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CHAPTER THREE ism expanded. Rail lines formed intersections through the center of
town, like spokes in a wheel, and streets were laid out at right angles to
these projections within a grid pattern. Not only did this layout facili-
tate ground mobility, it accentuated the controlling influence of com-
merce and the railroad itself.

Unlike some modern metropolises in the northeast, where most
black and poor people were housed in the inner city, Atlanta’s Central
Business District (CBD) and wealthy whites dominated the triangular
core where intersecting railroad lines met. Residential development
also differed from the antebellum “marble-caking” or “backyard” pat-
tern of cities such as Charleston and New Orleans, where blacks were
scattered behind the homes of whites. In Adanta, African Americans
lived in more sizable clusters throughout the city; large numbers of each
race lived in every ward, and neither group significantly outnumbered
the other. The short radius of the city limits in 1880 made it likely that
residents would live in close proximity to one another and would walk
to places of business or work. Rigid segregation was virtually impossible
to achieve in the aftermath of the Civil War, as the massive influx of
migrants compounded the scarcity of housing and forced everyone to
find accommodations wherever they could; but this would soon
change.!

The physical conditions of city life in this period were rugged at best,
despite the Best efforts of boosters to paint a pretty picture of Atlanta. A
still primitive water system forced all except privileged residents to
obtain their water from private wells and springs, which were vulnerable
to contamination from many sources. Inadequate drainage and sewer-
3g¢ systems not only tainted the water supply but also subjected houses
built on unevenly graded terrain to flooding. Unpaved streets were the
horm, especially on low ground, because of the difficulty of maintaining
roads with soil permeated with the outflow of thousands of individual
Privies. Malodorous and unsanitary debris generated from hog pens,
slaughter houses, and guano plants, as well as household garbage and
dead animals disposed of in streets and gullies, were typical.2

Despite the relative heterogeneity of residential patterns and rudi-
Mentary urban development that challenged the maintenance of opti-
mal health and sanitation, not everyone suffered alike. There were
already signs of the beginnings of Jim Crow by 1870, and this became
1more noticeable over the next decade. Poor people were thrust to the
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frican-American women who moved to Atlanta in the 1870s
and early 1880s encountered a city sdll i.n its. ermadve stages of
development. The most dire postwar privatl(.m dlSSlpated. as the econ-
omy recovered from depressions and physical desecra.tlon. Afr.lc.an—
American efforts to make freedom meaningful were coming to fruition,
even as circumstances beyond their control continued to infringe upon
their life chances. In the post-Reconstruction era, as city leaders moved
away from the economic ideals of the planter aristocracy and the. er;t—
while Confederacy, it became increasingly obvious that the capitalist
dreams of the elites exploited black and poor people. Investments pour-
ing into the city from financiers in the northeast and abroad were allo-
cated to the benefit of those citizens who were already the most
advantaged. This pattern of inequitable distribuuon.of resources was I:lcl)-
where more apparent than in the physical and soc‘lal geography of the
city. Jim Crow was already on the horizon, ordering separate a.nd ut;:
equal black and white worlds. Black women would have to .ne.:gonated ’
literal rough terrain of Atlanta and the social co.nisequences'lt impose Od
their everyday lives as they struggled to earna living for their families an
searched for peace of mind.

"(@5 THE RAILROAD, one of the most modern symbols 'of the .era,
played a prominent role not only in Atlanta’s economy, as it had since
the city’s establishment, but also in the geography of the city as urban
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outskirts in row houses, tenements, and shanties where unkempt streets
prevailed. They were forced to live nearest the contaminated and un-
sightly areas on the lowest elevations of the city. Wealthier whites lived
in houses located on the higher streets, which not only shielded them
from natural disasters but also drained waste onto less fortunate resi-
dents living in the valleys.3 As city officials began to address some of the
needs for a clean and healthy environment, they implemented policies
to benefit the most privileged citizens while willfully neglecting or
exacerbating the burdens of the least powerful. In the late 1870s and
1880s, sanitary laws authorized the collection of garbage within the
CBD to be dumped into outlying black and poor neighborhoods.*
When the city began to build water and gas lines during Reconstruc-
tion, it purposely constructed them to begin and end at the city’s
commercial district and at the residential doorsteps of the elite.
Wealthier residents had enough water to sprinkle their lawns and could
also afford to purchase mineral water from secluded springs. Mean-
while, most others lacked potable water for drinking and bathing.
Though wage-earners protested class-biased regulations, the majority
of the population would continue to lug water from hydrants and wells

what would become Atlanta’s preeminent neighborhood in the 1880s
in the north, and the Ponce de Leon line provided access to a resort
and mineral springs in the northeast. Two trolley lines also began and
ended at principal industrial areas, enabling access to working-class
whites who could afford the fee. The Marrietta Street line pulled white
workers northwest, close to the Atlanta Rolling Mill, foundries, and
railroad shops. The Decatur Street line, which extended east toward the

Peachtres Stroel

until just prior to the First World War. The lack of convenient water
supplies not only impaired the health of blacks, but it also encumbered
the labor process for household workers reliant on water to do their

Wheat Street

)

jobs.5 ’ Shermantown

. . Hunter S cwood Avenue
Real estate promoters and street railway entrepreneurs, in many = et e
Jenningstown

instances one and the same, were among the leading engineers of race- e
and class-driven urban development. In the 1870s, George W. Adair = Factory Town
and Richard Peters introduced horse-drawn trolleys to extend the con-
struction of fashionable Victorian mansions outside of the CBD. Adair
and Peters shrewdly built the trolley lines to stretch from downtown to
the southwest, conveniently passing through the new West End sub-
urb, past their own private residences. Mass transportation encouraged

like-minded professionals to purchase stately houses in the upper-class

Oakland
Cemetery.

Mechanicsville

Pittsburg Summer Hill

retreat.6 From the beginning of its incorporation as a town in 1868, the
West End took steps to secure the area as an exclusive suburb. Much of
the town’s early business was devoted to regulating saloons and driving
out the “lower orders.””

Other street car lines were constructed in the 1870s to encourage
affluent communities. The Peachtree Street line facilitated growth of

West End 12

et

Aﬁicar‘l—American and white working-class neighborhoods in Atlanta, 1880.
Copyright © 1996 by Georgia State University, Department of Geography, Car-
tography Research Laboratory.
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affected the decisions women made about wage labor. Younger and
single women tended to become general housemaids and child-nurses.
Many girls were hired at a young age to perform tasks from rocking
cradles to the full range of caretaking responsibilities for charges not
much younger than themselves.

Pre-adolescent Dorothy Bolden acquired jobs washing baby diapers
and babysitting when she and her brother helped her mother by picking
up and delivering the laundry. Older and married women, especially
those with children, chose cooking and washing. As Sarah Hill ex-
plained her employment history: “I'se been workin’ ever since I knowed
what work was. 'Fo’ I got married I maided and cooked . . . Fust, I
maided awhile, and then I cooked awhile, I never was no more good at
workin’ out after I got married and started havin’ chillun, so I just
stayed at home and tuk in washin’.”18 Younger women concentrated in
general service positions and contributed to their parents’ income. But
once they married or began giving birth to children of their own, they
made occupational choices that gave them more time and flexibility for
their new responsibilities. Employers did not always appreciate these
decisions, especially when they became attached to workers they liked.
Georgia Telfair had worked for one family from age fourteen until age
twenty: “My wite folkes begged me not to leave ’em, when I told ’em I
wuz gwine to marry Joe Telfair.”19

Married women like Georgia Telfair made decisions about wage
work in conjunction with spouses who often preferred to assume the
major responsibility for breadwinning themselves, if their incomes per-
mitted. Some women expressed with pride their husband’s desires to
keep them out of wage housework, as Carrie Nancy Fryer exclaimed:
“Dat was a good husband! I had six chillun. He say: Honey, no! I
workin’ makin’ enough to support you. All I want you to do is keep dis
house clean and me and my chillun.” Mr. Fryer promised to pay Mrs.
Fryer the money every week she would have normally earned from
wage work, if she would stay home and take care of their family.20 Fryer
appreciated the gesture, but she would sneak out occasionally and do
wage work.

contrast to most white households of a similar type, most black women
shared the burden of wage earning with their male spouses.!4 Black men
were paid relatively higher wages than women, but even the combina-
tion of both spouses’ incomes was sometimes insufficient for estab-
lishing a comfortable standard of living. Nor was marriage a guarantee
of two steady incomes. Unemployment was a common experience for
male common laborers—not to mention separation or the death of a
husband, which could reduce a family’s resources unexpectedly. As one
widowed washerwoman recalled later: “I married a good man and we
lived together seventeen years and had six children. He died and left me
with all of these children to raise. He was a good husband and father
and provided for his family as best he could.” She remembered one of
her most distressing days after her spouse’s death when her children
cried for food. “I hated to borrow. I scraped up enough meal to make
a little hoe-cake of bread. I broke it among them and went back to my
ironing, crying.”1s

Disproportionately high mortality among African Americans could
take its emotional and financial toll on surviving relatives and friends.
But the existence of relatively small urban families, on average six or
fewer people living in the same household, had its benefits. Small family
size permitted the pooling of resources, such as two families sharing one
dwelling. This practice was evident in Shermantown where houses
tended to be larger, though not as apparent in other areas. In Jennings-
town, however, African-American families shared their living quarters
with individual boarders at a higher rate than they did elsewhere in the
city. The presence of several adults in a household increased the chances
that families could survive on scant wages, as the one-third of black
women living in Atlanta and other cities who carried the burden of
raising families alone could attest.16

NY(DQ NEearvry all the women wage-earners who contributed to the
coffers of black families were household workers, regardless of marital
status or age. By 1880, at Jeast 98 percent of all black female wage-earn-
ers in Atlanta were domestics. The average woman could expect to
enter the occupation between the ages of ten and sixteen and remain in
it until the age of sixty-five or longer.17 Although domestic labor was a
virtual prerequisite for black survival, age, marriage, and childbirth

[‘JQ AFRIcAN-AMERICAN women and men were seeking to achieve
€conomic independence and well-being, minimizing women’s exposure
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rates was that they changed so little over time and across occupations.
When variations existed, cooks tended to command the highest wages
per hour and kitchen sculleries the lowest. Laundresses could increase
their earnings by adding on clients and seeking help from family mem-
bers. These were low wages compared to those of most other workers
at the time.2

Low wages made it difficult to survive, but no wages were even
worse. Some employers cheated their workers by contriving spurious
grounds for denying them their rightful earnings. Or sometimes em-
ployers would substitute perishables or durable goods in lieu of cash for
remuneration, without the workers’ consent. Daphne, a domestic
worker, normally received between $3 and $8 a month in wages, ac-
cording to her employer’s record. Though the circumstances prompt-
ing a change in this pattern during one month are not clear, Daphne
received okra and rice valued at $6.50 and $.50 in cash in lieu of her
usual compensation.26 Women could also face deductions for behav-

to white employers’ impositions and sexual exploitation, despite the
protestations of employers, who derided these efforts as “playing the
lady” or displays of false pretension.?! Moreover, black men, like
women, valued the work that women did for their own families, as
Edward Bacon, a brickmason, suggested. “During my first wife’s life-
time she never worked out for no other family, for she didn’t have to
do it. T was making plenty to support her, and the only work she did
was her own housework.” During his second marriage, however, his
unemployment made it necessary for his wife Susie to take in washing,
which he also respected: “that dollar a week she gets for it comes in
mighty handy when I’m out of work. A dollar’s worth of flour or meal
will keep you from going hungry a long time when you’re out hunting
for a job.”22

African-American women established their own preferences within
domestic labor, but these sometimes clashed with the expectations of

employers. Initial negotiations occurred during the hiring process.
ioral infractions such as lost time and impudence, or for breaking or

misplacing objects.2”
Bona fide agreements between workers and employers could lead to

Most household workers were hired by word of mouth, some by news-
paper advertisements or employment agencies. Workers exchanged
information among themselves about the availability of jobs and the
reputations of employers seeking help. Women leaving good situations
took special care to pass on the jobs to younger relatives or friends.
Employers likewise communicated with each other to secure workers.
The death of an employer or changed family circumstances prompted
employers to place their favorite workers in the homes of other family
members.23 The average white wage-earner’s family in the South en-
gaged the services of at least a washerwoman. A middle-class home
employed a general domestic in addition or perhaps a cook, full or part
time. An upper-middle-class family most likely added a child-nurse.
And the most elite white families enlarged their staff to include repre-
sentatives from all of these positions, as well as specialized cooks,
chambermaids, lady’s maids, waiters, kitchen sculleries, butlers, and
valets.24 Although in theory workers were usually hired to fill specific
occupations, in practice they were usually required to assume many ""
roles. f

Most workers labored from sunup to sundown seven days a week, ;
though laundresses usually worked only six days. Their wages ranged
on average from $4 to $8 a month; though in a few cases, some women
earned as much as $10 to $12. The remarkable characteristic of these

the use of nonmonetary compensation. But since domestic labor did not
rank high in the priorities of the employers’ budgets, changes in
finances could prompt nonpayment or false promises to pay later. The
low value that employers placed on domestic labor is strikingly appar-
ent when one compares the outlays for wages to other expenditures: the
yearly sum of wages for several workers usually constituted a mere
fraction of the total yearly budgets of middle-class households.?8 Em-
ployers often spent considerably more money on their most trivial or
inconsequential expenses—such as chewing gum, liquor, or donations
to street beggars.?9

There were distinct, if overlapping, skills and talents involved in
household labor, and all of it was arduous. Even as the expectations of
good housekeeping dovetailed with changes in the economy and family
life, very little changed in the actual labor processes of housework in
_the nineteenth century. Technological advances hardly ever reached
Individual homes, and the few that did made limited improvements.30
The specific duties and work conditions of general domestics varied
according to the economic means of employers and the number of
other servants hired. Hauling water and tending fires consumed a large
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to reinforce the ties that bound people together as family, friends, and
neighbors.

during the entire duration of the sacred jubilee. These grievances led
the newspaper to editorialize: “Revivals may be a very good thing in
their way, but when our cooks and washerwomen throw down their
work and hurry off to the church to spend the week, they get to be a

‘{g CrurcHEs played a critical role in the development of black
community life immediately after emancipaton. They had humble
beginnings, often arising out of makeshift tabernacles such as aban-
doned railroad cars. Eight black churches were organized by 1870 and
fourteen more by 1880, all within the four largest settlements.86 They
served as magnets for newcomers and facilitated the expansion of
neighborhoods. Members of established churches created links across
the city among parishioners by helping to start new churches in differ-
ent settlements. Wheat Street Baptist Church was founded by members
of Friendship Church who lived in Shermantown and wanted to build
a sanctuary closer to their homes on the east side. Thus churches
tended to beget more churches, and the relationship between different
black institutions was reciprocal. Bethel AME Church was the first
home of Storrs School and the midwife of Storrs Chapel, which became
known as the First Congregational Church.87
African-American churches served a multitude of spiritual, social, and
political functions. Sunday, of course, was dedicated to religious activi-
ties, as individuals attended Sunday school and worship service, some-
times crisscrossing between programs at several institutions on the same
day. During the week, converts attended prayer gatherings and meetings
of various organizations. Periodic revivals, most frequent during the
summer, played especially important functions in spiritual rejuvenation,
adding new members, reinvigorating the commitments of the long-last-
ing, and unifying different congregations. The seriousness of African
Americans’ commitment to these religious activities was demonstrated
by their willingness to sacrifice time from remunerative labor, if neces-
sary, to participate. Household workers provoked the ire of employers by
abandoning secular toil for what some scorned as “fetish follies.”
In the summer of 1878, a two-week-long revival held at Wheat Street
Baptist Church occupied the days and nights of many African Ameri-
cans, including domestic workers. One employer complained that 2
cook spent four days at the revival, forcing her to hire a replacement.
Another noted a washerwoman who had “gone crazy with the prospect
of getting religion,” making it impossible to rely on her to wash clothes

nuisance.”58

Churches provided outlets of collective self-help, fostered leadership
development, sanctioned group morals, and promoted public and pri-
vate education. On special occasions, fairs were organized both as
festive public events and as opportunities to raise money. The churches
were sanctuaries for important secular and associational meetings, and
they also provided settings for organizing ward clubs and political
rallies, plotting electoral strategies, and coalescing votes.89

Religious institutions enhanced their power and position within the
community not only by their individual acts but also by uniting in
Sunday school and church associations that linked members of the same
denomination within a city-wide and state network. These groups
operated as umbrella organizations that carried out the same spiritual
and social functions on a larger scale: they were involved in social
reform movements like temperance, raised funds for black educational
institutions, and allotted missionary funds. Their conventions pro-
moted leadership development, skills in governance, and religious edu-
cation, and also provided an arena for applauding the most dedicated
religious converts. Those persons selected to represent their home
churches as delegates, for example, were honored simply by their selec-
tion and obtained opportunities to partake in the widening of social
networks,90

Although women composed the large majority of church members,
their status and power were disproportionately small. Their leadership
Was significant and vital but usually subordinated to the most pres-
tigious positions held by men, especially pastors. Toward the end of
the century, some religious organizations devised rules for church
governance that explicitly forbade women from voting and partici-
Pating in official debates. A controversy over women’s proper roles
Qame to a head in the Missionary Baptist Convention of Georgia in
1893. Those who favored a stronger role for women split from the
old order to form the General State Baptist Convention of Georgia.
The dispute at the local level mirrored similar controversies at the
National level, as Baptist women’s outspoken advocacy of missionary
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