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 In 1964, Richard C. Wade published his trail blazing study of slavery in the cities of the American 
South before the Civil War.  Wade concentrated on the largest cities, which meant that Charleston, Virginia, 
was not among them.1  In his study, Wade, who died in 2008, described a pattern of development that has 
provided historians with a number of helpful benchmarks ever since.  This brief paper will  utilize a number 
of these benchmarks to describe slavery in Charleston during the antebellum period. 
 
 Wade’s fundamental conclusion was that slavery was “disintegrating in Southern cities” by 1860.  A 
system that had seemed stable in 1820 had declined “everywhere proportionately, and in many places 
absolutely.”  It had “nearly disappeared altogether” in border state cities.  Charleston, Virginia, was indeed a 
southern border city until 1863 when West Virginia joined the Union as another divided border state.  
Charleston’s unique status in this regard adds an intriguing nuance to this investigation, for slavery had 
certainly not “disappeared” from Charleston by 1860.2 
 
 Wade described a three-step pattern of slavery development in these southern cities.  Initially, slavery 
grew rapidly as the cities grew.  At a certain point, generally around 1840, slave population stabilized while 
white population continued to grow.  By 1860, slave population was falling in these cities.  As Wade 
summarized: 
 

The number of slaves mounted as the city became larger, often increasing 
faster than whites.  At some point, however, the ratio shifted.  Negro population  
leveled off as others continued to rise; soon a gradual reduction set in.  Every Dixie 
metropolis went through at least the first two phases of this cycle by 1860, and 
most had completed all three. 3 

 
 There were thirty southern cities with a population over 8,000 by 1860, but Charleston, with a 
population of only 1630 was not among them.  Wade studied eight in detail: New Orleans, Mobile, Savannah, 

                                                           
1 Richard C. Wade, Slavery in Cities: The South 1820-1860, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964. 
2 Wade, p. 3. 
3 Wade, p. 16. 

 




