The Economic Status of Negroes
in Late Nineteenth Century Lancaster

by Thomas R. Winpenny

Historians have spent considerable energy describing and an-
alyzing the condition of the Negro in late ninfeenth century Ameri-
ca. While the quantity of work in this area has been impressive, it
has also been limited in focus as attention has centered on the strug-
gle to adjust to new agricultural patterns in the South' and the be-
ginnings of black ghettos in the North.2 This focus is understandable
as both topics have broad appeal and are closely related. That is,
the inability of the Negro to find an economically viable role in the
agriculture of the New South in part explains the exodus which
produced the black ghetto.

Given the attention paid to the rural South and the urban
North, it seems fruitful to examine a third and decidedly different
setting: the town. This study, therefore, asks: What was the eco-
nomic status of Negroes in late? nineteenth century Lancaster, Penn-
sylvania? The selection of Lancaster as the setting for this study is
best explained by the convenience of the writer as there is little
reason to argue that the town was typical of most towns in America,
the Middle Atlantic region, or even eastern Pennsylvania. Neverthe-
less, an analysis of what took place in Lancaster can provide a con-
crete example of what happened to one Negro community in one
town.* The economic focus is desirable for two reasons: (1) it pro-
vides the best single indicator of the Negro’s well-being, and (2)
census, wage, and tax assessment data are conducive to reasonably
precise analysis. Thus this study will attempt to determine the eco-
nomic status of blacks in late nineteenth century Lancaster by ex-
amini&xg such topics as employment, wages received, and property
owned.

Lancaster, America’s largest inland town, situated sixty miles
west of Philadelphia, has traditionally served as a market for a
rich agrarian hinterland. In addition, Lancaster has also had its
share of industrial activity. As Frederic S. Klein has noted:

The census of 1880 showed the value of manufactured coods in Lan-



Pennsylvania, except Philadelphia, Reading, Scranton, and Pittsburgh.
Leather, cotton goods, iron products of a hundred kinds, paper, wag-
ons, steam engines, umbrellas, carriages, brick machines, forges,
carpets, corks, cigars, and locks were among the many products manu-
factured in Lancaster.®

The Negro community, which constituted only slightly better
than one percent of the total population in 1870, constituted rough-
ly two percent in the 1880 and 1890 census. That is, by 1880 there
were approximately 500 Negroes in a total population of 25,769.°
The residential pattern changed very little through the 1870, 1880,
and 1890 census. Though Negroes lived in every one of the town’s
nine wards, they were cleariy concentrated south of King Street
(the major east-west artery), and in particular in the southeast
quadrant or the Third and Seventh Wards. Specifically, in 1880,
78.3 percent lived south of King Street while 62.8 percent lived
within the southeast quadrant. The Seventh Ward, within the south-
east quadrant, alone housed 46.7 percent of the black community.’
This concentration within the Seventh Ward endured through the
nineteenth century.

Though the majority of Lancaster Negroes were born in Penn-
sylvania, several had Southern origins. For example, in 1880 some
51 of the 159 males in the labor force were born in the South. For-
ty-five of the Fifty-one were born in either Maryland or Virginia
while only one was born in the deep South.® Since almost all Ne-
groes in Virginia and roughly half of those in Maryland were slaves
as late as 1860, it is reasonable to conclude that several members
of the town’s adult black population were born and partially raised
in slavery. Does it logically follow that those with slave backgrounds
were at a relative disadvantage and therefore not as well off as
other Negroes in the same town? This is a question that will be
considered.

To comment briefly on educational opportunity, it is interesting
to note that while more than half of the blacks between the ages of
five and sixteen were attending school, almost half were not.? Illiter-
acy among blacks was high though the 1880 census does not pro-
vide reliable information concerning just how high. A sample taken
in Lancaster County during the 1900 census, however, revealed
illiteracy rates of 2.2 percent for whites and 22.4 percent for
blacks.’* Surely the illiteracy rate was higher than 22.4 percent in
1880.

With this background it is now possible to turn to a considera-
tion of employment which actually requires two separate and dis-
tinct considerations because of the wide gap separating male and
female opportunity. Looking first at the Negro male labor force,
it is clear that this group was quite young as 76.1 percent were
thirty-nine or younger.’* It is also clear that the male enjoyed far
ereater opportunitv than the female A freauencv distribution for



Negro male employment taken from the 1880 census reveals the
following:

Laborer 45 Hauler 5
Hod Carrier 22 Bootblack 5
Rolling Mil] Worker 13 Porter 4
Barber 11 Peddler 3
Coachman 11 Minister 2
Servant 11 Blacksmith 2
Whitewasher 9 Hostler 2
Waiter 8 Miscellaneous 6

What is interesting about this frequency distribution is not the
fact that many blacks held menial positions, as that could be antici-
pated; but that better than ten percent held skilled positions'®* while
almost as many held factory positions. Professionals, in contrast,
were almost nonexistent as there was but one full-time minister
while a second listed his occupation as minister-printer. As in-
formative as this is, however, there are two interesting questions it
does not answer: (1) What did the title “laborer” mean, and (2)
Which of these men were entrepreneurs? For example, did a barber
have his own shop, or did he work for someone?

W. E. B. DuBois in his study of the Philadelphia Negro made
a distinction between ‘“common” and a “select class” of laborers
which separated more menial tasks from such jobs as hod carrier
and teamster.’* Since hod carriers and others in this “select class”
listed their specific occupations, it is reasonable to assume that those
who simply called themselves laborers were “common” laborers.

The existence of entrepreneurs or entrepreneurial spirit can
be approximated with the help of city directories. The assumption
here is that if a barber operated his own shop, his name would
appear under the heading “Barbers” in the business directory usual-
ly found in the back of Lancaster city directories. A survey of the
business directories uncovered thirteen black entrepreneurs. There
were six whitewashers, four barbers, one cooper, one peddler, and
one operator of an express service.** Thus in addition to those who
were able to gain factory employment or skilled work, still others
functioned as entrepreneurs. All of this suggests that several Negro
males in 1880 were not excluded from the mainstream of Lancas-
ter’s economy.

An examination of the influence of “place of birth” on occupa-
tion failed to reveal any distinction between those born in the
South, possibly in slavery, and those born in Pennsylvania.' In con-
trast, “place of birth” may have had some impact on entrepreneuri-
al spirit as the Southern-born constituted almost one-third of the
male labor force, but only two of thirteen entrepreneurs.”

__ The question of compensation or wages is considerably more
difficult though not hopeless. If it can be assumed that there was
little or no difference between wages paid to whites and blacks per-



forming the same tasks in late nineteenth century Lancaster, then
some observations can be made. This may be a difficult assumption
from which to proceed, but unfortunately federal, state, and private
compilers of wage information focused on occupation, wage, loca-
tion, and year and ignored the question of race.®

Looking at wages in ascending order, servants clearly received
the lowest. Though data on servant’s wages exist for either Penn-
sylvania or the Middle Atlantic region for 1850, 1860, 1870, 1890,
and 1900, no data or estimates were uncovered for 1880. Based on
figures for these other years, however, it is reasonable to estimate
that the servant’s average yearly wage in 1880 was between $117
and $168' plus room and board. Genteel, affluent surroundings to-
gether with some social status constituted a less tangible form of
compensation.

Wages received by common laborers in 1880 were as low as
the $207 yearly average paid to employees of a Lancaster rolling
mill, and as high as the $350 yearly average paid to employees of a
Lancaster textile mill.?® The large difference between the two fig-
ures could reflect widely varying daily wage rates; but, more realisti-
cally, it is a function of a wide range in “number of days worked.”
What does not appear statistically is the uncertainty of employment
which was frequently associated with common labor.

Above the status of common laborer were those DuBois de-
scribed as a select class of laborer, and logically they earned higher
wages. Within this group in 1880 hod carriers had the lowest yearly
average or $353+ as their wages were limited not only by the tra-
ditional fluctation of activity in the building trades, but also by the
weather. Shearmen in Lancaster rolling mills averaged $36422 Host-
lers, if employed by the railroad, may have earned as much as
$426%¢ yearly while teamsters averaged $439.%* Actually, no black
called himself a teamster in the census, but quite possible some en-
gaged in “hauling” fit into this category. If those who listed their
occupation as porter worked for the railroad, their average annual
wage in 1880 may have been as high as $450.2> The basic point is
that those performing a select class of labor could expect to earn
between $350 and $450 yearly.

Wage levels for skilled Negroes in Lancaster in 1880 are un-
available with one exception: blacksmiths had average annual earn-
ings of between $366 and $543.2¢ The greater portion of skilled
blacks, however, were barbers and their income, whether self-em-
ployed or working for someone, is simply unknown. The most that
can be said is that skilled blacks probably earned more than the
laboring classes. Information concerning the income of entrepren-
eurs and professionals is also unavailable, and there is little or no
basis for estimating.

The aforementioned wages for servants, common laborers, a
select class of laborers, and the skilled have little meaning unless
they can be compared with some meaningful standard wage. One



standard which could be used is the average wage paid in Lancas-
ter according to the Manufactures Census of 1880 or $276.2” This
figure is derived by simply dividing the number of people who work-
ed into the total wages paid. This kind of analysis produces a strong
downward bias since it includes both female and child labor to-
gether with those who worked only a short time during the year. A
better standard is provided by Stanley Lebergott’s estimate for the
earnings of nonfarm employees which for 1880 is $386.28 This esti-
mate has an upward bias as it does not allow for unemployment,
but a standard with an upward bias serves as a safeguard against
overstating the well-being of the Lancaster Negro.

This standard suggests that roughly half of the Negro male
labor force earned less than the hypothetical average nonfarm
worker in 1880 though the more fortunate common laborers may
have earned close to the standard. The remaining half, however,
especially the select class of laborers and the skilled, apparently
earned as much or more. In addition, it is important to recognize
that this $386 figure is not a “poverty line” but rather an average
yearly earning for nonfarm workers. Thus, many earning less than
$386 could still provide their families with the “basic necessities.”
This analysis of jobs and wages clearly demonstrates that Negro
male workers were frequently within the mainstream of Lancaster’s
economy in 1880.

The black female was far less fortunate as her employment was
confined almost exclusively to domestic servant or washerwoman.
Out of sixty-four females listing occupations in the 1880 census,
sixty cited one of the two while the remaining four cited doctress,
seamstress, hauling, and general work.?® Little can be said con-
cerning wages paid to domestic servants beyond what has already
been said except that female servants were consistently paid less
than male servants.3°

Given such limited opportunity, it is necessary to ask whether
any sought employment in less reputable avenues of endeavor.
While there is no hard evidence available for Lancaster, DuBois
found that in Philadelphia’s Seventh Ward this was true of 4.7 per-
cent of the black female labor force.®> Possibly this percentage
could be applied in Lancaster.’* Surely the black female, unlike the
black male, did not find her way into the mainstream of the area’s
labor market.

Job opportunities and wages earned logically influenced the
kind of housing blacks obtained. It is therefore interesting to ask
how the value of homes in the Seventh Ward, which housed almost
half of the black community, compared with the value of homes
elsewhere in Lancaster. The real difficulty here is finding another
ward as residential as the Seventh. The First, Second, Third, and
Fourth Wards constituted the town’s core and thus contained sev-
eral high-value, commercial properties. The Sixth and Ninth Wards
contained considerable industrial land use while the Eighth Ward



was unrepresentative as it housed a majority of Lancaster’s recent
Irish and German immigrants. The Fifth Ward, however, provides
an interesting point of comparison as it was largely residential (with
the exception of nontaxable institutional property), housed few im-
migrants, and only five blacks in 1880.3* The Fifth Ward, then, rep-
resents a native, white, residential neighborhood.

By taking the aggregate property assessment figure for each
ward for 1880°* and dividing it by the number of properties assessed,
an average for each property in each ward was obtained. For the
Seventh Ward the average was $721.3> The average for the Fifth
Ward, however, was $1,162; and it is the difference between these
two figures which best illustrates the relative value of homes in
which blacks and native whites lived in Lancaster.

One other indication of the relative value of property in Lan-
caster exists in a report entitled: “Unpaid Taxes for 1879.” Assum-
ing that the propensity to pay taxes was no greater in one ward than
another, the amount of unpaid taxes in each ward reflects the value
of property in that ward. Working from this assumption, it is inter-
esting to note that the Seventh Ward was responsible for only $586
in unpaid property taxes in 1879 while all other wards generated
between $739 and $2,748 in unpaid taxes.?* To suggest that the low
figure for the Seventh Ward was not a reflection of low property
values requires demonstrating that the citizens of that ward were,
for some reason, unusually zealous tax payers. This alternative ex-
planation, however, lacks plausibility.

Having established that the prime concentration of Negroes
did not live in the most affluent part of town,*” it is impressive to
note how many owned®® their own homes. By taking the names and
addresses of all blacks from the 1880 manuscript census and match-
them with names and addresses in the Lancaster tax assessment
records it was found that twenty blacks owned property in 1880.%
Two-thirds of these properties were in the Seventh Ward, and the
“typical property” consisted of a house on a quarter acre lot with a
gross valuation of $725.4° Six of the properties, however, had a gross
valuation in excess of $1,000. Five of the twenty property owners
were Southern-borntt though property held by four of the five
ranged from only $300 to $630 in value. This suggests that “place
of birth” may have influenced “home ownership.”

The existence of 20 property owners and 112 “heads of fami-
ly”+ among Lancaster Negroes indicates that 17.9 percent of the
family heads owned their own homes.*®* This is almost one in five
and seems high. For example, the DuBois study of the Philadelphia
Negro in the 1890’s showed only 7.4 percent of family heads own-
ing homes.** DuBois argues that Negroes had little faith in banks,
the prime source of mortgage money, and therefore put their
money into the construction of impressive churches and lodge
halls.*s There is little evidence to suggest that this was the case in
Lancaster. The most that can be said with certaintv is that when the



Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church on Strawberry Street
burned in 1879, it was rebuilt at a cost of $2,300.#¢ This is a very
modest figure even for 1879; and furthermore, it is highly probable
that in the wake of the tragedy other churches contributed to the
construction of a new Bethel AM.E. This suggests that while the
Philadelphia Negro may have put his wealth into black institutions,
the Lancaster Negro was more interested in home ownership. There
is no reason to believe that the relatively modest value of the home
he purchased dampened this interest.

The thrust of this analysis of the economic status of Negroes in
late nineteenth century Lancaster is basically positive. This is espe-
cially true with regard to home ownership and the occupational
level and wages of males. The reason for this positive scenario is
not clear, but one explanation does stand out. The Negro commun-
ity in Lancaster constituted only one percent of the population in
1870 and two percent in 1880 and 1890. It is, therefore, unlikely
that the Negro posed much of a social, political, or economic threat
to the remaining ninety-eight percent. The absence of any threat
was conducive to a relatively benign attitude on the part of the
white, and this benign attitude created a setting in which the Negro
could progress.

All of this points to the possibility that the small town in the
North may have offered the Negro a more favorable environment
than either the reconstructed South or the cities of the North. It
would be interesting, therefore, to know more about the condition
of blacks in other towns. Did they fare as well in towns less pros-
perous than Lancaster? Surely there is a need for additional study
concerning the status of Negroes in nineteenth century towns.
Elizabethtown College
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