties of the American Revolution, killed by British troops in the Boston Massacre. For Boston’s Black community, Attucks remained a powerful symbol of their forebears’ fight for the Patriots’ cause—for “liberty.” That evening, the featured speaker, the erudite physician Dr. John S. Rock, warned his audience that he intended to dispense with the usual platitudes praising Attucks qua martyr: “If, under the circumstances, I should give you a little plain talk, differing somewhat from that which you have been accustomed to hear, on occasions like this, you need not be surprised. The times require us to speak out.” Rock took as his theme a quotation attributed to Shakespeare: “Words are easy, like the wind; / Faithful friends are hard to find” (“The Passionate Pilgrim”).1

Rock then launched into an angry denunciation of Boston’s white abolitionists, men and women who professed sympathy for enslaved men and women of the South yet cared little about the struggles of their Black neighbors at home. Here in the heart of the nation’s militant antislavery movement, young Black men could not find apprenticeships, even in the shipbuilding and construction trades their fathers and grandfathers had followed. Shop owners and manufacturers refused to hire Black workers out of deference to the prejudices of their white employees. Of the four dozen or so wharves jutting out into Boston Harbor, only one employed Black stevedores. Black job-seekers faced competition from desperate, destitute men and women recently arrived from Ireland, some joining their well-established kinfolk in their new home. The surplus of willing workers depressed wages for all the city’s laboring classes, and most Blacks had to cobble together a living, hunting for day jobs subject to the vagaries of the weather and the needs of individual employers.2

Rock lambasted white abolitionists for ignoring the hardships Black laborers had endured as their job opportunities had deteriorated over the past few decades. “It will not do to judge men by what they say,” he advised, urging people of color to demand deeds, not words, from their so-called white friends. Even as these whites denounced the plight of enslaved Black southerners, they failed to challenge Boston’s segregated workplaces, and in their own counting-houses and dry-goods stores they hired only white men as clerks. Since coming to Boston in the mid-1840s, Rock had attended far too many antislavery meetings dominated by white people who spoke movingly about the sufferings of bondmen and women but showed a studied indifference to the impoverished Black community in their midst. Addressing white Bostonians in general, Rock charged, “That is the idea—colored men have no right to earn an honest living—they must be starved out.” He implied that by denying Blacks a decent livelihood, whites hoped to spur a mass exodus of them out of the city. Now he declared, “I believe in insurrections—and especially those of the sword and the pen.”3
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Like many Black Bostonians of distinction, John S. Rock pursued a series of jobs in a relentless effort to earn a decent living. In his native New Jersey he worked as a schoolteacher, dentist, and physician, and then, after his move to Boston in 1853, as a public speaker, newspaper correspondent, attorney, and army recruiter. In 1865 he became the first Black man admitted to practice before the US Supreme Court. 
(Library of Congress)





Rock was aware that, despite the well-founded grievances of the state’s Black workers, egalitarian-minded people heralded Massachusetts as a vanguard in the fight for equal citizenship rights for Black people. In 1860 when he gave his commemorative oration about Attucks, Black men in the Bay State enjoyed rights denied to their counterparts in other parts of the North. Those who met a property qualification could vote, and white officials were just beginning to open the jury box to them. The commonwealth imposed no legal restrictions on what jobs Black men and women could hold. State law legalized intermarriage, and Black children attended integrated schools. Unlike their counterparts in the Midwest, people of color in Massachusetts could enter, leave, or move around freely within their state. Black activists throughout the North mounted strenuous campaigns on behalf of their own rights, and the Boston Black community was particularly well organized in this respect.4

Still, Rock remained unconvinced that Massachusetts deserved the credit accorded it as a haven for him and his people. Political realities and social conditions rendered Blacks vulnerable to the prejudices of landlords, employers, and working-class whites. Rock and other Black leaders lacked political influence in their hometown and home state. Blacks remained a tiny percentage of Boston’s overall population—in 1860, 1.5 percent of the total of 177,840, compared to 3 percent thirty years earlier (out of 61,392). The small number of Black voters had virtually no influence within the city’s partisan political system. More generally, abolitionists remained a distinct minority; their loud voices on street corners and in public venues, their insistent petitions and multiple publications, all suggested considerably more power—and numerical strength—than they possessed.

Rock knew from hard-won firsthand experience that, as a group, abolitionists regardless of skin color had shown extraordinary courage in their daunting fight against slavery. Through the 1850s, the full weight of the federal machinery—the Supreme Court, the Congress, and the office of the chief executive—had preserved and supported the institution of bondage, and most white Americans cared little about the injustices embedded in slavery and other systems of racial prejudice affecting all Black people, regardless of legal status. Abolitionists, in contrast, had forged, through eloquent speeches and writings, a discourse of democracy that challenged those systems, and their reasoned and outraged words mattered, to other Americans then and since. Compared to the general population, white antislavery activists, together with their Black comrades-in-arms, represented the moral heart and soul of the nation, and they labored at great personal financial sacrifice and the risk of bodily harm to themselves. 

Nevertheless, in his speech, Rock was appealing to a group of white Bostonians not only as abolitionists but also as potential employers and advocates of Black workers. He was aware that, like the fight against slavery, the fight for integrated workplaces faced overwhelming odds. Black men and women had no right to make an honest living, but it was also true that the US Constitution stipulated no such right for any person. At the same time, in a slaveholding country such as the United States, wage earning was a key signifier of citizenship, North and South. Boston’s Black workers’ chronic wage insecurity prevented them from enjoying full citizenship rights and also highlighted the hypocrisy of so-called white friends who refused to address the city’s discriminatory division of labor.5 

Blacks in antebellum Boston toiled under immense liabilities that the often-used term “second-class citizenship” hardly captures. The piecemeal, ill-defined nature of citizenship rights forced the city’s Black activists into never-ending battles for discrete advances—for example, elimination of the label “colored” from the names on tax and voting lists; legal penalties for commercial-venue owners who segregated their meeting and entertainment spaces; and the ability of Black men not only to serve in the US Army but also to earn commissions as officers and receive pay equal to that of their white counterparts. White supremacy assumed public, performative aspects, rendered in protean spectacles in the streets and parks. The state legislature repeatedly rebuffed Black men’s attempts to join the Massachusetts militia or create one of their own. Newspapers and popular writings caricatured Black people as ignorant buffoons. Self-identified “fashionable” churches enforced discriminatory seating policies; West Congregational required that all Black worshippers, including the frail and the elderly, ascend a steep set of steps to what was derisively called “the pigeon house” above the main sanctuary. Fraternal orders such as the (white) Freemasons and the Sons of Temperance barred Black men from membership. Minstrel shows ridiculed Black hucksters, horse groomers, and stevedores doing their jobs. Even foreign visitors to Boston could discern the distinction between legal equality and true equality. In 1852 a tourist noted of Boston, “The laws of Massachusetts give perfect equality to the coloured people. They are here full citizens; nevertheless socially, even here they cannot become equals of the whites.”6

In 1860 John Rock’s Boston was transforming itself from a small colonial seaport laced with sinuous cow paths into a modern city, growing in both acreage and population. Bounded by Boston Harbor and the Charles and Mystic Rivers, the Puritans’ early settlement consisted of a small peninsula, just 800 acres in area—1.25 square miles—connected to the mainland by a narrow isthmus; over the ensuing centuries, landfill projects would expand the landmass to 46 square miles. Critical to its growth were straight, paved streets facilitating the efficient circulation of people and goods. Massive infrastructure projects, such as filling in the Back Bay with sand and gravel and razing poor neighborhoods, required thousands of hours of labor. Beginning in the mid-1840s, the work of constructing sewers, widening and grading streets, and building new wharves proved affordable because of the supply of cheap labor, mainly Irish immigrants. The Irish began to displace not only Black laborers, but also Black barbers and wharf workers. In a process that played out in Philadelphia and New York as well as Boston, “Black” jobs quickly became “white” jobs when Black workers were excluded from them.7

Antebellum Boston was more complicated than Black and white. It was a place of people and goods coming and going: Farmers and their daughters fled the hardscrabble life of rural New England and the Canadian Maritime provinces. The Irish arrived each year by the thousands. Native-born men headed west, while freedom-seekers, fugitives from slavery, made their way to the city and then either stayed or moved on. Mariners briefly alighted in boardinghouses, and professional con men and women fleeced their prey and got out of town before the police could track them down. 

In the 1850s, Boston was becoming an ever more fractious society, riven by simmering class, ethnic, religious, gendered, and political tensions punctuated by sporadic violence among groups. The merchant princes, adherents to the establishment Whig Party, sorted themselves out into either “Conscience” (i.e., antislavery) or “Cotton” (pro-southern) factions. Before too long, though, it would become clear that even those with a conscience believed that all southern Blacks, whether enslaved or free, should continue to grow cotton for the benefit of New England textile-mill owners. With an overabundance of labor, master craftsmen squeezed the wages of younger journeymen, prompting angry recriminations on both sides. Native-born Protestants warned that immigrant Roman Catholics would spell the end of the American republic. However, the Irish were quick to accommodate themselves to American racial ideologies, gradually overcoming their intragroup animosities based on religious, clan, and county loyalties and embracing antagonism toward Blacks as part of their identity. Meanwhile, fully half the adult population lacked any formal representation in the body politic: married women, regardless of class or ethnicity, remained vulnerable in a society that deprived them of the right to vote and hold property. 
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In 1860 the photographer James Wallace Black took this aerial photo, titled “Boston, as the Eagle and the Wild Goose See It,” at 2,000 feet from a hot-air balloon. Long Wharf is in the upper left-hand corner, and Washington Street runs as a diagonal in the lower half of the picture. The city’s residential density proved unhealthy for impoverished residents. Its congested thoroughfares made life difficult for Black job-seekers, laundresses, peddlers, and porters. 
(Metropolitan Museum of Art)





Social tensions emerged within the antislavery movement itself. Even whites sympathetic to abolitionism sought to keep Black activists in their place, reminding them that they should be supremely grateful to their white benefactors. In 1845 the poet James Russell Lowell observed that “the colored people of the so-called free states” faced obstacles that were “more terrible than the cannon and bayonet—the force of a depraved and unchristian public opinion. We shut them rigidly out from every path of emulation or ambition.” White abolitionists, he noted tartly, might best further their “holy cause” by “seeking to elevate the condition of the colored race in the free states, and to break down every barrier of invidious distinction between them and their privileged brothers.”8

This book examines how the casual cruelty endemic to the Boston job market contrasted with the soaring rhetoric of egalitarian-minded white men and women during the turbulent era of the Civil War. Many white radicals expressed sympathy in general for “labor” at home and abroad and condemned the concentration of capital in the North and the South; but in Boston these whites failed to extend their critique of an exploitative economic system to segregated worksites. Part of this apparent blind spot stemmed from some whites’ overt racial prejudice toward Black people in general (even while advocating for the destruction of slavery); another part from some whites’ fears that pressing for the cause of free Black workers would prove a liability in raising money from wealthy individuals; and still another part from a hard-nosed calculation that the white laboring classes were too potent a political force to aggravate with calls for Black economic opportunity.9

The city gained national and international renown for its outspoken abolitionists before the war and for the reformers it sent south to work among the freedpeople during and after the war. Yet that tale must be juxtaposed to the life stories of a spectrum of Boston’s Black workers—some famous, most obscure, a few infamous—who tried to make a living in a city enshrined in myth. For many Black men and women, finding and keeping a job amounted to a near-daily challenge. Individual job-seekers followed often circuitous, challenging paths in a time and place when white support for Black rights too often stopped at the factory gate and the workshop door. Although Black workers faced profound structural barriers to economic equality, many persevered, demonstrating resilience and resourcefulness in carving a livelihood out of unjust conditions. 

White abolitionists were not the only potential allies who turned their backs on northern Black workers before, during, and after the war. Despite upheavals in the American party system during the 1840s and 1850s, white politicians of all stripes, in Boston and around the country, failed to advocate for northern Black workers. In national political debates, the contentious subject of slavery hardly touched upon the plight of wage-earning free people of color. The Irish immigrants who came to Boston in such great numbers became loyal members of the Democratic Party, hostile to Blacks as potential rivals in the workplace. The founding of the antislavery Liberty Party in 1840 and the Free Soil Party eight years later signaled a breakdown in the old Democratic-Whig party system; but together with the new Republican Party (1854), these partisans focused on opposing slavery, and, more particularly, on keeping slavery out of the western territories. In Massachusetts, the anti-immigrant American Party—the Know Nothings—enjoyed a brief ascendency in the early 1850s, capturing many state offices in 1854; but two years later the party was defunct, and abolitionists of all stripes, as well as Whiggish merchants and manufacturers in favor of a strong central government, joined the Republicans.10 

Beginning in the late 1850s, white Republicans rewarded a few loyal Black supporters with civil-service jobs or nominations to elected office, but they refrained from calling for integrated workplaces for fear of losing their own white constituencies. City officials who might have hired Blacks, in recognition that some were taxpayers, instead reserved street-paving, clerking, and teaching for whites exclusively. Textile-mill owners employed only whites as factory operatives, though the whole cotton manufacturing industry owed its existence and profits to enslaved laborers in the South. White military officers enforced a discriminatory division of labor in army encampments and on naval vessels. After the war, despite the heroic sacrifices made by Black soldiers and sailors on behalf of the Union, few white veterans pressed for the rights of Black job-seekers. White workers in a variety of occupations attempted to organize, all the while fearful of Black competitors, real or imagined, coming from nearby areas or from the South; these whites refused to admit Blacks into their unions or fraternal organizations, a move that would have diminished the threat of Black strikebreakers. For the most part, Boston’s social division of labor remained intact in 1865 despite the cataclysm of the Civil War and the loss of 750,000 lives.

It was one of the great failures of the United States that, after the war, governmental and elected political officials did little to address the health, well-being, and citizenship rights of 4 million Black southerners. Whites avoided articulating a self-evident truth: that the forced labor of Black Americans had enriched the nation, from the cotton belt of Mississippi to the cotton mills of Massachusetts. In any case, few nineteenth-century white Americans considered the federal government to be an appropriate vehicle for large-scale social-welfare efforts. Immediately after the war, a new federal agency, the United States Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, made a brief four-year foray into the areas of immediate relief and common schooling for the formerly enslaved; but overall, both Republicans and Democrats believed that even though people just freed from slavery possessed little, if anything, in the way of dwellings, land, or money, they should fend for themselves. This selective hands-off approach applied to the Blacks in the North as well as in the South in an era when subsidies and tax breaks for railroads and other profit-making businesses garnered widespread political support. No public entity at the local, state, or federal level took responsibility for paying a debt to the formerly enslaved, a debt of immense proportions. The vast majority of freedpeople continued to till the soil under exploitative conditions, and the vast majority of northern Black wage earners remained mired in low-paid, menial jobs.

The prevalence of all-white workplaces in Civil War–era Massachusetts calls into question contemporary (and current) claims that the state was uniquely enlightened in terms of granting full citizenship rights to its male residents. Workplaces represent more than sites of production: they are sites of fellow-feeling or rivalry among and between coworkers, and sites of either accommodation or resistance to high-handed bosses, poor pay, and hazardous conditions. Specific jobs (and the legal statuses that define them) are social signifiers of great political import. As the formidable fugitive-activist Frederick Douglass noted in 1853, “Men are not valued in this country, or in any country, for what they are; they are valued for what they can do.”11

In many ways Boston’s Black-white labor relations in the era of the Civil War resembled a caste-like system, for no amount of education or evidence of courtly bearing would allow a Black person to escape the stigma of skin color or reputation of “Blackness.” At the same time, employment segregation was not absolute, as Black and white domestic servants laboring in a single household could attest. However, even these workers, and the Black and white stevedores who worked in proximity to each other in the rain or snow or searing heat, rarely identified their interests as identical, so divergent were their life experiences and possibilities in after-work hours. Shared economic interests among Black and white workers did not translate into a shared fellow-feeling or class identity.12 

Unlike a true caste system, however, social relations in nineteenth-century Boston, either between Blacks and whites or among Blacks themselves, were not entirely rigid. The color line was no barrier to intermarriage. People who toiled in the city’s underground economy often slept and drank with each other regardless of the color of their skin. The Black community itself drew distinctions between the educated and the uneducated, the light-skinned and the dark-skinned, and the well-to-do and the impoverished. Too, patterns of upward and downward mobility suggest some fluidity in status and intergenerational stability.

Indeed, class relationships were extraordinarily complex among Black Bostonians. Conventional indicators of status, including formal educational attainment, occupational categories, and financial well-being, do not always pertain here. There were a handful of professionals (doctors, lawyers, preachers); some entrepreneurs (barbers, clothing dealers, seamstresses); and many servants and laborers (cooks, laundresses, custodians, and porters). Still, these categories do not always reveal either the wider influence or the material well-being of the worker. Many Black leaders were autodidacts who had a difficult time supporting their families in spite of their social influence. A porter or teamster who established a patronage relationship with a dry-goods merchant could earn more money than a preacher. A barber with white customers might enjoy a more secure living than a physician with only Black patients. A prosperous entrepreneur might leave his widow a pile of debt rather than a comfortable cushion for her old age. A well-to-do businessman might have to contend with the consequences of a daughter arrested for prostitution. The label “laborer” might obscure the true nature of a person’s work, especially when that person owned luxury items such as silver and china and lent hundreds of dollars to a neighbor. Many men and women embraced different kinds of work over their lifetimes, making it difficult, if not impossible, to peg them to a single occupation.13

With their entrée into a whole host of jobs thwarted, some Black men and women turned to selling alcohol or engaging in sex work, gambling, pickpocketing, or scamming. If, as Rock maintained, Black Bostonians had “no right to earn an honest living,” then some would go underground, where cunning and physical courage could reap impressive if ill-gotten gains. Men and women who lied and claimed they were fugitives from slavery could tap into the sympathies of whites as well as other members of the Black community. Brothel owners and dance-hall operators were themselves employers, and some demonstrated remarkable longevity despite the violence that characterized places where alcohol flowed freely. Of all the worksites and entertainment venues in Boston, those associated with illicit activities were the most integrated, for they responded to the demands of the seaport’s sailors and transients as well as well-to-do men of all kinds. A successful Black dance-hall operator might gain respect among both Blacks and whites, and even grudging admiration among police on the beat and whites in the jury box. 

Patterns of Black influence and leadership reflected a complex matrix of factors. Well-known professionals and activists possessed of extraordinary speaking and writing gifts often reside atop a community’s occupational structure. Yet in Boston, full-time antislavery agitation paid very little. If agitators such as Frederick Douglass and Charles Lenox Remond, a Salem-based Black abolitionist, are considered as waged workers, their life stories take on a different cast compared to the traditional emphasis on them as writers and orators. At times Black abolitionists had to devise creative ways to earn a decent livelihood, prompting whites to cast a suspicious eye on money-making efforts that supposedly sullied the purity of the cause.

In fact, of course, much political work—like the work of community mobilization and family nurture—paid nothing, a particularly heavy burden for Black wage earners and small shop owners who made so little money to begin with. Some secondhand clothing dealers devoted nearly all their time and resources to feeding and housing men and women fleeing from slavery, receiving no financial compensation in return. Women provided essential services to churches, benevolent societies, and antislavery groups in their roles as fund-raisers, and to the well-being of fugitives when they cooked and laundered for them. Wives, mothers, daughters, and sisters maintained households and cared for children, thus freeing their menfolk from the chores of everyday home life. Nevertheless, women’s unwaged work often failed to win for them public expressions of either praise or gratitude, in contrast to men’s activism, heralded as the labor of manly freedom fighters.

While many white Bostonians remained ignorant of or indifferent to the challenges Black men and women faced, these whites often did express a profound interest in the future of southern enslaved workers: Would freedpeople migrate en masse to the North, in the process depressing wages and displacing white artisans and construction workers? Textile-mill owners worried about a diminished cotton crop. Employers eyed a workforce of potential strikebreakers, and white laborers feared the same. Thus the agricultural labor patterns that emerged during the reconstruction of the postwar South had more than theoretical significance to Massachusetts generally and Boston particularly. 

The postwar years in fact saw a Boston-bound mass migration of Black southerners, many of them refugees from Virginia, highlighting the continued cynical exploitation of Black workers on the part of white powerbrokers, politicians, and employers. Transporting and placing these migrants amounted to a business itself, one that provoked fierce rivalry among Black and white men and women eager to profit from Boston’s enduring demand for Black domestic servants. The migrant community remained ambivalent about these newcomers, who were fellow southerners and coreligionists, but also rivals for a finite number of “Black” jobs.

Slavery cast a menacing shadow over mid-nineteenth-century Boston, a shadow emanating not only from the South but from the city’s own history. In 1630, Massachusetts Bay Colony governor John Winthrop intended that Boston would become a “city upon a hill,” a model of Christian charity for the world to emulate; but he needed workers to build and provision it. The first Africans arrived in the colony in 1638, and three years later its Puritan lawmakers legalized slavery, the first colony in New England to do so. Winthrop’s West Indies kinfolk traded in slaves; like their famous relative, they were men of empire as well as men of strong religious convictions. Of course, Massachusetts was not alone in utilizing bound labor to advance the interests of the British Crown, and in Boston, as in other Atlantic seaport cities, the institution of slavery became integral to the wider world of commerce and mass migration. The enslaved served multiple functions, as producers, objects of trade, and potent symbols of God-ordained systems of social inequality. Bondage was inhumane whether carried out in the rice fields of South Carolina or the workshops of Boston: owners sold workers and bequeathed them to their heirs, separating families at will, and used sadistic forms of “discipline” on men, women, and children. Forced to justify this brutal system, owners overlaid it with a veneer of charity, claiming that Africans’ contact with or conversion to Christianity justified their enslavement. This rationalization came easily to the hierarchical-minded Puritans.14 

By the middle of the eighteenth century, the system of bondage had become thoroughly implanted in Boston’s political economy. The city included a Black population of 1,541 (10 percent of the total), about two-thirds of whom were enslaved. Many prominent whites, including lawyers, members of the clergy, merchants, and physicians, owned human beings. Shippers pursued the transatlantic slave trade, a source of income for wealthy families with names like Faneuil and Emerson.15

On the eve of the American Revolution, visitors to Boston might arrive on a vessel constructed by Black carpenters and sailmakers, one operated with a noticeable presence of Black crew members, some enslaved and some free. These visitors might pay a free man of color to transport their luggage to a nearby tavern, where they would enjoy a fine meal served by an enslaved waiter, and then perhaps complain to an enslaved chambermaid that their room was not to their liking. Or they might stay with a wealthy friend in the city, someone who owned a Black coachman, outfitted in full, ostentatious livery. On the streets and down by the docks they would see Black faces among the men loading and unloading casks, barrels, and boxes onto and from ships. After a week or two of sightseeing, the weary visitors might take their boots for resoling to a shoemaker or their coat for repairing to a tailor and watch Black apprentices at work in both shops. At the same time, visitors would not expect to see a Black person sitting next to them in a church pew, at a table in a coffeehouse, in a chair at a barbershop, or in a carriage or streetcar, or walking anywhere on Boston Common after dark.16 

In the 1770s, as the colony’s resentment against the highhandedness of the British Parliament intensified, so, too, did the glaring contradiction between slavery, on the one hand, and the ideals professed by those who rocked the “Cradle of Liberty,” on the other. The American Revolution eroded the rhetorical, if not the actual, justification for degrees of bound labor. In 1774 a group of enslaved men petitioned Thomas Gage, the royal governor of Massachusetts, pointing out that they could not fulfill their Christian duties as husbands or fathers as long as they were subject to the demands of their owners: “Thus we are deprived of every thing that hath a tendency to make life even tolerable, the endearing ties of husband and wife we are strangers to for we are no longer man and wife than our masters or mistresses thinkes proper marred [married] or onmarred [unmarried]. Our children are also taken from us by force and sent maney miles from us wear we seldom or ever see them again there to be made slaves of for Life.” Whether out of principle or in a bid for personal freedom, about eight thousand Black men fought for the Patriot cause, bequeathing a powerful legacy to their descendants. Jeremiah Asher, grandson of an enslaved African-born soldier who fought in the American Revolution, remembered, “My first ideas of the right of the colored man to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, were received from those old veterans and champions for liberty.” (A Baptist minister, Asher himself volunteered for service as a chaplain during the Civil War; while ministering to Black soldiers he contracted and died from typhoid fever.)17

In Massachusetts, chattel slavery was well on its way to extinction before the institution was essentially abolished by a decree of the Supreme Judicial Court in 1783. Many households had begun to rid themselves of their enslaved workers in the years immediately before as well as during the early years of the Revolution. To some extent, shifts in “publick opinion” reflected the compelling nature of freedom suits brought by individual Black people. Yet, in 1795, Patriot leader John Adams gave an additional reason why attitudes toward slavery had so dramatically changed among the general population: “The real cause was the multiplication of labouring White People, who would no longer suffer the Rich to employ these Sable Rivals, so much to their injury.… The common People would not Suffer, the Labour by which alone they could obtain a subsistance, to be done by Slaves.” Anticipating the rise of the Republican Party, white laborers argued that slavery was harmful to their own economic interests, an argument based on hostility toward Black people in general.18

Massachusetts’s highest court ruled that the institution of bondage was incompatible with the state’s Constitution of 1780. That document made no distinction between Black and white in extending the franchise to all adult men who could meet a property qualification. Still, the vote did not bring equality in the workplace or in the public square. Faced with persistent discrimination, Boston’s emancipated slaves and their descendants banded together to press their own interests and worship their own way. Around this time, Prince Hall, a Boston leatherworker, founded Black Freemasonry’s first African Lodge, recognized by the British but not the white American group. The lodge promoted responsibility and upright leadership among men, as Freemasonry in general did, but also stressed its unique connection to Africa based on the heritage and culture of its members. Hall came to see public insults as a burden to be borne, an additional form of toil: in 1797 he declared, “My brethren, let us not be cast down under these and many other abuses we at present labour under; for the darkest is before the break of day.”19

After slavery, many Blacks found themselves alternating between menial labor and enforced idleness, a characteristic of post-emancipation societies in general. These men and women joined a subset of other chronically poor people, but with the stigma of slavery attached to their darker skin color. The free sons of enslaved skilled laborers lacked white patrons and faced stiff competition from whites; over the generations the craftwork that had identified individual Black families disappeared. Gone were the Black blacksmiths and carpenters, replaced by men scrounging for day work as bootblacks and window washers. Black women retained their positions as laundresses and domestic servants, earning starvation wages, and in some cases no wages at all, just room and board with a white family. Like other destitute households, those of Blacks often needed multiple wage earners—whether grown children or boarders—to pay the rent and feed and clothe their members.

Northern whites regarded free Blacks as a potential drain on the community’s resources, paupers seeking to stake a claim to public assistance from town authorities. Deprived of the chance to make a living wage, Black men and women occupied a seemingly permanent subordinate position, which in turn fueled whites’ belief in the “natural” inferiority of Black people. Despite many obvious exemplars to the contrary—hardworking Black householders engaged in church and community life—the stereotype of the lazy, promiscuous, and thieving Black person persisted into and through the antebellum period.20

In Boston, a rising chorus of Black voices exposed not only the horror of slavery, but also the injustice of job discrimination in the North. In their writings and speeches, these activists paired a hatred of southern slavery with a pointed critique of northern Blacks’ pinched economic circumstances. Indeed, in 1860 John Rock was echoing the angry protests of his intellectual forebears. Black activists in the Mid-Atlantic region had long protested legal discrimination against their fellow workers and entrepreneurs. In 1829, Samuel Cornish, preacher cum journalist, urged revisions to the New York City Charter that would guarantee that “the pursuit of an honest living will be secured to all our citizens”; he objected to the standard practice of denying city licenses to Black cartmen and porters. Among the most prominent advocate of access to equal employment was Boston’s David Walker, born free in Wilmington, North Carolina, in 1796. As a young adult Walker lived in Charleston, South Carolina, before moving to the Bay State city around 1825. There he married Eliza Butler, a native of the city, and opened a secondhand clothing shop.21

David Walker was committed to increasing Black organizational strength in the United States and around the world; his internationalism reflected the social dimensions of Atlantic Coast seaports, where Black mariners from diverse backgrounds, enslaved and free, settled and comingled. Soon after arriving in Boston, he helped found the Massachusetts General Colored Association, a Black advocacy group. His angry manifesto of 1829, Walker’s Appeal… to the Coloured Citizens of the World, urging that people of African descent resist their subordination, caused a sensation at home and abroad. In it he pronounced Black Americans the “most wretched, degraded and abject set of beings that ever lived since the world began,” and cited Boston’s all-white workplaces as proof of that degradation. Walker’s rage radiates across the page. He denounced the idea of “race” as a pernicious fiction concocted by whites determined to exploit the labor of Blacks, North and South, enslaved and free. He urged whites to acknowledge what they refused to admit—that the destruction of slavery in Massachusetts did not bring real freedom for Black workers. He pointed to the dwindling number of Black artisans in the North, compared to the South, where enslaved men worked at skilled jobs, especially in the construction trades. The hard reality: learn a skill and take pride in one’s craft as a slave or work at a demeaning job and endure chronic unemployment as a free man.22

Walker also excoriated Boston’s service workers for doing for white people what white people should do for themselves, cooking their meals and blacking their boots. “My objections are, to our glorying and being happy in such low employments; for if we are men, we ought to be thankful to the Lord for the past, and for the future. Be looking forward with thankful hearts to higher attainments than wielding the razor and cleaning boots and shoes.” Still, Walker was mistaken in assuming that barbers, bootblacks, and porters were necessarily servile. In Boston, these jobs afforded a few Black men a relatively stable livelihood, which in turn allowed them to devote their energies and money to the abolitionist cause and to the rescue of fugitives from the South.23

In 1830, Walker died, probably of tuberculosis, an illness that claimed many lives in Boston’s crowded, poorly ventilated houses and tenements. Soon after his death, a friend and admirer of his, Maria W. Stewart, took up his standard. Born free in 1803 in Hartford, Connecticut, Maria W. Miller was twenty-three when she married James Stewart, a Boston mariner and agent who placed Black seamen with ship captains. James died in 1829, and soon after, at the behest of a group of scheming white businessmen, the executors of his estate denied his widow her rightful inheritance. (David Walker claimed that in Boston such fraudulent practices and legal machinations routinely deprived lawful Black heirs of their property.) Maria embarked on a speaking career protesting the liabilities of Black womanhood, becoming the first woman of color to address “promiscuous” (mixed) audiences of Black and white women and men on issues related to politics. Like Walker, she was an abolitionist activist, and she decried the division of labor that consigned northern Black men and women to menial pursuits, their ambitions for “headwork” denied, their virtue mocked. Stewart described in vivid detail the emotional price paid by “a servant of servants, or hewers of wood and drawers of water!” Here in the white woman’s kitchen were the “fair daughters of Africa… compelled to bury their minds and talents beneath a load of iron pots and kettles.” Here on the streets were the “aged sires, whose heads are whitened with the front of seventy winters, with their old wood-saws on their backs.” How could Black workers possibly advance “by spending their lives as house-domestics, washing windows, shaking carpets, brushing boots, or tending upon gentlemen’s tables”? Men and women condemned forever to hard labor understandably suffered from irritability and sour dispositions, “worn out with toil and fatigue.” Young men, constantly reminded of the fact that “they can be nothing but the humblest laborers, on account of their dark complexion,” lost their ambition and sank into hopelessness. With the mass of Blacks relegated to lives of drudgery and ignorance, “the world thinks we know nothing,” therefore the world granted them nothing.24

Stewart singled out for special opprobrium those white women entrepreneurs who refused to hire Black women in any but menial pursuits; these business owners offered the familiar excuse that “it was not the custom,” and “were they to take them [young Black women] into their employ, they would be in danger of losing the public patronage.” The result was workers condemned to a kind of labor that “deadens the energies of the soul, and benumbs the faculties of the mind.” In bringing to the fore the backbreaking labor of Black washerwomen and domestics, Stewart highlighted the way that women’s waged work—always in demand by whites—served as the economic mainstay of Black households, even as it crushed the bodies and spirits of those who did it.25 

In her speeches Stewart eschewed the gendered rhetorical strategies common among nineteenth-century men, white and Black. David Walker and virtually all the other male radicals and reformers invoked “manliness” to define personal integrity and physical courage; but Stewart claimed that, as a woman touched by the spirit of God, she, too, had the obligation to call whites to account and Blacks to action. In the fall of 1833, she felt forced to abandon Boston for New York City. In a farewell address she alluded to insurmountable opposition, not only from whites, but also from Black leaders, especially the preachers. When these men admonished her in private, she went public with her lament.26

Most white abolitionists remained unmoved by Black activists such as David Walker and Maria Stewart, preferring to fix their gaze on the South and call for justice to be done there. Black abolitionist Charles Lenox Remond criticized whites for failing to recognize that “the free colored and slave population of our country are identified together, and that identity makes our interests one and the same.” Nevertheless, the career of one of Boston’s most famous white abolitionists suggests that antislavery strategists had financial incentives to ignore the plight of the Black workers they saw every day in the streets and on the wharves.27

In 1831, William Lloyd Garrison, a Massachusetts-born twenty-seven-year-old printer, began publishing an abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator, and two years later he founded the American Anti-Slavery Society. Garrison considered the US Constitution a proslavery document, and he believed that partisan political activity amounted to complicity in a corrupt, nationwide system; people of conscience should “come out” from or eschew identification with established institutions, whether religious denominations or political parties. His brand of abolitionism depended on the conscience of the white northerner and the moral regeneration of the southern slaveholder. Initially he stressed the need for economic opportunity for Boston’s Black men and women. An early issue of The Liberator included a survey of the Black workers listed in the 1830 Boston city directory. Just eight job categories—hairdressers and barbers, mariners, clothing dealers, waiters, laundresses, bootblacks, boardinghouse keepers, and laborers—accounted for 130 out of the total 175 people listed. None held skilled-trades jobs. The author concluded, “From most employments, they are almost entirely excluded.”28



[image: image]
Charles Lenox Remond was born in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1810 to parents who were hairdressers. A fierce advocate for justice, he spent much of his working life on the road, speaking out on behalf of the enslaved and free Black workers in the North. Appearing before a committee of the Massachusetts House of Representatives in 1842, he protested, “[Skin] Color is made to obscure the brightest endowments, to degrade the fairest character, and to check the highest and most praiseworthy aspirations.” 
(Collection of the Massachusetts Historical Society)






In May 1831, The Liberator gave a favorable view of Walker’s Appeal. The editor early hired a Black apprentice, the talented Boston-born William Cooper Nell, who would become a distinguished writer and historian. It was around this time that Garrison also joined with others to propose “a seminary on the labor system for the manual education of colored youth of both sexes,” with the men instructed in “useful employments in agriculture and the mechanic arts” and the women in “domestic concerns.” This plan aimed to win Black approval for Garrison’s new antislavery society and to gain a reliable Black subscription base for the paper—this at a time when whites were greeting the emerging abolitionist movement with “suspicion or apathy,” in his words. Yet before too long The Liberator’s subscription list grew, and Garrison came to recognize the danger of offending potential white supporters in general, and wealthy employers in particular, by pressing for integrated worksites. The manual-labor school proposal came with a $50,000 price tag, money that Garrison felt would be better spent on the Anti-Slavery Society. The association proceeded to narrow its interests to the cause of abolition, although The Liberator did carry news related to the Boston Black community, primarily Black antislavery activity. In his religious fervor, Garrison could express concern for the overworked, underpaid laboring masses without calling for expanded or equal job opportunities for Black people.29

Throughout the years, despite his silence on the conditions of Black workers in Boston or the North, Garrison showed an ardent dedication to abolitionism, demonstrating physical courage amid violent opposition. It was no wonder that most Black leaders were reluctant to criticize him over the jobs issue, and only well-established figures dared to do so. John Rock was one, and Frederick Douglass another. Indeed, an eventual, bitter break between Garrison and Douglass centered not only on their divergent views of the Constitution and partisan politics, but also on the plight of Black labor in the free states.

Not all whites who called for northern Blacks’ rights were abolitionists or supporters of the struggles of Black workers. Bostonians decried laws passed by several southern states (beginning with South Carolina, in 1822) that required Black seamen to be incarcerated while their ships were in southern ports. After the publication of Walker’s Appeal, enforcement of these laws became more urgent, as crew members circulated the inflammatory tract calling for violent resistance to slaveholders. Whites came to fear Black seamen as agents of subversion and unrest. In response, Boston merchants and sea captains argued that free Black sailors were US citizens, and thus beyond the reach of southern sheriffs. And yet the Black seamen’s laws represented a clear threat to northerners’ commercial interests as much as to their constitutional principles. For captains, retrieving Black crew members from port-city jails delayed sailings and wreaked havoc with shipping schedules. In some cases, those incarcerated had to be left behind, leading to a frantic scramble to find white men to fill their places. Some states required captains to post bonds, or pay fees, or pay fines for noncompliance with the law. All in all, the loss of time and money was the central concern of maritime interests, not the rights of Black people per se, no matter how many times white lawyers invoked the Constitution’s rights and immunities clause. In fact, one could oppose these discriminatory laws and at the same time show no interest in opposing slavery or advocating for the economic interests of northern Blacks.30

For the historian no less than the nineteenth-century white abolitionist, a pervasive focus on legislation and legal rights pushes the inequities associated with wage labor out of sight and into the background. In Boston, Black citizenship was a process, with right added incrementally upon right over the years, but never yielding the workplace opportunities that would serve as pathways to homeownership, financial security, and the health and well-being of one’s family. Gradually, grudgingly, white residents of Massachusetts came to accept a full panoply of legal rights for Black citizens; but those same whites continued to resist Black people’s proximate equality in the form of integrated worksites.

Civil rights form the bedrock of any democratic project, and righteous rhetoric is integral to that project. Words matter. Yet the history of the United States indicates that many individuals and groups indulged in self-congratulation based on their often-stated principles of equality without taking tangible steps to extend those principles to the workplace. In that regard Boston was—and is—the nation writ small: a place where words were—and are—easy, and where the material manifestations of a just society were—and are—stubbornly elusive.
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