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ABSTRACT 

 

SLAVERY AND THE ORIGINS OF  

LOUISIANA’S PRISON INDUSTRY, 1803-1861 

 

This thesis examines the role that chattel slavery played in shaping a system of for-profit 

incarcerations in Louisiana between 1803 and 1862. In doing so, it challenges the conventional 

historical narrative of American penal development, which identifies the origins of the prison 

industrial complex in the decades following the abolition of slavery in the United States. 

Scholars have already contended that the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, which 

abolished slavery and involuntary servitude ‘except as a punishment for crime’, facilitated the 

constitutional reinstitution of enslavement in American corrections systems. This thesis reveals 

that this relationship between slavery and imprisonment extends back further. It argues that, in 

pre-Civil War Louisiana, chattel slavery and the prison were mutually reinforcing institutions, 

and each, being market-oriented, shaped the other. In its exploration of this relationship, this 

thesis contributes to the history of penal reform and imprisonment, and to the history of 

American slavery. It also joins the history of the state with that of early American capitalism. 

To tell this story, this thesis incorporates new interpretations of sources used in previous studies 

(for example, Supreme Court records, census returns, and runaway slave advertisements), with 

insights gleaned from new types of primary material, such as jailers’ log books, receipts, and 

financial accounting records. 

This thesis begins in the decades following the U.S. Purchase of 1803, as Louisiana 

transitioned from a European colony to an American state. During this time, penal reforms 

gradually led to the replacement of an array of public corporal punishments with a system of 

mass incarceration that would ultimately fuse Enlightenment-inspired ideals with the money-

making imperatives of the market revolution. Opening in 1835, a new state penitentiary complex 

in Baton Rouge, together with an expansive network of rural parish prisons, police jails, and 

urban workhouses, was deployed by local law enforcement agencies and slaveholders for the 

control and discipline of enslaved men, women, and children. But even while the state’s penal 

system served both public justice and private slaveholder rule, incarcerations’ costs mounted. 

And in the aftermath of a transatlantic panic in 1837, as the Lower Mississippi Valley plunged 

into financial depression, a demand for institutional economy steered Louisiana’s prisons into 

the free market. Beset by market shifts and fluctuations in labour and commodity prices, jailers 

and state authorities saw an economic solution to incarcerations’ costs in the uniquely fungible 

condition of enslaved prisoners. They capitalised on this in grim ways. Keepers of crowded, 

filthy prisons collected fees for confining, punishing, and selling African American inmates. 
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Many also pressed inmates into labour in prison factories and state-sponsored chain gangs. In 

the latter, enslaved prisoners built the infrastructure that supported Louisiana’s commercial 

expansion. But as the prison emerged as an important centre of economic production, it was also 

transformed into a site of struggle, as African American inmates resisted the double burden of 

enslavement and incarceration. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis places in historical perspective the link between race, capitalism and mass 

incarceration in the state of Louisiana. By revealing the important role that chattel slavery played 

in shaping a system of for-profit incarcerations in pre-Civil War Louisiana, this thesis challenges 

the dominant historical narrative of American penal development, which has identified the 

origins of the modern prison industrial complex in the decades following the abolition of slavery 

in the United States. This thesis argues that the prison and chattel slavery were mutually 

reinforcing institutions, and each, being market-oriented, shaped the other. In the decades 

following the U.S. Purchase of 1803, as Louisiana transitioned from colony to an American state, 

a process of juridical reform led to the replacement of public punishments with a system of 

incarceration that would ultimately fuse Enlightenment inspired penitent ideals with the money-

making imperatives of the market revolution. Across urban and rural economies, jailing became 

an important apparatus of slave control. However, incarcerations’ costs mounted, and in the 

aftermath of an Atlantic-wide Panic in 1837, as the Lower Mississippi Valley plunged into 

financial depression, state and private prison managers reshaped conditions to wring every dollar 

from each prisoner, and every cent from those who were enslaved. 1  Parsimonious jailers 

collected fees for detaining, whipping, and selling African American inmates, and made even 

more money from their prisoners’ hard labour in prison factories and public works. In state-

sponsored chain gangs, enslaved inmates built the infrastructure that supported the state’s 

commercial expansion. However, as slave incarceration became an important centre of economic 

production, it also transformed the prison into a site of struggle, as African American inmates 

resisted the double burden of enslavement and incarceration. 

                                                
1 In this thesis, the term ‘state’ refers directly to local-state governments and their constitutionally organised 
parish and municipal councils, and courts. More broadly, the discussion of the ‘state’ in this thesis is 
influenced by Karl Marx’s definition of the ‘state’ in the capitalist economy as ‘a committee for managing 
the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’. Philip Gasper, ed., The Communist Manifesto: A Road Map to 
History’s Most Important Political Document. (Chicago, Ill.: Haymarket Books, 2005), 43. 
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More than a study of imprisoning institutions, brick and mortar, this thesis considers the 

various people whose lives and livelihoods intersected in the state’s prison industry. It examines 

the perspectives of slaveholders and traders whose bondspeople were locked-up, as well as those 

of municipal councilmen and state legislators who regulated their prisons, and who employed 

enslaved people in chain gang labour for the purpose of city and state building. This thesis 

additionally introduces jailers and other prison personnel as key actors in the state’s prison 

system and sheds light upon how these men, through their various attempts to turn incarceration 

into their own for-profit venture, shaped experiences of enslavement in Louisiana. This thesis 

concludes by discussing the emergent prison industry from the perspective of Louisiana’s 

enslaved peoples, to reveal a movement of opposition and resistance that has been long hidden 

from view. 

Drawing from insights in social history this thesis revises the historical narrative of 

nineteenth-century American prison reform, to include its linkages with slave capitalism. In 

doing so, it draws together institutions and actors, some for the first time, and considers their 

connections to each other in new ways. Firstly, it joins the state’s parish prisons, police jails, 

workhouses, and penitentiaries together, as part of a single carceral continuum that cut across 

Louisiana’s rural and urban economies. Secondly, by documenting the various formal and 

informal processes that led enslaved people into prisons, this thesis reveals the prison’s 

important role in the enforcement of both the public law and slaveholders’ rule. As it reveals, 

Louisiana slaves were not only incarcerated as convicts, but could also be lodged directly into 

public jails by their masters and mistresses for safekeeping or correction, or by other ordinary 

citizens as suspected runaways. The very presence of enslaved men and women in antebellum 

prisons, regardless of the reasons for their confinement, worked grimly to reinforce broader 

assumptions about black criminality. Seeing its outworking in American corrections today, 

Angela Davis has linked this racially based ideology with industry, referring to it as the nation’s 

‘strategic dependence on racist structures…to render mass punishment palatable and 
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profitable’.2 Thirdly, by examining the labour performed by chain gangs, this thesis reveals the 

state’s material interest in black enslavement. Fourthly, a discussion of the business practises 

employed by the keepers of caged bondspeople underscores the influence of private enterprise 

on the shape of public corrections institutions. 

Louisiana was not the only state to use incarceration to reinforce chattel slavery. Surviving 

records reveal the presence of bondspeople inside prisons across the United States. As one 

Virginian constable testified in 1851, ‘it was part of my business to arrest all slaves…and lock 

them up’.3 At the same time, the keepers of the state’s penitentiary engaged in the business of 

slave dealing. Between 1816 and 1842, they executed the sales of at least seven hundred enslaved 

and free black convicts to various traders. Examples of the multifaceted relationship between 

jails and slavery can be found in other states as well. In Kentucky, the keeper of the state 

penitentiary reserved select cells for the ‘safekeeping’ of slaves.4 The warden of the Arkansas 

penitentiary offered a similar service to slaveholders and even posted newspapers advertisements 

for runaways ‘received at the penitentiary’ to assist in their recovery.5 In the absence of a state 

penitentiary system in South Carolina, the Charleston workhouse operated notoriously as a 

‘public jail for blacks’, both free and enslaved.6 Local jailing institutions of this kind reinforced 

enslavement across the Slave South. Moreover, as the cases of runaways captured and confined 

under federal fugitive slave laws reveal, slavery’s influence on jailing practises extended into 

the Free states, too.7 

                                                
2 Angela Davis, ‘Masked Racism: Reflections on the Prison Industrial Complex’ in Herb Boyd, Race and 
Resistance: African Americans in the Twenty-First Century. (Cambridge, Mass.: South End Press, 2002), 55. 
3 Andrew E. Taslitz, Reconstructing the Fourth Amendment: A History of Search and Seizure, 1789-1868 
(New York: New York University Press, 2006), 110. 
4 On slave populations in various Southern penitentiaries and prisons, see: Birch and Buchanan, ‘Penalty of a 
Tyrant’s Law: Landscapes of Incarceration During the Second Slavery’, Slavery & Abolition 34, no. 1 
(March 2013), 22-38.  
5 For example, see: ‘Received at the penitentiary’, Arkansas State Gazette and Democrat (Little Rock, Ark.), 
March 15, 1850), 3; April 14, 1852, 4; September 15, 1854, 4. 
6 Felice F. Knight, ‘Slavery and the Charleston Orphan House, 1790-1860’. PhD Diss. (Ohio State 
University, 2013), 26. 
7 For example Charles Emery Stevens, ed., Anthony Burns: A History (Boston: John P. Jewett and Co., 
1856), 26-8.; Stanley W. Campbell, The Slave Catchers: Enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law, 1850-1860 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1970), 171-75. 
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However, because of its salient role in opening both the western frontier for national 

expansion and access to international markets for American products, Louisiana provides a 

unique vantage point from which to examine the ways that capitalism and slavery, together, 

shaped a state-sponsored mass imprisonment industry. This is a story that unfolds with local 

nuances, before a backdrop coloured by lingering Eurocolonial legal traditions, drastic political 

and demographic change, and America’s largest slave market. However, the very things that 

make Louisiana’s history unique also make it important, nationally and internationally. 

Strategically commanding the mouth of the Mississippi River, its capital city of New Orleans 

was, as one writer put it, ‘destined by nature’ to become ‘one of the principal cities of North 

America’ and one of ‘the most important place[s] of commerce in the new world’.8 Through 

riverine arteries that branched out across the state’s interior, people and produce from all over 

the world flowed in and out of the urban port. Appearing along its crescent-shaped shoreline for 

the first time in 1812, steamboats galvanised capitalist development in the commercial 

metropolis and all across Louisiana’s plantation-hinterland. Before the Civil War, Louisiana’s 

planters produced ninety-five percent of the South’s sugar, and in 1860 nearly one-third of all 

cotton exported from the United States was grown in the Pelican State. As plantation commerce 

bourgeoned, the lives of Louisiana’s enslaved, as well as the cotton and cane they produced, 

became increasingly entangled in worldwide webs of exchange. Blood, bonds and commodities, 

mingled together, promised to make men and women on both sides of the Atlantic wealthy. And 

as this thesis shows, prisons were shaped to support this economy in a variety of ways that have 

not yet been considered.9 

Although unique in many ways, within the confines of Louisiana’s geopolitical borders 

even antebellum contemporaries would testify to witnessing ‘a world in miniature’, evidence of 

the state’s important position within a transatlantic trading nexus.10vTherefore, while this thesis 

                                                
8 Prior to its relocation to Baton Rouge in 1846, for the most part, Louisiana’s seat of government was in 
New Orleans. Briefly, between 1829 and 1831, the state legislature assigned the Donaldsonville as the state’s 
capital.   
9 Joshua D. Rothman, Flush Times and Fever Dreams: A Story of Capitalism and Slavery in the Age of 
Jackson, Race in the Atlantic World, 1700-1900. (Athens, Ga.: University of Georgia Press, 2012), 4. 
10H. Didimus, New Orleans as I Found It. (New York: Harper Brothers, 1845), 5. 
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presents a local story of change over time, it intrinsically reveals some of the global conditions 

that gave rise to an economy of punishment centred on slavery.  

 

Literature Review 

 

This thesis contributes to two distinct historiographies, the first being that of American 

slavery. Despite the voluminous literature in this field, the prison has rarely been a focal point 

of inquiry. In fact, Edward Ayers’s Vengeance and Justice: Crime and Punishment in the 19th 

Century American South, which was published over thirty years ago, remains the key text on 

slavery’s relationship with the antebellum prison system. While his investigation of the workings 

of prisons was one of the earliest to reveal the presence of enslaved people in different types of 

jailing institutions across the urban and rural South, Ayers’s combined social and cultural history 

stops short of analysing slave incarcerations in either setting. Instead, it casts the imprisonment 

of bondspeople and the very institutions in which they were confined as a ‘puzzling’ anomaly.11 

He even explicitly reveals that ‘Louisiana consistently admitted slaves to its prisons’. However, 

Ayers ultimately concludes that plantation slavery, together with a distinctly regional, 

premodern ‘culture of honour’ (a euphemism for epidemic violence) insulated the Southern state 

and its institutions from the very forces of capitalism that caused the penitentiary movement to 

‘flourish’ in the North.12 Few have challenged this interpretation. In fact, Marie Gottschalk’s 

declaration that ‘the roots of the penitentiary were shallow in the South’ exemplifies the trend 

amongst scholars to view prison history through the confined lens of the penitentiary – as a 

modern institution that etched the boundaries of liberty in the industrialising North.13 Within the 

                                                
11 The incarceration of slaves in Louisiana’s state penitentiary is presented as an exception to the rule as 
Ayers asserts ‘slaves seldom appeared on the rolls of Southern prisons’. Edward L. Ayers, Vengeance and 
Justice: Crime and Punishment in the Nineteenth Century American South (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1984), 61. 
12 Ayers describes the state as weak, and penitentiaries as the unpopular pet projects of ambitious southern 
politicians. Ibid., 4, 33-4. 
13 Marie Gottschalk, The Prison and the Gallows: The Politics of Mass Incarceration in America. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 48. 
 



 6 

subfield of Louisiana history, this is similarly evident. In an article focused solely on enslaved 

inmates in Louisiana’s state penitentiary, Jeff Forret suggests that ‘the incarceration of bondmen 

and bondwomen’ was ‘unorthodox’ and, to the historian, serves only as useful evidence for 

understanding ‘the inherent difficulties of running a biracial prison system in the antebellum 

South’.14  

In recent years, only two published works have contested Ayers’s analysis of prison 

systems of the Old South, to show the modern ambitions of the reformer-statesmen and jailers 

who built and operated them. The first, Robert Ward and William Warren Rogers’ Alabama’s 

Response to the Penitentiary Movement, 1829-1865 conceptualises prison development in the 

heart of Dixie within the national story of humanitarian prison reform.15 Brett J. Derbes’ recent 

work, which focuses on convict-operated industrial textile manufactories across the Trans-

Mississippi, reveals a series of lucrative penitentiary-enterprises flourishing alongside the 

plantations and urban economies of the region.16 While both present an important interpretation 

of imprisoning systems in the early nineteenth century South, and the political economy in which 

they were established, neither one of these works considers the broader relationship between the 

prison and chattel slavery in the South. 

For some scholars, often working within a comparative framework, the prison functioned 

as a mechanism of control that shared similarities with chattel slavery. For example, Michael 

                                                
14 Jeff Forret, ‘Before Angola: Enslaved Prisoners in the Louisiana State Penitentiary’, Louisiana History 54, 
no. 2, (Spring 2013), 133-171; See also: Marianne Fisher-Giorlando, ‘Women in the Walls: The 
Imprisonment of Women at the Baton Rouge Penitentiary, 1835-1862,’ in Burk Foster, Wilbert Rideau, and 
Douglas Dennis, eds., The Wall is Strong: Corrections in Louisiana. (Lafayette, La.: University of Louisiana 
at Lafayette Press, 1995). A handful of other chapters and articles have revealed the presence of slaves in 
prisons, but these have been similarly confined to the examination of one prison or type of jailing institution, 
and therefore do not identify the practice of slave jailing as a pervasive element of antebellum public justice. 
See for example: Betty Wood, ‘Prisons, workhouses, and the control of slave labour in low country Georgia, 
1763–1815’ Slavery and Abolition 8, no. 3 (1987), 247-271; Brett Josef Derbes, ‘“Secret Horrors”: Enslaved 
Women and Children in the Louisiana State Penitentiary, 1833- 1862’, Journal of African American History 
98, no. 2 (Spring 2013), 270; Gilles Vandal, ‘Regulating Louisiana’s Rural Areas’ Louisiana History 42, 
no. 1 (Winter, 2001), 59-92; Susan O’Donovan, ‘Universities of Social and Political Change: Slaves in 
Jail in Antebellum America’ and Matthew J. Clavin, ‘“The Floor Was Stained with the Blood of a 
Slave”: Crime and Punishment in the Old South’, in Michele Lise Tarter and Richard Bell, eds., Buried 
Lives: Incarcerated in Early America (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2012), 124-147 & 259-281.   
15 Robert David Ward and William Warren Rogers, Alabama’s Response to the Penitentiary Movement, 
1829-1865. (Gainesville, Fla.: University Press of Florida, 2003). 
16 Brett J. Derbes, ‘Prison Productions: Textiles and Other Military Supplies from State Penitentiaries in the 
Trans-Mississippi Theater during the American Civil War’. M.A. thesis. (University of North Texas, 2011). 
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Hindus’ Prison and Plantation: Crime, Justice, and Authority in Massachusetts and South 

Carolina, 1767-1878 contends that the penitentiary served Massachusetts’ system of wage 

labour in the same way that slavery served the plantation economy of South Carolina: as an 

apparatus of race and labour control. Adam Jay Hirsch’s book The Rise of the Penitentiary: 

Prisons and Punishment in Early America similarly revealed the common belief amongst the 

penitentiary’ proponents in Massachusetts that penitentiary confinement would foist a justifiable 

form of slavery onto otherwise free lawbreakers.17 

The point that the prison did not play a central role in antebellum slavery has also been 

implicitly used to frame studies of the Jim Crow judicial system. Together, Alex Lichtenstein’s 

Twice the Work of Free Labor: The Political Economy of Convict Labor in the New South, David 

Oshinsky’s Worse Than Slavery, Matthew J. Mancini’s One Dies, Get Another: Convict Leasing 

in the American South, 1866-1928, and Douglas Blackmon’s Slavery by Another Name describe, 

in detail, the development of an extensive penal system across the post-Civil War South that was 

designed to recreate the racial and economic relationship of chattel slavery. At the centre of an 

ambitious project to accelerate industrial and commercial progress in the South were thousands 

of freedmen and -women whose bodies were traded between agents of local law enforcement, 

state governments, and enterprising capitalists. They were bound as slaves in penal chain gangs, 

convict camps and prison farms, and by peonage contracts.18 Forming the focus of Oshinsky’s 

historical research, the Mississippi State Penitentiary, known from its opening in 1901 as 

‘Parchman Farm’, was even established as a replica of the pre-emancipation cotton plantation, 

as many other prison plantations through the South were, too. It was ‘the closest thing to slavery 

that survived the War’, Oshinsky explains; the product of views on race, criminality, justice, and 

                                                
17  Michael Stephen Hindus, Prison and Plantation: Crime, Justice, and Authority in Massachusetts and 
South Carolina, 1767-1878. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980); Adam Jay Hirsch, The 
Rise of the Penitentiary: Prisons and Punishment in Early America. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1992). 
18Alexander C. Lichtenstein, Twice the Work of Free Labor: The Political Economy of Convict Labor in the 
New South. (New York: Verso, 1996); David M. Oshinsky, Worse Than Slavery: Parchman Farm and the 
Ordeal of Jim Crow Justice. (New York: Free Press, 1996); Matthew J. Mancini, One Dies, Get Another: 
Convict Leasing in the American South, 1866-1928. (Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 
1996); Douglas A. Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name: The Re-Enslavement of Black People in America 
from the Civil War to World War II. (New York: Doubleday, 2008). 
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violence that were forged during the era of slavery.19 He is one of the numerous scholars to have 

shown how the constitutional abolition of slavery, which legalised involuntary servitude as a 

punishment for crime, facilitated the legal transference of chattel slavery to the prison. However, 

this current literature also suggests that the institutional re-enslavement of African Americans in 

Jim Crow prisons serves as the earliest link between these two institutions.20 This thesis contends 

that the relationship between slavery and the prison has a longer history. 

While prison systems of the South remain understudied by scholars of enslavement, 

antebellum legal codes and courtrooms have received considerable attention. In Louisiana, court 

records from multiple jurisdictions unearthed by historian Judith Schafer have formed the basis 

of many legal histories of slavery and emancipation. However, most have focused on the 

character of chattel slavery from the perspective of the courtroom.21 Schafer’s own body of work 

has provided significant insights into Southern interpretations and applications of the laws of 

slavery. Slavery, the Civil Law and the Supreme Court of Louisiana, for example, explored the 

ways that the courts worked to balance the legal imperative of punishing enslaved lawbreakers 

with the preservation of slaveholders’ proprietary rights. In some of these cases, prison sentences 

were handed down to enslaved offenders.22 Such an analysis has highlighted the intersection of 

the Southern criminal justice system with the history of slavery, and to the research of Judith 

                                                
19 Oshinsky, Op cit., 2. 
20 Talitha L. LeFlouria, Chained in Silence: Black Women and Convict Labor in the New South, Justice, 
Power, and Politics. (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2015); Dennis Childs, Slaves of 
the State Black Incarceration from the Chain Gang to the Penitentiary. (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2015); Angela Y. Davis and Joy James, ed., The Angela Y. Davis Reader. (Malden, Mass.: 
Blackwell, 1998), 71-92. 
21 For works that use legal records from Louisiana and other states of the South to explore slavery, see Philip 
J. Schwarz, Twice Condemned: Slaves and the Criminal Laws of Virginia, 1705-1865. (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1988); Thomas D. Morris, Southern Slavery and the Law, 1619-1860 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Christopher Waldrep, Roots of Disorder: Race and 
Criminal Justice in the American South, 1817-80 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998).; Ariela J. 
Gross, Double Character: Slavery and Mastery in the Antebellum Southern Courtroom. (Athens: University 
of Georgia Press, 2006); James M. Campbell, Slavery on Trial: Race, Class, and Criminal Justice in 
Antebellum Richmond, Virginia.(Gainesville, Fla.: University Press of Florida, 2007).; Glenn McNair, 
Criminal Injustice: Slaves and Free Blacks in Georgia’s Criminal Justice System. (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2009); James M. Campbell, Crime and Punishment in African American 
History. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 
22 Judith Kelleher Schafer, Slavery, the Civil Law, and the Supreme Court of Louisiana (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1994); Judith Schafer, ‘Slaves and Crime : New Orleans, 1846-1862’ in 
Christopher Waldrep and Donald G. Nieman, eds., Local Matters : Race, Crime, and Justice in the 
Nineteenth-Century South, Studies in the Legal History of the South (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
2001), 53-90. 
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Schafer and other legal scholars, this thesis is indebted. However, as this thesis draws upon a 

broader source base, it considers, in more detail, the broader implications of slave incarcerations, 

both within the prison economy and the wider society. 

This thesis also contributes to the historiography of slavery in its analysis of both rural and 

urban criminal justice. By presenting both rural and urban jails in a single analysis, the thesis 

cuts across prevailing divisions in a field that has traditionally conceptualised urban slavery and 

plantation slavery as two distinct institutions. That experiences of enslavement in the urban 

South differed markedly from those in rural environments has been well established for some 

time. Since the publication of Richard Wade’s Slavery in the Cities in 1964, scholars have 

extended the literature, shedding light upon regional variations of chattel slavery in the urban 

South. However, the picture that has emerged as a result is one in which urban and rural slavery 

developed in isolation from one other. In much of the literature, their histories run parallel but 

seldom overlap.23 Loosely influenced by the Foucauldian concept of the ‘carceral archipelago’ 

this thesis joins Louisiana’s rural jails, police lockups and city workhouses, together with the 

state’s penitentiary in the same analytic frame to reveal an uneven but highly flexible and diverse 

carceral network which linked agrarian and urban slave economies.24 Rather than serving as 

evidence of an urban-rural divide, this analysis reveals a series of both physical structures that 

reflected the culmination of transregional ideas with local values and confined spaces populated 

by numerous and diverse people. It also reveals human movement between prisons, or, to be 

more precise, the expropriation of prisoners (mostly enslaved) from one setting to another, where 

they could be kept, used, worked, and exploited in advantageous ways. In these exchanges, we 

see Louisiana’s prisons and, more broadly, the Southern justice system operating in the market 

to transform captives into capital.25 

                                                
23 Richard C. Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-1860. (London: Oxford University Press, 1967). 
For examples that include jails and prisons: Gilles Vandal, ‘Regulating Louisiana’s Rural Areas’ Louisiana 
History 42, no. 1 (Winter, 2001), 59-92. 
24 While Foucault considered connections between the prison, hospital, school, asylum and army, he failed to 
acknowledge linkages between different types of jailing institutions. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: 
The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). 
25 Ibid., 297. 
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By considering both the prison as a state institution and its relationship to chattel 

enslavement, this thesis takes a new approach to antebellum history.26 To date, histories of 

nineteenth-century governance have propagated a version of the Old South that was hostile to 

state and (especially) federal authority. ‘The South had a deliberately weak state’, Edward Ayers 

claims in Vengeance and Justice. However, Dale W. Tomich’s paradigm of the ‘Second 

Slavery’, a system of postcolonial slavery shaped by New World market imperatives, suggests 

that enslavers’ interests steered the machinery of the state. Ryan Quintana has similarly 

developed a conceptualisation of liberal state formation in the early national period. Quintana’s 

Journal of Southern History article ‘Planners, Planters, and Slaves’ demonstrates the 

commitment of the state and county governments of South Carolina to public works that 

supported the local slave economy.27 This thesis similarly documents the important function of 

local governments in state and city formation, but as it moves into the antebellum period, it 

reveals an important facet of state support during the Second Slavery that has yet to be studied. 

It argues that incarcerations abetted the formation of local state power, as lawmakers employed 

a race-specific system of penal chain gang labour to support internal improvements. Southern 

prisons have not been investigated from this perspective. 

This social history of slavery and Louisiana’s prisons additionally contributes to the 

broader historical narrative of American capitalism. Reprising some of the conclusions drawn 

by early twentieth-century scholars, including Eric Williams and W.E. B. Du Bois, a surge of 

                                                
26 Some institutional histories of slavery have emerged recently. See Jennifer Oast, Institutional Slavery: 
Slaveholding Churches, Schools, Colleges, and Businesses in Virginia, 1680-1860 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016). 
27 Ryan Quintana, ‘Planners, Planters, and Slaves: Producing the State in Early National South Carolina,’ 
Journal of Southern History 81 (February 2015), 79-116; Dale W. Tomich, Through the Prism of Slavery : 
Labor, Capital, and World Economy, World Social Change (Lanham, Md.: Rowman  Littlefield, 2004), 56-
71. See also: John D. Majewski, Modernizing a Slave Economy: The Economic Vision of the Confederate 
Nation, Civil War America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009). 
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new studies has posited slavery at the centre of capitalism’s ascendency.28 Its malleability made 

chattel slavery compatible with capitalism. In Seth Rockman’s study of Baltimore, as we see the 

building of the capitalist boom town from the ground up by blended slave and free work crews, 

we are reminded that chattel slavery contoured unfree and free labour conditions, as well as those 

of indentured servitude.29 In his study of cotton capitalism, Sven Beckert drew much the same 

conclusion, remarking: ‘this prior phase of capitalism was based not on free labour but slavery’.30 

Walter Johnson’s River of Dark Dreams sheds light upon the grim workings of this prior phase 

of capitalism, the antebellum political economy that Johnson names ‘slave racial capitalism’. 

We see new systems of international financing which transformed enslaved bodies into cash, 

credit, and collateral, as well as new systems of torture designed to make slavery more 

profitable. 31  Another series of essays edited by Beckert and Rockman examines some of 

capitalism’s other innovations in detail. These include new planting and accounting techniques, 

corporal punishments and transportation networks. Prisons are not included in this volume. 

Similarly, while Walter Johnson’s previous work, Soul by Soul, The Business of Slavery and the 

Rise of American Capitalism, 1815-1860, explores the role of private traders’ jails in the 

capitalist transformation of enslaved people, public jails remain an unstudied site of slavery’s 

capitalism. 32  This thesis thus extends the insights of this emerging literature to include 

Louisiana’s prison system, an innovation of slave-capitalism that has not received full-scale 

study before. 

                                                
28 Williams showed how New World slavery and the slave trade provided the capital required to finance 
England’s Industrial Revolution. Williams argues that slave capital pushed industrial capitalism to 
maturation, which in turn destroyed the slave system. Du Bois similarly connected the exploitation of slave 
labourers and, later, freedmen to the development of U.S. capitalism, referring to ‘the black worker’ as the 
‘founding stone of a new economic system in the nineteenth century and for the modern world’. Eric 
Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1947); W. E. B. Du Bois, 
Black Reconstruction in America (New York: Russell & Russell, 1962). 
29 Seth Rockman, Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore. (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2009). 
30 Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History. (New York: Knopf, 2014). 
31 Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2013). See also: Edward E. Baptist, The Half Has Never Been 
Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 2014). 
32 Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman, Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American Economic 
Development. Early American Studies (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016); Walter 
Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life inside the Antebellum Slave Market. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1999).; See also Calvin Schermerhorn. The Business of Slavery and the Rise of American Capitalism, 
1815-1860 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015). 
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By telling this story of how slave-capitalism shaped prison development in Louisiana, this 

thesis weaves the history of slavery into the literature on early U.S. incarcerations, a literature 

that has focused almost exclusively on urban-industrial penitentiary reform in New England and 

New York. The direction of scholarship in this field has been primarily influenced by early 

revisionist scholars, David J. Rothman and Michel Foucault. Rothman’s 1971 book, The 

Discovery of Asylum, describes the gradual replacement of corporal and capital penalties with 

penitentiary incarceration in Jacksonian America as a marker of a sharp break between 

premodern and modern society. As Rothman argues, both the period from which it emerged and 

the industrial, urban world in which the penitentiary developed, were fraught with rapid and 

sometimes jarring transformations. In the face of this change, and as part of a response to a 

widespread, nostalgic longing for a perceived past stability, the penitentiary idea was formed. It 

represented the efforts of reformers–theorists, statesmen, religious leaders, and other elites - to 

re-establish order.33 

Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Modern Prison similarly argued 

that modernity transformed Western punishment between 1760 and 1840, from ‘an art of 

unbearable sensations’ to ‘an economy of suspended rights’. At the centre of this change stood 

the penitentiary, an institution that shifted the goal of corrections from the torture of an 

offender’s body to the discipline of his or her soul. Notwithstanding the differences between old 

and new punishment systems, to Foucault penal detention exemplified the ‘dark side’ of 

bourgeois liberalism.  Because, while juridical reform guaranteed a system of rights that were 

egalitarian in principle, in practice the penitentiary’s inbuilt ‘systems of micro-power’ provided 

an ‘everyday’ support for power relations that were ‘essentially non-egalitarian’. This thesis 

incorporates this idea that prison discipline was shaped to serve a modern, capitalist political 

economy and that new types of imprisoning institutions were, at least initially, designed to exert 

social control through what were considered normalising tactics. However, it challenges the 

limits of Foucault’s discursive analysis of nineteenth-century discipline and punishment in two 

                                                
33 David J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic. (Boston: 
Little, Brown & Co., 1971). 
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important ways. Firstly, by examining the penitentiary within a broader context, not on its own 

but as part of a diverse network of jailing institutions, which also included a patchwork of 

overcrowded city lock-ups, common prisons, and poorly maintained town workhouses, this 

thesis contests the Foucauldian notion that a rupture of transformation led to the sudden and 

complete replacement of older systems of punishment with the new penitentiary technique. 

Within this network of prisons, we see new carceral technologies, including surveillance, solitary 

confinement, and regimentation, employed in tandem with persisting forms of violence. This 

blending of what Foucault would describe as ‘premodern’ and ‘modern’ conditions created 

jailing systems that were flexible to multiple labour forms, including slavery. Secondly, this 

thesis conceptualises Louisiana’s prisons as institutions anchored to the capitalist mode of 

production, not just as a support for its power relations, but as centres of economic production. 

As such it brings into focus the managers of these institutions - jail keepers and agents of the 

state, and the efforts that they made to transform incarcerations, and enslaved incarcerations 

more specifically, into an industry.34 

Influenced by the foundational works of Rothman and Foucault, scholars have emphasised 

the important link between America’s shifting political economy and penal change, advancing 

understandings of the relationship between liberal democracy, capitalism, and the prison.35 

While materialist analyses underline the prison’s role in managing working-class market 

participation in the new world of wage labour, cultural historians have presented penal 

transformation as a reflection of ascendant bourgeois values. 36  In Laboratories of Virtue: 

Punishment, Revolution, and Authority in Philadelphia, 1760-1835 Michael Meranze connects 

insights from both of these subfields. He situates the origins of Eastern State Penitentiary in the 

                                                
34 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 222. 
35 Randall G. Shelden, Controlling the Dangerous Classes: A Critical Introduction to the History of Criminal 
Justice (Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon, 2001); Lawrence M. Friedman, Crime and Punishment in American 
History. (New York: Basic Books, 1993); Mark E. Kann, Punishment, Prisons, and Patriarchy: Liberty and 
Power in the Early American Republic. (New York: New York University Press, 2005). 
36Louis P. Masur, Rites of Execution : Capital Punishment and the Transformation of American Culture, 
1776-1865 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); Jennifer Graber, The Furnace of Affliction : Prisons  
Religion in Antebellum America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011); Janet Miron, 
Prisons, Asylums, and the Public: Institutional Visiting in the Nineteenth Century. (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2011). 
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desires of the state’s elites to circumvent the realities of crime and delinquency with their dream 

of enlightened, liberal democracy. Behind its walls, the East Pennsylvanian prison concealed 

offenders, those individuals who, as Meraze writes, ‘remained outside the bourgeois public 

sphere, and who thereby embodied its limits’.37 Meanwhile, a regime of penal labour, buttressed 

by silence, and surveillance, was established inside the fortress-like institution so that each of its 

inmates might come to embody the disciplined, industrious character of the ideal citizen.  

Gendered analyses of early American penal reform have uncovered the manner by which 

prisons supported an incipient dual-system of capitalism and bourgeois patriarchy.38 Delving 

deeper into the darkened institutions examined by her male peers, Estelle B. Freedman was 

among the first scholars of the prison to examine the birth of the women’s quarters. Using the 

word ‘quarters’ seems generous, especially in light of Freedman’s description of female convicts 

huddled together in a cramped, windowless attic space of Auburn penitentiary, and her equally 

horrifying revelation that women inmates were forced into a prostitution service for the guards 

of Indiana’s State Prison. As Freedman explains, a gendered double standard that held certain 

women (usually working class and immigrant women) culpable for criminal acts but at once 

disqualified them from correctional rehabilitation was underpinned by a popular conception that 

female convicts had ‘fallen’ beyond the reach of reformations.39 Such (mis)conceptions, as other 

feminist scholars have argued, reflected the sharp ‘boundaries of “proper” femininity’. Together, 

works on women’s experiences in confinement have shown that the deliberate mistreatment of 

women in early American penitentiaries played an important role in supporting the broader 

confinement of all women to the margins of public economic and political life.40 

                                                
37 Michael Meranze, Laboratories of Virtue: Punishment, Revolution, and Authority in Philadelphia, 1760-
1835. (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, 
Virginia, by the University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 12. 
38 Mark E. Kann, Taming Passion for the Public Good: Policing Sex in the Early Republic. (New York: New 
York University Press, 2012). 
39 Estelle B. Freedman, Their Sisters’ Keepers: Women’s Prison Reform in America, 1830-1930. (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1981), 15. 
40 L. Mara Dodge, Whores and Thieves of the Worst Kind: A Study of Women, Crime, and Prisons, 1835-
2000 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2002), 12. See also: Nicole Hahn Rafter, Partial Justice: 
Women, Prisons, and Social Control, 2nd ed. (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1990). 
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However, race has received far less attention from scholars of early American prison 

reform, and slavery even less. This has been the case, primarily, due to scholars’ fixation on the 

penitentiary’s role in curtailing the liberties of free labourers in industrial economies. Shaped by 

chattel slavery and the practises governing it, colour-class politics were foundational to 

Jacksonian capitalism, and even in the free North, systemic racism divided the republic’s 

citizenry proletariat. Kali Gross’s research into black women’s experiences in Philadelphia’s 

penal system and Max Mishler’s recent PhD dissertation on abolition and incarceration in New 

York have begun to explore the ways modern prisons buttressed this broader system of 

ethnoracial division and domination in the U.S. At the turn of the nineteenth-century, a pattern 

of disproportionate incarceration emerged in Philadelphia, a pattern that, according to Gross, 

reflected ‘notions of race, gender and sexuality that had forged together to create impossible 

binaries’ in the lives of free African and African American women.41 Mishler’s exploration of 

the overlapping histories of penitentiary reform and gradual abolition in New York between 

1797 and 1828 similarly shows how the prison emerged in tandem with gradual emancipation, 

as a new mode of confinement in which the movement and labour of African American men and 

women could be controlled.42 So, how did the prison interact with slavery? By shifting the 

geographical scope of inquiry to examine penal development in a slave society, this thesis 

uncovers the overlapping histories of penal reform and chattel slavery. In the South, the mass 

incarceration of slave and free black people emerged not as a replacement for slavery, but as a 

way to further leverage and extend its profitability. 

 

Organisation of Chapters 

 

This study of slavery and Louisiana’s prisons is organised into six thematic chapters. 

Chapter 1 provides a background to the slave incarceration practises examined in later chapters 

                                                
41 Kali N. Gross, Colored Amazons: Crime, Violence, and Black Women in the City of Brotherly Love, 1880-
1910. (Durham N.C.: Duke University Press, 2006). 
42 Max Mishler, ‘Boundaries of Freedom: Abolition, Punishment, and State Formation in the Atlantic World, 
1780-1840’. PhD diss. (New York University, 2016). 
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by presenting the broader story of penal change in Louisiana, from the late colonial era through 

the first half of the nineteenth century. Violence, humiliation, and spectacle distinguished 

colonial justice. The hangman and the pillory featured in public squares, drawing crowds to 

displays of shame, torture, and death. The passage of Enlightenment-inspired penal reform laws 

was designed to replace public punishment with incarceration behind prison walls. From serving 

a minor custodial function in colonial justice administration, the prison would become the central 

apparatus of public justice during the Territory’s early national years. In many ways, this chapter 

begins by engaging with the narrative of change that has been presented by David Rothman and 

Michel Foucault. However, it diverges in perspective as it reveals how the changing politics of 

public institutional funding and international financial crises engendered the reorientation of 

Louisiana’s prisons into the free market. It shows the development of an expansive jailing system 

that proved costly over time. All at once, fiscally draining carceral architectures and treatments, 

together with a regional financial downturn, and the dramatic dominance of capitalism during 

the market revolution placed a new demand on the economy of incarceration. As Louisiana’s 

prison system was shaped and reshaped to the contours of the market, the result was the 

development of a flexible and diverse network of jailing institutions in which co-existing modern 

and pre-modern imprisonment conditions were blended, in varying degrees, across rural and 

urban economies. 

Chapters 2 turns its attention to enslaved inmates, and more specifically, to outlining the 

various ways that bondspeople ended up behind bars. It argues that Louisiana’s public prisons 

were frequently populated by slaves who found themselves in jail as an outcome of four distinct 

processes: the first, under charge or conviction of illegal acts; second, upon the request of their 

mistress or master; third, on sale as private property; and fourth, by court order, to secure the 

debts of an insolvent enslaver. In this chapter, we see a series of overlapping formal and informal 

processes at work that reveal state support for enslavement, but also the involvement of private 

slaveholders. We also see the state’s public justice system and its institutions taking shape in 

support of racialised chattel slavery. 
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In Chapter 3, a survey of Louisiana’s jailing institutions from the perspective of enslavers 

explores the nature of slave incarceration practises across the state’s urban and rural 

typographies. While institutional intervention was a visible part of urban life, prisons still played 

an important role in reinforcing public law and the planters’ rule in rural Louisiana. Differences 

between urban and rural slave incarceration practises underscore the flexibility of slavery and 

imprisonment, both of which were shaped and reshaped to fit the contours of distinct economies. 

The chapter even shows how the new vogue for imprisonment influenced plantation 

management, as slaveholders learnt new ‘slave management’ ideas from the state’s cutting edge 

carceral system. 

Chapter 4 will examine Louisiana’s chain gangs to reveal the interlocking state and private 

interest in the economy of slave incarcerations. Where historians have previously documented 

African American chain gangs in the postbellum South, this chapter demonstrates their early 

emergence during the antebellum years. It examines the different types of public improvements 

they were compelled to work on, which included levee building, road paving, street cleaning, 

ditch digging and river clearing. These important infrastructural projects supported local 

commerce, transportation, and population growth. As this chapter demonstrates, Louisiana’s 

bonded penal labourers played a significant role in the state’s capitalist expansion. 

In chapter 5, the business of prison keeping is explored, demonstrating slavery’s close 

connection to the entrepreneurial strategies of a range of state actors. Emerging as a profession 

in Louisiana during the early nineteenth century, jailing fused together the imperatives of inmate 

discipline and security with the fundamental elements of managerialism: control, accountability 

and measurement. Record keeping, labour supervision, purchasing provisions, and 

administering corporal punishments were just a few of the jailer’s most common duties. Their 

daily labours brought them into contact with police and patrollers, state engineers, city surveyors, 

as well as governors and mayors, the various agents of the state who lodged prisoners, negotiated 

penal labour contracts, and regulated prisons respectively. Their business was risky and, as this 

chapter shows, these men bound themselves to an ongoing process of creative destruction, of 

forging their own money-making opportunities through the seizure and exploitation of human 
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chattels belonging to other men and women. In this entrepreneurial process, we see Louisiana’s 

for-profit prison industry taking root. By viewing jailers as part of this process, this chapter 

extends our understanding of ‘mastery’ in the Old South. 

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis with a discussion of enslaved perspectives, considering 

how prisons looked to African and African American residents and visitors, from the inside-out. 

A small surviving collection of firsthand accounts will be used to reveal the ways that enslaved 

people thought, felt, talked about and resisted the nascent mass incarceration industry described 

in previous chapters. As it shows, those confined to both slavery and the prison shaped the nature 

of life behind bars as they socialised, observed religious traditions, smuggled contraband, and 

even broke jail. By revealing jails as a site of slave resistance, this chapter adds to our 

understanding of the way power was exercised and contested in nineteenth-century slave 

societies. 

 

Methodology and Sources 

 

As with other social histories from the bottom-up, this history of Louisiana’s prisons from 

the inside-out comes together as a collage of sources. Legal digests, legislative journals, court 

records, and newspaper reports form the basis of much of this thesis, uncovering the nature of 

slave incarcerations in both law and practise. Annual reports of the board of control of the state 

penitentiary to the legislature provide a remarkable amount of information regarding the prison’s 

operations, its finances, personnel, and inmates. They additionally presented evidence of slave 

imprisonment. Scattered through the pages of these reports were the names of nearly two 

hundred slaves, each of whom served time between 1835 and 1861. Details of their work, 

illnesses and deaths in custody, and resistance efforts, also included in these reports, provide 

valuable insight into the experiences of enslaved people confined to the penitentiary. These are 

sources that have been used by scholars already, but this thesis considers them from a new 

perspective. 
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Shedding light on the stories of jailers and their prisoners - stories that unfolded behind 

prison walls - has required the creative consideration of these extensively used sources in 

combination with other understudied, fragmentary evidence. This thesis is among the first works 

to draw data on slave incarcerations from the series of Crescent City prisoner log books and 

chain gang receipts that are filed in Xavier University’s Charles F. Heartman Manuscripts of 

Slavery Collection. Daily arrest reports numbering into the hundreds not only attest to the 

prevalence of slave incarceration in urban Louisiana, but document the reasons for slaves’ 

arrests, to who incarcerated slaves belonged, and how long they could remain behind bars. In 

many instances, these sources have been coupled with others to form stories of often unknown 

individuals that have been combined to form a single narrative. In chapter 4, for instance, the 

city surveyor’s daily reports of the public improvements completed by the city’s chain gangs 

(also housed in the Heartman collection), are combined with travelogues, to bring the story of 

New Orleans’s capitalist development to life. In chapter 5, the study of jailers that takes place 

draws heavily upon U.S. federal census records. Population and non-population returns from 

1850 and 1860 provide unique snapshots of Louisiana’s jailers, their family life, neighbours, 

personal wealth, and sometimes, the composition of their inmate populations. Snapshots of their 

jails, as captured in the published reports of grand juries and other inspectors, offer insight into 

the ways that these men managed their prison businesses. 

 

*** 

 

While this study of Louisiana’s prisons remains largely confined to the nineteenth century, 

some of its findings resonate beyond the immediate scope of its temporal setting. As one 

antebellum visitor aptly remarked, ‘[T]he past clings to the present in New Orleans…it locks 

hands with the future’. This certainly seems true. In its discussion of Louisiana’s penal past, this 

thesis uncovers examples of racial disparity, institutional privatisation, plummeting prisoner care 

costs, labour exploitation, and inmate trafficking that bear a striking similarity to those reported 

in contemporary news media. In fact, the findings of a recent eight-part exposé on the state’s 
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$182 million industry by the New Orleans Times-Picayune resound like echoes of the nineteenth 

century. In Louisiana, which currently imprisons more people per capita than any other state or 

country, ‘a picture emerges’, suggests its writer, ‘of convicts as chattel and a legal system 

essentially based on human commodification’.43 

 

 

                                                
43 Belle Hunt, ‘New Orleans, Yesterday and Today’, in Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly 31, no. 6 (June 
1891), 654; Cindy Chang, ‘Louisiana is the World’s Prison Capital’, Times-Picayune (New Orleans, La), 
May 13, 2012, URL: www.nola .com/crime/index.ssf/2012/05/louisiana_is_the_worlds_prison.html 
(accessed June 2012).  
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Chapter 1 

Penal Reform in the State of Louisiana 

 

‘In Louisiana, there is no such thing as prison discipline or reformatory penal systems’, 

lamented one contributor to the local newspaper, the True Delta. ‘We have prisons and 

workhouses and houses of refuge…for the detention of criminals and persons accused of crime’, 

he continued, ‘but we labour under a sad deficiency in regard to a system that at once combines 

industry, improvement, and punishment’.1 On frontier territory west of the Mississippi River, 

the state penitentiary at Baton Rouge had, in fact, been the first penal institution of its type to be 

erected and from the time of its reception of its first inmates in 1833, the prison served as a 

model for other southwestern states. And it was in Louisiana, rather than in New England - the 

supposed epicentre of American penal reform - that one activist had reportedly toured ‘the best-

ordered institutions of its kind in the union’.2 In early 1855, as the aforementioned True Delta 

opinion piece went to press, the penitentiary’s two hundred and ninety-five convicts were 

engaged in the industrial manufacturing of textiles, bricks, and an array of other products, or 

‘reformative labour’ as their keepers would have called it.3 But as its despairing writer observed 

- quite accurately, too – Louisiana’s penitentiary, like the state’s entire penal system, had become 

an expensive establishment. And despite its conception in the early welfare reform movement, 

it was out of the passage of policies that were designed to contain incarcerations’ costs that 

Louisiana’s prison industry was born. 

What was observable to at least one antebellum contemporary will be explored in this 

chapter. This chapter will trace the evolution of Louisiana’s penal system, from its colonial 

origins to its expansion into an incarceration industry during the antebellum years, to show how 

the state’s jailing institutions were shaped by the same economic market imperatives that were 

                                                
1 ‘Reprint: Leasing the Penitentiary’, BRDAdv, February 8, 1855, 2. 
2 Elizabeth Wisner, Public Welfare Administration in Louisiana, Social Problems and Social Policy--the 
American Experience (New York: Arno Press, 1976), 156. 
3 Annual Report of the Board of Directors, Clerk and Officers of the Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge, 
for the year ending December 31, 1854. (New Orleans: Emile La Sere, State Printers, 1855). 
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shaping much of early nineteenth century America. As it will argue, Enlightenment-inspired 

penal reforms, which featured the greater use of incarceration, set in motion a new demand for 

economy that ultimately characterised the modern system. From serving a minor custodial 

function in colonial justice administration to becoming the central apparatus of the state during 

the Territory’s early national years, Louisiana’s imprisoning institutions were gradually 

reoriented into the free market. This was most noticeable in the emergence and evolution of the 

state’s penitentiary but was also evident in the gradual development of the New Orleans 

workhouse system, too. Whereas jailing techniques from the colonial years remained a part of 

the confinement experience in the prison of Orleans Parish, the workhouses were modern in their 

embrace of market functions. Conditions in many parish jails changed slowly, however, as this 

chapter reveals, some didn’t change at all. But both continuity and change were rooted in 

economy. 

While this chapter will examine the penal system of Louisiana in reform, it will also 

identify continuities in the region’s carceral infrastructure over time. As reform swept the Gulf 

Coast and inspired prison modernisation, conditions within some prisons, particularly those in 

struggling rural communities, rarely improved. Or even when they did, race and sex segregation 

practises denied certain segments of the state’s inmate population access to rehabilitative 

services. However, rather than serving as evidence of an rural-urban divide, as scholars have 

previously suggested, this chapter argues that co-existing modern and pre-modern imprisonment 

conditions across the state’s various typographies underline the economic imperatives that 

shaped jailing in Louisiana. 

Cost management was at once determined by economy inside of the prison system, and 

by market fluctuations on the outside. The following investigation into penal operations will 

explore some of the broad economic shifts that affected the management of prisons and the 

experiences of incarcerated peoples, from local demographic change, environmental disasters, 

and epidemics, to international financial crises and the fluctuating market price of cotton. 
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While the focus is on the collision of changing intellectual and economic forces that 

shaped Louisiana’s prison development, the people of the state will be broadly represented 

throughout this chapter. Behind prison walls was a diverse population of males and females, 

adults and children, enslaved and free people. Once the currency of rehabilitative ideals, each 

body contained there within, would be forcibly invested into larger local and transatlantic 

markets. Even while they were isolated from society, the state’s incarcerated peoples found their 

lives increasingly fused to the same market-driven projects of state-building and capitalist 

expansion that defined the lives of all Louisianans. Subsequent chapters will explore the 

significance of this penal change in the history of enslavement. In this chapter, slaves appear 

alongside free people, whose confinement experiences were shared and shaped in many ways 

by the same waves of change. 

Major turning points will be traced in three sections, each based on a collection of 

surviving court records, building plans, prison reports, and inspection findings. The first section 

will focus upon colonial jails and outline their custodial function in public justice before the 

American Purchase of 1803. The second will advance chronologically, to trace the repositioning 

of the prison from the edges into the centre of public justice. It examines Louisiana’s application 

of Enlightenment-inspired legal reforms, which swept much of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century Atlantic world. It will additionally outline the state’s new architectures for rehabilitative 

confinement, paying particular attention to the establishment of the penitentiary system in Baton 

Rouge, Louisiana. Responsive strategies to contain the blowout costs of both the penitentiary 

and the New Orleans city workhouse will be examined in the third and final section of this 

chapter. In the case of each institution, state and local governments replaced a penological 

philosophy centred on reform with the tenets of free market enterprise. 

 

The Colonial Jail 
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Louisiana’s earliest jailing system dates back to the early eighteenth century. In fact, the 

civil prison was the first public buildings erected in the French penal colony, Nouvelle-Orléans, 

and also one of the first in the region to be constructed entirely of brick. Work on the building 

began in 1729, and by January of the following year, its cells were ready to receive its first 

inmates. The prison stood in the heart of the riverside settlement, opposite the levee, alongside 

the St. Louis Cathedral and barracks that bound the town square, Place d’Armes. Its arched 

entranceway opened onto Chartres Street outside, facing the public square. Though in time 

prisoners would create alternatives, this was the jail’s only architecturally designed point of entry 

and exit. From it, the rest of the complex extended back towards Royal Street. It consisted of 

two buildings that were joined together by a semi-enclosed courtyard. The first building, at the 

front of the complex, contained the civil courtroom and a two-story apartment for the turnkey. 

Inside the second, at the back of the complex, there were four vaulted dungeons for common 

use, and four upper-level furnished cells that were reserved for women and wealthy prisoners.4 

This brick jail replaced an older, wooden structure that one eighteenth century 

contemporary described as ‘a large square…with huge beams…laid one atop another and 

secured on the outside by stout iron bars’. Quarrelling with authorities had landed Jean-Francois-

Benjamin Dumont de Montigny inside this log jail for nearly seven days. His 1747 memoir offers 

a rare glimpse inside its dungeons and the dangerous villains that inhabited them. ‘I leave it to 

you to imagine whether I was able to sleep at all, even though I had several comrades there with 

me’, he remarked. The jailer seems to have been equally notorious. He threatened those who 

were unable to pay for their keeping to ‘submit to the dance of the diamond’ --engage in a sword 

fight with his cell-mates.5 

                                                
4 Samuel Wilson and Leonard Victor Huber, The Cabildo on Jackson Square: The Colonial Period, 1723-
1803. (New Orleans: Friends of the Cabildo, 1970), 3-4; Marcus Whiffen and Frederick Koeper, American 
Architecture. Vol. 1. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1983), 28. 
5 Jean-François-Benjamin Dumont de Montigny, The Memoir of Lieutenant Dumont, 1715-1747: A 
Sojourner in the French Atlantic. Gordon M. Sayre, trans. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2012), 174. 
 



 25 

The Coutumes de Paris established the jurisdiction of the Superior Council of Louisiana 

at New Orleans over the colony’s criminal cases, and thereby the town’s jail functioned as a 

facility for the lodgement of petit offenders and dangerous suspects from near and afar. The 

transfer of one offender, Étienne La Rue, could be measured in mere steps, for example. In 1747, 

the twenty-two-year-old Senegalese seaman who had allegedly fired a gun during a scuffle with 

three French soldiers on the levee was conducted on the short trip to the jail by local patrollers.6 

In contrast, Michel Dégoût’s journey to this same jail was a great deal longer. Charged with the 

murder of a fellow townsman, the master sculptor trudged over four hundred kilometres from 

his hometown of Natchitoches in irons.7 

Under Spanish rule, the New Orleans jail continued to operate as it had in the former 

French colony. In November 1769, three years after the cession of Louisiana from France to 

Spain, Governor Don Alejandro O’Reilly oversaw both the replacement of the French Superior 

Council with the Cabildo and the decentralisation of Louisiana’s courts. Population growth in 

once remote areas of Louisiana required that there be some administration of justice beyond 

New Orleans. However, in criminal matters, while appointed officers were vested with the 

authority to arrest and imprison suspects and known offenders, they were required to first report 

the nature of the charges against each person to the Cabildo and then await instructions on 

whether to release or transport them to New Orleans for prosecution. This is how two upriver 

field hands, Francisco Mirliton and Pedro Nicolas (also named ‘Temba’), ended up in New 

Orleans. In 1771, the two enslaved men were suspected of shooting and killing their master, 

Baptiste Cezaire Lébreton and, because of this, they were seized by order of the Governor and 

transported from their master’s Jefferson Parish plantation estate into the vaulted dungeons of 

the New Orleans prison. Within its confines, they remained for twenty days. Interrogation, 

violent torture, and a trial eventually led to their macabre public execution.8 

                                                
6 Heloise H. Cruzat, trans. ‘Documents Covering the Criminal Trial of Etienne La Rue, May 1747’, 
Louisiana Historical Quarterly 13, no. 3 (July 1930), 378-90. 
7 Lawrence M. Friedman, Law in America: A Short History. (New York: Modern Library, 2002), 77-9. 
8 Derek Noel Kerr, Petty Felony, Slave Defiance, and Frontier Villainy: Crime and Criminal Justice in 
Spanish Louisiana, 1770-1803. (New York: Garland Publishing, 1993), 129-30. 
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Prisoner transportation of this nature released Louisiana’s remote communities from the 

costly burden of confinement. Despite this, most jailers across the colony still struggled 

financially. Their prisons were typically kept in ‘very bad condition’.9 In 1770, a debtor who 

managed to flee from the jail of Pointe Coupée testified to suffering illness due to a ‘lack of light 

and ventilation’, as well as starvation, ‘because the jailor (sic) was too poor to feed him’.10 As 

the district governor of Natchez discovered, state funding for the improvement of such poor 

jailing conditions was out of the question. Submitted in 1792, his petition to have a new jail built 

was turned down by the Governor.11 Realising that they would receive little to no fiscal support 

from the Crown, and ‘dismayed’ by the ‘great expense’ of maintaining inmates, residents of the 

German Coast strongly opposed Governor Francisco Luis Héctor de Carondelet’s order to 

construct a local jail. In 1796, local authorities wrote him, ‘The prison in New Orleans was 

always good, we find it good for the future’.12 

Perhaps the local authorities of the German Coast were not aware of the deteriorating 

conditions within the New Orleans prison when they declared it to be ‘always good’. While it 

was known by those on the outside to be a ‘very strong’ building, one explorer acquainted with 

the jail’s interior described it as ‘a wretched receptacle of vice and misery’. 13  Inside its 

windowless dungeons, without a ray of natural light or adequate ventilation, its inmates 

languished. Poor drainage worsened conditions. When heavy rains showered the city, the 

prisoners’ quarters flooded. Damp and bitterly cold in winter, wet, and torturously stifling in 

summer, their tenements were filled, year-round, with the musty odours of mould and mildew, 

combined with the fetor of human waste. And while the rancid stench became so strong that it 

                                                
9 ‘David K. Bjork, ed., ‘Documents Relating to Alexandra O’Reilly and an Expedition Sent out by Him from 
New Orleans to Natchitoches, 1769-1770’, Louisiana Historical Quarterly 7, no.1 (January 1924), 31. 
10 Laura L. Porteous, ed., ‘Index to the Spanish Judicial Records of Louisiana’, Louisiana Historical 
Quarterly 7, no. 1 (January 1924), 185.  
11  D. Clayton James, Antebellum Natchez. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1993), 36. 
12 Anne A. Baade, ‘Slave Indemnities: A German Coast Response, 1795’, Louisiana History 20, no. 1 
(Winter 1979), 108. 
13  Philip Pittman, The Present State of the European Settlements on the Mississippi; with a Geographical 
Description of That River. (London: Printed for J. Nourse and P. Vaillant, 1770), 11; James Hildreth, 
Dragoon Campaigns to the Rocky Mountains; Being a History of the Enlistment, Organization, and First 
Campaigns of the Regiment of United States Dragoons; Together with the Incidents of a Soldier’s Life, and 
Sketches of Scenery and Indian Character (New York: Wiley  Long, 1836), 245. 
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permeated through the prison’s walls and wafted through the streets, it seemed to some that the 

town’s entire population of vermin - its rats, mosquito, lice, and spiders - made its way into the 

prisoners’ quarters. Not surprisingly, those trapped inside routinely attempted to flee.14 

Scanty provisions added to it inmates’ suffering. Straw, bread, and water were the only 

items that the jailer was obliged to provide for his prisoners, though he was required to use their 

money (if they had any) to purchase requested additional provisions from the market. But in the 

economically fledgling colony, successive jailers struggled to keep up with the cost of prisoners’ 

care. Following his sudden death in 1785, one keeper was survived by a debt equal to half of his 

annual earnings. This amount he owed to a local baker for the purchase of bread for his 

prisoners. 15  And through the French and Spanish colonial years, commodity scarcity and 

inflation in the Lower Mississippi Valley placed even the most basic foodstuffs beyond the reach 

of most prisoners, especially debtors and slaves.16 Among cellmates, most of whom had become 

well acquainted with the aches and pains that sleeping on a floor of stone could cause, one 

prisoner was heralded as ‘the king of the prison’, because he had a mattress.17 

Already crumbling with neglect, the complex was ravaged by fire in 1788 and again in 

1794.18 In the aftermath of the later conflagration, as the jailhouse lay abandoned in a state of 

disrepair, its prisoners languished for months within the confines of a schooner.19 Over the four 

years that followed, the keeper of the prison repeatedly petitioned the Cabildo to provide for the 

repair of its roof, upper apartments, lower cells, and courtyard. Finally, in June 1798, the 

Governor commissioned architect Don Gilberto Guillemard to produce a series of plans for each 

of the jailer’s requested repairs, and for a new double-storey cell-block. But it would be another 

two years before Guillemard’s planned construction work to reach completion.20 During that 

                                                
14 Laura L. Porteous, trans., ‘Sanitary Conditions in New Orleans under the Spanish Regime, 1799–1800’, 
Louisiana Historical Quarterly 15, no. 4 (October 1932), 611-12. 
15 Laura L. Porteous, ed., ‘Index to the Spanish Judicial Records of Louisiana, Louisiana Historical Quarterly 
28, no. 4 (October 1945), 1252. 
16 John Garretson Clark, New Orleans, 1718-1812: An Economic History (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1970). 
17 Dumont de Montigny, The Memoir of Lieutenant Dumont, 1715-1747, 174.  
18 Wilson and Huber, The Cabildo on Jackson Square, 18-20 
19 Kerr, Petty Felony, 186. 
20 Wilson & Huber, Op. cit., 42. 
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time, with space at a minimum, colonial authorities removed at least thirty-five prisoners to 

Havana.21 

Construction of a new cell-block was supposed to ameliorate conditions, but it failed to 

accommodate the jail’s growing inmate population. In the aftermath of the slave rebellion in 

Saint Domingue, as refugees landed upon New Orleans’s shores, local authorities who feared 

the outbreak of revolution in Louisiana vigilantly filled the jail’s dungeons with imported 

enslaved women and men whom they suspected were rogues. The Cabildo in New Orleans had, 

in previous years, made several attempts to regulate the flow of foreign slaves into Spanish 

Louisiana, but after rumours of a conspiracy among slaves in Pointe Coupée spread through the 

colony in 1795, authorities sanctioned the incarceration of illegally imported aliens. Adding to 

the prison population in 1802 were three enslaved women, servants of the widowed Haitian 

immigrant, Madame de Fleury. They had been dragged to the prison by ‘a couple of constables’, 

Berquin-Duvallon recalled in his travel narrative.22  

At the same time, overcrowded conditions in the jail of New Orleans were exacerbated by 

the slow process of the courts of law. In one instance, one unfortunate defendant suffered four 

years of confinement in the city jail, pending an investigation into a charge of slander against 

him. 23  As he toured the newly purchased American Territory of Orleans in January 1804, 

Governor William C. C. Claiborne counted upwards of one hundred prisoners, ‘some of whom’, 

he informed the U.S. Secretary of State, ‘had been there from ten to thirteen years, on Suspicions 

of crimes of which it does not appear they were ever convicted’.24 

Neglect of the building and its inmates was, more broadly speaking, indicative of the jail’s 

limited custodial function in colonial corrections.25 In this era, imprisonment as a correctional 

measure was not commonplace. Indexed by Derek Nobel Kerr, only twelve of the surviving two 

                                                
21 Kerr, Op. cit., 201, n35. 
22 Berquin-Duvallon, Travels in Louisiana and the Floridas, in the Year, 1802: Giving a Correct Picture of 
Those Countries, John Davis, trans., (New York: I. Riley & Company, 1806), 75. 
23 Ibid., 253. 
24 Letter from William C.C. Claiborne to James Madison, New Orleans, La., January 2, 1804, Dunbar 
Rowland, ed., Official Letter Books of William C.C. Claiborne 1801-1816, Vol I (Jackson, MI., 1917), 325. 
25 Philip D. Jordan, ‘The Close and Stinking Jail’, The Pacific Northwest Quarterly 60, no. 1 (January 1969), 
1-9. 
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hundred and fifty-four criminal proceedings recorded between 1770 and 1803 resulted in a 

prison sentence upon conviction. 26  In one of these cases, a motley crew of gamblers was 

sentenced to just ten days in jail and ‘the usual fine’ of fifty pesos. The owner and operator of 

the gaming house in which authorities had discovered them received an additional ten days of 

jail time.27 A term of eight years, the most extended sentence handed down by the colonial 

criminal courts, was handed down in the case against Carlos le Rois, a convicted of murderer 

from New Iberia. By the date of judgement in June 1793, le Rois had already spent four years in 

the New Orleans jail.28 Another long sentence was handed down in another murder case. A 

transcription of the case reveals the court’s odd decision to lockup the ten-year-old enslaved 

perpetrator in prison indefinitely, because he was ‘too young for execution’.29  

In the majority of criminal cases, guilty parties were subject to corporal punishment or 

pecuniary penalties instead of prison time. These types of punishments varied from case to case, 

as they were meted out at the discretion of each court. Rarely commensurate with the seriousness 

of the offence committed, sentencing decisions were typically determined by the socio-economic 

status of the accused and/or their victim/s. Occupying an elite standing above the law, men of 

title or wealth rarely appear in the records of the colonial courts. More numerous are transcripts 

of trials of petit gens - sailors, soldiers, common labourers, and slaves. Criminals of this class 

were far more likely to face corporal penalties than were members of the emergent bourgeoisie 

or even the petite bourgeoisie. However, as Shannon Lee Dawdy’s examination of early court 

records indicates, by the 1740s, Louisiana’s courts routinely sentenced enslaved convicts to the 

most ‘dramatic’ and ‘distinctly’ violent punishments, often for crimes that did not exist for 

whites, not even poor whites.30 A comparison of two cases in 1798-99 demonstrates this point 

well. In the case against a free white artisan, the penalty for slander was a fine to the sum of 

                                                
26 Kerr, Slave Defiance, Appendix, 1, 215-262 (cases that resulted in a prison sentence: 216, 223-24, 227-29, 
234, 239, 241-43. 
27 Ibid., 241. 
28 ibid., 239. 
29 ibid., 252 
30 Shannon Dawdy, Building the Devil’s Empire: French Colonial New Orleans (Chicago: University of 
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thirty-six pesos and seven reals. Just months later, the court ordered three hundred lashes for an 

enslaved man named Alexandro who had been convicted of the same offence. 31  

The nature of slave policing and severity of sentencing in cases involving enslaved 

suspects intensified with slavery’s expansion and what scholars have referred to as the 

subsequent ‘re-Africanization’ of Lower Louisiana between 1766 and 1785. During this period, 

the enslaved population trebled from 5,600 to 15,000 and represented about fifty-five percent of 

the colony’s total population for the remaining years of the Spanish regime. Controlling this 

unfree labour force became a priority of the slave-owning class, and they deployed the courts, 

among other public institutions, to reinforce their own authority.32 

In cases against both enslaved and free people, punishment in colonial Louisiana was 

almost always a public event, a practice that mingled vengeance with shame. A public apology, 

for example, usually accompanied the payment of a fine. This shaming element, it was thought, 

would deter others from committing similar crimes. Belief in the deterrent value of exemplary 

punishment more broadly encouraged the colony’s judges to sentence select offenders to serve 

terms of ‘public shame’. In the case against Don Juan Luis Lalonde Dapremont’s unfortunate 

servant Julia, a bondswoman convicted of the attempted poisoning of her mistress, the court 

handed down a sentence of two hundred lashes and two hours of public shame per day for eight 

successive days.33 Confined to pillories in the town square, Julia was exposed to the humiliating 

taunting and violent abuses of by-passers – public shame. In the pillories others suffered 

humiliation, whippings, and an array of tortures. Together, bodily mutilation and infamy 

extended the punishing effects of each sentence, creating conditions in which perpetrators (or 

alleged perpetrators) were made to feel ‘confined without being in prison’, as one penal historian 

has put it.34 

                                                
31 Op. cit., 251-52. 
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33 Op. cit., 221, 227.  
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Just steps from the New Orleans jail, the public square served as a theatre of violence 

where at least forty-one executions were performed.35 Taking place on February 1, 1766, the 

death of the aforementioned convicted murderer, Michel Dégoût, typified the macabre spectacle 

of capital punishment in colonial Louisiana. Adorned in a white robe, with a rope noose around 

his neck, and a flaming torch in hand, Dégoût was removed from his prison cell and put in a 

tumbril that was embellished with posters reading ‘murderer and assassin’. In it, he was driven 

to the steps of the cathedral, whereupon he fell to his knees and discharged a confession of his 

crimes as part of a repentant cry for mercy. Then, the procession continued. Dégoût was driven 

to the public square, and there he was strangled to death. His lifeless body was then thrown over 

a scaffold and broken for all to gaze upon.36 

More frequent and bloodier were the executions of enslaved convicts. Between 1776 and 

1795, the average annual execution rate for slaves was more than eight times higher than that 

for white offenders.37 Mass executions of enslaved offenders were not uncommon as the spectre 

of rebellion and revolution gripped colonial authorities. The most odious occurred in 1795, after 

the above-mentioned discovery of an alleged slave plot in Pointe Coupée. Over five days as 

many as twenty-three men and women implicated as co-conspirators were publicly executed. 

Within the fatal grip of the hangman’s noose, each one forfeited his or her life within minutes, 

but the morbid exhibition of so-called justice continued for weeks with the decapitated heads 

and mutilated body parts of those executed on display along the Mississippi River, from New 

Orleans to Pointe Coupée.38 

In the Atlantic context, Louisiana’s colonial era criminal punishment system was not 

unique. In fact, it mirrored European traditions and shared similarities with those of many North 

American and Caribbean communities. Furthermore, as the observations of eighteenth century 
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contemporaries make clear, regardless of their location, Old and New World prisons were not 

dissimilar to that of New Orleans. ‘So filthy and Nasty’ was how inspectors described the jail of 

Annapolis, Maryland, for example. Across the Atlantic, in England, the starving inmates of 

Rochester were notorious for begging by-passers for food and liquor. And while prisoners of 

Cap François in Santo Domingo were able to find their way out of their dilapidated dungeon-

cells, thousands of innocent souls found no such escape from the fortified ‘holes’ that lined the 

West African coast. Within the darkened walls of one, Ottobah Cugoano could hear 

‘nothing…but the rattling of chains, smacking of whips, and the groans and cries of our fellow-

men’.39 

 

The Enlightened Prison 

 

During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, progressive legal and 

institutional reform movements ushered in significant changes to imprisoning systems 

throughout the Old and New World, including Lower Louisiana. Underpinning change was a 

paradigm shift in conceptions of crime and punishment, the occurrence of which followed the 

emergence of a distinct underclass in nascent industrial centres on both sides of the Atlantic. 

Punctuated by unprecedented mobility, uncertain wages, privation, issues of dependency, and 

deviance, the existence of such a class of people contradicted bourgeois visions of an 

enlightened, liberal society. A perceived problem of crime, particularly in densely populated 

towns, cities, and ports, moved theorists to critique the utility of traditional, retributive penal 

punishments.  
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Writings of Charles Woodmason, Anglican Itinerant. (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early 
American History and Culture at Williamsburg, Va. by The University of North Carolina Press, 1953), 236.; 
Michael Ignatieff, A Just Measure of Pain: The Penitentiary in the Industrial Revolution, 1750-1850. (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 34; Shelby Thomas McCloy, The Negro in the French West Indies. 
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In discourse, reformers applied the rationalist philosophy of the Enlightenment to devise 

new legal codes and, eventually, new systems of corrections to contain crime. Inspired by the 

political philosophy of Montesquieu, Cesare Beccaria’s influential 1764 treatise On Crimes and 

Punishments provided the legal principles that would be enshrined by the United States in its 

constitutional Bill of Rights. Conceptualising crime in a new way, no longer through a fatalistic 

lens but as a violation of the social contract, Beccaria urged for the creation of clear and concisely 

articulated penal codes, in which prescribed punishments would provide all men with sufficient 

reason to resist crime. On the topic of criminal punishment, Beccaria’s treatise lampooned public 

torture and execution as excessive. As a ‘terrible spectacle’ of the passions of judges, it 

contended that violent torture was a ‘momentary affair’ that would not only fail to deter criminals 

from reoffending but would brutalise onlookers. Governed by legal procedure, certain and 

prompt punishments relative in severity with each offence, Beccaria argued, would serve as both 

a deterrent for those who might otherwise be tempted by their passions and as a disciplinary 

method that might prevent the convict from reoffending.40 Incorporating these utilitarian ideals, 

reforms to punishment systems in the early republic led to the codification of penal laws and 

procedures. In various states, revised criminal laws reduced the number of crimes punishable by 

death. By 1794, the only crime to be categorised as a capital offence in Pennsylvania was first-

degree murder, for example. 

The centrality of the prison as a means of both punishing and disciplining the so-called 

dangerous classes came into being because of this early legal reform, with the need to replace 

sanguinary punishments. Again, Beccaria’s On Crimes and Punishments proved influential with 

its prescription of ‘perpetual slavery’ as an effective deterrent for crime. This penalty was, as 

Beccaria contended, a more horrifying punishment than death for both the convict and spectator 

to contemplate.41 Reformers spoke of imprisonment as a justifiable form of slavery befitting 

lawbreakers and they increasingly couched this type of punishment in the language of liberal 
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citizenship and individual reformation.42 They spoke of their imagined prisons as refuges from 

the spaces of societal decay -- dysfunctional homes, drinking houses, and other ‘bad 

environments’ wherein inhabitants could be arrested by ‘intemperance, idleness, ignorance, 

vicious associations, irreligion, and poverty’, as one reformer claimed. Time, silence and labour 

on the inside would turn imprisoned convicts into penitent citizens.43 

The penitentiary model developed over the first quarter of the nineteenth century, as a 

means of reforming the criminal class into a working class. This, as reformers insisted, would 

require improved imprisonment conditions. Clean quarters, uniforms, regular meals, scheduled 

bathing times, healthcare, and religious instruction were all designed to inculcate inmates with 

the bourgeois virtues of cleanliness, discipline, industry, and respect for private property. In 

1816, the New York legislature sanctioned the incorporation of productive industrial labour into 

the daily routine of its convicts. By 1820, a dominant institutional philosophy had emerged from 

the Auburn State Prison in New York: the congregate system. Accordingly, inside the 

penitentiary’s walls, inmates were locked in solitary confinement each evening, separated from 

the corrupting influences of each other and the world. During the day, they laboured in factory 

workshops. Though they laboured together, they were isolated from each other not by walls nor 

bars but by a silence that was enforced by heavily armed guards. In time, this treatment of 

convicts would be adopted in other states, including Louisiana. 

Reform ideas percolated into Louisiana and would eventually inform penal practice. But 

in the early nineteenth century, reform was interrupted by a series of treaties and transactions 

that saw the southwestern territory change imperial three times hands in less than twelve months, 

from Spain to the United States via France. A movement in support of penal reform in the new 

American territory aligned itself with international proponents but spoke of imprisonment as an 

extension of national constitutional liberty. Even during his earliest days in office, Louisiana’s 

first noncolonial governor, William C.C. Claiborne, could sense a ‘great impatience’ among new 

citizens of the republic for the extension of constitutional law into their society. ‘It gives me 
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great satisfaction to learn from every side the favourable inclinations of the People and their 

confidence in the justice and generous intentions of the American Government towards the 

Province’, he told the Secretary of State. ‘Much is expected by the people from the upright and 

pure character of the American Judiciary’, Claiborne continued. But as he also noted, this would 

take time.44 

Gradual legal and institutional reform began with the territorial legislature’s adoption of 

‘an act for the punishment of crimes and misdemeanours’ in 1805. Introducing common law 

principles into Louisiana’s system of jurisprudence, fifty-two sections of this act provide 

definitions for thirty-two punishable offences, from slander to murder, along with their 

corresponding penalties. Accordingly, only one crime remained punishable by death; ‘wilful 

[sic] murder’, and an array of sanguinary sanctions once administered upon convict bodies by 

the colonial courts had been replaced by terms of incarceration. Sentence severity, measured by 

time behind bars, was proportional to the perceived gravity of each crime. Felony offences, 

including rape, arson, and forgery, attracted a maximum sentence of life imprisonment, while, 

according to the same act, crimes against property, such as horse, mule or slave stealing, could 

be punished with a precursory whipping, followed by a prison term of between seven and 

fourteen years. The maximum term of incarceration for manslaughter was much shorter, set at 

just twelve months, but to this sentence, a fine of up to five-hundred dollars could also be added. 

While heavily influenced by Anglo-American laws, as one legal historian points out, Louisiana’s 

Crimes Act of 1805 outlawed two transgressions that were unique to the local geo-economy: 

levee breaking and swindling. The punishment for both was imprisonment, the prescription of 

which underscores the importance that lawmakers placed upon maintaining control over 

Louisiana’s fluid river commerce.45 
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Improvements to prison conditions were ushered in gradually by the passage of new laws 

related to the provision of food and health care for inmates. However, as Gustave de Beaumont 

and Alexis de Tocqueville discovered during their tour of the New Orleans prison, the jailer’s 

initial efforts to put such laws into practise could only be described as crude at best. Finding 

‘men together with hogs’, the French visitors remarked, ‘The place for convicted criminals in 

New Orleans cannot be called a prison; it is a horrid stink…which is fit only for those dirty 

animals found here together with the prisoners’. It may have come as a surprise to the pair that 

the livestock they spotted in the jail’s yard represented an improvement to prison conditions.46 

The on-site farm, though offensive to the two visitors, contributed to the inmates’ mandated 

dietary diversity.  

State financial support for this kind of victualing had been introduced in 1814, by an act 

that governed prisoner provisions. By this act, the keepers of Louisiana’s prisons were required 

to provide convicts with a per diem allowance consisting of ‘one pound of beef or three-quarters 

of a pound of pork, one pound of vegetables, one pound of potatoes or a comparable portion of 

rice, four quarts of vinegar, and a small salt allowance’. They were additionally required to outfit 

each convict with two sets of seasonally appropriate clothing each year that they remained in 

confinement, and after 1817, to prescribe medical care for them as required. Outlaid by jailers, 

the costs of such services were eventually subsidised by the Public Treasury at a rate that was 

usually fixed by law. For food rations, for example, each jailer would receive between thirty-

five and fifty-five cents per state prisoner. In 1817, the keeper of the public jail of New Orleans 

was reimbursed to the sum of twelve and a half cents per day for the keeping of each enslaved 

inmate in his custody. In order to qualify for these reimbursements, each jailer was required to 

maintain a register of his prisoners, containing both the entry and exit date of each, along with 

the amount in fees owing, and all expenses associated with their incarceration.47 
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It is essential to understand that for enslaved inhabitants early penal reforms did not bring 

an end to colonial punishment practices entirely. In fact, a supplementary law adopted by the 

territorial legislative council stipulated that the provisions of the earlier mentioned Crimes Act 

of 1805 ‘[did] not extend to any slave’. Instead, another law passed on June 7, 1806, prescribed 

‘the rules and conduct to be observed with respect to Negroes and other Slaves’. Based on the 

Code Noir, which had its origins in colonial law, this new act governed the policing and 

prosecution of enslaved people. In addition to prescribing harsher penalties for enslaved 

offenders, it criminalised a series of acts that the 1805 Crimes Act had not. Riding a horse 

without permission from one’s master or mistress, for instance, was one such offense for which 

perpetrators could face a penalty of twenty-five lashes. Heard in the streets surrounding the New 

Orleans jail, the anguished shrieks of tortured prisoners testified to the regularity with which the 

whip was employed well into the nineteenth century.48 Striking one’s enslaver or any member 

of their family ‘so as to cause contusion’ was another act outlawed, punishable by death. The 

1806 legislation additionally defined murder, manslaughter (except if carried out in defense of 

one’s master or mistress), rebellion, arson, administering or attempting to administer poison, and 

rape or attempted rape of any white woman or girl as capital crimes.49 

However, reformed penal laws did bring an increased number and diversity of prisoners, 

including slaves, into the jails of the state. When state inspectors visited the New Orleans jail in 

1822, they counted a total of one hundred and eighty-nine people locked-up inside. From this 

group, forty unfortunate inmates had been convicted by the courts and sentenced them to terms 

of between two months and twenty years. Another four were life servers, and one more was 

grimly awaiting his execution. In nearby cells, twenty-three suspects awaited trial, perhaps 

wondering when they would be free again, or if ever. Also facing an uncertain future were the 

jail’s twenty-three vagabonds, seventeen debtors, eight ‘insane’ inmates, four seamen deserters, 

and four prisoners locked up as runaway slaves. Misdemeanour or ‘light’ offenders, as they were 
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known, made up another segment of this prisoner population. State inspectors counted twenty 

such men and women on the day of their visit to the jail that day. They also counted forty-five 

federal prisoners, including twenty-eight pirates and seven illegally imported bondspeople.50 

Diverse inmate profiles such as these became more common across Louisiana’s growing carceral 

network. Enduring crowded conditions behind bars, some convicted offenders still faced 

confinement in the pillory and the degradation of public labour, even as incarceration became a 

common penalty for most crimes. Such penal measures would eventually become the target of 

further institutional reform.51 

In the movement for institutional reform in Louisiana, Edward Livingston was a key 

figure. Of course, he was not alone in his endeavours. During his early years in office, Governor 

William C. C. Claiborne had strongly urged his fellow lawmakers to support the establishment 

of a penitentiary or house of correction.52 However, it was Livingston’s legal code, entitled A 

System of Penal Law Prepared for the State of Louisiana, that managed to attract attention, both 

locally and abroad, and because of it, the once-disgraced former Mayor of New York became 

recognised among his contemporaries as ‘the first legal genius of modern times’.53 This all 

occurred as a result of Livingston’s appointment as chair of a committee assigned to prepare a 

penal code for the state in 1821. Over the following four years, the lawyer laboured hard to 

unravel the state’s tangled medley of criminal laws and customs, and to plan a series of penal 

practices that would reduce crime in Louisiana.  

Influenced by the writings of legal theorists, including William Blackstone and Jeremy 

Bentham, Livingston composed his code of four parts, one of which he entitled ‘a code of reform 

and prison discipline’.54 In this section, Livingston’s plan for an improved ‘house of detention’ 
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for the keeping of pre-trial prisoners and others committed without conviction is described. 

Architecturally, the jail proposed was designed to facilitate inmate classification and 

segregation. By regulation, order, cleanliness, and health would prevail in every department 

there within. To achieve this, at least in part, the provision of wholesome food, basic bedding, 

religious instruction, and medical care in an on-site infirmary for inmates were specified 

requisites. And to ensure that inmate provisions and conditions remained fair and humane, and 

that discipline prevailed in all areas of the jail, Livingston urged authorities to carefully select 

men of good character to employ as wardens and under-wardens.  

Many of the same specifications were included by Livingston in his plan for a new 

penitentiary system that would serve a duel custodial-reformative function for convicted 

criminals. Inside this penitentiary, violent felons would merely exist in solitary confinement, or 

‘simple confinement’ in Livingston’s own words, separated from society for the safekeeping of 

society, while lesser criminals would be offered the opportunity to reform their minds through 

contemplation, learning, and unproductive labour. To facilitate this latter reformative treatment, 

Livingston suggested the inclusion of a ‘hydraulic or another machine’ (most likely a 

treadmill).55 

Despite its appeal internationally, by the time Louisiana established its penitentiary in 

1832, Livingston’s code had long been abandoned by the state legislature. Instead, by order of 

the Governor, the state appointed committee in charge of planning the new penitentiary drew its 

inspiration from both the earlier mentioned factory-fitted prison of Auburn, New York, and the 

newer state reformatory in Wethersfield, Connecticut. Both of these institutions had reportedly 

incorporated modestly profitable systems of congregate labour into convict discipline.56 By this 

‘proper course of labour’, Governor Jacques Dupré explained to the Louisiana legislature in 

1831, ‘incorrigible offenders’ who were ‘not reformed’ would at least ‘pay the expense of their 

conviction and punishment’.57 
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Just one year later, under the governorship of Dupré’s successor, André Roman, 

construction of a new penitentiary commenced on the outskirts of the township of Baton Rouge. 

An early on-site decision to enlarge the size of inmates’ single cells from 1.8 by 0.9 to 2.1 by 

1.0 metres added a cost of twenty-three thousand dollars to the original budget of fifty thousand. 

This state legislature approved extension was a humane measure designed to ensure that the 

prison did not ‘destroy existence’ but ‘turn out honest men’. However, a series of other costly 

delays followed. Inclement weather, epidemics, and the need for additional architectural 

alterations together threatened to ruin the project.58 Eventually, in 1834, an architect named 

William Nichols was appointed to superintend its completion. Nichols, who had already worked 

on the Wake County Jail in North Carolina, was able to lower his costs by putting one hundred 

state convicts to work on site. Shipped from the New Orleans jail, his captive labour force toiled 

on the colossal double-storey, u-shaped, brick penitentiary complex that measured a little over 

forty-five metres in width from north to south. The prison’s three interior sides formed what 

seemed to many nineteenth-century contemporaries to be an impenetrable boundary around an 

open-air courtyard for inmates that was enclosed on its fourth side by a high brick wall.59 

By the time of the penitentiary’s opening in late 1835, the complex had been fitted with 

two hundred and forty single cells, each furnished with just one mattress made of Spanish moss. 

There were also quarters for the prison’s warden and his guards, situated in the front of the 

complex, and a prison hospital, storage spaces, and workshops in its northern wing. On the south 

side of the complex were smithing shops and a foundry. Outside, a sentinel box overshadowed 

a brick stable and a subsistence garden in the courtyard. Further away, on a lot adjoining the 

penitentiary, a store for the deposit and sale of inmate-manufactured wares was eventually 

erected in 1838-39. This addition, which was built entirely by prison labour, included a 
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residential space for the store clerk and his family, the remains of which can still be viewed 

today in Laurel Street, Baton Rouge. 

Purpose built state-of-the-art technologies reinforced the security of the prison, as well as 

its reputation as a modern institution. Once inside its main gates, for instance, entry into the 

penitentiary’s building was gained via what one early visitor described as a ‘centry (sic) box’ 

that ‘whirled round’ on a vertical axis, much like a modern revolving door system. Another 

product of careful engineering was the building’s iconic brickwork. Beneath the plank flooring 

of its lower cell block, the construction of a brick counter-arch added strength to the structure 

and improved air-flow inside for its inhabitants, too. This was designed, according to its 

architect, to prevent the adverse effects of high humidity from dampening cells and 

compromising inmate health.60 Later, the installation of plumbing and gas-lighting added to 

appraisals of prison conditions as ‘humanly mild’.61 

Within its walls, visiting reporters discovered ‘a firm and enlightened administration’, a 

vast improvement from the old prison in New Orleans, which was ‘better calculated’, in the 

words of one antebellum observer, ‘to subserve the ends of public justice than capital 

punishment’. As another similarly noted, it was ‘clean, orderly, and silent’. 62  Upon their 

commitment to the penitentiary, each male prisoner was cleansed, clean shaven, and outfitted in 

a numbered uniform consisting of a coarse cotton jacket with trousers, brogans and a straw hat. 

He was also secured in irons before being assigned to his cell. When not at labour or ill in the 

penitentiary’s on-site hospital, he was committed to its confines. He even ate his meals there.63 

Coarse but reportedly ‘wholesome’, during the institution’s earliest years of operation, inmates’ 

meals included fresh beef or pork, soup, ‘mush’, molasses and bread. Baked on premises, the 

bread was reported to be ‘the best’.64 And to these meals, extra rations of whiskey could be added 

                                                
60 ‘An Escape’, NODP, October 30, 1840, 2. 
61 ‘Baton Rouge Penitentiary’, NODP, October 8, 1840, 2. 
62 ‘Louis Gayarre; Mrs Flood’, BRG, October 2, 1841, 1; ‘Baton Rouge Penitentiary’, NODP, October 8, 
1840, 2. 
63 Annual Report of the Board of Directors of the Louisiana Penitentiary to the Governor of the State of 
Louisiana, January 1856. (New Orleans: John Claiborne, 1856), 12.  
64 ‘Louis Gayarre; Mrs Flood’, BRG, October 2, 1841, 1. 
 



 42 

as a reward for good behaviour. But as the state’s warden informed the Boston Discipline Society 

in May 1839, insolent inmates could expect their meals to be replaced with ‘dry bread’.65 

The prison workshops, hallmarks of reform progress in Jacksonian America, replicated 

the non-penal factories of the same era. They were both large and industrialised. One visitor 

described their ‘vast machines for turning, carding, spinning, working the circular saw, etc., 

etc…put in motion by steam’.66 The purchase of at least one twelve horsepower engine built by 

Messrs. Wells and Miller of Baltimore reflect the state’s efforts to engage prisoners in achieving 

high manufacturing standards through technologically advanced systems.67 Into the prison’s 

various workshops, in lockstep with his fellow inmates, each male inmate was marched from his 

cell each morning. And in his assigned shop, he would pass the day at work, to supposedly learn 

the disciplines of industry in total silence.  

Production diversity across the various factories was designed, initially, to extend 

development opportunities to the penitentiary’s male inmates. Within the walls, they could 

experience ‘almost every branch of industry and art’, a journalist from the New Orleans Daily 

Picayune observed, from cloth and shoe manufacturing to cabinet making, coopering, tanning 

and brick making. By all accounts their labour was productive. In 1840, thirty-five prisoners 

produced coarse wool and cotton cloth to the value of $11,023.23, for a cost of just $5,900.90.68 

And as one newspaper advertisement for their sellable wares claimed, the various calfskin and 

hip boots, brogans, and shoes made in the penitentiary were ‘as good if not better than those 

imported from the North’.69 

Washrooms and living quarters, necessary living spaces, doubled as confining spaces in 

which convict women were pressed into the service of the domestic-feminine ideal. These spaces 

first attracted public interest in 1839, following the commitment of Ann Jane Doyle, the first 
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white woman to be admitted to the penitentiary. The Crescent City murderess who achieved 

notoriety as the alleged mastermind behind the poisoning and dismemberment of an out-of-town 

sailor added morbid celebrity to the otherwise overlooked female inmate population. From the 

time of her commitment, Doyle roused the curiosity of the visitors who made their way through 

the prison. As she busily swept the stairs of the men’s cell block, the ‘well and cleanly clad’ 

convict cast a vision that, to one observer, ‘bore little…in unison with her dark depravity of 

character’. Similarly, as she and her fellow cell-mates laboured over needlework in their 

communal apartments, or laundered, ironed, and cleaned for the male convicts and guards, each 

appeared ‘more like an industrious and well-conducted housewife…than the blood-stained 

criminal’, according to another visitor. However, as one derogatory remark regarding Doyle’s 

‘loosely tied’ apron strings suggests, the infamous murderess, like each of her fellow cell-mates, 

was considered a fallen woman who could be tamed in captivity but never truly reformed.70  

In contrast, the stories of successful male reform captivated Louisianans during the 

penitentiary’s earliest years of operations. The Crescent City thief, ‘Canadian Pat’, and convicted 

sex offender, Amos Hough, were among the most popular subjects of public interest. The 

depravity that each of these men possessed in order to commit such heinous crimes, it was 

thought, challenged the efficacy of the penitentiary technique. But as visitors to the institution 

witnessed these men and their cell mates, Louisiana’s most notorious criminals, silently 

completing needlework and brick manufacturing projects ‘in workman-like style’, many were 

convinced that they were gazing upon reformed men.71 

Perhaps nobody’s progress was measured or talked about more than David Theodosius 

Hines’s. In 1840, Hines, whose many aliases included ‘James Walker’, was sentenced to 

fourteen years of hard labour for aiding a runaway slave. Before his incarceration, the confidence 

man had been described as an ‘eratic (sic) star’ of New Orleans, known well and widely for his 

outlandishly red-dyed hair, and ruffled silken garments. Following his arrest, news of his many 
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exploits swirled through the city. Hines, it was rumoured, had seduced a young Cincinnati girl 

whose body he then mutilated in a failed pregnancy termination attempt. He was also said to 

have tried to swindle the sum of thirty dollars from a clergyman. To the many residents who 

followed his prosecution in the Crescent City, his eventual incarceration in the Louisiana State 

Penitentiary certainly put the project of reform to the test.72 But as one writer optimistically 

mused, ‘in this age of moral improvement…we would not look upon reformation in the Doctor’s 

character as beyond the pale of possibilities’.73 Hopeful too were those who read reports of 

Hines’ tearful declaration to ‘devote as much of his time as possible [behind bars] to theology’.74 

Inside the penitentiary, one of his earliest visitors observed, ‘Dr Hines is a shoemaker and 

works very well indeed, considering the short time he has served’.75 In just four years, the once 

awkward artisan had become an expert. ‘He can now make a good pair of broads!’ one reporter 

exclaimed. Not even a foiled escape attempt in 1841 could diminish the public’s faith in his 

reformation story. ‘He looks docile and genteel’, the Baton-Rouge Gazette reported in 1843.76 

For facilitating his industrial improvement, the penitentiary garnered public support. ‘It does 

honor (sic) to the spirit of civilisation and humanity that presides over the age’, another gushed.77 

Beyond the penitentiary, the architecture of prison reform spread gradually through 

Louisiana. The New Orleans jail was an early target. The prison had long proved an utter failure 

at eradicating crime. Inspectors decried it as an incubator of vice. Inside it they found ‘a hallowed 

community…between poverty and crime’, comprising, ‘the unfortunate debtor sharing the couch 

of the assassin or the pirate condemned to the most ignominious death; the slave and the white 

man huddled together, [and] women of every complexion’. 78  In 1830, census enumerators 
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counted as many as three-hundred and ten unfortunate prisoners crowded together inside the 

complex, which was designed to hold just one-hundred and thirty-five.79 Even children were 

trapped inside its crumbling walls. They occupied the same dilapidated upper-gallery as their 

inmate-mothers. ‘Without a balustrade’, the inspectors pointed out, ‘the children…run the risk 

at every instant of falling from an elevation of at least 25 feet’.80 ‘In locking up criminals’, 

another report on the jail’s conditions concluded, ‘nobody thinks of rendering them better but 

only of taming their malice; they are put in chains like ferocious beasts; and instead of being 

corrected, they are rendered brutal’.81 

Completion of a new parish prison in 1837 promised to usher New Orleans into a new era 

of modern penal discipline. Co-designed by Joseph Pilié, city surveyor, and A. Voilquin, the 

expansive two-hundred thousand-dollar facility, which consisted of two triple-storey buildings 

joined by enclosed passages, spanned across the entire city block bounded by Orleans, Saint 

Ann, Tremé and Marais streets. Even though its location was in the area known as ‘the back-o’-

town’ (modern-day Tremé), the prison’s grey plastered walls, and formidable hip-roof top 

loomed over the city’s skyline and could be seen from some distance away. A rounded 

antechamber enclosed by iron doors secured the facility’s Orleans Street entrance and inside 

were multiple courtyards, each separated from the other by a series of arcaded walkways. Tiers 

of lockable galleries bordered each courtyard, and from the upper levels, protruding balconies 

cast shade over the prisoners below.82 

Onlookers described it as ‘stately and spacious’, but the Crescent City’s newest and most 

expensive prison fell short in comparison with the penitentiary systems of New York and 
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Pennsylvania, and even that of Baton Rouge. The prison, designed to detain four hundred 

inmates, housed suspects awaiting trial, convicts serving time or condemned to death-row, 

debtors and vagrants, captured runaway slaves, and illegal aliens.83 Inside, its turnkeys and 

guards locked up this large and diverse populous in common departments rather than solitary 

cells. And even while these departments facilitated the organisation of inmates in a way that 

conformed with Edward Livingston’s design for the house of correction, the prison’s managers 

prioritised inmate segregation by sex, race, and class over inmate classification by crime. As one 

tourist remarked, a murderer with money could purchase accommodations amongst debtors that 

were ‘tolerably comfortable’.84 There is no way of telling what other sorts of living arrangements 

were permitted in exchange for cash.85 

The removal of executions from the city square into the Orleans Parish prison could have 

been considered an enlightened improvement except that it did little to obscure the spectacle of 

torture from the public view. Pointing out a set of iron hooks hanging over an elevated balcony 

in one of the prison’s courtyards, the jailer told one visitor ‘there’s where we hang them’. 

Through a trap door in the balcony’s flooring, each condemned prisoner would drop. ‘They 

swing over the courtyard’, he coolly continued to explain.86 But before this trap door was 

opened, crowds of spectators would have descended upon the prison, to catch a glimpse. On its 

scheduled date of July 2, 1852, as many as six thousand people filled the streets surrounding the 

Orleans Parish prison to witness the execution of two men who had been convicted of killing an 

enslaved woman, a crime they committed while also robbing her master’s home. A city reporter 

who had been admitted into the yard described the bungled, bloody scene, the spectacle of which 

would not have seemed out of place in colonial times: ‘With half a stifled murmur the crowd 

rushed towards the prostate forms [of the convicts]… the rope had not been properly adjusted, 
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and the nooses slipped from [the convicts’] necks’. The two men were then ‘bled and restored 

to consciousness and in about ten minutes…where led out again for execution’.87 

Eventually, a series of other prison construction projects were undertaken throughout 

Louisiana, as parish and town authorities sought to accommodate growing prisoner populations 

locally. As early as 1811, an apparent need for more space forced St. Landry Parish officials to 

invest public resources into the extension of their existing jail. Maximising security as well as 

space was imperative, as officials planned for the long-term detention of dangerous criminals 

within their community. So, while repairs to the old wing were being made to facilitate the 

separate confinement of debtors from petty criminals, an adjoining multilevel building of white 

oak and cypress was also built. In it, dangerous convicts were to be immured. Once locked-up, 

only light and air were designed to penetrate this new double walled and double doored jailhouse, 

and even then, both would only be able to enter through small, iron grated windows and through 

the small hatches that were built into each of its iron-lined cell doors which would allow the 

turnkey to transmit meals to his prisoners with minimal risk.88 

In later years, in Jefferson Parish, a new jail stood as a symbol of progress. In fact, in the 

heart of its seat of Lafayette, then a known ‘rough boom town’, it stood as the most substantial 

civic building at the time of its construction. Designed by surveyor and architect, Benjamin 

Buisson, the facility cost the local community twelve thousand dollars to build. A surviving 

elevation of the jailhouse dated August 1836 provides only one obvious visual hint that Buisson 

had in fact designed it to be a prison: sketched iron bars across each of its arched windows and 

doors. The plans reveal a façade measuring eighteen-metre-wide that was to feature rusticated 

quoins, pilasters, and string courses - elements of the popular nineteenth-century Renaissance 

Revival style that evoked both power and authority.89 From the reports of subsequent inspectors, 
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bodies quickly filled the jail and possibly overfilled it. Only two years after its construction, the 

sheriff began complaining of its ‘bad state’.90 

Funded parochially, the size and sophistication of other jails erected across Louisiana’s 

rural parishes depended upon local socio-economic conditions, and as Gilles Vandal states, ‘the 

willingness of parish authorities’ to appropriate resources to prison reform. The police jury of 

Caddo Parish was less than willing to fund such building projects. A log lean-to out-back of the 

judge’s home in Shreveport served as the jail of the tiny northwestern parish right up until 1846.91 

However, other rural parish communities incorporated elements of reform inspired 

architecture into their local imprisoning infrastructure. As the committee appointed to oversee 

the construction of a new jail in West Feliciana Parish informed their peers on the police jury, 

their preferred design was progressive, influenced primarily by ‘due regard for the health of 

prisoners’ and ‘for the separation…of different races and sexes, between those accused and 

convicted of different grades of crime’.92 Works Progress Administration (WPA) reproductions 

of their architectural plans illustrate the police jury’s proposed double-storey jail. With 

impressive floor space, the prison they planned contained four high-ceilinged apartments on each 

level, all of which opened out into a corridor of brick. Though spacious and airy, their proposed 

building would also offer maximum security, or at least that was the intent of its designers. 

Windows reinforced with wrought iron barring and doors, each closable with double shutters, 

were incorporated to keep prisoners in and other rogues out.93 

Fiscal Crisis 
 

Throughout urban and rural Louisiana, the fiscal and social consequences of legal and 

institutional reform quickly became evident. Imprisonment, in the words of one state-appointed 
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committee, had become ‘a serious charge upon the Treasury’. The economy of the penitentiary, 

in particular, aroused scepticism among many as well.94 In the short time it had been in operation, 

it had not only failed to lower correctional expenditures, but it was haemorrhaging public 

monies. Contrary to early profit projections, the total cash value of inmate productions was never 

enough to cover the plant’s operational expenses. A review of the institution’s financial reports 

in 1840 brought this to the light. While a balance in favour of the penitentiary of $13,417.78 was 

recorded by the clerk, upon closer inspection, a committee for the legislature found that non-

marketable inmate labour on public building projects accounted for thirty-nine percent of the 

credit listed.95  

Cash-strapped, the penitentiary continued to survive on state financial contributions. 

Added to its operational expenditure for 1841 was a damage bill of ten thousand dollars, the 

result of a blaze that destroyed the entire north wing of the plant, along with the warden’s hopes 

of making ends meet. ‘If the expense of the penitentiary and the income go on as they are going 

for one year more’, a member of the Board of Inspectors warned, ‘it would be better to send no 

more convicts there; for the state has no money and the Penitentiary is in debt and will soon have 

no credit’.96 

Controversial cost reduction strategies devised by the state legislature and prison 

administrators testify to the financial crisis that gripped the world within the prison’s walls. 

Some proved less popular than others. As early as 1839, for instance, one legislator moved to 

reduce state spending on prisoner transportation by banning prisoners from serving sentences of 

less than twelve months in the penitentiary. Of course, because this threatened to return the 

burden of inmate care onto parish communities, it failed to garner widespread support. A more 

favourable option was to retrench penitentiary staff and slash the salaries of those who remained 

on the payroll. To this end, the legislature reduced its corps of assistant wardens from six to four. 

Those who remained in service did so at a discounted rate. The prison’s salaried physician was 
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similarly laid off and replaced with unpaid inmate-doctors, Louis Gayarré - a convicted killer - 

and the aforementioned Amos Hough.  Parsimonious as this measure was, it yet failed to spare 

the chief warden from a reduction of his own salary. And even after implementing these dramatic 

pay cuts, by mid-1842 the embarrassed institution still could not afford to pay its officers their 

wages.97 

Meanwhile, local labour associations on the outside placed increasing pressure upon the 

administrators of the struggling penitentiary to remodel its manufacturing facilities. Unable to 

extend credit as the penitentiary store had been doing, and already finding it difficult to match 

the price-points of convict-manufactured wares, local artisans faced even more unwelcome 

competition from former inmates who set up shop in Baton Rouge. As one paper reported, ‘Many 

mechanics are, perhaps, making not one cent over actual expense’.98 In 1841, these working 

citizens formed the Mechanics Society of Baton Rouge. Together, they attracted public support 

and the attention of the town’s politicians. ‘It is unjust that these miscreants should be billeted 

upon the mechanics alone’, one of its active members declared. ‘We shall move at the ensuing 

elections…that no candidate be supported unless pledged to advocate a law which shall oblige 

the State to educate a certain number of convicts for doctors, lawyers, and preachers’, he 

continued.99 However, repeated proposals to reduce the prison’s many branches of mechanical 

industry were voted down by the state legislature. With the plant already sinking in debt, few 

representatives outside of Baton Rouge were in favour of spending more money on its 

remodelling.100 

Recession across Louisiana exacerbated the financial crisis that threatened the state’s 

prison system. In the aftermath of successive international market panics in 1837 and 1839, 

public funding for the penitentiary all but dried up. Before the market crash, during the decade 

that preceded the hard times of the 1840s, the Pelican State had experienced an era of expansive 
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speculative lending and inflation. An economic bubble was formed as technological 

advancements in transportation and agricultural production converged with the sale of stolen 

Native American lands - prime cotton lands - to dramatically increase supplies of credit. Under 

the governorship of André Roman, who served his first term from 1831 to 1835, the legislature’s 

support for building and expanding the state prison system had been made possible by its 

commitment to the chartering of new banking institutions. In fact, between 1831 and 1836 the 

Whig led legislature chartered twelve banks with a total capital of forty-six million dollars. To 

residents and new migrants seeking to buy lands along the state’s burgeoning cotton and cane 

frontiers and enslaved labourers to ply them, these banking firms advanced more and more 

money, and they themselves made more and more money by repackaging their customers’ 

heavily-leveraged purchases into mortgage-backed securities and state-issued bonds that 

attracted foreign capital. By 1841, the state’s banks had issued bonds to the value of $24,450,000, 

and during the same year, foreign investors began to clamour to liquidate their holdings. 

Depressed cotton prices made it impossible for many of the state’s planters and factors to make 

payments on their loans.  The bubble burst. By 1843, the state defaulted on $1.273 million in 

bonds. A subsequent specie scarcity paralysed business across the region. Even in the bustling 

port of New Orleans commerce slowed.101 

Widespread outrage and distrust in the state government fomented among residents who 

struggled financially, as the diary entries of one Louisiana planter reveals. After visiting New 

Orleans in February 1842, he wrote, ‘such times never were seen in this country, a general 

smash…Banks closed & no money…the feelings of the people will force them to…tear the state 

house down’. In May, a neighbour who visited the port was able to update him on the state of 

society in the struggle port. ‘Times are still getting worse’, the planter recorded in his diary.102 

As this diarist observed, many inhabitants oddly attributed the state’s delinquent debt to both the 

Whig legislatures’ subsidisation of banks during the 1830s and its reactive adoption of restrictive 
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banking reforms in the wake of the market panic. Incensed by Whig policies, past and present, 

a popular anti-protectionist movement ushered in a new era of Jacksonian Democracy into 

Louisiana, and in 1842, the state elected its first Democratic Party Governor, Alexandre Mouton. 

Undermining his popular Whig predecessor, Governor Mouton executed a series of fiscal cuts, 

among which included a veto of funding for the state penitentiary. The state’s efforts to reform 

criminals were abandoned.103 

Seeking solutions to the penitentiary problem, and the mounting costs of public 

incarcerations more broadly, Louisiana turned away from the Enlightenment philosophies that 

had inspired past reform and instead looked to the market. Exemplifying this major turning point 

in the development of public justice was the legislature’s decision to lease its state penitentiary 

to a private manager, a decision that many hoped would relieve citizens of what one statesman 

touted as the ‘expensive luxury’ of supporting its operations.104 

Beginning in October 1844, the plant and its inmates were transferred over to the firm of 

McHatton, Pratt, and Company for a term of five years. In exchange for a bond payment to the 

value of twenty-five thousand dollars, the penitentiary’s lessees were contractually obliged to 

finance all of the plant’s operational costs, from staff salaries to prisoner care services. Under 

the terms of their lease agreement with the state, McHatton, Pratt, and Company were to 

guarantee that inmate conditions would not worsen under their charge, and in fact, for their 

captive workers, thrust into the competitive free market, the managers were required to introduce 

the supposed concession of religious instruction by a chaplain, at their charge, of course. The 

installation of machinery for the manufacture of bagging, rope, coarse cotton and woollen cloths 

was another duty that was charged to the lessees. The state legislature assisted the McHatton 

brothers’ private firm with this, by offering a loan to the firm of fifteen-thousand dollars for three 

years at six percent. A state-appointed clerk and Board of Directors managed internal quality 

                                                
103 Warren M. Billings & Edward F. Haas eds., In Search of Fundamental Law: Louisiana’s Constitutions, 
1812-1974. (1993), 35. 
104 Mark T. Carleton, Politics and Punishment: The History of the Louisiana State Penal System. (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1971), 9. 
 



 53 

control and supposedly ensured that the lessees adhered to the terms of their contract with the 

legislature.105 But ultimately, by their lease agreement, McHatton, Pratt, and Company were 

entitled to receive all of the profits that they were able to generate from the prison’s operations. 

Under private management, the penitentiary quickly became one of the state’s leading 

centres of industrial manufacturing. Backed by private capital, its internal economy was no 

longer limited by public sentiment or state legislation. No longer influenced by penal trends in 

the northeastern United States, the lessees remodelled the prison into a textile mill, to fill an open 

niche in the local cotton economy. In fact, by engaging convicts in the conversion of locally 

sourced raw materials into cloth and clothing for plantation consumption, they expected to 

undercut those nonpenal producers in the northeastern United States whose imports had long 

dominated the local market. The haste with which the lessees were able to implement this 

business plan astounded the members of the joint committee who were appointed to inspect the 

prison in January 1845. The ‘manner of conducting the Penitentiary’, its chairman reported to 

the state legislature, ‘has within a short time, undergone an entire change’. Within just months 

of its transition from state to private management, the prison’s lessees had overseen the 

establishment of new bagging and rope manufactories. In each, convict workers were reportedly 

making ‘rapid progress’ in spinning and weaving.106 

Mechanised cloth manufacturing replaced the small shop system, and instead of learning 

a variety of artisanal trades, in this new economy of scale, more and more of the prison’s male 

inmates worked on steam-powered looms and spinners. During its first months of operation, 

under the superintendence of a specialist machinist from Lowell, Massachusetts, seventy-five of 

the penitentiary’s two hundred and twelve inmates were employed in the mill. Together, these 

prisoners managed to produce as many as 7,355 yards of cloth per week on sixteen looms. By 

June 1845, their weekly output had increased. On nineteen looms, they produced 9,599.5 
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yards.107 The varieties of cloth that these inmates produced ranged from ‘Lightweight Linsey 

and Drilling’ to ‘Cottonade’ and ‘Nankeen Lowell’. Of the quality of their Nankeen Lowell, the 

prison’s lessees were especially proud, making special mention of it in newspaper 

advertisements as ‘a superior article for negro women and house servants’ dresses’. Cotton 

batting for quilts and comforters was another product of the mill.108 From these different types 

of cloth, thirteen convicts crafted finished articles of clothing, including shirts, in both brown 

and white, trousers, and brogans, or ‘negro shoes’ as they were more commonly known.109 

Even during the hard times of the 1840s, the penal mill proved to be a profitable addition 

to the portfolio of McHatton, Pratt, and Company. The company managed to keep convict 

productions in motion at minimal cost and strengthen the penitentiary’s brand in the local market 

by engaging in cashless exchanges. The firm managed this by offering cash-strapped planters 

the opportunity to exchange their own raw materials for convict manufactured cloth and other 

finished articles.110  

Encouraged by the economic progress of the penitentiary, Governor Isaac Johnson 

dedicated a portion of his annual message for 1846 to the following musing: ‘the time will come 

when the punishment of crimes will be of benefit to the criminal, useful to society, and profitable 

to the State’.111 During the same year, its private managers recorded a net profit of $19,798.10. 

As the price of cotton slowly recovered, McHatton, Pratt, and Company were able to tap into a 

growing consumer base of planters who, with confidence renewed, spread their crops like 

blankets across the state’s southwest. Some of their regular customers included Augustin 

Duplantier, a prominent Baton Rouge statesman; Thomas Withers Chinn, owner of the Cyprus 

Hall plantation; and the New Orleans commission firm of Caldwell & Hicky.112 
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An inmate population on the rise enabled the penitentiary’s managers to ramp-up 

productions, to meet the demands of the expanding Cotton Kingdom. By January 1, 1852, the 

number of prison-workers at their disposal stood at two hundred and ninety-eight, and over the 

next twelve months, as many as four hundred and nineteen convict employees passed through 

the penitentiary’s workshops.113 A second lease agreement negotiated between the state and the 

firm of McHatton, Ward, and Company, negotiated during the same year, guaranteed additional 

state capital investments for the firm to use towards both the construction of two hundred new 

cells and the purchase of new production machinery. Now operating sixty looms, convicts 

produced an average of two thousand yards of cloth per day.114 

By the termination of McHatton, Ward, and Company’s lease, even those who opposed 

the negotiation of a new contract on the prison had abandoned the idea of reform. At least those 

whose views were taken seriously had. A member of Sabine Parish became the subject of satire 

among news reporters across the nation for imploring his fellow legislators to consider the plight 

of the state’s farmed out convicts. Reprinted beneath the 1855 headline ‘Terrific Prediction-

Legislators Look Out’, was his speech, transcribed by one local reporter in a caricatured 

backwoods dialect. ‘There ain’t a man in my Parish but what is agin (sic) it’, he had reportedly 

informed the Speaker, ‘florid with excitement’. His address continued, ‘the day will come when 

we may all be in the Penitentiary, and how would we like to be hired out like niggers?’ Reduced 

to little more than the sum of a few droll thoughts ‘running through the wide wilderness’ of a 

bucolic mind, the lone legislator’s reported concern for convict reformation had interrupted a 

debate over the state’s entitlements to the profits of its market-centred system of incarceration.115  

Most other opponents of convict leasing at the time were concerned with one thing: 

making money. One legislator even asked the question: ‘why should so considerable a sum be 

withdrawn…from the Public Treasury, which needs it so much?’ As many other contemporaries 
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similarly observed, in just one year, the firm that leased the penitentiary recorded a profit of over 

forty-four thousand dollars, and for the privilege of pocketing this amount, they had paid into 

the Public Treasury just four thousand dollars, the sum-total of their negotiated lease payment. 

Comparing this amount with the higher rates that employers were asked to pay to hire enslaved 

labourers outside the prison walls, one observer determined that the next lessee, if required, be 

charged a great deal more to manage the state’s prison.116 

Profit projections encouraged the Board of Directors to push for the return of the 

penitentiary’s management (and income) back to the state. Their interest in reviving the ‘true 

spirit of the intention of the Penitentiary system’ emerged at the same time that confidence in 

the financial outlook of penal productions had peaked. ‘Owing to the liberal provision (of loans) 

of the State’, the past lessees had reportedly managed to ‘simplify’ the penitentiary’s business 

into one that could be ‘easily managed by the state’, the Board for 1854 contended.117 Governor 

Paul Octave Hébert agreed, and following months of debate, in March 1855, he exercised his 

executive power to veto a bill to lease the penitentiary for a third term. Inconsistent with the 

conservative economic policies of his fellow Democrats, and considered undemocratic by others 

outside the party, Hébert’s decision to place the penitentiary back under state control was, in his 

words, ‘more advantageous in a pecuniary point of view and more in accordance with the 

principles upon which such an institution should be governed’.118 

Of course, in the months that followed, liabilities mounted against the Public Treasury, 

and, in June 1856, fire tore through the facility. Spreading from the pickery through the prison’s 

workshops, it consumed raw materials and destroyed machinery. One local reporter exclaimed, 

‘Considering the rapid progress of the flames throughout that building, it is extraordinary that 

the whole of them [the inmates] escaped without injury!’ With textile productions brought to a 

grinding halt in its wake, the state-appointed manager of the penitentiary put inmates to work on 
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rebuilding and restoring the complex. Their unpaid labour was employed in a desperate bid to 

reduce the devastating damage bill of around one hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars. But 

while inmates could clean-up, rebuild workshops, and make repairs to doors and windows, etc., 

they could not be used to replace the mill’s machinery. New looms needed to be purchased with 

cash or on credit, at an estimated cost of around sixty-thousand dollars to the state.119  

At the beginning of the year, Governor Hébert celebrated the state’s successful 

management of the penitentiary. He declared that it ought to continue to ‘be carried on by the 

State for its own profit’. But within weeks of the compound’s destruction by fire, he led the 

legislature in a new search for a private lessee to take on the enormous expense of the 

penitentiary’s restoration and ongoing management. Effective April 1857, a third lease was 

granted to the firm McHatton, Pike, and Company. By its terms, the legislature made sure to 

guarantee a return of fifty percent of the prison’s profits into the state’s coffers. ‘We are happy’, 

the Board of Control (formerly ‘Board of Directors’) reported in January 1858, ‘that the 

energetic character and business talent of the Lessees have almost entirely relieved us’.120 

To this point, experience had proven that the textile mill was the ‘only reliable source of 

profit’ and so, with an inmate population reaching three hundred and thirty-seven by December 

31, 1857, the penitentiary’s managers upscaled their operations. 121  McHatton, Pike, and 

Company had resumed business in the penitentiary with the venturesome plan to turn the prison 

into a factory capable of yielding an annual income of seventy-five thousand dollars. This made 

financial sense. After all, the firm was only entitled to half of the profits they were able to 

generate.  

To execute this plan, the firm organised for the importation of one hundred new looms. At 

the cost of $61,716.89 to the state, the penitentiary’s new looms arrived by river and rail, some 
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from as far off as Massachusetts. Once installed, they were powered by a new pair of eighteen-

inch cylinder steam engines that replaced the single ‘small, neat steam engine’ that visitors had 

admired back in 1841.122 Connected to four double fluid boilers with an auxiliary ‘doctor’, the 

prison’s new power generator, which had been engineered by Niles and Company of Cincinnati, 

was made ‘of the best material’, according to Governor Robert C. Wickliffe.123 The procurement 

of these new technologies promised to increase the prison’s production capacity to twelve 

thousand yards of cotton per day, and within their first nine months of operation in 1857, 

McHatton, Pike, and Company managed to yield a net profit of $43,664.90.124 

Market fluctuation continued to drive convict productions in the privately managed 

penitentiary. In the aftermath of yet another financial downturn in late 1857, sales of the prison’s 

wares dropped significantly. In fact, during the following year, McHatton, Pike, and Company 

reported ‘no sales of consequence’. Responsive to the market and influenced by the example set 

by the managers of factories in New England, the lessees opted to slow down productions in the 

prison’s textile mill and put inmates to work instead on improving the buildings and yard.125 

Business seemed to pick up in a promising way during the first quarter of 1859. During the peak 

cotton trading season, the firm sold over one million yards of cloth products for $117,670.10. 

But a slow second quarter followed, and by the year’s end, McHatton, Pike, and Company 

recorded a modest annual net profit of just $13,911.27.126 However, the firm’s managers still 

remained optimistic. They anticipated that sales would pick up, and in 1860 they did. For that 

year the institution yielded a net profit of $36,401.89.127 

During this time of economic downturn, a small number of ancillary operations not only 

reduced the plant’s operational costs but generated much-needed margin money for its working 

capital. Small-scale carpentry and blacksmithing shops, along with a cooperage and foundry, 
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each employed between up to five skilled convicts, and each proved especially useful for 

business.128 For example, the city of Baton Rouge commissioned the penitentiary’s lessees to 

superintend their foundry workers’ construction of a rotunda for a public park, beneath which a 

sculptured marble statue of George Washington would stand. 

 The largest ancillary factory in the penitentiary was the brickworks. Early established to 

support internal construction projects, by 1850 the brickworks had become a ‘most profitable’ 

department, turning the yard outside into a gold mine, so to speak. In fact, in 1851, it yielded a 

profit of $6,194.04. As one DeBow’s Review article revealed, the force of around forty convicts 

employed in the pit, whose labours were aided by steam-powered machinery, produced upwards 

of twenty thousand bricks each day. 129  New York architect-builder James H. Dakin was 

impressed and from the prison, he purchased over three million bricks for the State Capitol 

building that he had been commissioned to erect in Baton Rouge. During its construction, one 

of the prison’s lessees copped a punch to the face from an ‘enraged’ Dakin for attempting to 

offload ‘soft and very bad’ bricks. Both men were arrested and tried for disorderly conduct. 

Dakin was fined thirteen dollars for starting the fight.130 The brick didn’t seem to go down well 

with Mark Twain either. The writer called it an ‘ungenuine’ material. The entire gothic revival 

style statehouse appeared as a vexing ‘sham castle’, he thought.131 However, the prison’s brick 

business was not hampered. In 1859, tumbling cloth sales were augmented, albeit slightly, by 

increasing brick sales.132 

The economic productivity of the privately-run prison became a hallmark of its success, 

even while its failure to reform convicts was widely recognised. In his report of an escape 

attempt made by three desperate inmates, one journalist remarked, ‘the Penitentiary system of 

this country fails to accomplish the reformation which it was originally designed’.133 Another 
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sceptic referred to the liberal penal philosophies that had inspired the penitentiary’s initial design 

as ‘impractical…reformatory schemes’.134 But in Louisiana, as in much of the South, widespread 

antipathy surrounding convict rehabilitation efforts was influenced by a nativist pro-slavery 

diatribe, responsive to the waves of European immigrants that arrived from across the Atlantic. 

During the 1840s, as many as one hundred and fifty thousand migrants entered the country 

through the port of New Orleans. And in the decades following the state’s adoption of a new 

constitution in 1845, which extended voting rights to all foreign-born white men after just two 

years of residency, many opted to stay. They often faced hostility. The Native American Party, 

or ‘Know-Nothing Party’ as it was more commonly known, propagated fears that Irish and other 

foreign-born voters would not only corrupt local politics by selling their votes but that they 

would also destabilise the entire social order of the South with their antislavery opinions. 

According to the influential Crescent City publisher James Debow, one needed only look at local 

prisons in order to be convinced of the deviance of foreigners. Sampling selective data from US 

federal census returns for 1850, De Bow presented disproportionate incarceration rates for 

immigrants as evidence of their inherent proclivity for crime and disorder.135 Captured in select 

annual reports of the Louisiana penitentiary, recapitulations of inmate nativity was similarly used 

to portray crime as a foreign import. Among the two hundred seventy-three convicts in 

confinement on January 1, 1853, forty percent were recorded ‘foreigners’. Time had little effect 

on this trend. Between 1853 and 1861 (inclusive), Irish born inmates alone represented some 

fifteen percent of the prison’s inmate population.136  

However, some observers saw all of this in a positive light. One resolved that foreign 

deviants would be employed in ‘more honest professions’ in prison than they would be on the 
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outside.137 And furthermore, their recidivism would add experience to the state’s productive 

penal labour force.138 In these way, the failure of reformative efforts became instrumental in 

transforming the once embarrassed ‘school of vice’ into what the editors of New York’s 

Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Review claimed to be the only enterprise in Louisiana 

worthy of the name ‘manufactory’.139 

Managing prison labour and finances at a local level required this same level of attention 

to the market, and the evolution of the New Orleans workhouse system exemplifies the same 

demand for economy that characterised modern incarcerations. The establishment of 

workhouses in New Orleans was precipitated by the division of the city into three separate and 

distinct municipalities in 1836. Accordingly, the First Municipality occupied much of the old 

French Quarter or city proper, while downriver lay the Third Municipality, a community 

described as a ‘potpourri of French, mulattoes, and Germans’.140 Uptown from Canal Street was 

the Second Municipality, widely known as the ‘American sector’. One of the consequences of 

this split, which was chartered by the state legislature to defuse ethnic-political rivalries that had 

long polarised the city and its government, was the expansion of local jailing infrastructure, as 

each of the three municipalities established its own police force and prisons.  

The first of the Crescent City’s three workhouses to be established was in the Second 

Municipality. Into the 1840s, the portside community, a bustling hub of cotton and slave 

commerce, managed to stave off the tide of Democratic electoral ascendancy that had redefined 

much of the state and Jacksonian South. The merchants’ capital thus remained a bastion of Whig-

mercantile power. On loan, the private wealth of its resident capitalists, including the 

Pennsylvanian banker James Robb, provided a line of public credit that enabled the Second 

Municipality to establish a workhouse.141 In it, as one proud citizen asserted upon its opening in 
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1842, ‘that certain percentage of the human family…corrupt from their very cradles’ were 

supposed to receive ‘moral discipline’ and ‘humane punishments’.142 

The state legislature had sanctioned the establishment of New Orleans’s workhouse 

system in 1841, purportedly as a solution to the problem of vagrancy that had been exacerbated 

by financial crisis. And when the iron gates of the city’s first workhouse, on St. Mary Street, 

opened in February 1842, inspectors lauded the new institution as one ‘worthy of imitation’. 

With a similar capacity but much smaller building cost than the state penitentiary, the new 

workhouse incorporated architectural elements to facilitate inmate reform. Behind its walls, a 

cluster of buildings, including single-sex living quarters, a chapel, and workshops, formed what 

was supposed to be a refuge for those men who found themselves without work, and members 

of their unfortunate families. In it, they were to be clothed and fed, and offered medical care and 

religious instruction. Early visitors wondered if those inmates who had traded their idleness, 

poverty, and intemperate habits for wholesome meals, clean uniforms, bedding, and the luxury 

of a weekly bath, had ever become ‘accustomed to so many of the comforts of life’. Of course, 

such luxuries did not come free. Prisoners were usually charged keeping fees, and their unpaid, 

so-called rehabilitative labour, contributed to the economy of the institution. 

During the 1840s, penal labour designed to reform inmates increasingly underpinned the 

economy of the expanding workhouse system. By May 1848, three workhouses were in 

operation in New Orleans, one in each of the city’s municipalities. In just one of these, as many 

as one hundred and ninety inmates who had been funnelled from the market’s fringes were kept 

‘at constant labour’, completing blacksmithing, cabinetry, and carpentry work, breaking stones, 

and picking oakum.143 It was rare for anyone to serve a sentence of workhouse confinement that 

was longer than twelve months. However, as was the case in the penitentiary, repeat offenders 

became experienced prison workers. On a register of inmates committed to the Third 
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Municipality workhouse between 1845 and 1851, for example, the name ‘Margaret Chartres’ 

appears six times. For her intemperance, the florid immigrant served at least six successive 

sentences of between thirty days and six months.144 

Despite its roots in welfare reform, the workhouses of New Orleans quickly became little 

more than prisons with a milder name. Owing to flexible definitions of vagrancy, and over-

vigilant policing, the workhouse, its managers quickly realised, added an economy of scale to 

urban incarcerations. Men and women, free and enslaved, convicted criminals, delinquents, and 

destitute orphans all appear upon the pages of workhouse inmate registers. Like Margaret Doyle, 

one of the unfortunate prisoners listed, many of the poor and working women who were arrested 

by city police faced vague charges of vagrancy or of being ‘lewd and abandoned’. On conviction, 

Doyle was thrust into the workhouse cell for thirty days, supposedly to ‘recuperate her moral 

character’.145 Beginning in the 1840s, free African American mariners were even arrested aboard 

vessels to be supposedly quarantined behind bars in the city’s workhouses so that they could not 

corrupt the city’s slaves. While not even critics could deny the economy of this latter practice, 

noting ‘the many hundreds, if not thousands of dollars’ worth of fees it injected into the Public 

Treasury, the pressure of bad press led to its temporary suspension.146 

The Second Municipality workhouse typically confined three times as many people as 

both of the city’s other two workhouses combined, but its large-scale operations proved to be 

the most economic.147 As the official recapitulations of the institution’s finances reveal, during 

its first four years of operation, its total income covered seventy-five percent of its expenditures, 

including its $31,179.46 construction bill.148 At around five hundred dollars per month, the 
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remaining cost to the municipality’s treasury was equal to that of street lighting and was as such 

considered incidental. As one happy observer predicted, the workhouse would soon prove to be 

‘one the most useful institutions of the kind in the South’.149 

But its economy quickly collapsed in May 1849, not in the throes of a market panic but in 

the sinking floodwaters of the Mississippi River. Through Sauvé’s Crevasse, a breach in a levee 

in the nearby parish of Jefferson, the river’s raging tide flowed over New Orleans, from the low-

lying back of town up to Carondelet Street, between the upper limits of Lafayette City and Canal 

Street. Such disastrous flooding would not drench New Orleans again until the landing of 

Hurricane Katrina in 2005. From atop the cupola of the Saint Charles Hotel, a journalist for the 

Daily Picayune described the scene: ‘The streets in the Second Municipality…are now so many 

vast water courses’.150 While enterprising steamboat captains offered excursion-goers a ‘rare 

chance to see the rushing and the mighty waters’, for a fee, of course, nearly twelve thousand 

ordinary inhabitants suffered displacement with their homes submerged.151 The workhouse and 

several other public buildings also became inundated as waters poured rapidly into the lowest 

part of the district. With the cost of repairs amounting to nearly half a million dollars and the 

‘people’s money’ washed away, the Second Municipality found itself sinking deep, not just in 

the deluge but in debt, too. In the aftermath, the once incidental cost of keeping its inmates was 

so burdensome that the council all but shut down the workhouse. Cuts to personnel and their 

salaries, together with ration reductions and suspicious deaths in custody, punctuated the decline 

of the Second Municipality workhouse.152 By July 1851, the grand jury’s inspection report 

simply read ‘almost deserted’.153 

At the same time, downriver, the Third Municipality council conceded that it too was not 

taking in enough money to support its workhouse. Operating on a much smaller scale than the 

Second Municipality workhouse, the Third Municipality workhouse had been praised for its 
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‘excellent regulation’ from its opening in 1845. Inspectors, residents, and out-of-town visitors 

all agreed that its ‘well arranged’ buildings, ‘plain but substantial and wholesome’ meal 

provisions, and ‘moderate labour’ regimen provided its inmates with ‘comforts as great as could 

be expected’.154 Especially impressive was that it existed against the backdrop of the riverbank 

precinct known as ‘the most dilapidated part of the city’. Home to the city’s highest immigrant 

population, the Third Municipality fostered little commercial activity and, as a hotbed of 

Jacksonian politics, invested very little in public improvements. As a result, its neighbourhoods 

attracted the epithets of ‘poor third’ and ‘dirty third’.155 Its filthy streets, empty warehouses, and 

decaying slums foreshadowed the fate of the workhouse, for at an annual cost of between six 

and seven thousand dollars, the penal institution quickly became too extravagant for the Third 

Municipality. In July 1851, a grand jury reported that the workhouse was destined for a ‘speedy 

demolition’.156 

In June the following year, the city’s two remaining workhouses were consolidated into 

one, as New Orleans’s reunified Common Council sought to lower incarcerations spending.157 

The abandoned buildings of the closed-down Third Municipality workhouse remained in a state 

of disrepair, and complaints about the insufficient size of those of the First Municipality seemed 

to have been unceasing. The facility established by the former Second Municipality was thus the 

obvious choice for use as a centralised city workhouse.  

But before long, the halls, cells, and workshops of the workhouse became crowded. In 

close quarters with those inmates who had been rounded up by police off the streets of New 

Orleans were prisoners transferred from the neighbouring Parish of Jefferson. Though space was 

tight, for their keeping, city authorities were able to collect a rate of twenty-five cents per 

prisoner, per day.158 Overcrowding created hazardous conditions during the winter of 1853. In 
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the aftermath of a yellow fever scourge that had wiped out around one-fifth of the resident 

population, city authorities packed the facility as a means of dealing with widespread disorder 

and destitution that threatened local commerce. ‘We do not know how many people the 

workhouse will hold’, one newspaper reported, ‘but…it must now be quite full’.159 By the 

following year, in July, no less than two hundred and sixty-four prisoners were locked up inside 

but neither space, nor order, nor economy seemed to exist in the penal compound. 

Finally, in 1856, the New Orleans city council decided that finding a private lessee to 

manage its workhouse would be the only way to transform the institution into a source of public 

revenue. In previous years, the city’s implementation of economising measures, including the 

further consolidation of personnel and inmate care services, and the reduction of infrastructure 

maintenance costs, had fallen short of restoring the economy of the workhouse. And looking to 

the future, New Orleans’s first Know Nothing Mayor, Charles W. Waterman, anticipated that 

the negotiation of a profitable lease agreement could potentially propel him farther along the 

path of fulfilling his campaign winning promise to erase the city’s budget deficit and reinvigorate 

infrastructure development. Managing to do so would have perhaps solidified his party’s 

ascendency. And what better way to obtain the highest price than by peddling the public 

institution in the city’s buzzing auction market, he thought. So, amidst the property titles and 

names of chattel-souls resounding through the sultry summer air, in the auctioneers’ loud and 

‘peculiar, twirling, rapid, nasal twang’, calls for bids on the workhouse were made.160 Attracted 

to its business potential was a local shipping merchant named Captain Robert Brown. By a 

modest bid of just five hundred and seventy-five dollars Brown won control over the plant and 

its inmates for a term of five years.161 

Private management ushered in some dramatic changes to the economy of the workhouse. 

Seemingly inspired by the business of the privately managed penitentiary in Baton Rouge, the 

lessee of the New Orleans workhouse devised a strategy to maximise the ‘industrial capabilities’ 
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of his penal labour force of three hundred and fifty, by employing them in the production of 

merchandise for the plantation market. However, central to his cunning business plan was the 

mass employment of female inmates in plantation clothing manufacturing. Traditionally, as one 

reporter noted, ‘the producing power’ of the women and girls in the workhouse had been wasted 

on what was considered unmarketable domestic chores, such as oakum picking and laundry. 

Such arrangements had previously aligned with the bourgeois goal of excluding women from 

the public space-labour market.162 And in years previous, women had been locked up in small 

numbers. However, in 1856, women represented at least thirty percent of the static workhouse 

population.  

Kate Winters typified Captain Brown’s average woman inmate worker. The impoverished 

white immigrant whose attempts to make ends meet through brothel work landed her in detention 

for thirty days at a time, was convicted as a serial ‘vagrant’ and ‘lewd woman’. Like others of 

her class at the time, she was marred by the city’s magistrates and journalists as a ‘dangerous 

character’, one of an entire underworld of female ‘thieves’. In their eyes of the law, confinement 

could never reform her but, while in detention, the ‘fallen woman’ worked to pay off her debt to 

society. 163  Captain Brown, on the other hand, saw profit potential. And under his private 

management, Kate and her fellow female cell mates produced as many as one-hundred shirts, a 

dozen pair of pantaloons, and between six and eight coats each day, for market. 

Brown additionally introduced box and cigar crafting for his male prisoners, too. Within 

a matter of months, men employed in these new industries reportedly turned out ‘as much’ as 

those engaged in outside factories. For ‘spiritedly relieving his fellow citizens of so heavy a 

burden’ as paying for the workhouse, and for transforming it into a potentially profitable 

institution, Brown was heralded by one observer as ‘a public benefactor’.164 But perhaps this 

observer spoke too soon. Failing to make money fast, Brown abandoned the workhouse in 

January 1857, less than five months into his five-year lease. 
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Despite the failure of this first lease, the Mayor and city council remained convinced that 

the workhouse would achieve economy under private management. They certainly needed it to 

so that they could keep the workhouse open. And keeping the prison open was of great 

importance as city authorities combatted widespread unemployment, destitution, disorder, and 

eruptions of mob violence on the wharves and in the streets that threatened to ruin the city’s 

international reputation, and potentially slow commerce. By order of the magistrates’ courts, the 

city’s zealous police force funnelled approximately four thousand, four hundred and sixty-nine 

people into the workhouse in just one year. During the same year, revenues raised by the 

institution’s operations reached around four thousand dollars, not even a third of what it cost the 

city to keep its prisoners. Perhaps it was of little surprise to the city’s councilmen that marketing 

the penal institution in a saturated labour market would prove unsuccessful. With no bidders in 

sight, the municipal council instead contracted to pay a new lessee an annual sum of eleven 

thousand dollars to assume control of the workhouse and its inmates for a term of ten years. 

Effective as of September 1, 1857, its conditions appeared to be ‘more than liberal’ to some 

observers, but for city authorities, this new arrangement promised to stabilise the cost of 

imprisonment in an unpredictable economy.165 

Capped pricing of the workhouse operations encouraged mass incarceration. Keeping beds 

full, a strategy for increasing the economy of prisons in contemporary Louisiana, was already in 

full-swing in the New Orleans workhouse as the Civil War approached. In an attempt to achieve 

more bang for their buck, the police department teamed up with the city’s recorders to warehouse 

more and more prisoners inside the workhouse.  

Due to a lack of documentary evidence, the world made by Johnson Gardner, its lessee, 

remains something of a mystery. But remaining inspection reports reveal one thing for certain: 

it was overcrowded. One newspaper reporter described its cells as ‘miserable and ill-ventilated’, 

packed inhumanly.166 In 1860, federal census enumerators counted as many as three hundred 

and eleven so-called ‘free inhabitants’ locked inside. The inmate population at this time would 
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have appeared even larger enslaved prisoners were counted, too. Their number should have been 

recorded in the slave schedule of the census but appear not to have been. Witnessing such 

crowded conditions would have shocked census counters and other visitors to the facility but it 

made good business sense to the city government. With each additional body packed and stacked 

into the facility, the city achieved a lower keeping cost per prisoner.167 

By 1860, multiple fiscal crises had similarly brought the architectural progress of many 

rural institutions to a halt. Of course, there were some exceptions. One traveller noted these. 

‘Plenty large’ was how he described the jail of Caldwell Parish, for example. As he travelled 

northwest from the tiny steamboat town, into the supposedly ‘scrougin’’ village of Bellevue, 

Bossier Parish, he was similarly impressed by the jail. Alongside one store, two bar-rooms, a 

church, and courthouse, it reportedly stood ‘as strong as the penitentiary’. He found the jail of 

Concordia Parish to be ‘rogue-proof’, too. To him, this local institution was ‘the best building 

of the kind in the State’. The brick and iron jailhouse, he concluded, was ‘too nice for the 

occupancy of rascals’.168 

In contrast, abysmal jailing conditions were found in Assumption Parish. By 1851, the jail 

that had, in previous years, been considered modern required a list of repairs that outnumbered 

its inmates. ‘The doors are some of them wanting; the roof leaks; the lightning rod is 

broken...there are no beds or bedding; the well is filled up with trash and mud’, a local newspaper 

complained.169  

Increasingly connected by river transportation networks, many rural communities opted 

to transfer prisoners to other towns or parishes, and thereby free themselves from the expense of 

improving or even maintaining their jails. On the west bank of the Mississippi, for example, 

residents of West Baton Rouge spoke of their collapsing jail as a symbol of their ‘model 

morality’. It ‘has fallen down for the want of tenants’, was one claim. But as a conflicting and 
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much more believable report revealed, for want of costly repairs to its local jailhouse, its rogues 

had simply been rolled across the river, into the larger community of East Baton Rouge Parish.170 

In this way, pre-modern imprisonment conditions existed alongside the modern as part of a state-

wide penal system shaped by economy. 

Trapped within Louisiana’s new world of cost-conscious, money-making prisons, men, 

women, and children - bond and free - were all affected by the shifting antebellum market. As 

politicians and prison managers, together, maneuvered Louisiana’s incarcerated population 

through an economy built upon extending lines of credit, ever threatened by the spectre of 

financial collapse, the imperatives of business undermined and eroded philosophies of reform. 

As its manager’s ambitions to profit ran high, for example, the penitentiary’s male inmates 

suffered, to a point where they reportedly appeared ‘sallow and sickly’.171 Key performance 

indicators quickly replaced rehabilitation efforts. Meal breaks were eliminated and working 

hours extended. Guards violently pressed prisoners, both free and enslaved, towards meeting 

production targets. One thousand yards of cotton-bagging per day was the goal in 1845. During 

the same year, several new penal factories had been so negligibly planned, and squeezed into 

what little space could be found in the courtyard, that their construction obstructed the flow of 

light and air into quarters that had previously been carefully designed to promote inmate well-

being.172 The expanding business of the brickyard similarly swallowed up the penitentiary’s 

garden, too.173 Confined to the consumption of store-bought provisions, inmates languished on 

an increasingly starch-heavy diet of corn, potatoes, rice, bread, and some pork.174 

Louisiana’s incarcerated women and girls bore the brunt of their keepers’ harsh economic 

measures in other ways. During hard times, women were allocated only a portion of the fare 

dished up to men. Though they worked as hard male inmates, even white women were denied 
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bread in at least one of the Crescent City’s workhouses. Their quartering in common cells, 

usually unfurnished and unhealthy, added to their abysmal conditions. In these hell-holes, many 

mothers were forced to raise their babies.175 Even when women and children were fortunate 

enough to be kept in their own separate quarters, they remained vulnerable to the abuses of 

nefarious jailers, guards, and turn-keys. Inside her cell in the Second Municipality workhouse, 

Mary Wright recalled hearing the shrieks of her fellow cell-mate. One of the guards had whipped 

the woman and was slapping her in the face.176 This was not unusual. Not even in the modern 

penitentiary. Harassed, beaten, and possibly assaulted by male inmates and guards, its female 

inmates were hidden together behind a wooden wall that, as one money-hungry administrator 

callously explained, ‘would prevent [them] from distracting male’ workers. 177  Perhaps the 

promotion of humanitarian penal practices was ‘too much to expect of …property-minded, 

slave-owning Louisiana’, as Louisiana historian Mark T. Carleton has mused.178 

 

Conclusion 

 

Understanding jailing’s reorientation into the free market is critical to understanding slave 

incarceration practices across Louisiana, not just from the perspectives of individual 

slaveholders, but from those of public officials, jailers, and enslaved inhabitants themselves. 

This chapter has shown how the costs of reforming the state’s penal system placed a new and 

ever more significant emphasis upon economic production. While this was a system in which 

many different types of people were locked up, in subsequent chapters we will see that it was 

one in which enslaved people were central to connecting private and public economic interests. 

It was a system that reinforced slaveholder authority as a for-profit service, and this system, in 
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turn, was shaped by the cruel economy of enslavement. As subsequent chapters will reveal, 

inmates who were twice condemned to slavery and incarceration were exploited by enterprising 

jailers who prioritised profit production over public justice, and beyond the walls were pressed 

into hard labour on public works projects. In chains, these prisoners built in the infrastructure of 

the region’s burgeoning commercial economy. 
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Chapter 2 

Common Slave Incarceration Practices 

 

‘Imprisonment of a slave as a punishment for crime, except in Louisiana, is utterly 

unknown in the slave states’, wrote an intrigued William Jay. Considerably more humane than 

beating or hanging, the incarceration of enslaved people seemed to be an unprofitable enterprise, 

even to the antislavery writer. ‘To shut him up in prison’, he wrote in his 1834 pamphlet, ‘would 

be depriving his master of his labor (sic), and burthening (sic) the public with his maintenance; 

it is, therefore, more economical to flog him for trifles’. Ironically, some of his slaveholding 

contemporaries in Louisiana would have agreed with this abolitionist. ‘In every respect, 

inexpedient’ is how the chairman of the state penitentiary’s inspection committee described the 

penalty of confinement in 1839. It would be anything but a ‘matter of great terror to a slave’, he 

contended.1 ‘In many cases’, wrote another concerned citizen, ‘[detention] is actually preferred 

to their former condition’. 2  Another referred to confinement as ‘a reward’ rather than a 

punishment, and another still similarly imagined the slave’s prison as a ‘perfect El Dorado’.3  

However, neither public opinion nor official protest could put an end to Louisiana’s slave 

incarceration practises. As this chapter will demonstrate, the prison served as a conventional 

instrument, mandated by law to reinforce chattel slavery. Inside Louisiana’s different kinds of 

penal institutions, which were examined together in chapter 1, enslaved people were 

incarcerated, and in some prisons, they comprised the largest percentage of inmates detained. 

Drawing on a varied source base, including legal digests, court transcripts, prison records, 

federal census returns, and first-hand accounts of confinement produced by formerly enslaved 

women and men, this chapter will bring Louisiana’s slave imprisonment practises into sharper 

                                                
1 William Jay, An Inquiry into the Character and Tendency of the American Colonization, and American 
Anti-Slavery Societies (New York: Leavitt, 1835), 135; ‘Report from the committee appointed to inspect the 
public prison of New Orleans’, Journal of the Senate During the Second Session of the Third Legislature of 
the State of Louisiana. (New Orleans: J.C. de St. Romes, State Printer, 1818), 26-7. Report of the 
Penitentiary, December 1839 (State Printer, 1839), 4. 
2 ‘Letter to the Editor’, BRDAdv, January 15, 1858, 2 
3 BRG, 6 June 1845, 2. 
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focus. It will consider them as part of a continuum of overlapping formal and informal processes 

that reinforced the business of enslaving across the state’s rural and urban worlds. 

Across Louisiana, bondspeople were typically confined as the result of one of four distinct 

processes: the first, under charge or conviction of illegal acts; second, upon the request of their 

mistress or master; third, on sale as private property; and fourth, by court order, to secure the 

debts of an insolvent enslaver. As each of these four pathways are examined in this chapter, the 

compatibility of chattel slavery and the state’s prison system will be made clear. 

 

Criminal Sentencing 

 

‘When slaves commit crimes and are prosecuted in the name of the State’, the Louisiana 

Supreme Court ruled, ‘they are regarded as accountable beings, and not as things, and may be 

punished as the law directs’.4 This was just one way that bondswomen and men could end up 

behind bars --as public offenders. As a man born into slavery, well acquainted with his dual 

identity as both chattel and legal subject, William J. Anderson remarked, ‘nothing is neglected 

that is calculated to keep the slaves cowed down’. Enslaved for twenty-four years, the 

abolitionist from Virginia had become familiar with both the rule of his own enslaver’s lash and 

the long arm of the law. Before his escape from slavery, he had been jailed sixty times, according 

to this narrative; once in Louisiana, following a failed attempt to run from his master’s 

plantation. On this occasion, he had intended to ship to New York or Boston via New Orleans 

but landed in jail instead. ‘Slaves,’ he wrote in his narrative, ‘are...cowed down by the lash and 

hard work…by the legislature and police, or patrol’.5 And, of course, by imprisonment. 

Offering material incentives to citizens who assisted in the apprehension of any suspicious 

enslaved person, Louisiana’s penal laws reinforced what Frederick Law Olmsted observed 

                                                
4 McDowell v Couch, April 1851, Supreme Court of Louisiana, Manuscript Case File No. 2093, SA&SJ. 
(accessed January 2013). 
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during his travels of the South: ‘the constant, habitual, and instinctive surveillance and authority 

of all white people overall black’.6 Solomon Northup, a free-born citizen of New York who was 

kidnapped and sold into slavery in Louisiana, experienced the terror of this policing first hand. 

In his account of his harrowing experience in bondage, Northup described many cruel 

southerners; a duo of fraudsters who drugged and jailed him, a pair of nefarious slave dealers 

who sold him into slavery, and Edwin Epps, an abusive planter who forced Northup to whip a 

young bondswoman. But there was another type of southerner he learned to fear, too: the ‘law-

abiding citizen of Louisiana’. For in Louisiana, ‘any white man’, Northup explained, ‘would be 

at liberty to arrest me, and place me in prison’. In fact, ‘he would deem it his duty’, Northup 

continued.7  

Many men, ordinary citizens, served on slave patrols. Even non-slaveholding citizens 

served in these racially focused law enforcement gangs that policed the countryside and cities. 

In fact, during the 1830s, the occupations of St Tammany Parish patrollers ranged from yeoman 

to hotelkeeper, and brick manufacturer. Even a Baptist minister served on one patrol.8 Other men 

took it upon themselves to turn to vigilantism. In one instance, a Sons of Temperance zealot 

blackened his face and ‘went the rounds’ in various taverns and cabarets along the Mississippi 

River to trap enslaved drinkers and liquor dealers.9 

Documenting the arrests made during just one shift, a surviving report of the Captain of 

the Guard of New Orleans illustrates the pervasive nature of slave jailing and its various 

participants. Originally written in French by Captain Edward Ferdinand, for the evening of 

January 4-5, 1824, this report reads:  

 

At noon of the 4th, Miss Suzanne Norton did bring to the Guard a black man named Jack, 

suspected as a runaway slave, to be put in the police jail.  

                                                
6 Frederick Law Olmsted, The Cotton Kingdom: A Traveler’s Observations on Cotton and Slavery in the 
American Slave States, Arthur M. Schlesinger, ed. (New York: Modern Library, 1984), 574.  
7  Gilbert, Osofsky, ed., Puttin’ on Ole Massa; the Slave Narratives of Henry Bibb, William Wells Brown, 
and Solomon Northup. 1st ed. (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), 300. 
8 E. Russ Williams, Jr., ‘Slave Patrol Ordinances of St. Tammany Parish, Louisiana, 1835-1838’, Louisiana 
History 13, no. 4 (Autumn, 1972), 404.  
9 ‘Selling Liquor to Slaves’, BRDAdv, January 12, 1854, 2. 
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At five o’clock in the evening, the active segment of the Guard brought to the central post 

the black man named Tom, a runaway slave who said he belonged to a Mr Moses Duffey 

and Tom was put in the police jail. 

At six o’clock in the evening, Mr Pierre Riviere accompanied by another person brought 

to central post a black man named Joseph for having been insolent toward him and also 

attempting to injure him. The black man was put in the police jail, and the complainant 

was to present himself to the mayor. 

At 6:30 in the evening, Mr. Benjamin Warter, proprietor of a flatboat, brought to central 

post and afterwards to the police jail a black man named Richard, belonging to a Mr. 

Jourdan, the black man was put on board the boat by his master to steal, and having stolen 

something he was caught. Mr Warter was to present himself at the office of the mayor. 

At 9 o’clock in the evening, a man of the central post was required to arrest and bring to 

jail the black woman Louise, a slave of a Mrs V.F. Dombronsley.10  

 

Misdemeanour infractions typically attracted short jail stays. Such was the case for free as 

well as enslaved offenders, especially those who found themselves locked-up for public 

intoxication or breaching the peace. However, as already mentioned in chapter 1, Louisiana’s 

Black Code added to the number of offences for which an enslaved person could be jailed. It 

included gambling, purchasing liquor, possession of a weapon (or any object that could be used 

as such), unsupervised assemblage, and renting a room, to name a few.11 Following the adoption 

of curfew laws, bondswomen and -men who attempted to liberate themselves from the prison-

like tenement of their enslavers’ homes, even if only temporarily, could be seized by police and 

patrollers, and jailed.12 Others faced a similar fate just for appearing suspicious, day or night. In 

fact, this occurred routinely in Baton Rouge, where one town constable was notorious for 

arresting free and enslaved people of African descent on his ‘intuitive knowledge of their 

intentions’.13 

                                                
10 Report of the Captain of the Guard Service, New Orleans, La., January 4-5, 1824. Folder A, Box XVI, 
Guard Service Reports from New Orleans, 1824, CHMSC. 
11 Curry, A New Digest of the Statute Laws of the State of Louisiana, Vol. 1, 57-62.  
12 ‘Terrific Doings’, BRDAdv, December 13, 1856, 2. 
13 William Richter, ‘Slavery in Baton Rouge, 1820-1860’, Louisiana History 10, no. 2 (Spring, 1969), 136.  
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In any misdemeanour case, custodial confinement usually preceded an offender’s 

appearance before a magistrate.14 In the majority of these cases, administered justice (as they 

called it) was administered swiftly. Charged with writing an ‘insulting and outraging letter’, 

Justine Rousselle spent just three days in jail prior to her hearing before the St James Parish 

Justice of the Peace. The judge quickly dismissed the case against the bondswoman and ordered 

her release from the sheriff’s custody. In the same parish prison, another bondservant named 

Jean experienced a longer pre-trial detention period of ten days and upon being found guilty of 

insulting his white neighbour, Jean was returned to the jail by the order of the presiding Justice 

of the Peace, to suffer his sentence of twenty lashes.15 Corporal punishments of this nature were 

cruel but common in misdemeanours cases involving enslaved offenders.16 

More serious offences could attract much longer prison sentences. In one case, a bondsman 

named Jim was sentenced to serve one month in confinement for distributing counterfeit leave 

passes to his fellow slaves.17 Willie faced the same sentence for the alleged ill-treatment of a 

cow, and so did another unidentified Crescent City ‘slave boy’ who was caught stealing 

wood. These men were not alone. As the journalist who reported the latter incident remarked, ‘a 

good many slaves have to suffer punishment in a similar manner’.18 Facing an even longer prison 

term was a Rapides Parish bondsman named Abraham, who, being found guilty of larceny in 

1856, was sentenced to a term of two years at hard labour in the state penitentiary.19 

Captured runaway slaves faced indefinite incarceration, pending their return to their 

masters and mistresses. In this way, jailing systems played a seminal role in the business of 

slaveholding, not just in Louisiana but all through the South. Although slave absenteeism was 

not in itself considered a categorically dangerous crime, it plagued slaveholders and chewed 

                                                
14 ‘Demoralization of Servants’, NODP, October 6, 1858, 2.  
15 State v. The Slave Justine Roselle, Case No.13, December 1847 and State v. The Slave Jean, belonging to 
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17 Petition of George Purves to the Judge of the Fifth District Court in New Orleans, Orleans Parish, LA., 
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away at their balances. In just one year, thirty-six documented runaway attempts made by various 

members of his force of sixty-four enslaved hands cost one Concordia Parish planter five-

hundred and forty-three days of labour. The amount he might have spent on the recovery of his 

absconding workers would have added unwelcome length to his debits, too.20 As the diary of 

another planter reveals, there was a tendency amongst slaveholders to concoct self-assuring 

explanations for the problem of slave flight, to lessen any sense of guilt, offence, or 

embarrassment they may have felt when their servants took ‘leg bail’, as it was called. In one of 

his entries, the diarist supposes that it was the isolation Ginney Jerry had experienced while 

logging in the woods that incited the bondsman to run away.21 The prominent Crescent City 

physician, Dr Samuel Cartwright, would have similarly diagnosed Barrow’s servant with a 

disorder of the mind that he called ‘drapetomania’. Not surprisingly, the doctor’s prescribed 

remedy for this supposed malady, ‘whipping the devil out’, was not effective. As one formerly 

enslaved resident recalled, ‘seems like after I got bigger, more’n more niggers run away’.22 The 

capture and return of absconding servants via every type of jail thus remained best practise as 

far as many of the state’s slaveholders were concerned. And if their absconding servants 

happened to be seized close to home, their masters and mistresses could quickly return them to 

work. Captured on the day he fled, George spent just one night in the prison of his master’s 

hometown, for example.23 Eliza, on the other hand, managed to travel through several parishes 

before her capture. Described by her jailer as ‘8 or 9 years of age, light copper color, 3 feet 11 

inches’, the young servant from New Orleans remained behind bars in the prison of West 

Feliciana for a little over one month.24 

                                                
20 Loren Schweninger, ‘Counting the Costs: Southern Planters and the Problem of Runaway. Slaves, 1790-
1860,’ in Business and Economic History 22: No. 2, (Winter, 1999), 268. 
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22 Samuel Cartwright, ‘Diseases and Peculiarities of the Negro Race’, DBR 11, n.s. 4 (1851), 331-36; Mary 
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In many of the same jails, prison keepers would also confine enslaved people suspected 

of capital crimes. As was mentioned in chapter 1, the June 1806 act ‘prescribing the rules and 

conduct to be observed with respect to Negroes and other Slaves’ mandated death by execution 

as the penalty for a variety of offences, including insurrection, murder, manslaughter, rape, 

arson, assault, striking a white person, robbery, counterfeiting, and theft.25 Larceny, threatening 

or insulting a white overseer, and assaulting a white person were added to this list of capital 

offences in later years. Louisiana’s Black Code also prescribed fewer procedural safeguards for 

enslaved defendants, even those whose conviction might result in execution. Under its rule, the 

arrest, detention, prosecution and even the punishment of enslaved individuals could be executed 

on the mere suspicion of a crime. Bringing a case by information was, as Judith Schafer explains, 

‘time-saving’ and it ‘devalued the procedure’ but it did so in a way that seemed to only 

underscore the legal status of enslaved people as property, and so it was permitted.26 One can 

imagine the terror that innocent bondswomen or -men might have felt knowing that the gut 

feeling of a master or hiring employer, or even some unknown white person, could lead to their 

prosecution as a felon. Ann and her son Harry must have felt this as they sat in their New Orleans 

prison cells. The mother and son had been wrongfully detained by the New Orleans police chief, 

implicated for a mass poisoning, ultimately, because their master and mistress had harboured 

feelings of distrust towards them for some time. Together, they faced the possibility that they 

could be hastily charged, convicted, and executed despite the chain of inconclusive evidence 

against them. 

The confinement of Ann and Harry in police custody speaks to both the discounted 

importance of procedure that authorities placed on cases involving people in bondage and the 

peculiar function of Louisiana’s penal system in relieving the uneasy domestic relations between 

slaveholders and their captives. Following reports that three people had died, and ten others had 

fallen seriously ill after attending a party at Colonel T. L. Lemley’s home, Lemley suspected 

that his two servants, Ann and Harry, has poisoned his family and their guests. To police, Lemley 

                                                
25 Curry, A New Digest of the Statute Laws. Vol 1, 48-62 (especially 57-62). 
26 Schafer, ‘Slaves and Crime: New Orleans, 1846-1862’, 55 and 60.  
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described Ann as a ‘very morose cook’, and her son Harry as an ‘incorrigible runaway’. His 

suspicions were sufficient evidence of guilt as far as arresting officers were concerned. And 

because of this, the chief of police had reportedly ‘plainly fixed’ the crime upon his two 

prisoners, too. But an ensuing investigation by the coroner failed to uncover material evidence 

of their so-called crime. In his examination of several leftover dishes from the fatal soirée, the 

coroner detected no trace of arsenic or any other poisonous substance. One wonders whether 

these findings relieved Lemley of some of his fears regarding his domestic servants, or whether 

Ann and Harry were relieved from their former kitchen duties following their release from police 

custody.27 

In other cases, accused offenders remained behind bars pending trial.28 By the Black Code, 

enslaved defendants accused of capital crimes stood trial before ‘special tribunals’, each of 

which was composed of two parish magistrates and a jury of up to ten resident freeholders. Legal 

revisions in 1846 saw the replacement of the specification of ‘freeholder’ participation in these 

tribunals with that of ‘the owners of slaves’, a measure that protected slaveholders from those 

who did not own slaves, who may have been hostile to slave property.29 A former tobacco 

farmhand briefly described one of these tribunals to a WPA interviewer in the 1930s. ‘All the 

farmers’ of Plaquemines ‘came and had a jury among them’, he recalled.30 In the words of one 

legal historian, the Black Code’s legal instructions on slave prosecutions in Louisiana created a 

mechanism ‘quite different from “a right to a trial by jury before the ordinary tribunal” [that was 

otherwise] guaranteed to free persons of colour and Indians’ as well as white prisoners.31 

The on-demand assembly of these special slave courts typically facilitated fast justice. The 

case against John, a bondsman, accused of shooting a white man in Baton Rouge, for example, 

was ordered, heard, and decided within less than one week. For a variety of reasons, though, 

some hearings were delayed, and in these cases, enslaved prisoners languished behind bars for 
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weeks, months, and sometimes even years awaiting trial. Facing a charge of ‘assault and battery 

with intent to kill’, Jesse was detained for sixty-nine punishing days in the parish jail before an 

Ascension Parish court dismissed his case. In another case, a series of continuances in related 

trials delayed the prosecution of Kitty, a New Orleans bondswoman charged as an accessory to 

the murder of her master, Levi Smelser. Following her arrest in July 1855, the city was aflutter 

as sordid details emerged of the murderous affair between Kitty’s mistress-turned co-conspirator 

and her mistress’s lover, another accomplice to the murder of Smelser. Meanwhile, the 

unfortunate bondswoman suffered confinement in the Orleans Parish prison where she remained 

until January 1858.32 

A guilty verdict guaranteed additional prison time. In the case mentioned above against 

Kitty, it carried a life sentence.33 But even those found to be innocent were still threatened with 

additional time in confinement, their bound bodies to be flung over the jailer’s whipping post, 

to receive a beating as a cruel demonstration of the state-slaveholder alliance. This is how the 

1859 case of Louisiana v. Charles (Slave) concluded. A tribunal of two justices of the peace and 

ten slaveholders acquitted Charles of ‘wilfully (sic) and maliciously striking his overseer, a white 

man, appointed by his owner, so as to cause the shedding of blood’, yet the Franklin Parish court 

sentenced the slave to suffer corporal punishment. Specifically, it prescribed the following 

treatment for Charles: ‘154 lashes by the Sheriff, but not so as to break the skin of the slave’.34 

Louisiana’s criminal courts worked to impose penalties upon all offenders but, in cases 

involving enslaved offenders, they prioritised the preservation of the proprietary rights of their 

slaveholders. The different sentences handed down in two murder cases heard in New Orleans 

during 1855-56 illustrate this point. In one, a case of domestic violence that resulted in the bloody 
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killing of a bondswoman, the enslaved perpetrator was found guilty and condemned to death. In 

the other, the convicted killer of a free woman of colour, Adelaide Laurant Taboney, was 

sentenced to life in the penitentiary at hard labour. In many ways, the two cases seemed identical. 

In each, witnesses described the discovery of a lifeless woman’s body, beaten, bloodied, and 

mutilated.35 So why did one receive a life sentence and the other death? As Judith Schafer 

explains, Louisiana’s judicial procedure in slave cases functioned primarily as ‘a mechanism for 

determining whether property should be condemned’.36 Thus, in each of these two cases, it is 

likely that two key factors influenced sentencing decisions; the first, the identity of each victim; 

and the second, the status of the owner of the accused. In the first of these two cases discussed, 

both the victim and her killer were enslaved, and so the destruction of one avenged that of the 

other. In the latter case, the murder of a free woman of colour, even if committed in cold blood, 

did not result in the loss of slaveholder property. However, if ordered, an execution would have 

resulted in such a loss. The judicial destruction of slave property would have additionally created 

a new victim – or so his contemporaries believed - the accused’s master, William C.C. Claiborne 

Jnr., the eldest son of Louisiana’s former Governor who was also a wealthy cotton factor. In this 

case, jurors would have been mindful of how their sentencing decision might help or hinder their 

future business with this influential citizen and his friends.  

While case notes do not suggest that Claiborne Jr. attempted to influence the outcome of 

this case, accounts of other capital cases do reveal slaveholder intervention in matters of criminal 

sentencing. Rachel O’Connor followed the trial against her neighbour’s ‘uncommonly smart 

yellow woman’ who had ‘[thrown] her [mistress] down and beat her unmercifully’.  O’Connor 

expected that the slave woman would ‘be hung without a doubt’. Much to her surprise, however, 

her mistress’s ‘feelings’ had influenced members of the court to sentence her servant to a lesser 
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sentence. Instead of death, she was sent down to New Orleans ‘to be confined for life…in the 

dungeon’. Later O’Connor learned that the wealthy plantress had ‘pleaded so hard for the girl’s 

life to be spared’.37 

Similarly, by sentencing expectant convict mothers to imprisonment, rather than to capital 

punishment, slave tribunals were able to enforce the penalty of the law while also preserving 

their enslavers’ in futuro claims to their unborn offspring. For slaveholders through the South, 

infant bodies born into bondage held a positive market value. They would grow into prime field 

hands and handsome domestic servants, conditioned to work with power and precision, or 

groomed to attract the loneliest and highest bidders at auction-sales. Thus, many compelled their 

married and unmarried bondswomen to bear children. As one formerly enslaved woman 

explained, ‘My ma…brought him [her master] more money having children than she could 

working in the field…they would pick the biggest nigger and tell her they wanted a kid by him’.38 

Enslavers solidified their claims to this mode of reproduction by a process of unmothering, a 

process that could be as brutal as their initial efforts to capitalise a slave woman’s womb. And 

in this process, slaveholders were occasionally assisted by penal systems. This facet of state 

support was evident in the case against two Bayou Chico servants implicated in the attempted 

poisoning of their mistress. For one, death ensued. For the other, Jinny, life behind bars. Despite 

the court’s seemingly merciful decision to spare Jinny from the executioner’s noose upon the 

revelation of her pregnancy, the unfortunate bondswoman would face a new world of horrors as 

a slave mother locked up behind prison walls.39 

Individual appeals against sentences of death similarly resulted in the life-long 

incarceration of some other enslaved convicts. Elected under the new Louisiana Constitution of 

1845, the state legislature revised limitations to the jurisdiction of the state’s Supreme Court, 
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enabling the high court to hear criminal appeals. However, bound by a statutory provision of the 

Black Code which stipulated that ‘no proceedings [should] be annulled or impeded by any error 

of form’, Louisiana’s appellate courts typically affirmed the judgments of the lower courts, even 

when procedural discrepancies were evident.40 In these cases, however, appellate justices could 

and did decide in favour of sentence reductions. Citing the inadmissibility of a confession ‘given 

under duress’, the Supreme Court commuted Bob’s sentence of death to life in the penitentiary 

at hard labour, for example. Despite his implied innocence in the murder of his overseer, the 

court’s decision to allow Bob to bypass the gallows would still have been viewed by many 

contemporaries as an act of mercy.41 As Chief Justice Edwin Merrick ruled in another similar 

case, ‘The punishment of imprisonment is more merciful, perhaps, than any corporal punishment 

which the jury could inflict’.42 

Bypassing the court system entirely, at least one slaveholder petitioned the Governor for 

mercy in the case against his condemned bondsman, Henry Hoops. J.W. Fisk had lost his valued 

servant to the state’s criminal justice system, most likely while he was on hire to another slave-

master. Implicated as the killer of another enslaved man and sentenced to death, Henry Hoops 

broke out of jail and fled with his life just days before his scheduled execution. The day fixed 

for his death had long passed by the time Hoops was recaptured and because of this his jailer 

cautiously ‘did not consider it his duty to carry the sentence into effect’. As Hoops lay in his 

cell, his master pleaded for his life. Did Fisk value Hoops as a trusted servant, companion, or 

even kin? Or did he pragmatically wish to preserve his cash investment in the body of his 

servant? Or was he simply opposed to the death penalty? It’s not possible to determine his 

motivation. But in any case, Fisk managed to convince the Governor that ‘imprisonment for life 

would be full and ample punishment for the offence’ for Hoops. A gubernatorial order issued in 
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1858 mandated Hoops’s transferal to the penitentiary at Baton Rouge where he would serve a 

life sentence.43 

As Hoops’s case demonstrates, convicts sentenced to death represented another category 

of enslaved people incarcerated in Louisiana. Alfred had spent his perishing days locked-up 

behind the walls of the Clinton Parish jail. On the fated day of his execution, he drew his final 

breath from the cool winter’s air. A moment later the motion of his lifeless body was surrendered 

to the whim of the same breeze that blew through the courtyard of his jail. He had allegedly 

burned down a store.44  

While Alfred’s execution conformed to the mandates of the Louisiana’s Crimes Act of 

1806, which restricted death to hanging by the neck only, additional articles of the Black Code 

later allowed the courts to execute enslaved convicts in any manner that would ‘provide the most 

effectual means of deterring other slaves from committing the like crimes’. A later revision to 

the Black Code in 1846, which moved slave executions behind jail walls, similarly ensured that 

the destruction of black bodies would remain a public spectacle.45 Thus, on execution days, 

onlookers of all races were permitted to crowd inside and around prisons. Together, they mingled 

and indulged in merriment. Inmates peered anxiously through the gratings of their cells, too. In 

1846, the execution of a bondswoman named Pauline attracted no less than five thousand 

Crescent City residents.46 ‘Loud was the laugh and merry the jokes which provoked mirth among 

the lookers-on’, one spectator grimly recalled. ‘The swinging circling form of the expiatory 

victim’, many enslavers believed, would serve as ‘a lesson in deterrence’ for their servants.47 

Whereas a sentence of death or life imprisonment forced individual slaveholders to forfeit 

his or her slave property, the state offered limited compensation. Early laws stipulated that an 

amount of no more than three hundred dollars was to be paid by the state to the owner of any 

slave condemned to death or life behind bars at hard labour. By the same laws, the masters and 

                                                
43 ‘Senate of Louisiana, Executive Session 1858’, BRDAdv, May 6, 1858, 1.  
44 ‘Execution’, NODP, November 5, 1846, 2. 
45 Schafer, ‘Slaves and Crime: New Orleans, 1846-1862’, 58, 60-1. 
46 Execution, NODP, February 26, 1842, 2. 
47 Castellanos, New Orleans as it was, 175. 
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mistresses of individuals convicted of rebellion or insurrection forfeited their claims to such 

compensation. By 1854, after several revisions to the provisions concerning slaveholder 

compensation, the amount allocated in each case was raised to two-thirds of slave’s market 

value, an amount not to exceed seven-hundred and fifty dollars.48  

The market appraisal of each enslaved convict formed part of their trial and was performed 

by the same jury of slave masters who would rule on their guilt or innocence before specifying 

their dollar worth. In one such evaluation of a bondsman sentenced to life imprisonment for 

attempted rape, the court revealed its criteria for consideration: thirty-year-old William Green 

weighed a little over eighty kilograms, was ‘strong’, in ‘good health’, and exhibited the skills of 

a ‘superior brick mason’. His judge, jury, and assessors thus determined that Green’s market 

value would be ‘at least’ twenty-five hundred dollars, and accordingly recommended that the 

state appropriate a sum of five hundred dollars for the relief of his mistress.49 In the year 

following the state doled out over ten thousand dollars to the owners of other enslaved men and 

women convicted of capital crimes.50 

 

Private Punishment 

 

Secondly, enslaved people could be lodged directly into Louisiana’s prisons by their 

slaveholders, either as a punishment for some private infraction - real or imagined - or as a means 

of securing their bodies as chattel. Slaves frequently populated workhouses and jails as a result 

of their masters and mistresses contracting with jailers to correct their slaves (for a fee, of 

course). As one visitor to New Orleans explained, ‘When a master wishes to punish a slave, male 

or female, he will send that person to the jail with a note that contains the order for the number 

of the lashes that the jailer is to administer. The poor man or woman returns home with the note 

                                                
48 Schafer, ‘Slaves and Crime: New Orleans, 1846-1862’, 86-7. 
49 Acts Passed at the Third Legislature Session of the Legislature of the State of Louisiana at its Second 
Session. (New Orleans: John Claiborne, State Printer, 1857), 132.  
50 Annual Report of the Auditor of Public Accounts to the General Assembly of the State of Louisiana, 
January 1859 (Baton Rouge, J.M. Taylor, State Printer, 1859), 6.  
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that shows that the indicated punishment has been carried out’. This service appealed to resident 

slaveholders, many of whom opted to outsource the correction of enslaved servants to the public 

jailer. ‘As one passes the jail in the morning’, recalled one shocked traveller, ‘the cries and 

laments of those unfortunate people can be heard’.51  

At the cost of around twenty-five cents per day, slaveholders were also able to jail their 

slaves for safekeeping.52 The term ‘safekeeping’ was capaciously defined in local nomenclature. 

At the tender age of three years, John Joseph was lodged in prison for safekeeping by his cotton 

growing master, and there remained until he was ‘old enough to work’. 53  Serena White’s 

lodgement in jail for safekeeping, in contrast, was designed by her master to keep the 

bondswoman from being seduced by a notorious free black waterman. In yet another instance, 

the manager of a Crescent City brothel cruelly asserted his ownership rights over the body of his 

sex-slave, Carmélite, by incarcerating the bondswoman for ‘safekeeping’ at the end of her 

indenture.54 Regardless of what ‘safekeeping’ actually meant to each enslaver, the economy of 

its convenience encouraged a variety of slaveholders to use Louisiana’s public prisons in the 

management of their private slave property. 

In some instances, masters and mistresses even used jails as dumping grounds for 

ungovernable, enfeebled, or merely unwanted servants. Citing an apparent ‘vice of craziness’, 

Kate’s buyer had the bondswoman locked-up while he sought to annul her purchase.55 Owing to 

Louisiana’s liberal consumer protection laws, which allowed the buyer of any slave or slaves 

who exhibited vice to have his or her purchase rescinded, this type of a redhibitory action was 

common. Enslavers’ diagnoses of slaves included, but were not limited to, addictions to theft 

                                                
51 Zavala, Lorenzo de, Journey to the United States of America (Viaje a Los Estados-Unidos Del Norte De 
America). Wallace Woolsey, trans., ed. (Houston: Arte Público Press, 2005), 20. 
52 Donatien Augustin, A General Digest of the Ordinances and Resolutions of the Corporation of New-
Orleans (New Orleans: Printed by J. Bayon, 1831), 129, 31. 
53 John Joseph, The Life and Sufferings of John Joseph, a Native of Ashantee, in Western Africa: Who Was 
Stolen from His Parents at the Age of 3 Years, and Sold to Mr Johnstone, a Cotton Planter, in New Orleans, 
South America. (Wellington: Printed for John Joseph by J. Greedy, 1848). 4. 
54 Carmelite v Lacaze, November 1852, Supreme Court of Louisiana, Manuscript Case File No. 2506, 
SA&SJ. (accessed January 2013). 
55 Icar v. Suars, January 1835, Supreme Court of Louisiana, reported in, Jacob D. Wheeler, A Practical 
Treatise on the Law of Slavery: Being a Compilation of All the Decisions Made on that Subject, in the 
Several Courts of the United States, and State Courts. (New Orleans: Benjamin Levy, 1837), 139. 
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and running away, ‘mente (sic) imbecility’, and ‘fits of insanity’. Many secured their unwanted 

chattel behind bars while they petitioned the courts to have their transactions rescinded.56 Others 

simply abandoned unwanted servants altogether. For example, when he learned that his 

bondsman had been mauled so brutally by hunting dogs that he would no longer be ‘good for 

anything’, Jefferson Briscoe refused to rescue the captured runaway out of the Tensas Parish 

jail.57 Abraham was similarly left to languish in his Baton Rouge cell following the expiration 

of his two-year penitentiary sentence, ‘for want of a claimant’. According to a statement 

published by the managers of the state prison, the bondsman’s master ‘refuse[d] to have anything 

to do with him’.58 

 

Slave Trading 

 

Enslaved people were pressed into Louisiana’s penal system, thirdly, as human chattel in 

the process of transport and sale. Public prisons, like privately-owned slave pens, played a 

central role in the domestic slave market. Itinerant buyers secured coffles of chattel slaves in 

jails as they travelled through the state, while dealers used the same institutions to display their 

slave-stock to potential customers and interested investors inspected their prison cells in search 

of their next bargain. Although set in the state of Maryland, the following scene described in the 

narrative of the former slave, Frederick Douglass, illustrates what enslaved prisoners in 

Louisiana were likely to have experienced: 

 

We had been in jail scarcely twenty minutes when a swarm of slave traders and agents for 

slave traders flocked into jail to look at us, and to ascertain if we were for sale. Such a set 

of beings I never saw before! I felt myself surrounded by so many fiends from perdition. 

                                                
56 Bayon v Vavasseur, June 1821, Supreme Court of Louisiana, Manuscript Case File No. 570, SA&SJ. 
(accessed January 2013); Petition of Fergus Duplantier to the Hon. Charles Bushnel, Judge of the District 
Court of the Third Judicial District of the State of Louisiana, East Baton Rouge Parish, LA., 1835, PAR No. 
20883503, DLAS, http://library.uncg.edu/slavery/petitions/details.aspx?pid=7864, (accessed: April 2012). 
57 John W. Blassingame, Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and 
Autobiographies. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1977), 433. 
58 Report of…Louisiana Penitentiary…December 31, 1859, 4 and 25. 
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A band of pirates never looked more like their father, the devil. They laughed and grinned 

over us, saying, ‘Ah, my boys! We have got you, haven’t we?’ And after taunting us in 

various ways, they one by one went into an examination of us, with intent to ascertain our 

value. They would impudently ask us if we would not like to have them for our masters. 

We would make them no answer and leave them to find out as best they could. Then they 

would curse and swear at us, telling us that they could take the devil out of us in a very 

little while if we were only in their hands.59 

 

Perhaps Martin experienced something similar. Following six months of confinement in 

the jail of Baton Rouge, the runaway slave attracted a buyer, Mr. O’Conway.60 One New Orleans 

master invited these kinds of investors to visit the jail to inspect his bondsman. Despite 

describing him as ‘hard to manage’, the same enslaver managed to negotiate a purchase price of 

five hundred dollars for this jailed slave.61 As James Fisher discovered while he lay within a 

Crescent City jail cell, such a sale could take time. His employer spent twelve weeks seeking ‘a 

good chance’ to strike a deal with a local commission agent.62 

In this way, public jails operated alongside the privately owned jails of professional slave 

traders, and as descriptions of the latter reveal, private and public jails were similar in many 

ways. One ‘heavily barred’ slave pen stood opposite the Crescent City’s Saint Charles Hotel. 

Following its closure, the abandoned bank was converted into a private jail and filled with souls 

rather than specie. One of its inmates was John Brown, an escapee from Georgia who had been 

captured en route to England. Following three months in confinement there, he wrote a 

description of his prison which he included in his narrative. Inside, ‘three tiers of rooms, one 

above the other, held up to five-hundred captives…The men were separated from the women, 

and the children from both’, he recalled. Like most public jails, this pen featured what Brown 

called a ‘flogging room’. Upon its floor prisoners suffered beneath the trader’s paddle, a device 

                                                
59 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. Written by Himself. 
(Boston: Published at the Antislavery Office, No. 25 Cornhill, 1845), 92. 
60 Sikes v. Allen et al., June 1824, Supreme Court of Louisiana, Manuscript Case File No. 1016, SA&SJ. 
(accessed January 2013). 
61 New Orleans Gas Light and Banking Company v. Botts, December 1844, Supreme Court of Louisiana, 
Manuscript Case File No. 4545, SA&SJ. (accessed January 2013)..  
62 James Fisher quoted in Blassingame, Slave Testimony, 231. 
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designed to inflict pain without scarring their market-bound bodies.63 Together, the sales of lives 

that were negotiated in and around the slave trading pens and public jails of Louisiana propelled 

thousands of souls into the plantation economy.64 

Some residents decried the regular deployment of public institutions by slave traffickers 

as a misappropriation of state resources. Benjamin H. Latrobe was one such resident. He 

commented in his journal, ‘The internal slave trade certainly ought not to be aided by the 

Government or its Officers. But this is certainly done, while the public jail is permitted to be a 

place of deposit for this sort of Goods’.65 Not confined to Louisiana, this sentiment was echoed 

by the residents of other states where public jails were used in similar ways. In 1833, for 

example, a magistrate in Maryland complained of the ‘great abuse of the public Jails’ by citizens 

who were in the habit of turning them into ‘receptacles of slaves for persons engaged in the 

traffic of buying and selling them’.66 

However, the legislature’s regulatory intervention in the state’s domestic slave trade only 

resulted in higher rates of incarceration. The reason for this was quite simple: Louisiana’s 

solution to the problem of illegal slave importations was to jail any formerly imprisoned 

bondsperson upon their introduction into the state. Such a practise may have encouraged David 

Anderson to change the way he conducted his business, which involved scouring all kinds of 

prisons across the Eastern Seaboard for buyable souls. Aboard a steamer bound for Louisiana 

Anderson shared the secret of his scheme with a fellow traveller: buy low, sell high. As he 

explained this, Tom stood by his side. Tom had been bought by Anderson from a Maryland jail 

for eight-hundred dollars and was expected to attract bids exceeding one thousand dollars in any 

Crescent City auction house.67 This was not an unreasonable expectation. As one interstate 

planter observed, ‘a desire to continually purchase land and negroes appears to be a characteristic 

                                                
63John Brown, Slave Life in Georgia; a Narrative of the Life of John Brown. The Black Heritage Library 
Collection (Freeport : Books for Libraries Press, 1971). 
64 Johnson, Soul by Soul, 7 
65 Carter, Van Horne, and Formwalt, eds., The Journals of Benjamin Henry Latrobe Vol 3, 155-56.  
66 Helen T. Catterall, ed., Judicial Cases Concerning American Slavery & the Negro, Vol. 4 (Washington, 
DC: Carnegie Institution of Washington 1936), 79.  
67 Carter, Van Horne, and Formwalt, eds., Op Cit., 155. 
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of many of the planters of your state [Louisiana]’.68 For some, that desire outweighed concerns 

about a servant’s prison past. This was true for one Bayou Sara planter. From a slave dealership 

in New Orleans, he purchased a bondsman who bore many scars ‘from a severe whipping he 

[had] received at the time of the Southampton insurrection’.69 

Yet, many other residents were apprehensive about importing formerly imprisoned slaves 

and free blacks from other states. As early as 1816, a commentator captured their concerns, 

writing: ‘Louisiana…appears alarmed at being made the depot of the very worst class of slaves, 

vomiting of the jails and penitentiaries...of all the rest of the states’.70 Just months later, in 1817, 

news of the impending arrival of an amateur trader and his cargo of about eighty black convicts 

from New York hit Louisiana. The first-time slave trader had purchased this group of men and 

women directly from the New York State Prison, with the intention of selling them into slavery 

in the South. The Louisiana legislature was quick to react, moving to outlaw their importation 

before their arrival.71 The act it adopted to prevent their entry bestowed upon the state the right 

to seize, detain, and (oddly) sell any slave-convict illegally imported into its borders.72 

Identified together in state documents as ‘the Williams’ gang’ was a group of convict-

slaves who entered Louisiana in contravention of the state’s 1817 anti-importation act. On 

November 1, 1841, New Orleans police along apprehended the group, together with their 

importer, William H. Williams, an owner-operator of a private slave trading jail in Washington 

D.C. Among the twenty-six captives taken into state custody with Williams were Jane and 

Nancy, two teenage girls, both convicted incendiaries; a pair of Norfolk County robbers; another 
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black bondsman implicated as an insurrectionary, and another convicted of murder. From 

various county jails around Virginia, these convicted men and women had been transferred to 

the fortress-like penitentiary at Richmond where they were eventually sold together as a band, 

bound for New Orleans. But when they arrived in Louisiana, they found themselves locked-up 

once more, this time in the state penitentiary at   Baton Rouge. As records of various state 

departments illustrate, local authorities defined the men and women of the Williams’ Gang as 

property - property that had been ‘forfeited to the State of Louisiana’.73 

Debtors’ Prison 

 

The fourth way that enslaved people entered Louisiana’s prison system was as debtors’ 

chattel, seized during civil litigation. During the nineteenth century, this became commonplace 

as many planters relied more and more on credit to satiate their desire to ‘continually purchase 

land and negroes’ (mentioned in a previous chapter). It was not uncommon for most to borrow 

in large sums. And in fact, many would borrow money for each new crop. The diary of Bennet 

H. Barrow reveals the chains of debt that entangled just one cotton and cane grower with other 

planters in West Feliciana Parish. Barrow himself borrowed money from banks, which he then 

loaned out to family and friends. After negotiating so many lending arrangements, he would 

have learned that state-sponsored banking institutions and private financiers alike would rarely 

accept land as security for a loan; instead, they preferred slave mortgages or pledges.74 For this 

reason, when a dispute arose between a creditor and defaulting debtor, the debtor’s slaves were 

jailed. In these cases, enslaved people were not treated as humans but as liquid assets and in such 

circumstances, jails were used to secure the capital represented in their bodies.75 
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In cases of debt confinement, enslaved bodies seized for liquidation protected creditors’ 

financial interests, a measure which proved necessary as many embarrassed planters attempted 

to escape their debts by disappearing from the state with their slaves.76 But once jailed, enslaved 

debt prisoners would suffer an uncertain fate. Some endured months and even years behind bars 

while their masters’ or mistresses’ court battles dragged on. George Ross experienced this. While 

he was in bondage, he was levied upon twice, pursuant to his master’s payment of his debts. In 

the first instance, he recalled, he and seven others belonging to his master’s estate languished in 

prison for ‘three or four months’.77 While Ross and his master were reunited on both occasions, 

other debt prisoners faced separation by sale. In these cases, court issued writs of fieri facias led 

sheriffs and jailers to levy upon the (jailed) human chattel of judgment debtors.  

During periods of economic downturn, enslaved debt prisoners filled Louisiana’s penal 

system. In fact, the facility of slave incarceration during times of economic instability cannot be 

overstated. As banks and businesses failed, and the price of cotton slumped in the early 1840s, 

financiers, merchants, traders, and planters clambered for cash, often through litigation. A mass 

of litigation and appeals increased the labours of the civil courts and the state’s jailers. As a 

result of just one debt case in 1846, the keeper of the jail of Madison Parish was ordered to detain 

an entire family. Bill and his wife Clarissa, along with their five children, were thus crowded 

into a small cell and there within forced to wait, unsure of whether they would be sold to pay 

their mistress’s debts, or whether their family would somehow remain together after their release 

from the prison.78 

 

Conclusion 

 
As this chapter has shown, Louisiana’s early prison system functioned in various ways 

to support chattel bondage. Together, its different types of jailing institutions, outlined in chapter 

                                                
76  Court clerks adopted a shorthand for the numbers of vanished residents sued for default: ‘GTT’ (gone to 
Texas). Schafer, Slavery, the Civil Law, and the Supreme Court of Louisiana, 177.  
77 Blassingame, Slave Testimony, 407-8. 
78 G.W. Tarkinton (sheriff of Madison Parish), Transfer of Slaves, Madison Parish, La., June 9, 1846. Folder 
41, Manuscript Series 44, Slavery in Louisiana Collection, HNOC. 
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1 and examined further in this chapter, supported a series of distinct but overlapping formal and 

informal processes that were designed to reinforce the commodification of human bodies in 

bondage. In criminal cases, where the humanity and free will of individuals in slavery demanded 

public and judicial recognition, Louisiana’s penal laws prescribed jailing treatments that were 

designed to reinscribe the bodies of black offenders (or alleged offenders) as the property of 

another person. And with the support of its slaveholding citizens and plain folk, the police, 

magistrates and criminal courts deployed prisons in cases against enslaved people, sometimes in 

ways that were contrary to the already loose due process mandated by the Black Code, to 

reinforce a legal culture in which the treatment of African and African American people would 

be guidedby others’ proprietary interests in their bodies. 

Furthermore, as this chapter has shown, when it came to slave management, Louisiana’s jails 

functioned outside the usual limits of the criminal justice system. The mass deployment of jails 

by both slave-masters and mistresses, who were able to deposit their slaves with prisons and 

workhouses for safe keeping and correction, and slave traders, who would similarly contract 

jailers to secure enslaved stock in exchange for a fee, created the illusion of an enlarged, deviant 

slave population in Louisiana. Civil court-ordered seizures of enslaved debt prisoners only added 

to the number of innocent bondspeople behind bars. As will be seen in chapters 3 and 4, 

antebellum contemporaries often failed to distinguish between guilty and innocent African and 

African American prisoners, and saw them all as deviant, simply for being held in confinement. 

Persisting and widespread ignorance of this nature points to the ways that prisons functioned to 

reinforce the prevailing racist assumptions of black criminality that underpinned enslavement. 

Finally, as a receptacle for market bound slaves, a lock-up for traders seeking to secure 

their human wares, and a showroom for buyers to browse, Louisiana’s public prison system 

played an undeniable role in the transformation people into products. In the execution of the 

state-private transactions that facilitated the detention of market bound men, women, and 

children in public institutions, the inexorability of what one former bondsman called ‘the chattel 

principle’ - persons with a price - is perhaps most evident.80 This is significant, for it was upon 
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this idea, that every enslaved body had a measurable value, that the entire Southern economy 

was built and shaped. 79 

Building on chapter 1, which shed light upon the market orientation of Louisiana’s early 

prisons, this chapter’s examination of slave incarceration practices has revealed that these 

systems of imprisonment functioned in various ways, to reinforce the economy of black 

enslavement and, more broadly, the foundation of Southern capitalism. Together, chapters 1 and 

2, have demonstrated that Louisiana’s prisons were malleable institutions, responsive to both 

sweeping market change and the social and economic imperatives of chattel bondage, more 

locally. In chapter 3, the flexibility of Louisiana’s prisons as sites of black punishment and 

control will be further explored in the context of the state’s diverse landscapes. As this next 

chapter will illustrate, the various institutions that linked together to form Louisiana’s nascent 

prison system reinforced the authority of private slaveholders in different ways across the state’s 

cities, towns, and rural parishes.   

  

                                                
79 James W.C. Pennington quoted in Johnson, Soul by Soul, 1.  
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Chapter 3 

The Geography of Slave Incarcerations 

 

In this chapter, a tour of Louisiana’s jailing system from the perspective of its enslaved 

inmates will shed light upon the flexible yet fundamental linkages between chattel slavery and 

imprisonment across urban and rural economies. Building upon the previous chapter, which 

outlined the processes and procedures that governed slave incarcerations in Louisiana, this 

chapter will provide a detailed picture of how slaveholders and local law enforcement agencies 

deployed institutional resources to suit the local conditions of their varying geo-economies, from 

New Orleans, through the state’s riverside townships, and into the plantation parishes. In it, clear 

distinctions between urban and rural jailing trends will be examined, as they were in chapter 1. 

And in the same way that the state’s imprisoning infrastructures were shown to have developed 

unevenly across Louisiana during the antebellum years in the first chapter of this thesis, this 

chapter will similarly contend that slave incarceration practises differed from place to place, as 

law enforcement agents and enslavers in cities, towns, and rural plantation communities used 

prisons in distinctly different ways in their attempts to tighten their control over the lives of 

generations of captives. These differences, this chapter will also argue, serve as evidence of both 

the flexibility of the prison, broadly speaking, and the shaping influences of chattel slavery and 

market imperatives in the development of a diverse prison system in the state of Louisiana. Just 

as the evolution of the state’s prisons in Louisiana over the first half of the nineteenth century 

reflected broader economic change in the Lower Mississippi Valley region, so too do the 

changing patterns of slave incarcerations across urban and rural Louisiana reflect of the local 

economic conditions of the communities in which jailing systems were built. 

 

New Orleans’s Penalscape 
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This tour will begin in New Orleans, an urban centre equivocally notorious for its crime 

and gloomy prisons. The expansion of the city’s penal system between 1836 and 1850 was 

precipitated by overall population growth and the division of the city into three distinct 

municipalities. The latter phenomenon, which was explained in chapter 1, led to the 

decentralisation and subsequent multiplication of public institutions, including guardhouses, 

police jails, and workhouses. In addition to its decaying Spanish-era prison near the river, by the 

mid-1840s, the city was dotted with a series of police lock-ups, known locally as ‘guardhouses’, 

as well as three police jails, and three workhouses – one of each in each of the New Orleans’s 

three municipalities. The prison of Orleans Parish, opened in 1837, added to the city’s penal 

landscape. Collected from a series of grand jury reports and a city directory published in 1846, 

the street addresses provided for each of these jails were used to create a map of this urban prison 

system, which is displayed in Figure 3.1. Upon examining this map, what becomes clear is that 

one needn’t have journeyed far to find a prison in New Orleans. The city’s police and its jailers 

also had but very little ground to cover when transferring prisoners from the public streets, 

wharves, barrooms, or even other jailing institutions. But even then, the introduction of a fleet 

of horse-drawn patrol wagons, each given the common nickname of ‘Black Maria’, reduced their 

travel time, and intensified the pervasiveness of urban corrections. 1  And as the following 

examination of New Orleans’s penal system will show, in addition to serving the city’s 

professional police force, the public courts, slaveholders and speculators, broadly, each of 

prisons plotted out in Figure 3.1 accommodated for the confinement of enslaved captives in 

varying and sometimes distinct ways.2 

 

                                                
1 ‘Second Municipality Council’, NODP, November 11, 1840, 2.  
2 Dennis C. Rousey, Policing the Southern City: New Orleans, 1805-1889. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1996), 14 & 24. 
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A rare visual impression of one the city’s numerous guardhouses can be seen in a skyline 

view illustrated by artists, B. F. Smith Jr. and J. W. Hill, in 1852. The Second Municipality 

police station and its attached guardhouse appears in the foreground. On the boundary of 

Lafayette Square, its walled yard is depicted, enclosed on two of its sides by multi-level 

buildings. On the western end of the yard, the adjoining narrow structure pictured most likely 

functioned as a cell-block. Panning out, a glance over the rest of the image reveals the relative 

proximity of Orleans Parish prison to this particular guardhouse. In the background, its iconic 

towers can be seen looming over the cityscape.3 The Second Municipality lockup pictured in 

this illustration had been originally constructed to function as residential outbuildings, possibly 

slave quarters. According to one grand jury report the conversion of this property into a jail was 

a ‘temporary’ measure but one that was like ‘Hell’ for its tenants. Inside the wooden structure, 

or ‘place of torture’ as they preferred to call it, inspectors found as many as seventeen captives 

being kept in one apartment, and in another of its rooms they found fourteen more slaves, ‘most 

of them lying naked’ in the stifling heat. Far from modern or reformed, it was reportedly ‘worthy 

of the Inquisition of former days’.4 Similarly damning reports of overflowing and decaying 

guardhouses were quite common. ‘A foul air, tainted by the fumes of bad whiskey, worse 

tobacco, and an irksome smell of vice pervades [the jails]’, one city reporter lamented.5 And in 

each of these lock-ups, it was not uncommon to find slaves who had been locked up as petty 

offenders, captured runaways, illegal imports, and suspected felons. Their confinement was 

usually temporary, pending arraignment or transportation to one of the city’s other prisons.  

Similar conditions were observed in the Crescent City’s police jails. A ‘low dismal and 

shabby’ wooden edifice served the Third Municipality. In July 1851, the jail situated on the 

marshy terrain of Elysian Fields Avenue was decried by one grand jury as a ‘nuisance that should 

                                                
3 J.W. Hill & Smith, ‘New Orleans from St. Patrick’s Church, 1852’. Lithograph, colour. (New York, Smith 
Brothers & Co., 1852), Prints and Photographs Division (Online), Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 
URL: http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/93500131/, (accessed January 2014).  
4 ‘Grand Jury Report’, Bee, July 13, 1837, 2. 
5 ‘Police Matters’, NODP, May 1, 1859, 1.  
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be abated’. Its dark dungeons were filthy with mud and dust.6 Other descriptions of the city’s 

police jails reveal their primary function: imprisoning slaves. In fact, to describe one of these 

facilities, an antebellum observer used the term ‘Negro Police Jail’.7 Another similarly identified 

the city’s oldest jail as the ‘prison for runaways, or negroes punished by order of their masters’.8 

But reports of enslaved prisoners huddled together with white convicts, debtors, and individuals 

diagnosed as insane were also common enough to suggest diverse inmate populations existed in 

these places.9 Inspectors denounced interactions between prisoners of various sexes and races as 

‘a crying evil’, and while they expected inmate segregation to be commonplace, the keepers of 

these smaller jails struggled to enforce it in limited spaces.10 This diversity speaks to a system 

of class control that extended beyond the experience of the enslaved, but at the same time played 

a particular role in shaping the nature of imprisonment for those in bondage in the Pelican State. 

Architecturally engineered to segregate prisoners, the prison of Orleans Parish facilitated 

the expansion of slave incarceration. As building plans sketched by the prison’s architect in 1832 

indicate, a single compound at the front of facility, labelled ‘Prison des Negrés’, was designed 

to accommodate the entire enslaved and free black inmate population together. Recorded by 

antebellum contemporaries, descriptions of conditions inside, which typically include how 

crowded this area was, confirms that these blueprints became reality. However, this section of 

the complex was typically known to grand jurors and others who visited the site specifically as 

‘the prison for slaves’, which suggests a lack of discernment between free and enslaved African 

and African American people on their part. US census returns perhaps provide the most accurate 

data on the inmate population of the Orleans Parish prison. Recorded in the consecutive ‘parish 

prison’ and ‘police prison’ households on the census rolls for 1840 were seventy-seven ‘free 

coloured’ and one hundred and fifty-three ‘slaves’, who together represented a little over half of 

                                                
6 ‘Grand Jury Report’, NODP, July 23, 1851, 2; ‘Report of the Grand Jury. To the Hon. John McHenry, 
Judge of the First District’, NODP, July 20, 1848, 2; ‘Report of the Grand Jury’, NODP, January 10, 1857, 2. 
7 Castellanos, New Orleans as it was, 133. 
8Karl Bernhard (Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach), Travels through North America, During the Years 1825 
and 1826. (Philadelphia: Carey Sold in New York by G.  C. Carvill, 1828), 60.  
9 For example: ‘Grand Jury Report’, Bee, July 13, 1837, 2; ‘Report of the Grand Jury for the February, March 
and April Term’, NODP, May 5, 1850, 6. 
10 ‘The Prison’, Louisiana Advertiser (New Orleans, La.) February 10, 1827, 2-3. 
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the prison’s four-hundred and thirty-one inmates. Enslaved prisoners, on their own, represented 

a little over one-third of the entire inmate population, black and white, and on the day of the 

census, there were eighty-seven enslaved males and sixty-six enslaved females counted.11 A 

decade later, at least one grand jury saw this and complained that the ‘Prison des Negrés’ had 

become ‘too small’.12 

The Orleans Parish prison was the primary detention centre in the port-side urban centre 

for individuals facing serious criminal charges and for those serving-out sentenced terms of 

confinement as convicted offenders. As Robert Everest toured the plant in 1855, he counted 

thirteen enslaved prisoners, each awaiting his or her hearing before one of the First District 

Court’s slaveholder tribunals.13 One of them may have been the bondswoman Kitty, who, during 

a wait of nearly two years for her day in court, sat here inside this prison. Another might have 

been Dick, a bondsman charged with larceny. These and the names of twenty other enslaved 

prisoners appear on an inmate admission log that extends from 1855-1861. Today, this is housed 

in the New Orleans Public Library’s City Archives. According to the jailer’s entries in it, the 

bondswomen and -men documented faced charges for crimes ranging in severity, from ‘insulting 

abuse’ and ‘breaching the peace’ to ‘burglary’ and ‘murder’.14 As reported arrests in the city’s 

newspapers reveal, this official register fails to account for all of the prison’s enslaved inmates. 

Rosette was one whose name doesn’t seem to have been recorded. In 1856, police officers 

delivered the bondswoman into the Orleans Parish prison on a charge of theft after they had 

reportedly uncovered seven hundred dollars’ worth of burgled ‘fancy hair work, etc.’ in her 

home. 15  Those unfortunate individuals who were convicted and subsequently sentenced to 

                                                
11 Sixth Census of the United States, 1840, New Orleans, Orleans Parish, La., Parish Prison and Police 
Prison, Image Page 68, No. 00518-00519, Reel No. 131, Microfilm series M704, Records of the Bureau of 
the Census, Record group 29, NARA, Washington, D.C. 
12 ‘Report of the Grand Jury for the February, March and April Term’, NODP, May 5, 1850, 6. 
13 Robert Everest, A Journey through the United States and Part of Canada. (London: John Chapman, 1855), 
108.  
14 Record of Prisoners Committed to the Parish Prison, New Orleans, La.,1852-1862, Microfilm Record 
Series TX420, City Archives, NOPL., 71, 74-5, 87, 104-5, 110-11, 145, 158, 163, 167, 185, 187. 
15 ‘Necessities of New Orleans’, DCreole, October 18, 1856, 3. 
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imprisonment for two years or less would have typically stayed on in the same prison, to serve 

their time.16 

New Orleans’s workhouses were similarly crowded with all sorts of captives, including 

slaves. Even while they were instituted by state legislation as a means of containing the rising 

tide of vagrants, the cells and workshops of the city’s workhouses were quickly filled by 

enslaved prisoners.17 These men and women inhabited the same common cell that engrossed the 

western end of the Second Municipality’s workhouse. Averaging one-hundred during 1845, 

enslaved inmates outnumbered white prisoners, the average number of which reached around 

eighty during the same year.18 And as a snapshot of those slaves contained within the workhouse 

reveals, their population was diverse. Captured by the federal census enumerators who toured 

the workhouse of the Second Municipality in October 1850 were the names of eighty-four slave 

inmates who belonged to seventy enslavers. Fifty-nine of them were identified as male and 

twenty-five female. At thirty-eight years of age, Wilson was the eldest bondsperson detained 

therein, while the youngest of their number, Charlotte Moore, was just thirteen years of age.19 

Where census records fail to indicate the reasons enslaved people ended up in the city’s 

workhouses, newspaper articles help to fill the gap. According to one such article, a report on 

arrests made on the evening of August 9, 1850, Crescent City night police had delivered a 

suspected runaway bondsman named Paul and an intoxicated Charlotte to the workhouse, along 

with Lydia, a bondswoman who later faced a charge of assault and battery.20 Dotting the pages 

of the same local newspaper are runaway notices in which slaveholders offered monetary 

                                                
16 State v Henry Payton, Slave of John Eaton, August 1846, First District Court, Orleans Parish, New 
Orleans, La., Docket No.186, Microfilm Reel 2, Suit and Case Records, 1846-1854, 1st series, First District 
Court (Orleans Parish), La., Records, 1846-1880, Record Series VSA290, NOPL; State of Louisiana v. Jim, 
Slave of Reynolds, August 1856, First District Court, Orleans Parish, New Orleans, La., Docket No. 11332; 
1st series, Suit and Case Records, 1854-1880, First District Court (Orleans Parish), Records, 1846-1880, 
Record Series VSA290, NOPL.  
17 Rousey, Policing the Southern City, 24, 34-5, 91-92. 
18  Norman, Norman’s New Orleans and Environs, 130-33.  
19 1850 US Census (Slave), Third Representative District, New Orleans, Orleans Parish, La., Slave Owner: 
‘Prisoners in the Workhouse’, Page 343, Image 00187, Reel No. 245. 
20 ‘Charges against Negroes’, NODP, August 9, 1850, 1. 
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rewards for the capture and delivery of their absconding slaves directly into the city’s 

workhouses.21 

 

The State Penitentiary at Baton Rouge 

 

Up-river from New Orleans, the town of Baton Rouge was home to a small but significant 

prison system that included the state penitentiary. The penitentiary was one of a kind in 

Louisiana’s penal system, with its colossal brick walls and expansive penal factories. But just 

like other prisons, it contained enslaved people. However, when one planter enquired into the 

costs of incarcerating one of his refractory servants in ‘the Walls’, he discovered that the 

penitentiary’s lessees were not interested in negotiating the private lodgement of slaves. They 

did accept the state-owned slave, Dick Glover, for safekeeping, along with another bondsman 

described by the State Engineer as an ‘incorrigible runaway’. But the majority of the 

bondspeople received into the penitentiary had faced public prosecution and, being found guilty 

of some capital offence, sentenced to imprisonment at hard labour.22 

Males generally represented the largest segment of the penitentiary’s enslaved convict 

population. For a brief period, between 1843 and 1844, African and African American men were 

removed from the prison’s confines by order of the state legislature and put to work in 

experimental penal labour camps.23 Otherwise, between 1839 and 1861, a total of one-hundred 

and sixty-four male slaves were admitted into the penitentiary.  

The majority, one third of these men, were admitted as convicted murderers. In 

comparison, just three of the penitentiary’s sixty-four free black male convicts (or less than five 

percent) had been incarcerated for the same. Table 3.1 presents comparative data on all of the 

criminal convictions of the penitentiary’s enslaved and free black male inmates, as published in 

                                                
21 ‘$100 reward’, NODP, 4 September 1845, 3. 
22 ‘Report of the State Engineer’, BRDAdv, January 4, 1856, 5; Letter from M. Gillis to John R. Liddell Esq., 
New Orleans, La., October 22, 1856, Folder 80, Correspondence, Bills and Other Papers, October-November 
1856, Box 12, Moses and St. John Richardson Liddell Family Papers, Manuscript Series 531, LLMVC. 
23 Journal of the Senate…1841, 6; Journal of the Senate of the State of Louisiana, Sixteenth Legislature-
Second Session (New Orleans: n.p.,1844), 20. 
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the annual reports of the Board of Control to the state legislature. As this data indicates, the 

majority of enslaved inmates would have been classified as violent offenders, with convictions 

for insurrection, manslaughter, rape and attempted rape, assault, and poisoning being among the 

most common. Only five of the enslaved men locked up in the penitentiary had faced property 

crime charges. In contrast, three-quarters of free black inmates were admitted to the penitentiary 

as convicted property offenders, and nearly one-fifth were locked-up for contravening 

immigration laws. Read on its own, this data would suggest that the experiences of enslaved and 

free black men in the justice system were vastly divergent. However, as trial records reveal, 

lawmakers viewed incidents of slave-on-slave violence as property-related offences. Tom 

Evans, Cuffy, and at least eight other male offenders whose victims were fellow slaves, were 

punished, first and foremost, for their destruction of valuable human property.24 The victim these 

kinds of cases, according to two Louisiana Supreme Court justices, was not the man who had 

been killed but his enslaver.25  

Once inside, enslaved and free black males shared many similar experiences in 

confinement, not just with each other but sometimes with their white prison mates, too. A 

stipulation of the state law that governed the penitentiary was that its managers were to segregate 

prisoners by sex and race.26 The construction of a large, new dining hall in 1857 facilitated racial 

segregation to an extent. In the new hall, as one visitor reported, black inmates were ‘served the 

same way (as the white convicts), at separate tables’.27 In all other areas of prison life, the plant’s 

lessees segregated prisoners when they considered it advantageous to their business. This was 

                                                
24 Further research into the court records for each case would likely reveal more instances of slave-on-slave 
violence among the penitentiary’s male convicts. State v Tom Evans, Slave of John George Parker, June 
1855, First District Court, Orleans Parish, New Orleans, La., Docket No. 10487, 1st series, Suit and Case 
Records, 1854-1880, First District Court (Orleans Parish), Records, 1846-1880 and State v Henry, Slave of 
W. C. C. Claiborne, First District Court, Orleans Parish, New Orleans, La., December 1856, Docket No. 
12586; State v George Clovis (slave) Property of Edward Shingle, November 1855, First District Court, 
Orleans Parish, New Orleans, La., Docket No. 10865, 1st series, both in Suit and Case Records, 1854-1880, 
First District Court (Orleans Parish), Records, 1846-1880, Record Series VSA290, NOPL. Slave victims of 
other penitentiary inmates are indicated in Appendix 1.  
25 State v Jack (Slave), May 1859, Supreme Court of Louisiana, Manuscript Case File No. 5956, SA&SJ. 
26 ‘Statutes of 1852’, Reprinted in Annual Report of…the Louisiana Penitentiary…for the year ending 
December 31, 1854, 1855, 23-4. 
27 ‘Improvements in the Penitentiary’, BRDAdv, May 14, 1857, 2. 
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not often. As reports from the prison reveal, all of the male inmates, black and white, free and 

enslaved, laboured together in the same workshops as economy required. In response to criticism 

of convicts’ working arrangements, the penitentiary’s lessees explicitly contended that keeping 

‘all coloured Convicts… separate and apart’, as the state legislature had prescribed in 1852, was 

‘impracticable’. On the other hand, when the lessees required hard labour outside of the 

penitentiary’s bounds, they pressed African American prisoners into such service, citing their 

supposed incapability of reform. ‘We would suggest’, they urged the legislature, ‘to allow the 

negro prisoners to do the hauling and labor (sic) to and from the river’.28 

At least thirty-seven enslaved women were admitted to the state penitentiary between 1839 

and 1861. Most - thirty-one to be exact - endured a double-life sentence, one which bound them 

to perpetual enslavement and the other to imprisonment at hard labour. The other six women 

imprisoned had been sentenced to serve terms from five to twenty-five years. Together, all of 

the penitentiary’s bondswomen were classified by the courts as violent offenders, and according 

to their respective trial records, their victims included masters and mistresses, overseers, and 

employers - essentially, white individuals with whom they had been sharing close quarters.29 

Historians who have explored the experiences of those servants confined to the homes of their 

masters and mistresses have found that the proximity between enslaved people and their 

enslavers fostered some affection and kindness as well as hate and extreme cruelty.30 Phoebe 

experienced the latter. At just twelve years of age, the young enslaved girl entered the 

penitentiary’s main gates as a convicted felon. She had been found guilty of striking her mistress 

over the head with an axe by a Plaquemines Parish tribunal. 31  In her apartment in the 

                                                
28 Report of the Board of Directors of the Louisiana Penitentiary (for 1853), 1854, 4; Report…of the 
Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 3-4. 
29 See Appendix 1.  
30 Patricia Morton, Discovering the Women in Slavery: Emancipating Perspectives on the American Past. 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996), 192. 
31 Executive Journal of the Senate for 1847, Journal of the Senate, First Session of the First Legislature of 
the state of Louisiana, March 17, 1847. (New Orleans: Printed at the Louisiana Courier, 1847), 22; Report 
of…the Louisiana Penitentiary, [for 1847]., 1848, 102. 
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penitentiary, the young girl shared quarters with another bondswoman named Adeline, the 

rumoured lover but possible victim-turned-violent-killer of New York native, John Blakely.32 

 

Table 3.1: Enslaved and Free Black Male Inmate Statistics, Louisiana State Penitentiary, 
Baton Rouge, La., 1839-1861. 
 
Crimes Enslaved Males Free Black Males 

Insurrection, rebellion or mutiny 16 1 

Murder 45 3 

Manslaughter 5 8 

Rape or attempted rape 8 1 

Assault/Assault to kill/with a deadly weapon 19 4 

Assault of a white person 31 0 

Poisoning or attempted poisoning 5 0 

Arson 15 0 

Property crimes  5 36 

Contravention of immigration laws  11 

Forfeited to the state 11 0 

Crime unstated (captured runaway slave) 4 0 

Total 165 64 

Sources: Report of the Penitentiary, December 1839; Report of the Standing Committee on the State 
Penitentiary [for 1843], 1844; Report on the Penitentiary, By a Joint Committee,1845; Report of the 
Board of Directors of the Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1847], 1848; Report to His Excellency, Isaac 
Johnson, 4th December 1848; Report of the Board of Directors of the Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 
1854; Annual Report of…the Louisiana Penitentiary…for the year ending December 31, 1854, 1855; 
Annual Report of … Louisiana Penitentiary to the Governor, January 1856; Penitentiary Report, To His 
Excellency, Robert C. Wickliffe,1857; Report…of the Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858; Report 
of…the Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1858], 1859; Report of.…Louisiana Penitentiary to the General 
Assembly, 1859; Rapport Annuel…du Penitencier de la Louisiane, January 1861. Fr. ed.; Report of the… 
Louisiana Penitentiary…November 1861. Also see Appendix 1 Slavery in the Penitentiary, 1839-1862, 
Prisoner Dataset. 

 

Snapshots of the institution’s growing population of enslaved inmates, both male and 

female, are found in the annual reports of the penitentiary’s clerk. Presented in Table 3.2, the 

data on inmate admissions shows that enslaved people represented 9.2 percent of all recorded 

                                                
32 State v Adeline, Slave of James Forsyth, January 1856, First District Court, Orleans Parish, New Orleans, 
La., Docket No. 10917, 1st series, Suit and Case Records, 1854-1880, First District Court (Orleans Parish), 
Records, 1846-1880, Record Series VSA290, NOPL.  
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entries between 1843 and 1861, but for six of those years, they could represent between over ten 

percent, and as much as nineteen percent of new arrivals. With the temporary transferal of the 

prison’s black male inmates into the service of the public works during 1843 and 1844 (a practice 

that chapter 4 will examine in more detail), the clerk recorded no new admissions.33 By 1861, 

on the eve of the Civil War, the penitentiary saw the arrival of nineteen enslaved convicts, the 

most significant intake during the antebellum period, which made up nearly one-fifth of all 

admissions for the year.  

 

Table 3.2: Penitentiary Admissions by year, and Number of Inmates at 
Year’s End, La., 1843-1861. 

Year 
 

Total no. 
admitted 

Slaves admitted 
(% of total) 

Inmates 
at year’s end 

Slave inmates 
at year’s end 
(% of total) 

1843 59 0 (0) 189 6 (3.17) 
1844 51 0 (0) 176 6 (3.4) 
1847 53 10 (19) 172 55 (32) 
1848 41 6 (14.6) 153 56 (36.6) 

1853 92 8 (8.7) 283 77 (27.2) 
1854 85 12 (14) 295 89 (30.2) 
1855 132 4 (3) 347 96 (27.7) 
1856 117 13 (11) 356 104 (29.2) 
1857 100 9 (9) 337 92 (27.3) 
1859 76 9 (11.8) 330 101 (30.6) 
1860 101 4 (3.9) 343 96 (28) 
1861 112 19 (17) 388 108 (28) 
Total 1019 94 (9.2) - - 

 
Sources: Report of the Standing Committee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843], 1844; Report on the 
Penitentiary, By a Joint Committee,1845; Report of the Board of Directors of the Louisiana Penitentiary, 
1848; Report to His Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th December 1848; Report of the Board of Directors of 
the Louisiana Penitentiary (for 1853), 1854; Annual Report of…the Louisiana Penitentiary…for the year 
ending December 31, 1854, 1855; Annual Report of … Louisiana Penitentiary to the Governor, January 
1856; Penitentiary Report, To His Excellency, Robert C. Wickliffe,1857; Report…of the Louisiana 
Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858; Report of.…Louisiana Penitentiary to the General Assembly, 1859; 
Report of the… Louisiana Penitentiary…November 1861. 
 

                                                
33 Report of the Standing Committee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843], 1844, 47; Report on the 
Penitentiary, By a Joint Committee,1845, 7. 
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Admissions statistics alone may suggest that slaves formed an insignificant segment of the 

inmate population, but other data collected by the clerk of the penitentiary proves otherwise. At 

the end of each year, the clerk provided a list of prisoners remaining in the state prison. Data 

from these reports (where reports are available) is tabulated in Table 3.2. With all male convicts 

being assigned to the public works, the penitentiary’s total enslaved population at the conclusion 

of both 1843 and 1844 consisted of just six bondswomen. Subsequently, the men’s return to the 

plant in the following year can explain the spike in the number of enslaved inmates remaining 

at the end of 1846. By December 31, 1846, thirty-two percent of prisoners were also in slavery. 

While the admissions rates tabulated in Table 3.2 appear low, in contrast to the penitentiary’s 

white and free black prisoners, the majority of its enslaved convicts were life servers. And thus, 

over the decade that preceded the Civil War, as the criminal courts sent more and more 

bondsmen and -women down to the penitentiary for life, the plant’s lessees accumulated a 

growing group of prisoners in chattel bondage, who, overall would represent no less than one-

quarter of the total number of convicts in confinement. 

Federal census records for 1860 reveal yet another dark facet of chattel slavery hidden 

behind the walls of the state penitentiary: the incarceration of infants and children belonging to 

convict mothers. Scattered in the list, amongst the names of the penitentiary’s three-hundred and 

forty-one convicts, are those of seven such children, each identified by census collectors as 

having been ‘born in the penitentiary’. Both listed as nine years of age, Emeline and Washington 

were the two eldest children recorded, while one-year-old Joe Wilson was the youngest. Between 

them were four-year-old Emily, and three-year-old Eli. Each one counted appears to have been 

listed below his or her mother. Tragically listed alone at the very end of the prisoner list is eight-

year-old Joseph. It is likely that his mother had perished or possibly escaped from the 

penitentiary.34 For each of these children identified as penitentiary natives, their dual slave-

prisoner identity was sanctioned by state laws that prohibited the separation of any enslaved 

                                                
34 1860 US Census (Free), 1860, Baton Rouge East Baton Rouge Parish, La., Louisiana Penitentiary, Family 
No. 789, Pages 96-105, Image No. 00101-00109, Reel No. 408. 
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child under the age of ten years from his or her mother. And for each one of these children, the 

experience of imprisonment shaped their formative years, if not the rest of their lives. 

. 

Parish Jails and Slave Depots in Town and Country 

 

Functioning more broadly in the enforcement of chattel slavery was the jail of East Baton 

Rouge Parish, which was located just three city blocks southeast of the penitentiary in the 

township of Baton Rouge. Following a spate of escapes in 1840, its old wooden construction 

was torn-down and replaced with one of brick. In 1854, the brick prison was remodelled and 

enlarged to accommodate the town’s growing inmate population.35 In each of its incarnations, it 

seemed to contain more enslaved people than free. In June 1860, for instance, census 

enumerators listed the names of seventeen male inmates, eleven of whom were also identified 

as slaves.36  Among those considered to be the town’s most notorious rogues, bondspeople 

convicted of violent criminals, as well as those captured as runaways, or lodged for safekeeping, 

or trade were together detained in the jail’s basement dungeon, a damp and dark confined space 

that was made accessible only by a trap door built into the prison’s flooring. Marie may have 

been acquainted with this part of the facility. Each evening for eight years her master had her 

locked-up for safekeeping, an informally ordered sentence that barred the bondswoman from 

being able to petition the courts for her right to liberty.37 On any given evening, Marie would 

have encountered a motley crew of cell-mates, made up of the sweepings of the town’s patrol. 

She would have even encountered other men and women in bondage, who were apprehended by 

the town’s police for drunken and disorderly revelry, petit criminal activity, or for contravening 

the town’s curfew.38 

                                                
35 Between 1828 and 1841, a total of forty-nine slaves escaped from jail. Richter, ‘Slavery in Baton Rouge’, 
136. 
36 1860 US Census (Free), Baton Rouge East Baton Rouge Parish, La., ‘Parish Jail’, Family No. 106, Image 
No. 00015-00016, Pages 11-12, Reel No. 408. 
37 Petition of Marie to the Sixth District Court in and for West Baton Rouge, State of Louisiana, West Baton 
Rouge Parish, LA., 1848, PAR No. 20884843 DLAS, 
https://library.uncg.edu/slavery/petitions/details.aspx?pid=8432, (accessed: April 2012).  
38 Richter, ‘Slavery in Baton Rouge’, 136-37. 



 110 

In many ways, the jail of East Baton Rouge Parish was typical of the other parochial jails 

across the state, the architecture and conditions of which were examined, in part, in chapter 1. 

Never as foreboding as the state penitentiary in Baton Rouge or the prison of Orleans Parish, 

Louisiana’s regional jails were usually modest in size and almost always underfunded. Yet, these 

facilities were renowned for their multi-functionality, especially where slave-management was 

concerned. Forming part of the administrative hub in each rural community, usually located 

nearby of alongside the parish courthouse and church, the jail operated as a site of custodial 

detention and punishment, at once serving the public courts, and the private rule of slaveholders 

over the people they bound in captivity. And inside the jail, suspected criminals and convicts, 

petite and felonious alike, shared close quarters with bondswomen, -men, and -children who 

were seized as a result of their enslavers’ property disputes, lodged for safekeeping or correction, 

or detained for trade. 

Through the heavy iron doors of the Madison Parish jail flowed an almost constant tide of 

enslaved captives. The pace of prison commerce picked up, particularly after the Panic of 1837, 

as more and more hopeful up-river planters abandoned their worn-out lands and migrated to the 

north-eastern border parish, known for its rich, alluvial deposits and easy steamboat access to 

the New Orleans cotton markets via the Tensas River. The growing riverside community and its 

expanding slave-economy were served by its local jailer. During 1846, the keeper’s unfortunate 

prisoners included a runaway slave from New Orleans, captured aboard a steamer. While in 

confinement, this bondsman more than likely shared quarters with Bill and his wife Clarissa, an 

enslaved couple mentioned earlier in chapter 2 who had been sequestered by a court ordered writ 

of fieri facias, along with their children, John, Mary, Tom, Peter, and Martha. Years later, the 

bondsman, Henry Hoops, also mentioned in chapter 2, managed to break out of this jailhouse. 

And in the 1859, another unfortunate prisoner who was being held as a runaway slave watched 
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on from his dungeon as the sheriff executed his cell-mate in the yard of the very same parish 

prison.39 

To relieve the jailers of smaller communities of the costly burden of keeping long-serving 

prisoners, including those in chattel bondage, the state legislature appropriated funds for inmate 

transportations. Through publicly funded transcareration, parish sheriffs and their constables 

transferred state convicts from regional jails into the state’s penitentiary at Baton Rouge. 

Between 1840 and 1862, Pointe Coupée authorities sent off at least nine enslaved convicts from 

the local prison that fronted False River. In order of transfer date, these inmates included Frank 

(1845), William (1846), Madison (1851), Marceline and her six-year-old daughter, Henrietta 

(1853), Celestin (1854), Mansen (1857), Willis (1859), William (1859), and Andy (1860). In 

these and many other cases, riverboats facilitated the efficient and affordable transportation of 

convicts between prisons.40 

To further support its rural jail keepers, in 1826, the state legislature appointed certain 

prisons and jails of the parishes of Orleans, East Baton Rouge and Rapides, to function as depots 

for the reception of their unclaimed runaway slaves. In later years, the parish prisons of St Landry 

Parish (1833) Ascension (1847), and St Tammany (1847) were allocated as depots. The 

pervasive jailing system strategically operated around the mouth of the Mississippi River, a 

passage through which runaways often attempted to travel to their freedom, and a passage 

through which steamboat operators could easily transmit prisoners. By the laws that governed 

the state’s runaway slave depots, jailers were authorised to transfer any runaway slave who 

remained in their jails, unclaimed or abandoned, for two months or more, into the depot nearest 

to the known residence of his or her master or mistress -- at the state’s expense. For the 

transportation of each prisoner, the state paid parochial sheriffs and their deputies six cents per 

mile of travel. Upon the deposit of each prisoner, these travelling law enforcement officers 

                                                
39 G.W. Tarkinton (sheriff of Madison Parish), Transfer of Slaves, Madison Parish, La., June 9, 1846. Folder 
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additionally received reimbursements for the total expenditure associated with his or her capture 

and keeping.  

It’s more than likely that inmate profiles in the depot of East Baton Rouge Parish were 

similar to those in the rest of the state’s depot system. Diversity amongst prisoners would have 

increased as their numbers did. This corresponded with the opening of new, navigable streams, 

which, in turn, opened up the state’s interior, and facilitated the transportation of more and more 

prisoners into the depot in the river-side town of Baton Rouge.41 By 1855, these transportation 

networks had been so much improved that the state legislature decided to centralise its depot 

system, and keep just one jail open for the reception of unclaimed runaway slaves. They selected 

the jail in the state’s administrative capital, Baton Rouge.42 Increasingly, the depot’s prisoners 

arrived by river and road from far-flung places. Andrew, who was just one of hundreds of 

captives detained in the state depot, had escaped from Union County, Arkansas, for instance. 

His flight to freedom, which had taken him over five-hundred kilometres across Louisiana, was 

interrupted when he was captured and incarcerated in St Charles Parish. Following two months 

in the jail there, he found himself en route to Baton Rouge where he would endure another two 

years in confinement.43  

Andrew’s story is one of many that reveals the difficulty some masters and mistresses 

experienced while searching for their absconding servants. To assist slaveholders like Andrew’s, 

the keeper of the state depot regularly posted descriptions of his inmates. In his weekly 

announcements, which were published in the Baton Rouge newspapers, Daily Gazette and 

Comet, Daily Advocate and Weekly Advocate, he reported the detention of at least one-hundred 

and three individual slaves in the depot. From his advertisements, important information about 

each of his prisoners, including the details of their hometown, how far they had run, and by 

which direction they had made their flight, are made available.  The data in these advertisements 
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has been used to create a map, which plots the geographic point of departure for each of the men 

and women that ended up in the state depot. This is presented in Figure 3.2. Among the mixture 

of people imprisoned, as this map reveals, there were some individuals who had snuck away 

from the suburbs surrounding Baton Rouge and others from as far off as Pennsylvania. Together, 

this group of field hands, sailors, city escapees, and interstate travellers were all forced to 

coalesce in the depot. The pathways that led them together highlight the expansive geographical 

ambit of Louisiana’s incarcerations network. 

 

Figure 3.2: Geographical Origins of Captured Runaway Slaves Confined in the State 
Depot, Baton Rouge, La., 1858-1861.  

Source: See Appendix 2 Captured Runaway Slaves Advertised in the Depot of Baton Rouge, La., 
1858-1861. 
 

Slave transmissions to the depot in East Baton Rouge Parish provide one example of joint 

rural-nonrural incarceration efforts, but it must be stressed that jailing patterns varied across 

agrarian and urban worlds. Human movement through Louisiana’s agricultural parishes, towns, 
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and bustling cities increased with the region’s expansive river transportation networks and 

seemed to diminish the distinctions between these different types of communities. And together, 

the formation of partnerships between rural and urban planters, factors and merchants connected 

Louisiana’s diverse landscapes together. In similar ways, rural and urban penal institutions 

interacted in ways that solidified a state-wide system of incarcerations that cut across natural 

landscapes. Nonetheless, in each urban and rural community a distinct set of carceral traditions 

was developed and local enslaved workers would have known them well. It was the malleability 

of chattel slavery and the prison that enabled both systems to evolve together, in response to 

local market conditions, and to become intertwined in the process. 

 

Rural and Urban Jailing Trends 

 

Across rural Louisiana, jailing served the planter’s rule.44 But on remote properties, such 

as the Red River plantation that Solomon Northup described as ‘quiet’ and ‘lonely’, the 

punishment of enslaved offenders often remained a private process. 45  ‘Remember’, one 

antebellum planter asserted, ‘on our estates we dispense with the whole machinery of the public 

courts of justice. Thus, we try, decide, and execute the sentences in thousands of cases, which in 

other countries would go into the courts’.46 Planters’ rules varied, and private law enforcement 

strategies differed from property to property. While one master was ‘too busy making money’ 

to correct his workers himself, others personally enforced their own rules.47 Algiers shipping 

magnate John McDonogh certainly did. He reportedly organised private court hearings to try 

                                                
44 By 1860 nearly half of the state’s slave population of 331,726 toiled to improve the acreage of just 1,640 
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45 Osofsky, ed., Puttin’ on Ole Massa, 272. 
46 ‘Gov Hammond’s Letters on Slavery - No.2’, DBR 7, n.s. 1 (1850), 500. 
47 Clayton, ed., Mother Wit, 99. 
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those whom he suspected of violating his laws.48 Peter Ryas’ former St. Martin Parish master 

was another. He assigned a ‘special place’ in the woods to have his unfortunate slaves whipped.49 

Some planters even resorted to extremes to elude police intervention. So determined was 

one such planter to obstruct the long arm of the law that when he learned of an investigation into 

the murder of his overseer (an act committed by his own field hands), he had the sheriff chased 

off of his property at gunpoint.50 The testimony of one formerly enslaved man, provided decades 

after his release from slavery, reveals another common way that many slaveholders would have 

dealt with crime on their estates: his master had simply opted to sell one of his servants, who 

was known as a killer, ‘to a slave trader’.51 The obvious absence of any visible intervention of 

law enforcement agents or state institutions in one Union Parish neighbourhood, another 

bondsman confessed, led him to conceptualise the ‘penetenture’ (penitentiary) as an institution 

‘for the white folks when they did wrong’.52 Another still similarly deduced, ‘there were no jails; 

the white man was the slaves’ jail’.53 

As the masters and mistresses of their own private worlds, some rural slaveholders 

established their own home jails. Bennet H. Barrow kept a log of the prisoners he routinely 

locked-up in the Highland plantation jail, in his diary. The planter had erected this jail on October 

4, 1839, specifically for the confinement of ‘Boy Lewis’ and ‘Dennis and Ginny Jerry’, his 

returned runaways. ‘Intend jailing them [from] Saturday nights ‘til Monday mornings’, he 

wrote.54 But other so-called crimes were punished with jailing as well. For ‘pretending to be 

sick, repeatedly’ Barrow jailed Darcas, for instance. He kept the unfortunate bondswoman in 

confinement for weeks, until ‘she promised to do well &c’.55 ‘Several’ other servants were 

punished in the same prison for having ‘acted rudely’ at a dinner party that Barrow had 
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organised, apparently for their benefit.56 On a cane farm across the state, Charlotte Brooks’s 

master similarly established jail, inside which he locked the young bondswoman ‘most every 

Sunday morning when we did not have any work to do’.57 

Inspired, in part, by some of the same philosophies that shaped Louisiana’s public prisons, 

plantation management experts recommended detention in the home as a punishment that had 

the potential to reform ‘with the least injury to the slave’.58 ‘Put up a hewed log-house with a 

good substantial door, lock and key…12 feet high…so as to make a regular built [slave] jail’, 

one DeBow’s Review advice column read.59 Conforming to this design was the workhouse of a 

large plantation estate that was ‘accessible only by occasional steamboats’. Inside the structure, 

which stood ‘a little larger than the ordinary [slave] cabins’, Frederick Law Olmsted found 

dozens of inmates, all identified as cripples, infirm, or ‘unfitted by age’ for field labour. The 

travel writer also noted that ‘One of the hands was insane’. Together, their confinement 

facilitated the manufacture of shoes and coarse cotton clothing for the estate’s enslaved field 

hands (its other prisoners).60  

The variety of jail designs described on other private properties reflects slaveholders’ 

acceptance of imprisonment as an apparatus of slave management. On many estates, it was not 

uncommon for smokehouses or coups to double as jails.61 One planter insisted that the small 

octagonal building on the edge of his riverside estate was a pigeon house but as one of his 

bondsmen later revealed to an abolitionist minister, ‘it was a place of punishment and torture for 

the oppressed slave’. As the same minister later discovered and explained in a sermon, ‘such 

buildings are very common, and generally pass under the euphemistic name of “pigeon-

houses”’. 62  
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Sometimes jailing structures were built into planter’s homes, as well. Floorplans of Belle 

Grove plantation, produced by the U.S. National Park Service’s Historic American Building 

Survey, identify a basement room in the Greek Revival style mansion as a ‘jail’.63 Odd as it 

seems, basements and attics were common places for slave jails, and the mansion’s architect and 

builder, Henry Howard, had prior experience planning prison cells as the designer of the 

Jefferson Parish courthouse and lockup at Carrollton in 1854.64 

Still, there were many slaveholders who deployed public prisons and jails in rural areas in 

ways they deemed profitable or beneficial for business. Transporting slaves from their 

plantations could be a costly undertaking but this didn’t stop James Bowman from removing at 

least one of the ungovernable hands from his estate in West Feliciana and into the Crescent City 

prison, to be confined in the ‘Ball & chain’ (jail).65 Similarly, Jacques Roman, who was known 

as the ‘Sugar King of Louisiana’, instructed his wife Celina on how to manage enslaved servants 

in his absence from their St James Parish plantation: ‘If your cook is bad better have him put in 

jail’. This was in 1841, seven years before Jacques Roman’s death. In the decades that followed, 

jailing had become a part of his widow’s means of maintaining control over the estate. In a letter 

to her son, dated January 3, 1862, she advised him on her preferred treatment for absconding 

slaves: 

 

I have no news of your servants, Zabeth and Nancy, and for the rest, I am looking for them 

and if they are found they will be caged up right fast. I have three of them in prison now. 

This costs $36 a month and when we find a way to send them to the country I shall send 

them back and I beg you to put them to work in the fields and lock them up in the evenings 

and on Sundays. That will help you in your work and will help me too.66 

 

                                                
63 James Gallier & John Andrews, ‘Ground Floor Plan, Belle Grove, White Castle, Iberville Parish, La.’, 
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Celia Roman was not exceptional for her use of jailing systems. According to historian 

Kirsten E. Wood, many other enterprising plantation widows relied upon the services of rural 

law enforcement agencies to reinforce their own mastery over captive labour forces.67 

Others had less choice in the matter. For instance, when an enslaved worker faced formal 

prosecution for offences he or she perpetrated outside of the boundary lines of their plantation, 

or against another person’s slave, penal intervention could not always be avoided.68 This was 

how Louis Michel Laney’s servant named Joshua wound up in the state penitentiary in 1861. 

The bondsman was seized by authorities on an estate in St James Parish, where he had allegedly 

‘broken house’ and ‘penetrated the bed’ of Widow Antoine Poche. A jury of slaveholders 

subsequently convicted the bondsman of rape and sentenced him to life imprisonment at hard 

labour.69 Another enslaved man named Lewis was similarly sent down to the penitentiary after 

he admitted to stabbing a slave belonging to another man. His conviction in the criminal courts 

provided his victim’s master with the grounds to pursue damages through civil litigation.70 The 

same occurred in Tensas Parish, where an overseer sued the master of his enslaved attacker for 

the sum of five-thousand dollars, citing the slave’s five-year prison sentence as evidence of his 

injury.71 

In yet another case, a gang of eight runaway bondsmen, already freed from the confines 

of their master’s Windsor Forest Plantation, surrendered themselves to the keeper of the 

Concordia Parish jail and ‘into the hands of justice’. Without their master’s knowledge, the men 

made their confession to their jailer on a muggy Tuesday morning in June 1849. Their initial 

flight, they explained, had been incited by the cruelty of their overseer, and after fleeing from 

him, they hid in the woods for some months before deciding to return. Upon their arrival at their 
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master’s plantation, the group submitted to their overseer and requested his mercy in the form 

of light punishment. This, he refused them. And so, according to their testimony, they beat him 

to death with sticks. An inquest that followed their confession uncovered the body of their 

victim, ‘without the skin of any part of his body, [it] having been scratched off’. The men 

remained in the jail together pending trial. In a letter of appeal written to the Governor some 

years later, their master revealed that he had not received word of their arrest or detention until 

after the entire affair had unfolded, when his field hands were already penitentiary bound.72 

At times, other mass jailings were ordered by planters and law enforcement officers as a 

panacea for parish-wide panic when news and rumours of slave-insurrections drifted through 

vast woodlands and untamed swamps into the homes of planters. In June 1853, one such rumour 

spread along the Sugar Coast and excited inhabitants across multiple parishes. Enslaved rebels 

had apparently besieged New Orleans and in response to this news, local authorities ordered 

patrols to arrest ‘all negroes and unknown white men found out at night’.73  

In earlier years, a similar round-up was instigated by Bennett H. Barrow’s neighbours, in 

response to news of an ‘expected insurrection’ that spread through their home of West Feliciana 

Parish. Over a period of two weeks, enslaved women and men from every plantation in the area 

were examined under the assumption that each was guilty until proven innocent. As Barrow 

revealed in his diary, the interrogations of Judge Wade’s field hands uncovered ‘several…men 

concerned’ in the rumoured plot. Eventually, a field hand named Dave Bonner was identified as 

their leader. As Barrow noted in his diary, Bonner was ‘sent to Jail for trial’.74 

On the eve of the Civil War, as rumblings of secession and war intensified after the 

presidential election of Abraham Lincoln, rural communities employed the services of their local 

jailers to create a sense of social order. During this period of uncertainty, plantation communities 

became fearful. Any truth to the rumours of a planned Union invasion by river would pose grave 

threats to their slave economy and way of life. But even if they eventually proved to be 
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counterfactual, many planters feared that the mere circulation of rumours of this nature could 

excite their enslaved workers to rebellion. In early 1861, news spread that the plantation hands 

of the Lafourche River area ‘had in mind that they were to be set free on the fourth of March’. 

This, of course, did not occur. And although federal gunboats would not appear along Bayou 

Teche until November the following year, in April 1861 fears of an abortive anti-slavery 

rebellion in the parishes of St Martin and Iberia led to the arrests of twenty-six enslaved men 

‘belonging to different proprietors’. Likely conducted with the lash and other instruments of 

torture, interrogations revealed the details of the conspiracy, or the details that those being 

questioned crafted to avoid being tortured. Either way, their testimonies told of a bloody 

rebellion in the town of False Point, where insurgents planned to massacre every white man, 

woman and child, and recruit slaves to join their band. From there, they apparently planned to 

journey from house to house, to continue their killing spree before dividing into two parties, so 

that they could burn the villages of St. Martinsville and New Iberia at the same time. Many 

residents who heard of this plot believed that ‘the hand of God’ had foiled the plot, yet the courts 

unanimously decided that only imprisonment could protect them from violent insurrectionaries 

– real or make believe. Six of those identified as rebels were thus condemned to death by hanging 

in the jail of St Mary’s Parish, while another eleven, including Ben, Lucas, Manjir, Pierre, 

Scipion, Sam, Thomas, Ursin, William, and Zephanias were sentenced to life in the state 

penitentiary.75 

Market panics placed extra demands on jails in rural Louisiana and in the state’s urban 

centres, too. As was explained in chapter 2, lines of credit extended over the state’s geopolitical 

borders, binding together the businesses of urban bankers, merchants, and factors with those of 

rural planters and yeoman farmers. When hard times hit, and lenders and borrowers became 

embroiled in litigation, their chattel slaves were seized and secured in all types of prisons. As 
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many as fourteen unfortunate bondspeople were jailed by the sheriff of Ascension Parish after 

their owner defaulted on an eight-thousand-dollar loan from the Bank of Louisiana.76 They may 

have faced the same fate as Uncle Stephen. ‘Old master got broke, and his big plantation and all 

his slaves were seized and sold for debts’, Uncle Stephen recalled.77 In more detail, another 

former bondsman recalled a scene during a forced liquidation sale on Lasco Plantation in 

Plaquemines Parish: ‘It was [a] sheriff’s sale. De white peoples--dey stand on de porch--and de 

black men and women and children stand on de ground. And de man, he shout[ed], “How much 

am I offered for [the] plantation and [the] fine men and women?”’78 How long each prisoner had 

been forced to remain behind bars before their sale was usually determined on a case by case 

basis. Capturing one tourist’s attention was a group of bondswomen sitting beneath the piazza 

of a New Orleans prison-yard. ‘They looked so good and quiet, and…bore…the stamp of 

innocence’. She was right. As their jailer informed her, their master was facing bankruptcy, and 

until he settled his economic affairs, the women remained in his custody indefinitely. Later, the 

visitor learned that the group had already spent two years in the city prison.79 

It was noted earlier how slave depots became endpoints in the warehousing of runaway 

slaves, but it is important to realise how jailing functioned at the local level in the process of 

initial slave apprehension. In newspapers, enslavers who sought to redeem their lost human 

property advertised their missing slaves. Most offered monetary rewards for anyone who would 

capture and confine their runaways in ‘the nearest jail’ or ‘any jail in the State’.80 Joining the 

police and patrol forces that swept streets, forests, and public roads were enterprising individuals 

who capitalised on the problem of slave flight for their own financial gain. One such entrepreneur 

was a New Orleans clairvoyant known as Mademoiselle Alexandrine. She lured slaveholding 

clients to her home-office on the corner of Bourbon and St Peters Streets by promising to 
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supernaturally locate their absconding servants.81  Meanwhile, on the levee nearby, Charles 

Prince similarly turned chasing and ‘apprehending runaway slaves’ into his profession.82  

According to Judith Schafer’s research, two-hundred and thirty-one of the four-hundred 

and seventy-five missing slaves advertised in the Crescent City’s newspapers during 1850 were 

captured and incarcerated in the city. Of this number detained, thirty-two men and two women 

two had managed to make their way into the city from various rural areas before being caught. 

This intrastate movement of slaves on the run connected the rural and urban South in ways that 

scholars have not often recognised. Their capture and confinement similarly linked rural and 

urban economies, too. Together, the keepers of the city’s prisons and the rural enslavers whose 

bondsmen and -women were in their custody executed transactions involving cash for bodies -- 

bodies that could, in turn, be used to finance the purchase of land or to labour in fields. One 

mustn’t forget the auxiliary economy created by these transactions. Newspaper advertisements, 

catchers’ fees, steamboat tickets, carriage rides, and city stays. Money flowed.  

Even with extensive river networks to carry them to freedom via New Orleans, there is no 

understating the risk involved in one’s flight from the state’s rural interior. 83 All along its bayous 

and rivers, individuals and corporations made it their business to lodge suspected runaway slaves 

into jails, and more specifically, to exchange their prisoners for cash rewards. With bloodhounds 

and horses to hasten their chase, two such men hunted down William Walker. At the time, their 

slave catching business was thriving. In the tiny jail of Lake Providence, East Carroll Parish, 

where they thrust Walker, they had already deposited another twenty-three souls.84 

The gender dynamics of running away are evident in New Orleans’s jails. Tabulated data 

from a prisoner log maintained by the keeper of the city’s Third Municipality police jail presents 

captured runaways as a major segment of the enslaved inmate population between February 1, 

1838, and March 29, 1840 [see Table 3.3], and of them, males formed the majority. Police 
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detained two-hundred and twenty-two males and one-hundred and sixteen females as ‘maroons’, 

or ‘for vol’ (French for ‘in flight’) --runaways. Together, these male and female runaways 

represented just over one-third of all slave admissions to the jail. This data sampling reinforces 

what scholars have long contended about the lives of women in bondage: that they were indeed 

confined. And while the keeper of the Third Municipality police jail incarcerated fewer women 

as suspected runaways than men, this data should not be read as evidence of bondswomen’s 

acceptance of their enslavement. To reach such a conclusion, as many historians have done in 

the past, would be to overlook women’s resistance efforts. As recent research has revealed, in 

Louisiana, women represented a higher percentage of the absentee population than they did in 

other states. Moreover, according to Judith Schafer, bondswomen who absconded in the 

Crescent City were much more likely to evade incarceration than their male counterparts.85 It 

seems likely then that the absence of more women from the Third Municipality’s inmate register 

speaks to women’s success on the run. 

The runaways who clustered in New Orleans’s prisons were part of an urban carceral 

system that had some distinct characteristics in the way in which it interacted with chattel 

slavery. By 1850, approximately ten percent of the enslaved population resided in Louisiana’s 

various commercial riverside towns, but New Orleans was home to more slaves than any other 

city or town in the state. 86 On the eve of the Civil War, as many as 4,169 Crescent City enslavers 

claimed ownership over the lives of 13,385 people. 87  Across urban Louisiana, small 

slaveholdings of five or less were common, and in these areas, financiers, merchants, brokers, 

lawyers, boarding house keepers, artisans, and even brothel managers employed bondspeople to 

perform a variety of small-scale domestic operations. Usually moving through crowded streets, 

marketplaces, and levees, ‘a city slave’, wrote the abolitionist and fugitive slave Frederick 
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Douglas, ‘is almost a freeman, compared with a slave on the plantation’.88 And in New Orleans, 

as another resident bondsman explained, ‘both slave and free…were better off than those who 

lived in the country. Why? Because they make more money, and it is “gayer” there, and there is 

more “society”’.89 

But the liberties enslaved people could enjoy in the anonymous urban world were routinely 

limited by jailers, police, and vigilant citizens. A runaway field hand named Tom discovered 

this during his first night on the town in Plaquemine, Iberville Parish, when he landed in the 

town’s jail. Within hours of his arrival, he had been seized by constables for public intoxication 

and locked-up. In jail at the same time was Susan, a bondswoman from the same Iberville Parish 

plantation from which Tom had fled. She had also been arrested by town authorities but on a 

charge of possessing stolen property.90 In the next parish over, in Baton Rouge, free and enslaved 

African Americans similarly found themselves rounded up and jailed by the town’s constables 

for ‘perambulating the streets freely at all hours of the night’ after curfew.91  

Established, but not exclusively, to curb the perceived criminality of the city’s enslaved 

population, the New Orleans police department delivered thousands of captives into its jails.92 

Presented in Table 3.3, data compiled from the daily reports of the Third Municipality police jail 

reflects the steady traffic of enslaved prisoners lodged behind bars. From the beginning of 

February 1838 to the end of March 1840, two-hundred and sixty-seven bondsmen, one hundred 

and sixteen bondswomen, and two children were arrested, either by police or patrollers, or by 

order of the Recorder’s court. Most would have likely been seized for breaking curfew or being 

out without a written pass from their master or mistress. Another one hundred and thirty-one 

bondsmen and twenty-four bondswomen were jailed for acting in ‘contravention’ of state laws 

and city ordinances. Their number may have included individuals found participating in 

unlawful assemblies or renting independent housing. An additional sixteen bondsmen were in 

                                                
88 Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 34-5. 
89 Olmsted, The Cotton Kingdom, 260.  
90 Receipt from the Iberville Parish Jail, Plaquemine, La., September 22, 1844, Box 14, Edward J. Gay & 
Family Papers, Manuscript Series 1295, LLMVC. 
91 Richter, ‘Slavery in Baton Rouge’, 137. 
92 Rousey, Policing the Southern City, 15, 24-5, 27, 35-6, 39, 96-7.  
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the same jail as suspects in criminal cases. In total, the five-hundred and fifty-three prisoners 

lodged for criminal infractions (other than running away) represented just under fifty percent of 

the total number of the jail’s registered slave detainees. 

 

Table 3.3: Enslaved and Free Black Prisoners, The Third Municipality Police Jail, New 
Orleans, La., February 1, 1838 to March 29, 1840. 

 
Cause of  
Incarceration 

No. of Enslaved Prisoners Booked  

M 
(% of total) 

F 
(% of total) 

Child 
(% of total) 

Total 
(% of total 

Police, patrol, and 
Recorder. 

267  
(23.3) 

113  
(10) 

2  
(0.2) 

382  
(33) 

Captured as a 
runaway or 
maroon. 

222  
(19) 

116  
(10.10) 

2  
(0.2) 

340  
(30) 

Master/mistress  
(or agent) for 
correction. 

137  
(12) 

106  
(9.2) 

5  
(0.5) 

248  
(21.5) 

‘Contravention’ of 
laws (petty 
offenses). 

131  
(11.4) 

24  
(2.1) 

0  
(0) 

155  
(13.5) 

Pending criminal 
investigation. 

16  
(1.3) 

0  
(0) 

0  
(0) 

16  
(1.4) 

Self-Lodgment.  0  
(0) 

4  
(0.4) 

3  
(0.3) 

7  
(0.6) 

Total no. of slaves 
detained 

773  
(67.3) 

363  
(31.7) 

12 
 (1) 

1148 
(100) 

 
* All children accompanied their mothers into the police jail. 

Source: New Orleans Police Jail of the Third Municipality, Daily Reports, New Orleans, La., 1838-1840. 
2 Vols., Microfilm Series TX205, Records of the Police Jail of the Third Municipality, City Archives, 
NOPL.  

 

The surviving trial records of the First District Court of Orleans also presents a tableau of 

criminality and imprisonment trends peculiar to the city. From its establishment in 1846 right up 

until 1862, the First District Court organised slaveholder tribunals to hear cases against sixty-

eight bonds people charged with crimes ranging from negligent driving of a cart to murder and 

insurrection. Records of their trials, kept by the First District Court of New Orleans, can be found 

in the New Orleans Public Library. Unfortunately, the trial records of twenty-one of its cases are 

missing, but those remaining reveal an interesting case study in urban incarceration. 



 126 

Five separate cases against enslaved drivers accused of criminal negligence reveal a 

growing concern for public safety only experienced in bustling urban centres.93 Though they 

were free to travel through the city’s streets, alongside pedestrians, peddlers, wagons, carts, and 

carriages, enslaved drivers who failed to meet the competing imperatives of speed and safety ran 

the risk of personal injury - as any driver would - but also faced the threat of severe penal 

sentencing. In 1851, city police jailed Mr Callendar’s driver, Pompey, for his alleged criminal 

misconduct in the city’s streets. Before a tribunal composed of city slaveholders, Pompey faced 

the charge of murder, for having ‘wilfully and maliciously driven a dray over a child named John 

Fitzgerald’. Just shy of his second birthday, the toddler that Pompey struck with his cart perished 

at the scene of the accident, on the corner of Annunciation street. According to eye-witness 

testimony, the bondsman had been driving in contravention of the city’s road laws that prohibited 

loaded drays from travelling ‘faster than a walk’ and unloaded drays from speeds ‘faster than a 

slow trot’. Because of this, even though they determined that Pompey’s collision had been 

accidental, the prosecuting jury still sentenced the offending bondsman to fifty lashes and one 

months’ imprisonment.94 

The freedom of the city’s streets created just as many opportunities for violence. For 

stabbing a free black man named Alexander Edward, allegedly with the intent to kill him, George 

Clovis was sentenced to twenty-five lashes and three months in the Orleans Parish prison. 

Witnesses to the bondsman’s violent brawl, which took place on the corner of Ursulines and 

Burgundy streets included a police lieutenant.95 In another similar case, a slave named Jack was 

sentenced to five years in the penitentiary for killing a fellow bondsman named Joe in an incident 

                                                
93 State v. Jerry, Slave of William Massey, January 1850, First District Court, Orleans Parish, New Orleans, 
La., Docket No.4648, Microfilm Reel 2, State v David, Slave of Robert F. Ferguson, February 1854, First 
District Court, Orleans Parish, New Orleans, La., Docket No. 9357, Reel 82, State v Bill Mullen, Slave of the 
New Orleans Cotton Press, February 1854, First District Court, Orleans Parish, New Orleans, La., Docket 
No. 9356, Reel 82, all in, Suit and Case Records, 1846-1854, 1st series, First District Court (Orleans Parish), 
La., Records, 1846-1880, Record Series VSA290, NOPL; State v Tom Green, Slave of Mr Stewart, February 
1861, Docket No. 15034, 1st series, Suit and Case Records, 1854-1880, First District Court (Orleans Parish), 
Records, 1846-1880, Record Series VSA290, NOPL. 
94  State of Louisiana v. Pompey. ‘Trial of a Negro Killing a Child’, NODP, July 10, 1851, 2.  
95 State v George Clovis (slave) Property of Edward Shingle, November 1855, First District Court, Orleans 
Parish, New Orleans, La., Docket No. 10865, 1st series, Suit and Case Records, 1854-1880, First District 
Court (Orleans Parish), Records, 1846-1880, Record Series VSA290, NOPL. 
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described by onlookers as a ‘scuffle’. On the evening in question, the rivals had burst out of a 

coffee house and into the street. Outside, their milieu grew violent. The pair pelted rocks, off-

cuts of wood, and fists around like missiles, and then wielded billets of wood as swords until 

they fell apart. From an unidentified bystander, just one in a crowd of spectators, Jack received 

a knife. He and his foe continued to wrestle and as they rolled, the sharp edge of the blade nicked, 

grazed, cut, and eventually sank into their bodies. Suddenly, ‘the blood gushed’. Jack had 

mortally wounded Joe, and as a consequence, he was jailed for life.96 

Cases like these inevitably led to a stream of sentenced prisoners being transferred from 

the city to the state penitentiary. Between 1846 and 1862, the First District Court of New Orleans 

supplied the penitentiary with twenty-one enslaved convicts, including seventeen males and four 

females. Eight of those transported were convicted murderers, sentenced to life behind bars. The 

others had been handed down terms of between five years and life in the penitentiary. During 

the first half of the nineteenth century, no other community produced as many enslaved 

penitentiary inmates as New Orleans. In comparison, the smaller communities of St Martin, St 

James, Pointe Coupée, Concordia and Lafayette each transmitted eight prisoners to the state’s 

complex in Baton Rouge.97 

The constitutive and reinforcing role that urban slave imprisonment played in the 

negotiation of complex sex, race, and commercial power relations is further revealed in The State 

of Louisiana v Magdelaine, Slave of Dr Bennett. At the centre of the 1850 case was Magdelaine, 

a ‘notorious prostitute’, reportedly. An initial charge against her of disturbing the peace was 

escalated to ‘striking and cutting a white person with intent to kill’ after the bondswoman 

allegedly turned her knife on the beat patroller who had attempted to escort her to the 

guardhouse. One can imagine the horrors that awaited ‘public women’ like Magdelaine in the 

city’s guardhouses or other prisons, especially those who were enslaved. As an antebellum 

profession, prostitution exposed women to violent forms of exploitation, but in New Orleans, 

                                                
96 State v Slave Jack, May 1859, First District Court, Orleans Parish, New Orleans, La., Docket No. 7755, 1st 
series, Suit and Case Records, 1854-1880, First District Court (Orleans Parish), Records, 1846-1880, Record 
Series VSA290, NOPL.  
97 Appendix 1. 
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where the practice of extracting sex from women and girls formed part of the broader market 

economy, it could afford enslaved workers some opportunity to negotiate the terms of their 

transactions. But there were risks for those who sought to do this. As Emily Owens explains, the 

lives of bondswomen like Magdelaine ‘remained bound to both the slave market and the sex 

market, regimes that would produce her as exceedingly vulnerable’.98 Thus, for resisting her 

arresting officer, Magdelaine suffered a sentence of twenty-four days in the Orleans Parish 

prison. During this short time, the unfortunate captive was removed from her cell every eight 

days and marched out of the prison, into Orleans Street, where she was forced to endure ten 

lashes upon her bare backside. With every lash, her jailer publicly inscribed the oppressive power 

of the law upon her body. Every scar inflicted served as a decisive blow against the sexual and 

economic autonomy Magdelaine had attempted to negotiate for herself in the city’s streets.  

It was this remarkable flexibility of the state’s carceral institutions that appealed to both 

the city’s criminal courts and its slaveholders. Residents and transient enslavers alike regularly 

lodged unfortunate captives in the jails of Louisiana’s port-side commercial towns and cities for 

safekeeping. This was how William Walker ended up in prison on one occasion, as he explained 

in his narrative. He and another bondsman named Tom were jailed together in the tiny slave-

mart town of Monroe, Ouachita Parish, until their purchaser was ‘ready to continue his journey 

home’ to Missouri.99 Maybe this was how the small group of prisoners in Lafayette, Jefferson 

Parish, who were discovered by census enumerators ended up behind bars, although it is 

impossible to know for sure. All five nameless souls were recorded in the 1850 census schedule 

with the word ‘safekeeping’ inscribed alongside shorthand descriptions of their dark skin 

colour.100 

As in the country, different types of jailing mechanisms were incorporated into the private 

home-businesses of urban enslavers. As micro-centres of productive labour in which slaves 

                                                
98 Emily Owens, ‘Fantasies of Consent: Black Women’s Sexual Labor in 19th Century New Orleans’. PhD 
diss. (Harvard University, 2015), 2. 
99 Gaines, Buried Alive (Behind Prison Walls), 49. 
100 1850 US Census (Slave), City of Lafayette, Jefferson Parish, La., Slaveholder: ‘City Prison’, Image No. 
00172, Page 321, Reel No. 244.  
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completed valuable domestic and administrative duties, city homes were typically confining 

tenements.101 In the words of urban historian Richard Wade, their architecture reflected the 

‘human relationship involved’. Living quarters with no direct street access, windowless rooms, 

and walled yards that inhibited slaves’ views of the outside world were common structural design 

elements that ‘compelled slaves to centre their activity upon the owner’, Wade explains.102 And 

inside many of these homes, hidden from both the gaze of their coevals and many historians 

(until now) were purpose-built cells for the punishment of captive residents, fitted in basements, 

attics, and stairwells. One such jail was discovered, long after the abolition of slavery, by a local 

news reporter who ventured up a ‘very rickety pair of steps’ that led to the uppermost level of 

the old Gem Café, at 127 Royal Street. Unseen from the street below, ‘the mystery floor’ that he 

found presented a dark facet of slavery’s past: four small rooms, each with a smaller cell on the 

inside ‘fitted with locks and bolts’. These confined spaces were ‘Jails’, this reporter was told.103 

James Williams’s slave narrative provides a vivid portrayal of what may have occurred in these 

hidden spaces. In it, Williams recalls that his master’s wife ‘said she had gone down in the night 

to the cell under her father’s [New Orleans] house, and whipped the slaves confined there with 

her own hands’.104 

But in New Orleans, where a short walk or carriage ride in any direction could lead to one 

of the city’s lock-ups, police jails, or workhouses, ‘nothing [was] more common than for masters 

and mistresses...to send [slaves] to the prison’.105 This was observed by more than one visitor. 

                                                
101 As chattel, urban workers accrued their market value in conjunction with their level of skill and faithful 
service. Advertisements placed by families looking to sell and purchase domestic house workers punctuate 
this point. Johnson, Soul by Soul, 152-55.  
On labour organisation in urban Louisiana homes: S. Frederick Starr, Robert S. Brantley, and Jan White 
Brantley, Southern Comfort : The Garden District of New Orleans. (New York: Princeton Architectural 
Press, 2005), 171-75. 
On housework and capitalism, see Genevieve LeBaron & Adrienne Roberts, ‘Toward a Feminist Political 
Economy of Capitalism and Carcerality’, Signs, vol. 36:1 (Autumn 2010), 19-44. 
102 Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 39. 
103 ‘Hidden Prison Cells Bared in Old Royal Street Building’, The Times-Picayune, (New Orleans, La.), June 
27, 1920, 45 
104 James Williams, Narrative of James Williams, an American Slave, Who Was for Several Years a Driver 
on a Cotton Plantation in Alabama. (New York: American Anti-Slavery Society; Boston: Isaac Knapp, 
1838), 36. 
105 James Stuart, Three Years in North America, Vol. 2 (New York: J.  J. Harper, 1833), 132. 
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In 1854, as he perused the pages of a local newspaper, Robert Everest noticed reports of thirty 

men and women ‘under the head of “slaves for safekeeping”’. Then, during a tour of the police 

jail of the First Municipality, the tourist counted as many as sixty slaves awaiting their fate 

beneath the jailer’s whip.106 The aforementioned inmate log kept by the keeper of police jail of 

the Third Municipality reveals a similar trend. Between February 1, 1838, and March 29, 1840, 

individual masters and mistresses supplied the jail with two-hundred and forty-eight souls, just 

a little over twenty percent of slave admissions. This included one-hundred and six female 

slaves, and five children [refer to Table 3.3]. One of these unfortunate bondswomen was Anne. 

She and her child were jailed twice within just three weeks. Bernard, similarly, was committed 

to the prison once in September and on another occasion in December 1838.107 

Outsourcing slave discipline to city jailers allowed slaveholders ‘to avoid a reputation of 

harshness’, Richard Wade argues.108 In New Orleans, this seemed to work well. At least one 

tourist considered masters who jailed their slaves as progressively ‘averse to correcting’.109 But 

as the writers of slave narratives repeatedly contended, few Southern men were genuinely averse 

to punishing captive men, women and children. The so-called ‘New Orleans Gentleman’ who 

trapped Louisa Piquet in his home as his wife, for instance, abused his thirteen-year-old victim 

verbally and threatened to whip her ‘almost to death’.110 Another Crescent City slaveholder who 

compelled his servant to peddle milk and ice-cream on the streets each night would similarly 

threaten to have her beaten if she returned home later than expected.111 What happened to 

servants behind bars was well-known, and each enslaver would have understood the bloody 

purchasing power of his or her dollar at any one of the city’s prisons. Yet, in the eyes of many 

of their contemporaries, those slave masters who involved penal systems in the management of 
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their bondspeople projected an image of discipline and restraint. Even some ‘fiends in human 

shape’ who were known to refuse to ‘gratify their hellish passions’ by jailing women and girls 

instead of beating them themselves were considered ‘white southern gentlemen’, one formerly 

enslaved man lamented.112 

As women’s market participation increasingly rested in their ability to embody the 

competing imperatives of bourgeois femininity and slave mastery, the option to employ the 

correctional services of a neigbourhood jailer proved increasingly necessary. Civil law 

protection of white women’s property and inheritance rights, together with the lingering 

Eurocolonial custom of plaçage (or extralegal, interracial marriage) that extended similar 

protections to certain women and girls of colour, laid the foundations for the region’s uniquely 

diverse business class. 113  Among the city’s prominent businesswomen was Eulalie de 

Mandeville. The daughter of a French nobleman and his enslaved plaçage-mistress, Eulalie used 

her inheritance of land, slaves, and business acumen to establish a mercantile and dry goods 

business. Through reinvesting her business profits in real estate, stocks, and banknotes, the 

enterprising free woman of colour eventually accumulated a net worth into the hundreds of 

thousands of dollars. Independent, competitive, and successful in their pursuits, Eulalie and other 

businesswomen like her were often scorned by the Crescent City’s American population for their 

enjoyment of ‘a peculiar and very equivocal position in society’ that defied the ‘timid, doubtful, 

and clingingly dependent’ role cast upon their counterparts across the early republic. 114 

Especially troubling to their critics – those men who fiercely held onto the patriarchal ideals of 
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genteel womanhood - was female slave-mastery.115 ‘All pale, languid, and mild’, Benjamin 

Latrobe wrote of the city’s slaveholding women, ‘I fancied that I saw a cow skin in every pretty 

hand’, he scathed.116 

The ruin of Marie Delphine Macarty Lalaurie, known to many as ‘a demon, in the shape 

of a woman’, discouraged women from taking slave discipline into their own, otherwise, pretty 

hands. On April 10, 1834, news of Lalaurie’s mistreatment of her servants caused excitement 

through New Orleans and its surrounding faubourgs. By nightfall, she had disappeared from the 

city. Her abandoned Royal Street mansion lay in ruins, sacked by a vengeful crowd. Told and 

retold as a folktale of blood-curdling black magic rituals and voodoo spirits, the public demise 

of Madame Lalaurie was sparked by a kitchen fire. As several neighbours forged their way 

through her smoke-filled property, they discovered seven slaves locked in the attic, including an 

elderly woman who had reportedly suffered a ‘deep wound to her head’. The writer of a 

particularly sensational account of this event claimed that he had been inspired by ‘a sense of 

duty’ to spare no detail in his exposé of ‘such a wretch as the perpetrator’. While it is much more 

likely that this reporter wrote with paper sales in mind, corroborating witness testimony leaves 

us with little reason to doubt that Lalaurie’s prisoners suffered as victims of their mistress’s 

abject cruelty.117 However, while its publicity belied her image as the fragile magnolia of white 

womanhood, Lalaurie’s cruelty exemplified the inherent brutality of chattel slavery. Before her 

exile, Lalaurie had advanced her career, as her male competitors had, by buying, selling, 

emancipating, and even torturing enslaved servants. 118  But as her exile makes clear, the 

privileges that had empowered her domination over those she kept enslaved were bound to her 

subordination as a woman. And in slaveholding cities and towns, where the gaze of neighbours 
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could never entirely be evaded, any mistress who wielded the whip ran the risk of being 

brandished the next Madame Lalaurie.119 

Learning from Lalaurie’s demise, businesswomen masterfully reconciled the competing 

imperatives of patriarchal lady-hood and slaveholding by delegating whippings to jailers. In a 

deliberate expression of their feminine gentility and dependency, they deferred violence to male 

law enforcement agents. And by doing so, as Kirsten E. Wood explains, they protected their self-

image ‘without, critically, sacrificing violence as a tool of racial control’.120 In New Orleans, as 

one nineteenth-century resident told her friend, ‘most ladies’ would do this.121 This trend is 

reflected in the surviving records of the keeper of the Crescent City’s Third Municipality police 

jail, upon which the names of slave mistresses appear next to orders for ‘correction’ of their 

slaves. Dotting the pages of the keeper’s log, which reports the daily activities of the jail between 

February 1, 1838 and March 29, 1840, are records of the business of the city’s slaveholding 

women. On June 26, 1838, Marie Suzanne sent her servant Modeste for correction. In August, 

‘Mrs. Virginia Leracher’ sent Agnes to the jail to receive the same cruel treatment. ‘Widow 

Power’, ‘Mde. Charlotte’, ‘Mde. Marianne’ and ‘Clara Laloire’ all outsourced the punishment 

of their servants to the keeper of the jail, too, while Widow Baron was something of a regular 

patron. According to the jailer’s register, she sent Rachel, one of her poor servants, to be whipped 

twice in two months. On the same register, a familiar name appears: ‘Mme Clay’.122 Sister-in-

law to the multi-failed Presidential candidate Henry Clay, Julie Duralde Clay, or ‘Aunt Clay’ as 

she was fondly known by many, was celebrated as ‘a most amiable lady’, even while she ordered 

her servants to suffer beneath the jailer’s whip.123  
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As yet another prisoner registration book reveals, Eleanor Boylan became a regular patron 

of another city prison following her husband’s passing. Within two years, the widow lodged at 

least nine of her bondsmen for correction, and of them she sent six for repeated whippings 

between August 1847 and April 1848. The widow also relied upon the city’s jails in the recovery 

of at least one runaway slave following the death of her husband, who was a Third Municipality 

Alderman. 124  While some out-of-towners were appalled by the discovery of bondservants 

languishing behind bars for having ‘displeased their mistresses’, city locals failed to share in 

their outrage. As one local sarcastically remarked, ‘such are the ladies of New Orleans, and they 

are pious Christian ladies too’.125 

For masters and mistresses of small slaveholdings, collective inmate punishments 

potentially fulfilled a deterrent role that privately administered penalties could not. Perhaps 

unwittingly, an antebellum tourist revealed how the architecture of one New Orleans prison 

facilitated the creation of spectacle punishments that could be played out before a crowd of 

enslaved captives. In this jail, he noticed a courtyard surrounded by ‘galleries filled with slaves 

of ages, sexes and colours’. From inside, the gaze of each prisoner was forced out upon the 

suffering bodies of other men, women, and children being lashed in the yard.126 To slaveholders, 

this display of violence was considered an effective means of deterring other slaves from 

offending. On plantations, whippings were similarly performed for an audience of captives. On 

Isaac Throgmorton’s estate, for example, the overseer rang a bell to summon his force to witness 

the flogging of a man he suspected of stealing a hog.127 A horn was similarly used by Henry 

Bibb’s master. ‘Every enslaved man and women on Deacon Whitfield’s Red River estate 

assembled to witness my punishment’, he recalled, ‘that it might serve as a caution to them never 
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to attend a prayer meeting or run away’. 128  In cities and towns, where the majority of 

slaveholders each laid claim to no more than two or three souls, public jails served as sites where 

similar scenes of subjugation could be captured and replayed over and over again. And they 

were. ‘A little after daylight the whipping begins’, one former prisoner testified, ‘and continues 

until late in the afternoon’. Impressed upon his memory for decades after slavery’s abolition, 

George Taylor Burns could still vividly recall witnessing many ‘fellow slaves’ being ‘beaten 

into insensibility’ while he himself was confined to the New Orleans calaboose.129 

Yet, to onlookers on the outside these places of torture were viewed as part of the nation’s 

progressive penal reform system. ‘The outward management of [Louisiana’s] prisons’, Fredrika 

Bremer remarked, ‘was excellent...as is always the case whenever an Anglo American 

legislates’.130 While he had heard stories of the suffering of slaves within the city’s calaboose, 

Joseph Holt Ingraham questioned their validity as he encountered the ‘long plain plastered, 

blackened building’. Initially, the visitor did not recognise this building as a prison. This fact 

had to be pointed out to him by his companion. ‘Its external appearance’, he explained, ‘did not 

strike me as very appalling’.131 Moreover, to many of his contemporaries, the inmates’ shrieks 

that escaped from the walls of the city’s prisons, along with the loud cracking of their jailers’ 

whips, would only reinforce their existing assumptions regarding the inherent criminality of 

those being beaten. The institutional treatment of African and African American people, violent 

as it was, similarly reinforced their belief that chattel slavery was not only compatible with the 

modern age but necessary to its advancement. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Louisiana’s prison system cut across diverse landscapes to provide a level of state support 

for chattel slavery. This was a system formed by new and different types of imprisoning 

                                                
128 Osofsky, ed., Puttin’ on Ole Massa, 129-30. 
129 Testimony of George Taylor Burns, in Rawick (ed.), The American Slave. Vol. Indiana Narratives, 37. 
130 Bremer, Homes of the New World, Vol. 3, 12. 
131 Joseph Holt Ingraham, The South-West by a Yankee, Vol. 2, (New York: Harper Bros, 1835), 185-86. 
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institutions that developed over time, on city blocks, in riverside townships, and rural plantation 

communities. While each institution served as a site of broad penal discipline for ordinary 

citizens, behind its walls, new forms of modern discipline were blended with premodern 

imprisonment practices, to enforce enslavement in city, town, and country alike. In considering 

the landscape of imprisonment practices across nineteenth-century Louisiana, this chapter has 

paid particular attention to private slaveholders’ various means of using penal institutions in their 

struggle to achieve their desired sense of order. But as the next chapter will reveal, governments 

and private enterprise shared an interest in slave incarcerations, too. Each played a significant 

role in shaping Louisiana’s prison industry.  
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Chapter 4 

Slaves, Chain Gangs and the Building of the State of Louisiana 

 

‘Already it begins to be found’, wrote one antebellum observer, ‘that in some instances it 

[slave labour] may be used profitably in works of public improvement’. Reprinted in an 1851 

edition of New Orleans’s Debow’s Review, this writer’s vision for the expansion of chattel 

slavery alluded to a system of unfree labour that had become essential to the making of 

Louisiana. As this chapter will show, this system of unfree labour was indelibly linked to the 

state’s nascent mass incarceration industry. From New Orleans’s bustling port, through the 

plantation parishes, and all along wharves and waterways, black prisoners were bound together 

in chain gangs. Their hard labour upon infrastructural projects, great and small, helped lay the 

foundations for the state’s economy. ‘Let it be remembered’, urged the Debow’s contributor, 

‘that all the great monuments of human art and industry - the wonders of Egypt - the everlasting 

works of Rome - were created by the labor (sic) of slaves’.1  In the same way, the city’s 

cobblestone streets, its sycamore-lined paths, and rising levees, emblems of the Pelican State, 

were often built by imprisoned African American slaves. 

With a focus on chain gang labour in antebellum Louisiana, this chapter will explore some 

of the broad social and economic implications of the state’s interlinking systems of slavery and 

incarceration. An examination of slave imprisonment practices in chapters two and three 

revealed the various ways that slaveholders deployed public correctional institutions to reinforce 

their claims to ownership over people in bondage. This chapter will show how the same prisons 

that contoured the slaveholders’ economy were, themselves, reconstituted to accommodate the 

conversion of refractory, unproductive, or otherwise idle enslaved bodies into public and private 

capital. Set in motion by early philosophies of convict rehabilitation, the wheels of penal 

productions gained unprecedented momentum with the passage of penal labour laws that were 

designed to wring every dollar from each prisoner and every last cent from those who were 

                                                
1 ‘Chancellor Harper’s Memoir on Slavery’, DBR 10, n.s. 4 (1851), 57. 
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enslaved. In the decades that followed, several factors contributed to the growing importance of 

chain gangs, including overcrowded imprisoning conditions, concerns about urban crime and 

slave disorder, a popular movement towards racial segregation, and of course, economy. 

The first half of this chapter will begin by documenting the racialised history of the chain 

gang in Louisiana’s principal port city, New Orleans. A remnant of colonial corrections, public 

convict labour was grafted into the city’s penal system during the early nineteenth century, 

supposedly as a reforming discipline for convicts. But following the construction of the state’s 

penitentiary and workhouse systems, as the discipline of white convicts gradually became hidden 

behind prison walls, hard labour on the chain gang, in turn, was preserved as a punishment for 

people of African descent. And as records from the era indicate, enslaved prisoners came to 

represent the majority of penal workers confined to chain gang labour. This trend is significant, 

not just because it points to an understudied facet of the slave experience, but because it uncovers 

the development of a racially exploitative system of criminal justice over a longer timespan than 

has been previously recognised. Whereas historians have identified the creation of the chain 

gang and convict lease systems in the Jim Crow-era, this chapter argues that these elements of 

the Southern carceral system were deeply rooted penal labour systems that were shaped by 

chattel slavery during the era of the market revolution. 

This chapter also reveals an institutional articulation of slave mastery. By doing so, it 

introduces municipal and state administrators together into the history of chattel slavery. 

Louisiana’s governors, together with city and parish council members, surveyors and engineers, 

managed a public workforce that included enslaved prisoners, as well as unfree hirelings and 

waged workers. In representing the interlocking interests of the state and private enterprise, these 

men of standing and ambition realised certain labour market advantages in the exploitation of 

imprisoned slaves.2 Their exploitation of systems of slavery and incarceration was apparent to 

their contemporaries, including one nineteenth-century abolitionist, who lamented, ‘In 

Louisiana…it [slaveholding] has risen from the skulking protection of the local law and 

                                                
2  W.E.B. Du Bois, ‘Negroes and the Crisis of Capitalism in the United States’ (Reprint), The Monthly 
Review 54, no. 11 (April 2003), 34.  
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municipal regulations to the dignity of State patronage’. The same writer continued, bitterly 

complaining, ‘the State flogs and pickles [slaves] as often as it chooses; the State works…[them] 

on the levees and public buildings’.3 The deployment choices of those men who represented the 

state will be explored in this chapter. 

The question of whether slave-penal labour was profitable cannot be easily answered. A 

growing body of literature linking chattel slavery with capitalist globalisation suggests that it 

was economically advantageous.4 As the historian Robert Fogel explains, slavery was profitable 

because it was ‘a flexible, highly developed form of capitalism’. 5  Louisiana’s chain gang 

exemplifies its flexibility and serves as evidence of how antebellum southerners shaped jailing 

systems to make slavery compatible with mass incarceration. The system of unfree labour that 

they crafted enabled municipal and state authorities to economise penal institutions by tapping 

into the potential surplus-labour output of imprisoned slaves. Beyond the prisons’ walls, the 

economy of slave penal labour intensified competition within the labour market, and chain gangs 

could be deployed to undercut conditions of free, waged workers. 

Accounting for its profits, however, would require more time in the archives, to contend 

with scattered, cooked, and rotting accounting books. Over three decades of research led urban 

historian Leonard P. Curry to the discovery of only a limited collection of surviving fiscal 

records for the city of New Orleans. In his words, data on expenditures was ‘almost completely 

undisaggregated’.6 What was evident, however, was a budget in deficit. In 1850, for example, 

the city’s per capita debt of $69.48 was higher than that of every other American city at the time. 

In fact, it was more than double that of New York, which stood at just $30.65.7 Yet, as Curry 

reminds us, New Orleans was a ‘corporate city’, and the mandate of its government was to raise 

revenue, borrow, and spend ‘to assist the mercantile activity of its citizens’.8 In this economy, 

                                                
3 ‘Mrs. Lovejoy’s Mistake’, Liberator (Boston, Mass.) 4 May 1860, 70. 
4 For example, Rockman, Scraping By; Johnson, River of Dark Dreams; Baptist, The Half Has Never Been 
Told. 
5 Robert William Fogel, Without Consent or Contract: The Rise and Fall of American Slavery. (New York: 
Norton, 1989), 64-5. 
6 Leonard P. Curry, The Corporate City: The American City as a Political Entity, 1800-1850. (Westport, 
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1997), 65. 
7 Ibid., 62. 
8 ibid., 225. 
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extended public deficit and the capitalised bodies of black prison labourers represented the city’s 

investments in economy shaping infrastructure projects that would catalyse the creation of 

private moneymaking opportunities. 

Shifting focus to a state-wide analysis, the second half of this chapter explores the 

infrastructure that was built by enslaved penal labourers. It follows New Orleans’s chain gangs 

through the city and tells the stories of scores unfree hands - men, women, and children - who 

cleaned streets and market halls, built levees, carried carts of ballast from ship to shore, and 

buried the dead. These people built the city from the ground up. But prisoner labour was not 

confined to the town. New Orleans’s market economy was rooted in an international cotton 

market and grew out of the exploitation of frontier production. Through the nineteenth century, 

river streams and railroads connected the port-side city to the state’s rural plantation lands. 

Projects to improve these channels will form the focus of the second part of this chapter. Moving 

beyond the central business district of New Orleans, an examination of the work performed by 

African and African descended prisoners on rail and river improvement projects in the final 

section of this chapter will show how pervasive this system of penal labour became through to 

pre-Civil War state building. Through Louisiana’s rural and urban worlds, enslaved prisoners 

proved indispensable to the emergence of commercial and plantation capitalism. Shipping and 

logistics, retail and tourism, education and healthcare, even human trafficking and prostitution, 

were each served in some way by African American penal labourers. In fact, as this chapter will 

demonstrate, most of the state’s industries were. 

 

Slaves on the Crescent City Chain Gang  

 

Links forged between slave labour and penal discipline during the colonial years were 

reinforced by the introduction of reformative incarceration in the early nineteenth century. 

During an inspection of the New Orleans jail in early 1804, Governor William C. C. Claiborne 

stood face-to-face with upwards of one hundred of the territory’s unfortunate inmates, referred 



 141 

to in French and Spanish Colonial administrative records as ‘galley slaves’. The motley crew 

observed by Governor Claiborne included captured runaway slaves, military deserters, debtors, 

and criminals, all together thrown into the purchase price of Louisiana, as a sort of stock-on-

hand for which the governor had not bargained. ‘Some’, he recounted, ‘had been there from ten 

to thirteen years, on Suspicions of crimes of which it does not appear they were ever convicted’.9 

In the decades preceding the American Purchase of Louisiana, penal servitude had been used to 

punish forced immigrants, initially the sweepings of French jails and workhouses, and later, 

exiles of the Spanish Caribbean colonies. Through the 1790s, a force of at least one hundred had 

laboured daily to reinforce the levees that protected Fort Plaquemine.10 To the reform-minded 

statesmen, the continued use of public penal labour, and even just the resounding ‘rattling of a 

Single chain’ in the Crescent City’s streets threatened to disgrace the Territory’s new Republican 

Government. Or at least this is what he wrote to US Secretary of State, James Madison. But his 

order to release those unfortunate prisoners that he had discovered on his initial tour of New 

Orleans did not spell the end of public penal labour. Far from it. In the decades that followed, 

reformers and civil authorities fused the chain gang into Louisiana’s justice system.11 

In May 1805, the New Orleans city council established a chain gang for enslaved prisoners 

so that they could be used in public works.12 Coinciding with the 1805 passage of Louisiana’s 

Crimes Act, which mandated the replacement of corporal punishments with imprisonment at 

labour, the facility of the chain gang allowed the city’s jailers to manage their surging inmate 

numbers by turning out bondsmen, albeit temporarily, during the daylight hours. The city 

council’s ordinance superseded the rights of private slaveholders to determine whether or not 

their imprisoned slaves would labour in chains. In newspapers, masters and mistresses were 

informed: ‘Any slaves, who are now, or shall hereafter be detained in the Gaol of the city…shall 

                                                
9 Spanish Colonial Officials laid claim to some prisoners and galley slaves who were in confinement for 
offences against the Crown or Flag of Spain.  Letter from William C.C. Claiborne to James Madison, New 
Orleans, La., January 2, 1804, Rowland, ed., Official Letter Books, Vol I, 325.  
10 H. Mortimer Favrot, ‘Colonial Forts of Louisiana’, Louisiana Historical Quarterly 26, no. 3 (July 1943), 
749-50.  
11 Op. cit. 325. 
12Peter J. Kastor, The Nation’s Crucible: The Louisiana Purchase and the Creation of America. (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2004), 211. 
 



 142 

after being in the said gaol the length of eight days, be employed on the public works’.13 Together 

with white and free black male inmates, enslaved men were thus removed from their prison cells 

each morning, fitted with irons, and driven through the city, to labour in shackles. 

Enslaved women, who, according to the mayor, had been left to ‘lie around idle and lazy’ 

in jails, were put out to toil alongside the city’s male prisoners.14 They worked without being 

chained, or at least not at the city’s expense.15 As travellers’ impressions reveal, it was not 

uncommon for their bodies to be fitted with irons by their masters and mistresses before they 

entered the public service. Theodore Pavie observed this. Amidst the ‘ghastly pale black and 

yellow faces’ of the city’s chain gang one such slave woman, ‘a brazen black hussy’ in his words, 

piqued the writer’s curiosity. Around her neck she wore an iron collar with ‘four points rising 

higher than her head’, he recalled.16 In 1813, when it was decided that bondswomen would be 

pressed into the public service, Mayor Nicholas Girod reassured slaveholders that ‘the shame 

and humiliation’ their servants would experience ‘in seeing themselves sent to the laborious 

duties would serve as a greater punishment, more keenly felt than even the prison or the lash’.17 

In addition to opening the disciplinary facility of the chain gang to the city’s slaveholders, 

the municipal council offered monetary incentives to masters and mistresses who committed 

their privately-owned slaves to public penal labour. Not surprisingly, many did. Filed together 

in Xavier University’s Charles F. Heartman Manuscripts of Slavery Collection, a trove of 

surviving mandates of payment signed by the city’s mayors sheds light upon a system of labour 

trafficking that was taking root in Louisiana’s early carceral system. The same collection also 

reveals the variety of people that fostered its growth.  

                                                
13 ‘Mayoralty of New Orleans’, Orleans Gazette and Commercial Advertiser (New Orleans, La.) June 28, 
1805, 1. 
14  Message from Mayor Nicholas Girod, New Orleans, La., May 8, 1813, Vol 5, Microfilm Roll #85-17, 
New Orleans Conseil de Ville Messages from the Mayor, 1805-1836 (typewritten trans.), Record Series 
AB506, Louisiana Division, NOPL. 
15 Augustin, A General Digest of the Ordinances and Resolutions, 145. 
16 Betje Black Klier, ed., Pavie in the Borderlands: The Journey of Théodore Pavie to Louisiana and Texas, 
1829-1830, Including Portions of His Souvenirs Atlantiques (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
2000), 221. 
17 Op. cit., Mayor Nicholas Girod, May 8, 1813.  
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As the mayor of New Orleans, Augustin Macarty endorsed each mandate of payment 

issued between 1815 and 1820, including two made out to Mr Edouard Forstall. For twenty-four 

days of hard labour completed in the summer months of 1819, Forstall’s jailed bondsman, 

Benoît, earned his master the first payment of $12.00. Later that year, after another twenty-seven 

days on the chain gang, his master received another $13.50.18  

L.B. Macarty, a cousin of the mayor, was among the other recipients of payments from 

the city around this time. Between April 28, 1821 and April 12, 1822, his jailed bondsman, 

Henry, laboured on the chain gang for a total of one-hundred and ninety-four days. For the first 

one-hundred and thirty-six days, his labour attracted a per diem payment of fifty-cents, and for 

the remaining fifty-eight days, Henry’s master received a lesser rate of twenty-five cents. In 

total, his slave master collected $82.50.19 Featuring the Macarty family name in different hand 

styles, these surviving vouchers reveal the self-family serving nature of the city’s early 

politicians. So too does another mandate of payment, signed in 1825 by Mayor Macarty’s 

successor, Louis Philippe de Roffignac, for yet another member of the same elite Creole family, 

‘Md E. Maccarty’ (sic). Identified as a femme libre de la couleur, Madame Eulalie Mandeville 

Macarty received payment for lodging one of her unfortunate bondswomen, Eva, into the city’s 

penal work gang. By doing so, she managed to capitalise on the racially restrictive legal system 

that, among other things, had denied her the right to legally marry her white partner, Eugene 

Macarty.20 

Eulalie de Mandeville Maccarty was not the only woman nor the only free person of 

African descent to supply the city with slave-penal labour. Another mandate of payment was 

                                                
18 Mandat de payment, Mayor Augustin de Macarty to Mr. Edouard Forstall, New Orleans, La., July 2, 1819, 
Mandat de payment, Mayor Macarty to Mr. Edouard Forstall, New Orleans, La., December 17, 1819. Folder 
2, Box VII, Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC. 
 
19 Mandat de payment, Mayor Louis Philippe de Roffignac to Mr L B Macarty, New Orleans, La., 12 April 
1822, Folder 3, Box VII, Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC. 
20 Mandat de payment, Mayor Louis Philippe de Roffignac to Md E Maccarty, New Orleans, La., 31 
December 1825, Folder 5, Box VII, Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC; On Eulalie de 
Mandeville Maccarty, the rights of free women of colour, and the plaçage system, see: Emily Clark, The 
Strange History of the American Quadroon: Free Women of Color in the Revolutionary Atlantic World. 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013. 
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made out to ‘Mdme Ve. Schomberg’, a local slave-mistresses who had committed her 

bondswoman, Laurette, to public labour. With business slowing in the sweltering city, the 

earnings of her jailed servant would have provided a welcome, albeit modest, income for the 

widowed, white lady.21 Public monies totalling $32.75 similarly lined the purse of Francois 

Bachelier, who was identified in one of the city’s accounts as a free woman of colour by the 

racial marker ‘f.d.c.l’ (femmes de couleur libre).22 Together these documented transactions show 

the extent to which public penal labour had become embedded in the business of slaveholding 

in the early nineteenth century. 

Companies, not just individuals, collected payments from the city for work completed by 

their imprisoned slaves. Among them included the Canal Street commission merchandising firm 

of Townsley & Bouny, which received $8.25 in exchange for the thirty-three days of labour 

performed by its bondsman, John Jenkins.23 The city paid another, more considerable sum of 

$119 to Claude Gurlie and Joseph Guillot in 1825. Although the duo would become better known 

for building ornate Creole townhouses, the French-born architects also managed to make money 

by confining their slaves to the chain gang. Together, their captives, Sophie, Hector, Betsie, Julie 

and Lafortune, performed four hundred and sixty-six days of hard labour in just one year.24 The 

New Orleans Drainage Company similarly collected monies for the work performed by their six 

jailed bondsmen. The company committed most of these men on more than one occasion. One 

of them, in fact, is listed as many as three times in the register of slaves employed on public 

works between 1842 and 1845 maintained by the keeper of the police jail. In 1843, Peter worked 

for an entire month, and through the year that followed, he found himself back in chains twice 

                                                
21 Mandat de payment, Mayor Louis Philippe de Roffignac to Madame Ve Schomberg, New Orleans, La., 11 
July 1825, Folder 5, Box VII, Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC. 
22 Mandat de payments, Mayor Louis Philippe de Roffignac to Francois Bachelier, f.d.c.l, New Orleans, La., 
28 May 1822, and to Francois Bachelier, New Orleans, La., 19 September 1822, Folder 3, Box VII, 
Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC. 
23 Mandat de payment, Mayor Louis Philippe de Roffignac to Messrs Townsley & Bouny, New Orleans, La., 
20 September 1822, Folder 3, Box VII, Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC. 
24 Mandat de payment, Mayor Louis Philippe de Roffignac to Messrs Gurlie & Guillot, New Orleans, La., 30 
September 1825, Folder 5, Box VII, Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC; Roulhac 
Toledano, A Pattern Book of New Orleans Architecture (Gretna La.: Pelican Publishing Company, 2010), 
20, 154  71. 
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more.25 Transactions between public and private entities such as these provide us with a sense 

of how the relationship between chattel slavery and the prison system was shaped by private 

enterprise. 

Snapshots of the business transactions executed by Pierre Rapp, a local a sugar planter 

whose name appears on yet another mayoral mandate of payment, exemplify how slaveholders 

exploited this relationship. Lodged with the city’s jailer on November 7, 1818, Rapp’s 

bondsman, Natt, was put to work on the chain gang for one hundred and nineteen days before 

his release in April the following year. For his labour, his master claimed remuneration to the 

sum of $59.50. Before his incarceration, Rapp’s bondsman had been bought, sold, and returned 

as chattel.26 His movement through the domestic slave market is traceable in notarial records. In 

April 1817, the then twenty-year-old bondsman was purchased by Rapp for five hundred dollars. 

Both his buyer and seller agreed that Natt wasn’t worth a penny more, being a ‘runaway and 

thief’. But in the year following, Rapp managed to sell the bondsman to Joaquim Bermudez for 

$1100. Perhaps Natt had attempted to flee or steal from his new master because within two 

months his sale had been rescinded, and the bondsman returned to Rapp. Rapp then kept him in 

jail. Seeing the costly bondsman laden in heavy chains and driven down the public roads might 

have satiated the vengeful slaveholder. However, it’s much more likely that Rapp’s decision to 

confine Natt to the city’s chain gang was one based on economic sensibility, rather than red-hot 

rage. Doing so enabled the enterprising enslaver to realise the maximum return on his investment 

in human flesh.27 

J.A. Kelly’s request to have his absconding servants ‘put in the chain gang’ upon their 

capture serves as yet another example of how enslavers strategically deployed the state’s penal 

institutions for their own financial benefit. Under the cover of darkness, his two bondswomen 

                                                
25 New Orleans (La.) Police Jail, Register of Chained Slaves Employed in the Public Works, 1820-1851, Vol. 
4, Microfilm Series TX430, Police Jail Records, 1820-1851, City Archives, NOPL, 18, 36, 48, 68, 76, 78, 84.  
26 Mandat de payment, Mayor Augustin de Macarty to Mr Pierre Rapp, New Orleans, La., 5 April 1819, 
Folder 2, Box VII, Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC. 
27 Notarial Acts of Philippe Pedesclaux, New Orleans, December 4, 1817, 7 and May 10, 1818, quoted in 
Gwendolyn Midlo Hall’s, ‘Louisiana Slave Database and the Louisiana Free Database’, URL: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/laslave/individ.php?sid=71045 and 
https://www.ibiblio.org/laslave/individ.php?sid=79083, (accessed January 2014). 
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July and Rhoda had made their escape from Kelly aboard a skiff. ‘They may change their names 

as well as misrepresent who is their owner’, their master remarked. The jilted slaveholder also 

suspected that the duo was bound for New Orleans, a journey that would see them nearly two 

hundred kilometres away from his West Feliciana business. In an advertisement placed in the 

New Orleans Daily Picayune, the enterprising hotelier of Bayou Sara offered a liberal reward 

for their capture and confinement on the chain gang. Such vigilant action would reduce the cost 

of their eventual retrieval.28 

Municipal authorities realised certain social and market advantages in employing slave 

penal labourers for public works, too. Of course, most, if not all of Louisiana’s elected officials 

were themselves the private owners of enslaved men and women. As a slaveholder, New 

Orleans’s civil engineer and surveyor, Joseph Pilié, pocketed at least one cash payment for the 

work that his jailed bondswoman, Marie, completed for the city in 1825.29 But it was in their 

respective official capacities, governing the corporate city, that New Orleans’s elected officials 

organised prison chain gangs to enforce both a regime of social control and a profitable system 

of labour exploitation.  

As an apparatus of public justice, the chain gang provided the city council with a legal 

structure in which to fuse economy with racial policymaking. To local lawmakers, slaveholders, 

and other white elites, such controls seemed imperative to the maintenance of order and, of 

course, commerce in slavery’s city. As early as 1818, one commentator predicted what many 

would fear, that by becoming ‘the great emporium’ of the United States, New Orleans would 

‘also become the hotbed of…crime, treachery and civil discord’.30 Stories of bloody killings and 

violent robberies in the portside city swirled through the Atlantic. According to one urban 

spectator, ‘the murders in the city of New Orleans were just as frequent as in all the States 

                                                
28 ‘Two Negroes Ran Away’, NODP, June 29, 1850, 5. 
29 Mandat de payment, Mayor Louis Philippe de Roffignac to Joseph Pilie, New Orleans, La., 15 October 
1825, Folder 5, Box VII, Documents from New Orleans, 1811-1846, CHMSC. 
30 Daniel Blowe, A Geographical, Historical, Commercial, and Agricultural View of the United States of 
America. (Liverpool: Edwards Knibb, 1820), 643. 
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contiguous of the Mississippi’.31 And as Judith Schafer writes, ‘New Orleans’s newspapers 

complained constantly about slaves drinking, fighting, and gambling’. Such activities, usually 

facilitated by interracial mixing, fomented fears of insurrection that captured the white 

imagination.32 Driven in shackles, gangs of prison labourers, black and white, enslaved and free, 

emblazoned New Orleans’s streets, wharves, and marketplaces with the city governments’ 

dedication to keeping law and order. 

Segregation of prisoners on the chain gang similarly strengthened race consciousness and 

added reinforcement to justifications of black enslavement. Within the confines of crowded cells 

and yards, the city’s jailers could not always facilitate racial segregation or any other type of 

inmate classification for that matter. However, on the chain gang, they could, and their 

organisation of inmates was visible to the public. Each day, inmates emerged from the city’s 

jails in work gangs, each organised in conformation with the region’s dominant racial 

classification system. One onlooker who witnessed a troupe of chained labourers begin their day 

of hard labour. He described this scene: 'Marching' two and two…the whites led, then the 

mulattoes, and then the negroes’.33  

The reports of the city’s surveyors corroborate with this traveller’s description of penal 

organisation, and show that, right up until December 1831, prisoners were divided into three 

distinct gangs: ‘nègres de chaînes’ (negroes in chains), ‘nègresses’ (negresses), and 

‘condamnés’(convicts). With no racial marker included or affixed, those grouped together as 

‘condamnés’ or ‘convicts’ were most likely white convicts. The observations of one city resident 

certainly support this assertion. According to Henry C. Castellanos, ‘white and black 

alike…were made to labor(sic) upon our public streets’.34 While they struggled to separate black 

and white residents in the public streets and market places, municipal authorities implemented a 

                                                
31 Frederick Marryat, A Diary in America with Remarks on Its Institutions, Vol. 2 (Philadelphia: Carey Hart, 
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32 Schafer, ‘Slaves and Crime: New Orleans’, 54. 
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series of systemic segregation practices in its public penal gangs to reinforce a dominant 

ideology of white supremacy and black subordination.35  

The observations of other antebellum contemporaries reveal yet another way the city 

enforced racial segregation amongst its public penal labour gangs: by dress. According to their 

accounts, coffles of free and enslaved African American prisoners were outfitted ‘from head to 

foot’ in bright coloured uniforms, ‘all-red’ or ‘parti-coloured’, that ensured that they, and not 

their white cell-mates, would be confined to the public gaze.36 

All-black chain gangs were not only larger but were typically deployed more frequently 

than white convict labour gangs. Charged with the duty of assigning prisoners and other hired 

day-labourers to various public works projects, the city’s surveyors recorded this trend in his 

daily reports to the mayor of New Orleans. Surviving reports date to between May 19, 1828, and 

December 31, 1831. The data extracted from these records illustrates an average daily workforce 

that was predominantly black. As many as ninety black male inmates toiled each day, together 

with between eleven and forty-four bondswomen from the city’s jails. In comparison, the 

number of white convicts put to work rarely, if ever, exceeded forty. They were deployed less 

frequently, too. In fact, white convicts served for just three hundred and thirty of the five hundred 

and sixty-three days reported.37 

Eventually, with the relocation of white reformative labour behind prison walls, the chain 

gang emerged as an apparatus of black punishment and labour extraction that strengthened 

popular links between race and enslavement. On the subject of public penal labour New 

Orleans’s leading reformer, Edward Livingston, wrote, ‘The sight of a freeman performing the 
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forced labour, or suffering under the stripes usually inflicted on the slave, must give rise to ideas 

of the most insubordinate nature’. It seemed to him that such a punishment thus remained 

appropriate for slaves. As one jailer’s report reveals, Livingston himself committed at least one 

of his own unfortunate servants, Charles, to labour on the chain gang.38 To others who looked 

on, members of the chain gang, regardless of the reason for their commitment, were assigned a 

criminal or insubordinate identity. A typical description of the city’s highly visible penal 

labourers of the time referred to its members simply as ‘the rebellious slaves’.39 

Municipal authorities realised market advantages in this emergent system of slave-penal 

labour, too. In his 1935 analysis of the postbellum carceral system, W.E.B. Du Bois referred to 

convict labour systems in the South as one brutal theatre of ‘a labour war’. And ‘above all’, he 

continued to explain, ‘crime was used in the South as a source of income for the state’.40 A 

similar description of Louisiana’s antebellum penal system would prove accurate, as the 

following examination of their work will make clear. The managerial control of municipal chain 

gangs transformed black crime and punishment into a source of income for the state and its 

private sector in ways that have yet to be recognised by scholars. Records maintained by the 

keepers of the Crescent City’s jails allow us to zoom in and examine this in detail.  

In New Orleans’s prison system, city authorities warehoused a growing, remarkably 

flexible, and cheap supply of enslaved labourers for public works. Even the council of the Third 

Municipality, the subject of ridicule amongst many of the city’s residents for its lack of 

commercial progress, established a chain gang to exploit the labour of free and enslaved black 

inmates detained in its police jail. By early 1824, on average, the jailer delivered one-hundred 

and thirty-six prisoners for public labour. The chain gang he assembled could represent up to 

seventy-seven percent of the jail’s total black inmate population, free and enslaved. On any given 

day, their number included between fifty-nine and one hundred and two males, and between 
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seventeen and thirty-eight females. Third Municipality police officers maintained compositional 

statistics of their chain gang in a log that was updated daily with details of arrests, releases, 

maladies, and, occasionally, escapees. Perhaps the most telling detail in this log appears in the 

report compiled for August 8, 1824. The guard on duty who wrote it unwittingly punctuated the 

number of black women and men in his custody, including those committed to chain gang, with 

a dollar sign. On his surviving report, one hundred and seventy-four souls appear as ‘$174’.41 

When they referred to the chain gang, it was not uncommon for the city’s administrators 

to cast it in business terms. For instance, in early municipal records, the payments made out to 

the masters and mistresses of enslaved penal labourers were itemised in French as ‘les salaires’ 

(wages). Just like wages, they were scaled in accordance with labour demands. For 

approximately ten months, the jailed bondsman, Jacques, earned his master twenty-five cents 

per day by working on the chain gang. But according to the surviving mandate of payment, the 

Mayor and city council of New Orleans ‘suppressed’ payments for ‘the negroes of the chain’ in 

the ‘middle of the year, 1811’. This was only temporary, however. And in fact, labour demands 

placed pressure upon the city to increase its slaveholder incentives in the years that followed. In 

1817, for instance, in the aftermath of a yellow fever outbreak, the state’s newly formed Board 

of Health inaugurated a major public sanitation project in New Orleans, a labour intensive 

panacea for the perennial threat of disease. To stimulate the growth of its taskforce, an increased 

rate of payment was offered by the city to the masters and mistresses of chained slave-labourers, 

to fifty cents per day.42 

Reduced payments to the slaveholders of imprisoned slaves made the chain gang a cheap 

labour solution during times of economic downturn.43 Wielding what one antebellum reporter 
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dubbed ‘the axe of economy’, in 1841, the Chairman of the Finance Committee for the Second 

Municipality decided ‘that no money be expended on public improvements except on such as it 

is indispensably necessary to complete or carry on which have already by commenced’.44 

However, rather than abandoning improvement projects altogether, the council instead opted to 

rely more upon penal labour to complete them, and to slash the associated per diem payments to 

the slaveholders of its chain gang slaves from twenty-five cents to just eighteen and three-quarter 

cents. 

Surprisingly, the reduced rate of payment offered to slaveholders did not result in a 

shortage of inmate labour in the Second Municipality. A collection of three hundred and six 

receipts of payment signed by the masters and mistresses of enslaved prisoners between 1842 

and 1846 shows this. On each pre-printed voucher in this collection, the name of each master or 

mistress, the name of his or her slave, the number of days of labour ‘in the Chain gang, performed 

by the slave’, and the amount paid was inserted by hand, by the Public Treasurer. One hundred 

and twenty-five of those slaves documented in this collection had served short terms of no longer 

than seven days. While long-term sentences were, there were five bondspeople who labored for 

more than one year on the chain gang. One of them provided more than two years of service to 

the city (nine hundred and forty-nine days, to be precise), pending the outcome of his master’s 

debt dispute with the Bank of Louisiana - a sign of the hard financial times.45 For the 11,378.5 

days (or just a little over thirty-one years) of hard labour accounted for in this collection of 

receipts, the Second Municipality paid $2,334.46 

In response to natural disasters, the city’s authorities could similarly deploy enslaved 

prisoners on demand, to complete necessary work in hazardous conditions. In 1853, as yellow 

fever ravaged New Orleans, caskets that failed to confine the remains of the dead quickly piled 

high. In one cemetery, rapidly decomposing bodies swelled in the heat and burst out of their 
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coffins. In another, torrential rains washed up the corpses that had once been buried in the earth. 

Overwhelmed by the mortality that surrounded them, the city’s morticians and professional 

gravediggers fled. Waves of oozing bodies floated up from their watery graves and from the 

abandoned cemeteries nauseating effluvia tainted the wind that blew through the city. Desperate 

to restore order, the mayor assigned black prisoners to what would have been an obnoxious, 

backbreaking and potentially deathly duty - burying the dead. To satiate the pecuniary interests 

of their masters and mistresses, and to compensate them for the risk involved in their slaves’ 

work, the city council paid to each an inflated rate of pay to the value of five dollars per day.47 

On occasions, the city's councils even made money by hiring out its chain gang slaves to 

private entrepreneurs. An early incarnation of the convict lease system was created by an 

agreement between the city of New Orleans and Benjamin Latrobe, an engineer and architect 

who had successfully bid for the right to establish a waterworks in 1811. The successful 

completion of his plant had initially promised to secure his economic future, but instead the 

project dragged on for over a decade, and nearly ruined Latrobe. In addition to its haemorrhaging 

expense, the enterprise cost Latrobe the life of his eldest son, Henry, who was also his project 

manager. Henry contracted yellow fever and died in 1817. Desperate, Latrobe petitioned the 

New Orleans city council in August 1820 for the use of its prison labourers. Into his service, the 

city jailer thus transferred between twenty and thirty bondsmen. In addition to carrying their 

chains, a part of Latrobe’s workforce transported a new steam engine from aboard the Missouri 

to the site of the waterworks. Others installed the cypress log pipes that would carry water from 

the Mississippi River to the plant’s reservoirs into a series of ditches and burrows that cut through 

the levee.48 

Finally, by employing blended forces of prisoners, hired enslaved men and women, and 

white day labourers on various worksites, New Orleans’s authorities were able to undercut the 
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conditions of skilled and unskilled waged workers. Thanks to his meticulous record keeping, we 

can see how one of the city’s surveyors divided labour on various public works sites. His 

unsigned report for May 23, 1836, for example, outlines the composition of his force for that 

day. Accordingly, he had assigned fifty-two male inmates, identified in French as ‘Negres de 

Chaine’ to the task of cleaning Canal and Claiborne streets in the morning. In the afternoon, this 

same group of prisoners then assisted twenty-five enslaved hirelings from outside of the city’s 

prison system with a clean-up of the First Municipality’s public parks. At the same time, nine 

bondswomen from the jail cleaned the local market halls, and on the same day, thirty-eight hired 

white day labourers (identified in French as ‘blanc journaliers’) levelled banquets and supported 

the maintenance of Carondelet Canal. 49  Unfortunately, the same record doesn’t offer wage 

comparisons, but Richard Wade’s observation that ‘white pay in the same jobs was significantly 

more than that for hired blacks’ would likely apply with a measure of accuracy to the City 

Surveyor’s blended workforce. 50  However, in Louisiana, penal labour was well known for 

creating unfair labour market competition, and undercutting the wages and conditions of workers 

on the outside, even those of free, white workers. 

 

Building New Orleans 

 

Against the backdrop of its cosmopolitan and, at times, motley crowds, all-black chain gangs 

came to define the Crescent City's visual scape. Residents and tourists alike often commented 

on the spectacle of their labour. Even amidst the ‘incessant, loud, rapid, and various gabble of 

tongues of all tones’ and the ‘eternal din’, a ‘straggling procession’ of shackled prisoners 

cleaning a street corner caught the attention of Joseph Holt Ingraham. This ‘fraternity well 

known in New Orleans', he explained to his readers, ‘is very appropriately termed the “Chain 

gang”’.51 Engaged in the same sort of drudgery, a trio of inmates were noticed by Felix Achille 
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Saint Aulaire, who in 1821 featured them in a painting of a street scene in the Faubourg St Marie. 

His painting depicts the gang of three men and one woman sweeping a street corner under the 

watch of two white superintendents. An iron chain connects the men pictured to other another. 

To each man this chain is fastened to one ankle that extends to an iron waist belt. The woman 

pictured is unchained but wears an iron collar with four points rising higher than her head.52 

Together these four prisoners formed part of what city residents lightheartedly nicknamed ‘the 

New Orleans band’.53 The sound of their musical, rattling chains, coupled with fleeting glimpses 

of ‘boys busy with scoops, water[ing] the roadway from brimming gutters’, even formed a part 

of a cherished childhood memory for the resident writer, Eliza Ripley. 54  DeBow’s Review 

offered their readers a much darker portrayal. According to the New Orleans magazine, the 

unfortunate souls who slaved in the city’s streets were ‘negroes convicted for crimes and 

sentenced to this punishment’.55 

In the urban port, New Orleans’s chain gangs redefined the cityscape over and over again 

as they laboured hard in its canals, wharves, gardens and streets. Scholars have recognized 

postbellum convict labour as a central component in the region’s modernisation, but the labour 

of New Orleans’s chain gangs could also be considered a contributing force to the up-building 

of the state during this earlier era. And in fact, in the words of one antebellum contemporary, 

Louisiana’s economy did advance during this earlier era with ‘such gigantic and rapid strides’.56 

As the following investigation into the array of public improvements completed during the 

antebellum years will reveal, enslaved penal workers played a vital role in maximising the pace 

of development, even as many toiled beneath the heavy weight of chains. 

                                                
52 Felix de Saint-Aulaire, Vue d’une Rue du Faubourg Ste. Marie, Nouvelle Orléans (View of a street in the 
Faubourg St. Mary, New Orleans), 1821, Ascension No. 1937.2.3, The Historic New Orleans Collection, 
New Orleans, La. 
53 Thomas F. Harwood ‘The Abolitionist Image of Louisiana and Mississippi’, Louisiana History 7, no. 4 
(Autumn, 1966), 302 fn50. 
54Eliza Moore Chinn McHatton Ripley, Social Life in Old New Orleans, Being Recollections of My Girlhood. 
(New York: D. Appleton, 1912), 3. 
55 ‘The Plague of the South West’, DBR 15, n.s. 1 (1853), 620. 
56 William H. Lodge, ‘New Orleans: Its present situation and future prospects’, DBR 2 (July 1846), 53. 
 



 155 

Drainage and canal maintenance, desperately necessary but downright dirty work, was 

typically undertaken by prisoners. Enslaved and free black prisoners assisted with the 

construction of ditches, narrow channels designed to capture and carry surface and flood waters 

away from the otherwise muddy city streets. In addition to digging out ditches, these workers 

reinforced them wooden planking. They also assisted with the cutting of canals, wider waterways 

that provided additional drainage and through which imports and exports could flow to and from 

communities along the interior basins and lakes and the Mississippi River.57 Once established, 

penal labourers shovelled the excess mud and refuse from the city’s established ditches and 

canals ‘with long-handled spades’ to keep them clear. While on one day, the extraordinary 

discovery of a gold coin in a Treme ditch provided a brief glimmer of excitement to a 

bondswoman and her fellow team of inmates, as one inspector noted, keeping the city’s channels 

clear ‘day after day’ was hard physical labour, nothing short of drudgery.58 

Together, the provision of much-needed drainage and transportation systems in the low-

lying lands beyond the original boundaries of New Orleans’s Vieux Carre stimulated land 

values. Observing the evolution of plantation and swamp-lands into new neighbourhoods, or 

‘faubourgs’ as they were known locally, one resident exclaimed, ‘the city is rapidly extending 

with stores & brick houses’.59 This expansion occurred both along the bend of the Mississippi 

River and to the east towards Lake Pontchartrain. As one immigrant discovered, the land that 

fell between these boundaries, first imagined and then notarised, demanded a high price. Even 

rent on a ‘miserable Old Spanish house…not worth twenty dollars’ could reach twelve hundred 

dollars per annum, he wrote.60 Economic historian, James E. Winston, provides another example 

of the speculative fever that gripped New Orleans in the 1830s. According to Winston, one bank 
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invested as much as half a million dollars into one tract of improved land that, at an earlier time, 

would have likely been purchased for a tenth of that sum.61 

Curving around the city’s crescent-shaped river-bend, the levee that protected New 

Orleans from sinking beneath the Mississippi’s tide was repaired by teams of chained slaves. As 

prisoners arrived at the river’s edges with carts heavy with trash, earth and shelling, they were 

met by their fellow inmates, whose responsibility it was to shovel and spread the contents of 

their cart across the levee. Gravel then poured across the embankment by penal slaves, prevented 

them from rolling across the causeway.62 Initially, all of this tackled the effects of natural 

erosion, but their ongoing efforts to manually elevate the levee became all the more necessary 

as the embankment warehoused more and more carts and wagons, heavy with imports and 

exports. An intrigued Rapides Parish planter learned of the necessity of such work in 1856, as 

he watched parts of the city’s landing still ‘breaking in from the weight [of produce]’.63 

Chain gangs also serviced the adjoining wharves. Across the docks, hundreds of heavy 

beams of cypress wood were hauled to each arriving vessel by a band of enslaved prisoners. 

These men laboured under the management of the Superintendent of Stages for Ships and 

Steamboats. Via the stages that they constructed from this wood, passengers and chattel slaves, 

as well as barrels, bales, boxes, and hogsheads subsequently made their way into, out of, and 

through the port ‘in the shortest period practicable’.64 In fact, according to DeBow’s Review, the 

rapid pace of loading and unloading vessels in New Orleans seemed ‘almost magical’. 65 

Accentuated by the sounds of their rattling chains, the rhythm of their drudgery, degraded by at 

least one onlooker as ‘mere Labour’, accelerated the pace of river commerce.66 In 1821, one 
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writer counted as many as one thousand vessels, large and small, in the port, along with at least 

five thousand sailors. ‘The customs duties’, the same writer noted, ‘amount to more than two 

million dollars’.67 

To accommodate the burgeoning flotilla of vessels entering the port each season, and thus 

accommodate the collection of revenues from import duties, city authorities assigned chained 

penal labourers to wharf expansion projects. Following a period of economic downturn, as the 

‘old din of the Levee…start[ed] up again like a familiar echo’, the Second Municipality’s council 

saw the expansion of its port as an opportunity to revive this City’s reputation as ‘the great cotton 

market of the world’.68 Upon submitting his plans in 1843, the Second Municipality Surveyor 

advised the council that ‘by the use of the chain gang’, a saving of four percent on the projected 

budget of $38,572.00 could be made.69 Transforming what one local reporter described as ‘the 

vast extent of useless ground’ spanning across the Second Municipality, into ‘an important part 

of the city itself’, this expansion paid off.70 As the total tonnage of imported goods increased, so 

too did the amount of tax collected. According to one report of the New Orleans Finance 

Committee, while the duties paid on goods imported ‘for consumption only’ totalled 

$1,641,602.54 in 1844, in 1855 they amounted to $2,631,004.02. 71  As one councilman 

exclaimed, the city’s expanding wharves provided ‘an inexhaustible source of wealth for all 

public improvements hereafter’.72 

Jailed bondswomen were daily put to work in the city’s marketplaces, another significant 

source of private and public revenue.73 According to one historian, the long, open-walled arcades 

of New Orleans’s eight principle markets were each lined with hundreds of stalls and were 
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stocked with a variety of products that ‘would require all the letters of the alphabet to catalogue, 

as one writer put it’.74 From daybreak, their avenues were bustling centres of leisure, attracting 

crowds of shoppers and curious sightseers. Ladies socialised while strolling their lengths, 

passing clusters of local businessmen who congregated around its cafes with a taste for coffee 

and small cakes. At one stall Benjamin Henry Latrobe saw two sailors accepting assistance from 

a shop-woman. Over the steps of another, a couple of drunken boatmen propped themselves up. 

But these markets were also important centres of commerce. Every seller could expect to make 

some money, even those enslaved men and women who spent their free time peddling hand-

made manufactures and home-grown produce.75 And from these vendors, the city made money 

too. In 1835, the city collected $51,665 from meat and oyster vendors. Together with the sum of 

$19,300 it received from the operators of vegetable market stalls, the total amount of rent 

collected by the city equated to approximately one-third of its receipts for that year.76 To keep 

maintenance costs low, the city assembled gangs of enslaved women prisoners to clear market 

stalls, tables, and stands of waste, offal, and blood, and to scrub and sweep the walkways where 

refuse dropped by vendors was trodden underfoot.77  Undertaken each afternoon their hard 

labours did not go unnoticed. Despite the chaos and throng of vendors and visitors that filled one 

marketplace, one visitor marvelled that ‘the greatest cleanliness and order’ still prevailed.78 

Onto streets paved by the city’s enslaved chain gangs, business flowed out of the city’s 

market halls, hotels and stores. As early as 1819, Benjamin Latrobe watched on as one group of 

shackled prisoners unloaded stone-pavers from a ship, and hauled them to yet another team who 

then laid them across the length of the street.79 Ongoing improvements were made throughout 
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the antebellum years.80 In 1839, a series of streets that ran through the Second Municipality were 

all ‘opened out’ and ‘made passable’ by a gang of prisoners from the police jail.81 Two years 

later, an overhaul of several gravelled streets that extended through the back of town to the 

neighbourhood of Faubourg St. John was similarly ‘executed by the chain negroes’, by order of 

the Mayor of the First Municipality.82 The length of Orleans Street that bound one edge of the 

Parish prison and continued to the banks of Bayou St. John (from which the faubourg derived 

its name) was covered with shells, graded, and ditched. Nearby, Dumaine Street was extended 

with a covering of river sand. Even dirt roads such as these benefited from the service of the 

city’s shackled slaves. Along these unpaved streets, they filled-in holes and levelled the surface 

with the mud that they shovelled from the gutters.83 

As one antebellum contemporary observed, penal labour enabled the flow of pedestrians, 

proprietors, passengers, products and profits to circulate through New Orleans ‘in one unbroken 

chain’. 84  Drivers of wagons, carriages and dray-carts furnished license bonds to the city’s 

treasury, however, New Orleans also sustained a profitable pedestrian economy within its 

bustling streets.85  ‘Upon the pavements’, recalled one resident, ‘flower women’ would sell 

bouquets of roses and chrysanthemums, while ‘colored marchandes (sic) walked the street with 

trays of sweets’. With the aim of making a living, licensed street vendors injected a modest 

amount of money into the city’s coffers.86 And between 1857 and 1859, the city’s prostitutes 

were legally compelled to do the same. Not to be contained by brothels and barrooms, New 

Orleans’s sex trade was notorious for spilling into the streets where red-light workers could 

solicit clientele. ‘Chartres Street’, as one intrigued traveller remarked, ‘is also the promenade of 
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the fashionable Prostitute, who flaunts along in her gaudy trappings’.87 The introduction of a tax 

on ‘lewd and abandoned women’ routed some of the industries profits into the city’s coffers.88 

Making it the ‘finest’ promenade in New Orleans, the improvement of Canal Street in 

1852 was yet another project completed, in part, by penal labourers.89 Commencing in May, 

prisoners cleared and widened over three kilometres of the main business strip to allow carriages 

and omnibuses to travel freely to and from the port, along two separate thoroughfare 

boulevards.90 Once these improvements were complete, the clanking of chains was quickly 

replaced with ‘the rustling of beautiful silks, the streaming of ribbon, and waving of plumes’.91 

Joining the river and warehouse district with the lakeside resort-suburbs of Jefferson Parish, the 

broadway boasted the city’s ‘most fashionable stores’, as one antebellum tourist discovered.92 

While it had previously been unfashionable for ladies in New Orleans to go out shopping during 

the first quarter of the nineteenth-century, the revitalisation of Canal Street changed this.93 As 

one antebellum observer exclaimed, ‘What crowds of the prettiest of women, dressed in the 

richest and most dazzling costumes fill up its ample banquettes!’94 A new generation of fashion 

devotees, including Louisiana’s own Mathilde Deslonde-Slidell, a ‘leader in all things 

fashionable’, caused the city’s retail sector to thrive. Their spending habits fostered dozens of 

ancillary industries - from shipping and merchandising to river and rail transportation - that grew 

with the Canal Street shopping strip. And with the competitive annual expenditure of some 
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Southern belles climbing upwards of seventy-five thousand dollars, it is difficult to imagine how 

the local economy would have fared without its popular retail precinct.95 

Darker was the trade in human lives that flourished just off Canal Street, in Exchange 

Alley, a tiny path built by the city’s chain gangs.96 Following demolition teams, a troupe of at 

least forty-nine bondswomen and girls shovelled gravel, wood, and bricks, the remnants of the 

buildings torn down between Bienville and Custom Streets. With every cart-load of they rolled 

away, the narrow path that connected the French Quarter to Uptown became clearer.97 Following 

the introduction of legislation in 1829 that prohibited dealers from keeping slave pens or jails in 

the Quarter, this passage proved popular with auctioneers, many of whom set up shop along the 

narrow avenue, not far from the slave pens clustered along Gravier, Baronne and Common 

Streets.98 But its reputation as part of the city’s market in human flesh was cemented by the 

opening of the St. Louis Hotel and City Exchange in 1838. Into the ‘splendid rotunda’, the 

‘principal scene of slave auctions’ in New Orleans, the extended alley was incorporated as an 

approach.99 Through the narrow artery, coffles of captives entered the heart of slavery, the slave 

market. Traders pocketed profits, of course, but the city, known as the ‘mistress of the trade’, 

claimed her share from this flesh-for-cash business in the form of notarial duties and taxes.100 

In teeming streets and alleys alike, the chain gang was most ‘valued’, as one antebellum 

writer noted, ‘for its services in cleaning’. 101  In the subtropical metropolis, even the most 

fashionable promenades could turn into ‘wet graves’, as natural deposits of alluvia oozed through 
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pavers. In summer, surface water stagnated under the sun, and it combined with the fetor and 

trash that was dumped in the streets by residents, who were, as one traveller observed, ‘by no 

means exact’ when it came to the disposal of waste.102 In a region vulnerable to vector-borne 

epidemics, street cleaning programs were considered essential to public health. And in the state’s 

hub for water-borne commerce, the deployment of a highly visible chained labour force to aid 

in such street cleaning would have helped to both ameliorate local conditions and protect the 

city's reputation for salubrity in the international community.103 In addition to sweeping the 

streets, prisoner work gangs cleared the refuse from the city’s footpaths, shovelled feculent 

storm-water from clogged gutters, and removed crippled or dead dray animals from pathways.104 

In the Second Municipality, at least twenty bondsmen were even driven through the streets each 

morning, before sunrise, so that they could kill any ‘animals of the dog kind’ that they 

encountered.105 

Cleaner streets attracted visitors. The young son of a Maine ship owner celebrated his 

eighteenth birthday in New Orleans by ‘cruising about the streets’.106 For many other tourists, 

the streets were the place to experience the city’s Carnival festivities. Matilda Houston was just 

one of many international travelers who made their way into the French Quarter especially for 

Mardi Gras, also known as ‘Shrove Tuesday’. On that day, she saw a procession making its way 

through the streets. Following the Boeuf-Gras, an ox decorated as a sacrifice of ancient times, 

were open carriages filled with masked revellers.107 Another visitor also described riders on 

horseback and paraders outfitted in everything from ‘grotesque attire’ and feathered Indian 
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costumes to ‘Mardi Gras himself’.108 A crowd dressed in Bedouin-themed costumes formed ‘one 

of the most imposing sights’ for yet another tourist.109 As he sashayed through the crowded 

thoroughfares, a local reporter saw throngs of revellers tossing sugarplums, oranges, and kisses 

‘at those who stopped to gawk’. Through the air others also propelled sweetmeats to groups of 

masked ladies who adorned the balconies of the surrounding homes. The next day, in the quiet 

of Lent, after the so-called ‘solid mass’ of human beings had dispersed, a procession of enslaved 

prisoners would have made their way through the same streets, clearing up piles of trash, animal 

excrement and abandoned bonbons that lay upon on the sidewalks and clogged gutters. By 

nightfall, as the city’s slaves returned to their jail public, order had been restored and business 

in the streets could go on as usual.110 

In New Orleans, a city in which business was said to be ‘pleasure’ and ‘pleasure was 

business’, public squares and gardens maintained by prisoner chain gangs attracted waves of 

tourists to the city along with their spending money.111 Beneath the weight of chains, enslaved 

men and women from the city’s public jails assisted the city’s gardeners by tending to the ‘pretty 

gardens’ and ‘handsome squares’ dotted throughout New Orleans. Esplanades adorned with 

rows of majestic live oaks and faubourgs bounded by sycamore-lined rambles also transformed 

the city, where quagmire where ‘swamps, snakes, and lizards had once flourished’, into ‘the 

stately Southern Queen’.112 

Sprawling across New Orleans’s business vertebrae, the favourite city park known as 

Lafayette Square was built upon the backs of enslaved prisoners.113 Along its shell-strewn paths, 

elegant ladies and gentlemen strolled. Beneath its shade trees, their children frolicked under the 

watch of their servants. One antebellum illustrator captured the park’s popularity, writing of it 
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as ‘a great resort’ that ‘presents a lively appearance…on fine evenings’.114 Even during the 

summer months, when the usual flutter of business declined, one New Yorker discovered great 

pleasure in the square.115 Canadian leisure seeker William Kingsford experienced the same 

pleasure as he passed by Jackson Square, formerly the ‘Place d’Armes’, near riverfront. There, 

he saw colourful garden-beds of chrysanthemum, yellow dwarf, and osage orange hedgerow that 

had been manicured (by prisoners) into ‘fantastic figures’ and shapes. ‘Everything had a holiday 

look’, he marvelled. ‘As I walked through it’, he continued, ‘I felt thoroughly indemnified for 

the seven days which I had passed on the Mississippi’.116 

Capitalising on its appeal amongst tourists and immigrants, local city authorities collected 

entry duties from each person who arrived upon New Orleans’s shores. As a cabin passenger 

arriving aboard an interstate steamboat, the wealthy Scottish lawyer Charles Lyell, who was so 

‘impatient to return to the city’, paid an entry fee of fifty cents.117 Had he arrived aboard a vessel 

from an international port he would have paid two dollars, the highest amount charged. Deck 

passengers, in contrast, paid the lowest entry duty of between twenty and twenty-five cents 

each.118 Together, 24,930 passengers surrendered $14,819.49 during 1843.119 In 1849, another 

$53,412.46 was injected into the city’s treasury by foreign arrivals.120 

 

Chain Gangs and Convict Camps in the Plantation Parishes 
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Encouraged by the economy of the Crescent City’s chain gangs, some of Louisiana’s 

growing riverside townships instituted the same system of penal labour. While further research 

in the state’s parish archives would add colour, newspaper articles and the minutes of parish 

police jury meetings provide a series of sketches of hard labour across rural Louisiana. 

In Louisiana’s parishes, the types of work performed by prisoner chain gangs varied.121 

When private contractors of Pointe Coupée Parish refused to undertake the work necessary to 

reinforce ‘Levee Island’, local authorities simply employed ‘convict or forced’ labourers to do 

it. The police jury was pleased with this arrangement too, as their treasury bore only ‘the payment 

of incidental expenses’, including ‘paying the service of the [supervising] Engineers’.122 In 

Baton Rouge, ‘under the eye of the Superintendent of the Jail hands’, one newspaper reported, 

‘our streets are beginning to assume a very tidy appearance’.123 

The opening of new runaway slave depots between 1830 and 1850, provided the state’s 

key port communities with a growing supply of black penal labourers. One of those communities 

was Donaldsonville, a small township situated along the lower Mississippi River, mid-way 

between New Orleans and Baton Rouge. Because of its location, Donaldsonville became a drop-

off point for enslaved stowaways discovered aboard steamboats running in and out of New 

Orleans.124 William Holly was one of these jailed stowaways. His capture was advertised in a 

New Orleans newspaper by the keeper of Donaldsonville jail. While the notice instructed his 

enslaver to ‘take him back in conformity to law’, as long as Holly remained behind bars, his 

jailer could deliver him to work on public improvements.125 Manuel and Hamilton, another two 

runaway bondsmen transported from the jails of Tensas and Attakapas, could similarly be 

employed in chains. This was mandated by a parish ordinance, adopted following the allocation 
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of the Ascension Parish jail at Donaldsonville as a depot for unclaimed runaway slaves in 

February 1827, that authorised the sheriff and keeper of the police prison 'to permit the 

corporation[s] of Donaldsonville and Unionville to employ to labour on the public works the 

[detained] runaway slaves'.126 

The construction of a new and much larger brick prison in September 1851 testifies to 

Donaldsonville’s expanding penal labour force.127 And the town’s development testifies to the 

value of their hard labour. Despite its small population, which barely reached two-thousand by 

the eve of the Civil War, the township was described by one traveller as ‘well built’. Its wharf, 

this same traveller noted, was ‘finely and substantially constructed’ and its markets ‘spacious’. 

Lined with ‘handsome trees’, Donaldsonville’s ‘very pleasant streets’ were most likely the 

product of the hard labour of its prisoners.128 Police jury meeting minutes also allude to the chain 

gangs’ work on levee construction projects. Such fortifications were just as necessary and just 

as valuable in the small port-town as they were in New Orleans.129  

 

Hard Labour on Railroads and Rivers: Linking Urban and Rural Louisiana  

 
Linking urban and rural Louisiana was vital to the state’s economic prosperity.130 And, as 

many scholars of Southern capitalism have already found, antebellum entrepreneurs poured 

finance into the improvement of transportation systems, from rail to river. Visions of railroads 

that would extend through the state’s western interior, the romance of steamboat travel for 

plantation families who vacationed in New Orleans, together with calculations of the money that 

could be made through the circulation of cotton crops and chattel slaves throughout Louisiana, 
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inspired a transportation revolution. These aspirations came at a human cost. Slaves, forcibly 

removed from the penitentiary and from other rural parish jails, were chained in gangs, in work 

camps and aboard state boats. Their hard labour facilitated this revolution. 

Louisiana’s introduction of black convict labour to levee and railroad building projects 

foreshadowed the brutality that would eventually punctuate life and death on the postbellum 

chain gang. During this earlier era, penal labour experiments of this kind were overseen by the 

Board of Public Works, a state agency established in March 1833 that was funded by both the 

proceeds of federal swampland sales and interest yielded on Bank of Louisiana stock. Under the 

auspices of the Board of Public Works, plans for a series of road, rail and river improvement 

projects were quickly drawn up by its superintending State Engineer.131 But as complaints made 

by Governor André Roman in 1834 reveal, the labour these projects required was unobtainable. 

With few slaveholders prepared to hire their hands for such dangerous work, the state legislature 

was forced to make appropriations for the purchase of one-hundred and fifty bondsmen. Plans 

to expand or even supplement this force, however, were foiled by the economic depression of 

the late 1830s. With no money to spend in the state’s slave trading pens, the Board of Public 

Works instead looked inside the darkened dungeons of its public penal institutions to stock its 

chain gangs.132  

William H. Williams’s illegally imported group of slaves, examined in chapter 2 of this 

thesis, were among the first prisoners to be deployed by the Board of Public Works. In 1842, the 

Williams’ men joined a force of forty black male convicts who had not long been transferred 

from the penitentiary at Baton Rouge. Long confounded by the fledgling business of its penal 

system, Governor Roman anticipated that the use of the penitentiary’s enslaved and free black 

inmates would allow the state to exploit their labour in a more profitable way than it had been 
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doing inside prison walls.133 At least another ten African American convicts were handed over 

to the Board of Public Works during the next two years.134 

A levee building contract with Pointe Coupée Parish, one of the first convict leasing 

arrangements instituted in the state of Louisiana, proved a profitable use of the penitentiary’s 

African American prison labourers. Upon reception of payments to the sum of twelve hundred 

dollars, the State Engineer ordered his new convict force to trudge their way to the False River 

in October 1842. There, he put them to work building an embankment that would stretch nearly 

half a kilometre, from the levee of the Mississippi River to that of the False. Wide and high 

enough to accommodate the making of a roadway upon it, such an embankment was ‘fine and 

heavy work’ for those watching others build it. But illness spread. Smallpox halted their work 

almost daily. Two of the men, Frank and Paul, were killed by firearms. ‘We found that it was 

necessary to shoot [them]’, the State Engineer coolly stated in his report. Notwithstanding its 

human cost, he saw the completed project as ‘a great advantage’ to the State. Not only would it 

allow ease of travel through Pointe Coupée Parish, but the continual flow of traffic that would 

make its way over the convict built levee road would cause the structure to solidify and thus 

become less likely to sustain damage.135 

The convicts’ subsequent repair of a breach between Red River and Bayou Latenache, 

‘closed the last link in the grand chain of levee from New Orleans to the Atchafalaya’, the State 

Engineer reported in April 1842. This hard labour on public property in northern Pointe Coupée 

Parish was financed, in part, by local property holders of the neighbourhood who collectively 

subscribed to the service of the state’s roving penal labour force for the price of two-hundred 

dollars. But as the State Engineer reassured the legislature, the value of their labour would line 

the pockets of those residents and many other citizens living beyond the area. Protecting existing 
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plantation communities from floodwaters, this particular engineering project, he reiterated, 

opened up over-one-hundred-thousand acres of wilderness for agricultural use. Citing the price 

of Government parcels at $1.25 per acre, the State Engineer estimated that the sales of these 

lands made accessible by his convict slave force would amount to more than ‘one hundred and 

fifty-six thousand dollars’.136 

Captives additionally laboured on the Baton Rouge to Clinton railroad. Initially chartered 

in 1836, the project to link the two towns via rail began as a joint-stock venture between the state 

and private investors. Insufficient capital threatened its demise. In a bid to increase its viability 

by reducing the development’s costs, Governor Roman approved the use of penal labour.137 

During the day they would work, and each night they would be confined to a temporary prison 

camp. The savings to be made apparently mitigated the risks associated with employing convicts 

in public spaces and shanty-like, mobile tenements. Unable to deny the economic benefits that 

a completed railroad would usher into their community, East Baton Rouge Parish authorities 

consented to this arrangement on the provision that all of the work undertaken within their 

community would be completed ‘at the expense and charge of the State’ (not the Parish).138 

Ditching and throwing-up long stretches of road was hard labour, made all the more 

oppressive by the heavy chains that linked each prisoner to the next. Searing heat, torrential 

rains, marsh, mud and muck slowed progress, and illness quickly overtook the encampment. 

Each day, nearly half of the force was convalescent, and in just one year eleven prisoners lost 

their lives. Frustrated that such a promising venture had become ‘little better than a hospital’, 

the State Engineer abandoned the fatal stretch of road in September 1843, with only a little over 

six kilometres thrown-up.139 
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The transportation of convicts to West Baton Rouge in late September seemed a more 

promising venture. And their new overseer, Captain Tate, was reportedly much more vigilant in 

his efforts to ‘make the most of a force encumbered by chains’, according to the State Engineer. 

In just three months, the chain gangs managed to cut-up nearly fifty-nine kilometres of road, 

between the Mississippi River to Bayou Grosse Tete. By January the following year, they had 

forged another twenty-four kilometres of road, and marked a lateral road nearly thirteen 

kilometres in length. According to the State Engineer, once completed, this road promised to be 

‘of vast importance to that fertile and thriving section of the country’. 140 However, his convict 

labourers proved costly. Sickness continued to slow them down. For each man who perished, 

another could be received, or at least this was what their overseer must have had hoped. But 

death followed the penal camp. By January 1845, fatalities had reduced the force of fifty workers 

to just thirty-five. Others managed to escape, and others still proved unmanageable. According 

to the State Engineer, the mounting expenses associated with moving, guarding, and securing 

the health of his dwindling prisoner force was ‘more than equal to the value of their labour’.141 

The decision to return the coffle of convicts to the state penitentiary in March 1845 brought the 

already struggling railroad project to a complete halt.142 

Despite this initial failure, members of the Board of Public Works were determined to 

keep a small force of enslaved prisoners on river improvement projects. Their employment 

received bipartisan support. A petition to transfer the state’s enslaved prisoners on to river works, 

presented first by Governor Roman in 1841, was submitted to the State Legislature again in 1843 

by his rival and successor, Alexandre Mouton, even though Mouton himself opposed most other 

internal improvements. The Democratic governor suggested that such drudgery would enable 

slaves to ‘repair…the damage they have done to the community’. 143  In 1853, the State’s 
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Engineer echoed this sentiment yet again. ‘Nearly all the mechanical labour can be done well 

enough by slaves at one-quarter of the cost of white labour’, he contended.144 

Finally, in 1855, the State Legislature approved the State Engineer’s use of enslaved penal 

labourers on river improvement projects.145 No longer finding it in the penitentiary, the State 

Engineer was permitted instead to assemble a workforce of captured runaway slaves from the 

State Depot in Baton Rouge. Published descriptions of his inmate-workers suggest that the State 

Engineer managed to source a ‘robust, healthy, strong, active, industrious’ force. A jailer’s notice 

of capture describes one of his workers, Madison Mason, as ‘a bright mulatto, 5 feet 7 inches 

high…28 or 30 years of age, about 175 pounds’. He was also a blacksmith. Before he had fled 

from his master, Guillard Baker, another of the State Engineer’s penal workers, had similarly 

learned the trade of stone cutting. Between 1857 and 1862, the State Engineer recruited at least 

twenty more ‘likely’ men who had been jailed as runaway slaves. Joe Long was one such man, 

a ‘likely looking’ forty-nine-year-old ‘mulatto’. Fielding, ‘a carpenter by trade, was another, and 

a trilingual Crescent City bondsman named John Wilson was yet another. Neither the absence 

of John’s front teeth nor his ‘ordinary beard' would have detracted from his worth as far as the 

State Engineer was concerned for he was a caulker by trade. At the prime age of the forty-five-

year-old, John’s market value could have exceeded one thousand dollars, but because he was a 

prisoner, his service cost the state just $182.50, the cost of his incarceration.146 

Taken from their jail cells, these bondsmen were confined a convoy of state-boats. Divided 

between at least three snag-boats and two dredge-boats, each similar to the vessel pictured below 

(figure 4.1), these men joined crews that also included state-owned slaves and hired hands. 

Together, they completed a variety of improvement projects along the Mississippi River and its 
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of the State of Louisiana, January 1860. (Baton Rouge: J.M. Taylor, State Printer, 1860), 64-5; Annual 
Report of the Auditor of Public Accounts to the General Assembly of the State of Louisiana, January 1861. 
(Baton Rouge: J.M. Taylor, State Printer, 1861), 57-8; Annual Report of the Auditor of Public Accounts to 
the General Assembly of the State of Louisiana, January 1862. (Baton Rouge: J.M. Taylor, State Printer, 
1862), 58-60. On slaves’ market values, see Johnson, Soul by Soul, 138. 
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tributaries. Onboard two of the state's snag-boats, Algerine and Atchafalaya, four prisoners from 

the State Depot in Baton Rouge assisted with the clearing of nearly twenty kilometres of 

continuous raft from Bayou Sorrel in early 1860. During the same year, the State Engineer 

deployed another crew of state-owned slaves and prisoners aboard the Algerine to survey Old 

River, a thirty-kilometre-long stream that connected the Mississippi and Red Rivers. The same 

crew then completed a survey of the lakes and rivers around the Atchafalaya Basin before 

returning to the mouth of Old River, where they attempted to deepen the bars at the passes of the 

Mississippi. The work did not end there. Down in Bayou Plaquemine, another fifteen-man crew 

spent the remainder of the year attempting to construct a timber floating boom that would prevent 

the flow of drift downstream, and ultimately free navigation through the bayou.147 

A description of conditions aboard one of the state’s floating prison workshops appears in 

the memoirs of Celine, the daughter of a prominent state employee. On her inspection of one 

snag-boat, she discovered just one bunk-room in which as many as twenty-one bondsmen were 

confined. Unlike the luxurious steamers that graced the Mississippi’s waters, this stern-wheeled 

steam vessel was ‘not intended for passengers’ but for ‘lumber, tools and electrical apparatuses’, 

she explained in her memoirs.148 A large deck-mounted crane and winch device consumed much 

of space on board. Saws, for cutting up snags and rafts, and other tools also took up room, along 

with timber for fuel. 

Working aboard the state boats was fraught with danger, too. Prisoners contended with 

venomous snakes and alligators that prowled beneath layers of miasma. Clouds of disease-

carrying insects added to the wonted woes of navigating some of Louisiana’s most wretched 

waterways. As their vessels entered unnavigable streams, the risk of striking a snag increased 

greatly. Vessels pierced by the sharp edges of snags could quickly capsize and sink. But the task 

of clearing, which required crews to ram submerged and semi-submerged trees from these 

                                                
147 Annual Report of the Chief Engineer of the Board of Public Works, for the year ending December 31, 
1860, to the Legislature of the State of Louisiana. (Baton Rouge: J.M. Taylor, State Printer, 1861); 3-4; 5-9; 
13-15. 
148  Patrick J. Geary, ed., Celine: Remembering Louisiana, 1850-1871. (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1987), 24. 
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streams with their vessels was perhaps their most dangerous duty. In the event that maximum 

acceleration was required to uproot and shift certain snags successfully, the impact could cause 

the tiny boats to thrust up and out of the water and throw bodies overboard. Riddled with the 

words ‘old’, ‘rotten’, and ‘leaky’, inspectors’ reports document the damage their tiny fleet 

sustained. But from successive engineers, the Louisiana legislature received the repeated 

reassurance that the African American slaves it had confined aboard its floating prisons were 

inherently suited to labour in such hard conditions. Unlike so many poor white contract 

labourers, who one State Engineer had found ‘more difficult to control’, enslaved prisoners could 

not ‘leave you at the very times that you most require [their] services’.149 

According to the State Engineer’s report for January 1861, employing labourers who were 

doubly bound by the chains of enslavement and incarceration was also beneficial because it 

lowered the cost of river improvements. In a cost comparison, he priced the labour of waged 

contractors at ‘$2,500 per mile’. At such a rate, the clearing of Bayou Sorrel, alone, would have 

drained thirty thousand dollars from the State Treasury. This sum, he remarked in his annual 

report, ‘exceed[ed] the amount appropriated to defray the current expenses of the whole Internal 

Improvement Department for an entire year’.150  

Beyond state savings, ongoing river improvements of this kind enabled Louisiana’s 

planters, merchants and financiers to establish and exploit new markets along the state’s interior 

waterways. For cane planters in the Upper Teche Valley, such improvements proved particularly 

vital to the transportation of local crops to market via New Orleans. In 1855, the low summer 

tide and a build of up silt from agricultural run-off had made the bayou’s riverbeds so shallow 

that it was ‘impossible’ for a local sugar producer to transmit his crops to market. In fact, one-

sixth of the season’s crops were not able to be exported. This was rectified by the artificial 

deepening of streams, a process overseen by the assistant state engineer so that the Upper Teche 

would be ‘afforded market facilities’ once more.151  

                                                
149 Annual Report of the Chief Engineer…for the year ending December 31, 1860, 3-4; 5-9; 13-15. 
150 Ibid, 13. 
151 ‘Special Report of the State Engineer’, BRDAdv, February 16, 1856, 3. 
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In other areas, river improvements shortened travel times, allowing more product to move 

through the state. Although streams kept clear of snags and rafts may have piqued Mark Twain 

for ‘knock[ing] all the romance’ out of the pilot’s life, it aroused the captain’s love for speed and 

competition. 152  Many raced their respective vessels against each other. 153  As expansionist 

slaveholders and imperialist dreamers watched on, looking over winding streams lined by 

sprawling cotton lands, they imagined a future of limitless possibility. 

 

 

 

                                                
152 Twain, Life on the Mississippi, 300; E. W. Gould, Fifty Years on the Mississippi. (Saint Louis: Nixon-
Jones Printing Co., 1889), 329. 
153 Johnson, River of Dark Dreams, 73-95. 

Source: Harper’s Weekly XXXIII, no.1715, (November 2, 1889), inset. 

 

 

Figure 4.1 A Federal Government Snag Boat ('State Boat') 
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Conclusion 

 

Louisiana’s system of penal labour exploited black enslavement. From the depths of the 

same expanding prison system that was built to hide the disciplinary work of white offenders 

from the public view, more and more African and African American men, women and children 

were deployed in chain gangs. Their hard labour linked chattel slavery, and carceral expansion 

with liberal state building, and capitalist interests. The array of public works they completed, 

from street sweeping to river drudging, similarly, reflected the efforts and ambitions of state 

agents to master the unseen forces of the fluctuating market, and the visible natural landscape 

phenomena that threatened to make or break Louisiana. In the bodies of enslaved prisoners, 

deployed from the cells of Louisiana’s expanding jailhouses into the dusty streets of New 

Orleans and into the raft riddled streams of the plantation country, we see what would be 

recognised today as the modern prison industrial complex taking root. Its growth will be 

explored further in chapter 5, which will delve into the dark world of slave commerce that was 

cultivated by Louisiana’s business-minded jail keepers. 
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Chapter 5 

Slavery and the Business of Jailing 

 

To antebellum jailers, locking-up enslaved people was linked to money-making. We can 

see an example of this in a year-long legal battle between a pair of city prison keepers that made 

its way to Louisiana’s Supreme Court. In January 1849, Sheriff Jonathan L. Lewis, ex-officio 

manager of the prison of Orleans Parish, filed a civil suit against Nicholas H. Hackett, the 

principal warden of the Crescent City’s Second Municipality workhouse and police jail. In an 

affidavit, Lewis complained that the warden had been imprisoning enslaved and free African 

Americans to his ‘exclusion and injury’. Citing an 1848 act of the legislature that provided for 

the commitment of certain slaves and free African Americans in the parish prison, Lewis averred 

that, as the sheriff of Orleans Parish, he was entitled to ‘sole and exclusive custody’ of every 

person seized as a runaway slave, illegal immigrant, or alien mariner, in addition to all 

appertaining fees and perquisites. As such, he petitioned the Fourth District Court of New 

Orleans to issue a writ of mandamus, to order his rival to relinquish custody of forty-three such 

prisoners, and all of the emoluments he had collected as a result of their workhouse confinement. 

The District Court ruled in the sheriff’s favour but rather than transmitting his unfortunate 

captives into the parish prison, the warden of the workhouse filed a successful appeal with the 

Supreme Court. In January 1850, after an entire year of litigation, the warden was once again at 

liberty to engage in the business of incarcerating captive-slaves.1 

As a public record of the jailer’s enterprise, State v. Hackett sheds light upon two important 

facets of Louisiana’s dark penal past. The first, that the keepers of public institutions played a 

central role in shaping the state’s nascent for-profit prison industry. Labouring alongside law 

enforcement agencies, magistrates, and municipal agents, they personally managed the day-to-

day operations of the jailing institutions that served slaveholders and state-builders. But they 

were more than mere public servants; these men were also middle-class managers, whose own 

                                                
1 State v. Hackett, January 1850, Supreme Court of Louisiana, Manuscript Case File No. 1378, SA&SJ. 
(accessed January 2013). 
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economic interests were invested in the profitability of their respective prisons. And as the 

drawn-out legal contest between the sheriff and the keeper of the Crescent City workhouse shows 

- secondly - slave incarcerations and the profession of prison keeping had become enmeshed 

during the first half of the nineteenth century. To the council of the Second Municipality, the 

workhouse warden made this point when he reported the various ways that he had been able to 

make money from the bodies of his enslaved and free black prisoners. During the year previous 

to his court battle with Sheriff Lewis, Hackett had reportedly generated a profit of eight thousand 

dollars from the collection of fees associated with the detention of runaway slaves and free black 

mariners. The same prisoners had been hired out to the city as valuable penal labourers, too.2 

This chapter will thus examine the business of slave incarcerations from the perspective 

of the state’s prison keepers. It will enter the walls of their jailhouses to show further the 

entanglement of the political economy that Walter Johnson has called ‘slave racial capitalism’ 

with jail keeping. In this, we see another facet of the early formation of Louisiana’s penal 

industry. As with chapter 4, which introduced municipal and state actors into the history of 

Louisiana slavery, the focus of this study will move beyond the traditional slave-master dialectic, 

to show the various attempts made by individual jailers to make slave imprisonment a profitable 

enterprise for themselves. 

Jailing in antebellum Louisiana was hard labour, and like any nineteenth-century 

enterprise, it was fraught with risk. Economic downturn, fluctuating commodity prices, business 

competition, or even just a momentary error in judgement could spell the demise of a career. 

And for those men who elected this profession for themselves - men who categorically fit 

somewhere within the fluid middle classes - an unsuccessful career could spell the difference 

between their own personal boom or bust. An immediate struggle for a livelihood combined with 

dreams of upward mobility inspired Louisiana’s jailers to develop a standard business model in 

                                                
2 ‘Second Municipality Council’, NODP, March 7, 1849, 2. 
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which the ill-treatment and exploitation of enslaved inmates, as labourers and chattel, was 

deemed best practice.3 

What was designed as a form of slave discipline became a service to slaveholders and 

state-builders that would also allow jailers to line their pockets. As more enslaved people found 

themselves propelled into Louisiana’s prisons, their keepers were able to collect more fees - fees 

for their daily keep, turnkey services, correctional whippings, medical attention, and an array of 

other miscellaneous items. And because imprisonment conditions for slaves were typically 

unregulated by law, for each of these charges, there was usually a corresponding cost-cutting 

measure. Although there was a fee for bed and board, slaves’ cells were kept unfurnished; a fee 

for meals was charged and yet many prisoners experienced starvation. Jailers readily pocketed 

the difference between the often inflated fees that they charged to slaveholders and the actual 

costs of keeping of their enslaved captives. Most implemented other additional exploitative 

revenue-raising strategies, too. They hired out some of their enslaved prisoners to labour and put 

others up for sale in the market. 

This chapter presents Louisiana’s corrections from a new perspective; it considers the 

prison as an employer in the early nineteenth-century labour market. As such it will consider 

jailing as a professional vocation. In an increasingly market-oriented penal system, this role 

professionalised so that many would either see prison management as a career in itself, or as a 

promising career stepping stone. Through an examination of the various paid employment 

opportunities in Louisiana corrections, the first part of this chapter will outline the different 

pathways that individuals could take to forge their careers as the managers of jailing institutions. 

While some men were able to work their way up from subordinate positions, others inherited a 

career in corrections. Others still were able to purchase their way into management positions. 

                                                
3 Influenced by the works of Jonathan Daniel Wells and Frank J. Byrne, this chapter explores the 
professionalisation of jailers and their upward mobility as members of the nineteenth century’s emergent 
middle classes. These men seized upon the burgeois virtues of patriarchal family and making money, but as 
they ‘readily embraced the developing capitalist market economy’, they would not abandon their attachment 
to slavery. In fact, these middling men exploited slavery. See Jonathan Daniel Wells, The Origins of the 
Southern Middle Class, 1800-1861. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004);  Frank J. Byrne, 
Becoming Bourgeois: Merchant Culture in the South, 1820–1865. (Lexington: The University Press of 
Kentucky, 2006), 93. 
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The second part of this chapter will delve into the world hidden behind prison walls, to 

examine the microeconomics of slave jailing. It will, firstly, outline jailers’ efforts to fill their 

cells with greater numbers of enslaved captives, or more specifically, their attempts to expand 

their fee-paying, slaveholding customer base. It will, secondly, describe the ways that these 

jailers engineered slave incarceration conditions to reduce operational overheads, and ultimately 

bolster the profitability of their businesses. Here in this discussion of jailers’ cost-cutting 

measures, it will become clear that nearly every facet of prison life for inmates who condemned 

to life-long slavery was shaped by a demand for economy that had come to characterise 

Louisiana’s nascent prison industry.   

Finally, this chapter will shed light upon antebellum jailers as entrepreneurs, bound to an 

ongoing process of creative destruction. It will show the ways that these men made money 

through convict leasing and inmate sales, and how, ultimately, they seized and exploited people 

in bondage - human chattels, in the eyes of the law - who belonged to other men and women. 

Through this entrepreneurial process, the keepers of Louisiana’s prisons transformed institutions 

of public justice into trade centres in which they could transact ‘the historic bargain at the heart 

of the Southern social order—black slavery for white freedom’.4 Together, these centres of 

economic production, based on black incarceration, would eventually culminate into a growing 

for-profit prison system.  

 

The Professionalisation of Jailing 

 

The world that antebellum jailers made differed significantly from that which had existed 

in the eighteenth century. In 1731, when Sieur Vincent commenced his term as the first keeper 

of the New Orleans jail, his operations were entirely self-financing. Each of his prisoners was 

compelled to pay entry and discharge fees, as well as all other costs associated with his or her 

                                                
4 Walter Johnson, ‘The Slave Trader, the White Slave, and the Politics of Racial Determination in the 1850s’, 
The Journal of American History 87, no. 1 (2000): 13. 
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confinement. Their jailer was permitted to keep any profits he was able to generate from these 

arrangements.5 However, in the fledgling colony this proved difficult. Restrictive imperial trade 

policies and regional inflation drove the costs of prison keeping up, while escapees regularly 

disappeared with their unpaid keeping fees. Those men who did take up the post of jailer in 

colonial Louisiana not only failed to make money out of the colony’s prisoners but became very 

poor trying.6 

In nineteenth century Louisiana, jailing became a professionalised role within the state’s 

evolving criminal justice system. The venture of rehabilitative penal reform, which was designed 

to inculcate lawbreakers with the habits of industrial discipline, repositioned the prison at the 

centre of the criminal justice system and elevated the role of its keeper. No longer self-financing, 

the position of the jailer was salaried, and expenditure associated with keeping prisoners was 

heavily subsidised from the Public Treasury. By 1811, two salaried jailers operated the two 

different divisions of the Crescent City’s prison. Having served for some years as the head of 

the night watch, Blas L. Puche was one of them. He was listed in the city directory for the same 

year, as ‘le geolier de la prison de la ville’ (jailer of the city prison). At the same time, the much 

younger law graduate, John H. Holland, managed the part of the prison used by Orleans Parish. 

Elected annually, both served successive terms, the latter retaining his position as keeper of the 

prison well into the 1820s. 7  After Puche, Dominique Belaume served as the city jailer. 

Belaume’s career was shortened only by his untimely death in 1824. Inheriting his métier, Simon 

Meilleur managed the prison for nearly a decade, transforming the unpopular public service of 

colonial New Orleans into an advantageous urban career.8 

                                                
5  Heloise H. Cruzat, trans., ‘The Cabildo Archives’, Louisiana Historical Quarterly 3, no.1 (January 1920), 
81-2. Similar regulations applied to the keeper of the jail under Spanish colonial rule. Gustavus Schmidt, 
trans., ‘Ordinances and Instructions of Don Alexander O’Reilly’, Louisiana Law Journal 1, no. 2 (August 
1841), 26 
6 Thomas N. Ingersoll, Mammon and Manon in Early New Orleans: The First Slave Society in the Deep 
South, 1718-1819. (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999), 154, 75. 
7 ‘1811 New Orleans City Directory’ and ‘1822 New Orleans City Directory’, New Orleans City Directories, 
Louisiana Division, NOPL; Journal of the Senate…Second Session of the Eighth Legislature, 15. 
8 ‘Members of the Prieur Administration May 12, 1828 - April 9, 1838’, in Works Progress Administration 
(WPA), Mayors of New Orleans, 1803-1936 (New Orleans: n.p., 1940), accessed via LaD NOPL online, 
URL: http://nutrias.org/info/louinfo/admins/prieur.htm, (accessed January 2012) 
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As prisons multiplied and expanded, the number of management positions in New 

Orleans’s carceral system increased. Michel & Co.’s New Orleans Annual and Commercial 

Register listed the men who filled eight management level positions in 1846. It identifies A. H. 

Eldridge as ‘principal warden’ of the Second Municipality workhouse, Second Lieutenant 

Miguel Hernandez as the ‘keeper’ of the Third Municipality police prison, and Timothy Devine 

as ‘warden’ of the Parish prison. The same directory identifies Edward Planchard as ‘warden’ 

of the First Municipality police jail. Having been employed in this position for at least one year 

prior the printing of this 1846 directory, Planchard would go on to forge a long career in public 

corrections.9 

Beyond New Orleans, the acceleration of the plantation economy wrought a modest but 

steady increase of opportunities for aspiring prison entrepreneurs. During the 1830s, across the 

state’s western frontier, boom-time economies sprouted, stimulated by indigenous 

dispossessions, the bargain sales of federal lands, and international financial investments in 

Louisiana’s slave plantation economy. Connected to global markets by ever extensive river 

transportation networks, each of the state’s parish townships served as a significant centre of 

commerce for a growing population of shippers, merchants, insurers, brokers, bankers, traders, 

and jailers. In fact, in the twenty new parishes established between 1820 and 1845 (inclusive), 

just as many new jobs in corrections were created, if not more.10 

State law added the management of parish jails to the list of duties of its sheriffs and deputy 

sheriffs that also included general law enforcement management and the administration of tax 

collection. 11  The appointment of the titled ‘Deputy Sheriff and Jailer’ in several parish 

communities reflects the full-time requirements of rural jail keeping that accompanied the state’s 

penal law reforms. As early as 1828, P.C. Harrison published advertisements of captured 

runaway slaves under both the title of ‘Deputy Sheriff and Jailer’ and that of simply ‘Jailer’ of 

                                                
9 Charles Gardner, Gardner’s New Orleans Directory, for 1861 Including Jefferson City, Gretna, Carrollton, 
Algiers, and McDonogh... (New Orleans: Compiled and Published by C. Gardner, 1861), 351. 
10 Johnson, River of Dark Dreams, 45-47; Raleigh A. Suarez, ‘Bargains, Bills, and Bankruptcies: Business 
Activity in Rural Antebellum Louisiana,’ Louisiana History, Vol. 7, No. 3 (Summer, 1966),189-206. 
11 Curry, A New Digest of the Statute Laws of the State of Louisiana, Vol. 1, 844. 
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Jefferson Parish.12 As indicated in the U.S. census returns for 1850 and 1860, other deputies 

across Louisiana similarly identified jailing as their primary occupation. 13  And as in New 

Orleans, some managed to sustain lengthy careers in it. Benjamin Bryan retained his position as 

keeper of the East Baton Rouge prison for over twenty years, for example.14 Charles Thompson 

similarly served as the jailer of St. Landry Parish for over a decade.15 

To the members of many of these parish communities, the business of the public jailer 

symbolised societal progress and economic success. This was the case in Franklin, St Mary 

Parish. This small sugar trading port in the state’s interior was home to just over three thousand 

inhabitants by 1850.16 However, the editor of the local paper, Planters’ Banner, boasted of his 

hometown’s progress. He wrote of its amply stocked marketplace, experienced merchants, and 

its jailer, ‘a portly old fellow’ whose prisoners reportedly ‘petitioned to stay there after their time 

was out’.17 

As urban and rural inmate populations swelled, so too did the need for additional staff to 

support the day-to-day business of Louisiana’s jailers. Scattered through the pages of the 1846 

New Orleans Annual and Commercial Register are the names of three deputy or assistant 

wardens, two turnkeys and ten under-wardens. Another fourteen listed police officers would 

have assisted with the day-to-day management of the city’s police lock-ups, while Louis 

Armigno, Louis Bernoudy, and L. M. Davidson served as prison clerks. Yet another resident, 

                                                
12 For example, ‘Detained’, NOArg, April 9, 1828, 2; September 6, 1828, 2.  
13 1850 US Census (Free), Baton Rouge, East Baton Rouge Parish, La., Family No. 128, Image No. 00327, 
Page 314, Reel No. 229. 
14 1850 US Census (Free), St. Landry Parish, La., Family No. 2581, Image No. 00249, Page 240, Reel No. 
240; 1860 US Census (Free), Opelousas, St Landry Parish, La., Family No. 177, Image No. 00354, Page 286, 
Reel No. 424. 
15 Other self-identified jailers from census returns include John H. Hand of West Feliciana Parish, L. Poirier 
of Ascension Parrish, Henry Rhodes, City Jailer of Shreveport, Caddo Parish, Israel Gorce of Rapides Parish, 
and James L. Davis of Tensas Parish.  
In 1850: 1850 US Census (Free), West Feliciana Parish, La., Family No. 202, Image No. 00209, Page 20, 
Reel No. 231;  
In 1860: 1860 US Census (Free), Donaldsonville, Ascension Parish, La., Family No. 575, Image No. 00080, 
Page 76, Reel No. 407; Shreveport, Caddo Parish, La., Family No. 678, Image No. 00092, Page 88, Reel No. 
409; Town of Alexandria, Rapides Parish, La., Family No. 897, Page 127, Image No. 00131, Reel No. 423; 
Tensas Parish, La., Family No. 365, Page 33, Image No. 00037, Reel No. 241. 
16 De Bow, Statistical View of the United States, 248. 
17 ‘Pattersonville, Centreville and Franklin’, The Planters’ Banner, (Franklin, La.), January 25, 1849, 2. 
 



 183 

James Dupas was listed as the physician of the Third Municipality workhouse.18 Though they 

appeared as ‘doctors’ in the directory, other sources show that Armonde Mercier and J.B. 

Osborne were employed to provide medical care to the prisoners of the First and Second 

Municipality respectively. Following city laws, Osborne attended to prisoners of the Second 

Municipality police jail ‘every day, or oftener, if necessary’.19 

Unskilled and skilled personnel supported jail operations in many other parishes, too. In 

Jefferson Parish, an immigrant from Germany named Joseph Levi found employment in the jail 

as its cook, while the local men of Pointe Coupée Parish could earn ad hoc payments of around 

three dollars and fifty cents for each night that they guarded the local jail.20 However, inside 

Louisiana’s penal system, the Baton Rouge Penitentiary created an unprecedented number and 

variety of paying jobs. From its earliest years of operations, the plant employed a chief warden 

and assistant warden, one captain of the guard, three manufactory supervisors, and up to twelve 

guards. A state-appointed clerk managed the institution’s record keeping with the assistance of 

a commissary keeper. A full-time, salaried physician, hospital steward, and up to four chaplains 

provided inmate care, as well.21 An array of other contractors was able to negotiate short-term 

waged work with the penitentiary’s lessees. During the 1850s, as many as nine tailors hired their 

time to the prison on a monthly basis. Gangs of other day labourers, bond and free, completed 

an array of other odd jobs, including trench digging, hauling, and burying the dead.22 

                                                
18 E. A. Michel Co., New Orleans Annual and Commercial Register of 1846. Containing the Names, 
Residences and Professions of All the Heads of Families and Persons in Business of the City and Suburbs, 
Algiers and Lafayette, etc. (New Orleans: E.A. Michel Co., 1845), 51, 87, 137, 57, 60, 86, 93, 210, 21, 27, 
44, 76, 78, 89, 308, 16, 26, 32, 85, 458, 71, 506, 10, 16, 18, 40, 45-55, 75, 88, 90, 602. 
19 John Calhoun, Digest of the Ordinances and Resolutions of the Second Municipality of New Orleans, In 
Force May 1, 1840 (New Orleans: F. Cook & A. Levy, 1840), 254; ‘Members of the Montegut 
Administration, May 13, 1844-April 5, 1846’, in WPA, Mayors of New Orleans, 1803-1936, (New Orleans: 
n.p., 1940), LaD NOPL online, http://nutrias.org/info/louinfo/admins/montegut.htm, (accessed January 
2012). 
20 1850 US Census (Free), Jefferson Parish, La., Family No. 672, Page 271, Image No. 00275, Reel 232; 
Minutes of the Meeting of the Police Jury of Pointe Coupée Parish, November 9, 1844, Page 91, Reel No. 
350, WPA Historical Records Survey Transcriptions of Louisiana Police Jury Records, 1811-1940, 
Manuscript Series 2984, LLMVC. 
21 Stout, ‘Origin and Early History of the Louisiana Penitentiary’, 41-4. 
22 Monthly payrolls & receipts for labour, Baton Rouge, La., 1857-1862, Vols. 1-3, McHatton, Pike, and 
Company Record Books, Manuscript Series 992, LLMVC LSU, LLMVC. 
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Even a small number of women were able to find paying work in the state’s penitentiary. 

Evidence of their employment litters the lessee’s surviving financial records. For attending to 

expectant convict mothers, at least two midwives, Jane Timms and Mary L. Head, were each 

paid ten dollars for every visit made to the prison’s hospital.23 Appearing on the lessees’ payroll 

for November and December 1860, Mrs Elizabeth Edwards was perhaps Louisiana’s first female 

corrections officer. A series of related but difficult to read records - most paper scraps - indicate 

that the prison’s managers officiated Edwards’ appointment in the months following the 

mysterious dismissal of another of the penitentiary’s guards, Edward Augustus Loyd. According 

to one short note composed by the Captain of the Guard, Edwards’ male predecessor was 

‘discharged’ immediately at ‘night’, perhaps for misconduct in the women’s quarters.24 The 

vulnerability of women and girls locked up within the male-dominated world behind prison walls 

and reports of their abuse there within had inspired the managers of other penitentiaries to 

employ female matrons to guard female convicts. In Louisiana, this inspiration seems to have 

arrived with considerable delay.25 

The wages of prison personnel across the state were awarded according to a sliding scale 

of rank and were adjusted in conjunction with broader economic trends. The changing pay 

structure of the Second Municipality workhouse, New Orleans, between 1846 and 1852 provides 

evidence of this. Not surprisingly, the principal warden received the highest salary, fixed at one-

thousand dollars per annum in 1846, while his assistant warden earned an annual income of eight 

hundred dollars. Lower down the pay schedule were the men who superintended the plant’s 

workshops, known as ‘under-wardens’. And lower still were the night watchmen. The under-

wardens and night-watchmen received their wages monthly, the former at a rate of forty-five 

dollars and the latter at forty dollars. In 1846, the clerk and physician of the prison shared the 

                                                
23 Receipt of payment, Louisiana Penitentiary to Jane Timms, Baton Rouge, La., August 14, 1860 and 
Payroll of the officers, guards, etc. in the Louisiana penitentiary Baton Rouge, La., November and December 
1860, Vol. 3, Manuscript Series MF:M, McHatton, Pike and Co. Record Books, LLMVC.  
24 Entry by James F Hayden, Captain of the Guard, Baton Rouge, La., April 16, 1860; Vol. 3, Manuscript 
Series MF: M, McHatton, Pike and Co. Record Books, LLMVC.  
25 Dorothea Lynde Dix, Remarks on Prisons and Prison Discipline in the United States. (Boston: Munroe 
Francis, 1845), 104. 
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lowest position in the facility. Both received just thirty and thirty-three dollars per month 

respectively. Although both were literate, the prison’s clerk and physician received wages that 

were comparable with those of the average unskilled worker at the same time.26 By 1852 the 

annual salary for the principal warden remained the same as it had in 1846 but that of the assistant 

warden had been increased to nine-hundred dollars. Under-wardens and night-watchmen had 

also been awarded a modest pay increase over the same period. But it was the pay-cheque of the 

clerk, whose role it was to ‘discipline the exploding volume of exchange with ledgers, inventory 

controls, and credit reports’, that had seen the most dramatic rise. By 1852 his salary was on 

parity with that of the assistant warden.27  

This trend is evident in the penitentiary, too. Between 1845 and 1859 the annual salary of 

the clerk doubled from one thousand to two thousand dollars.28 According to Brian Luskey, 

antebellum clerks were ‘on the make’ as ‘the faces of capitalist transformation’. 29  Their 

ascending importance within Louisiana’s penal system points to this, and to the capitulation of 

jailers to the imperatives of managerialism.30 

Competition for each of these positions in corrections grew fierce. In New Orleans, the 

contest for upper-level positions intensified following a city-wide effort to restructure public 

prisons in the early 1850s. As mentioned in chapter 1, mounting debt and a dwindling public 

credit rating inspired a reunified city council to reorganise its penal system, paying priority to 

the creation of economies of scale. It closed two of the city’s three workhouses and consolidated 
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its four district police jails so that only one remained in business.31 Police officers continued to 

superintend the lockups in the city’s guardhouses and the management of the Orleans Parish 

prison remained unchanged; but as the city’s working population boomed, job seekers who were 

eager for a career in corrections were forced to compete against one another for what limited 

opportunities remained available. Even after the city council slashed salaries for its penal 

workers, during the elections of May 1855, five men vied against each other for the title of ‘Chief 

Warden’ of the workhouse while another two men competed for the title of ‘Deputy Warden’. 

During the same year, four men campaigned against each other for the position of keeper of 

another of the city’s police jails. 32 

In this job market, individuals with prior experience in jailing found some favour. Edward 

Planchard certainly did. In 1855, following over fifteen years of service as the warden of the 

police jail of the First Municipality, he won - by election - the newly created title of ‘Keeper of 

the City Police Jail’. Planchard retained this title until 1861.33 Others were given a helping hand 

as members of influential fraternities. The secret societies and political parties of New Orleans 

served ‘as exclusionary institutional spaces that sought to include or make ‘men of commerce in 

their ranks,’ as Scott P. Marler explains. Among the men of commerce created within their ranks 

were jailers. In fact, one of the earliest city prison keepers, John H. Holland, was not just been a 

member but the elected Grand Master of the Masonic Lodge of Louisiana.34 

Prison leasing experiments encouraged an entrepreneurial ethos amongst a new class of 

private jailers who sought to invest in penal management roles. In 1856, for example, 

businessmen participated in an auction for the title of ‘Workhouse Warden’. Backed by the 

finances of local merchants, Colonel Robert Brown placed the winning bid for the five-year lease 

of the plant. Quickly, his management of its inmates attracted commentary. ‘He looks upon the 
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workhouse as a workhouse indeed’, one journalist remarked. Brown achieved notoriety for both 

his refusal to receive any prisoner afflicted with illness or disability and his habit of turning a 

blind eye to the escape attempts of inmates who proved less than industrious. ‘There can be no 

doubt’, one editor quipped, ‘that the object of the lessee, Capt. Brown, [is] to make money’.35 

The multimillion-dollar firm, McHatton, Pratt, and Company had similarly outbid other 

private businesses to assume what one statesman touted the ‘expensive luxury’ of leasing the 

state’s prison and its inmates in 1844.36 Together with their business partners George Ward and 

William Pratt, James and Charles McHatton called Kentucky home, but following their business 

plan, two of the men relocated to the river town of Baton Rouge to ‘devote their whole time to 

the superintendence of the penitentiary’.37 In the words of Louisiana historian Mark T. Carleton, 

‘profit was their sole objective’.38 In this pursuit, they were initially successful. Under the firm’s 

management, the penitentiary (examined in chapter 1) operated as a lucrative cotton and woollen 

manufactory. 

But the business of jailing in a competitive market eventually tore the firm apart. The 

partners of McHatton, Pratt, and Company may have outbid their competition to take charge of 

the penitentiary but from that point on they struggled against each other for their share of its 

profits. The dissolution of the firm at the conclusion of its five-year lease of the penitentiary in 

1849 precipitated a drawn-out legal battle between the four partners. Before the District Court, 

Ward and the McHatton brothers complained that Pratt had pocketed an unequal share of profits 

yielded.39 The feuding business partners had exchanged other accusations of wrongdoing just 

like this one even before filing this suit. As early as 1847, for instance, Pratt had publicly aired 
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his suspicions that James McHatton had conspired to swindle money from both the state and one 

unsuspecting client by offloading the penitentiary’s unmarketable bricks.40 

Attracting new business partners to the penitentiary enterprise, the McHatton brothers 

managed to achieve longevity in their respective careers as prison managers. Following Pratt’s 

departure, James was forced to leave his home state of Kentucky and take up residence in Baton 

Rouge in 1849. He was living in his brother’s home when the two entered negotiations with the 

state legislature for a new five-year lease agreement on the use of the state prison and its 

inmates.41 They did this successfully, together with their long-time business partner George 

Ward, as the firm McHatton, Ward, and Company, and would do so again in 1857, but this time 

as McHatton, Pike, and Company, a syndicate they formed with a cashier for the Louisiana State 

Bank named William S. Pike. 

For those with little or no money, the possibility of promotion into higher positions within 

the carceral system, though slim, made lower-paying jobs in public corrections an attractive 

work option. Income security was another drawcard. Even the meagre monthly wage of twenty-

five dollars would have provided a welcome level of income security for Onesimus Landry and 

the other small farmers of Baton Rouge who worked as penitentiary guardsmen.42 As William 

Howard Russell’s recollections of four New Orleans prison guards reclining ‘with their [chair] 

legs cocked against the wall, smoking and reading newspapers’ suggests, their money was made 

with relative ease too.43  

However, some ordinary officers possessed higher ambitions. Justin Fremaux certainly 

did. Through his civic service and active membership in the increasingly popular Know-Nothing 

party, the Louisianan of French descent quickly ascended the ranks of the Crescent City police 
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force. By the age of twenty-six he was managing the Orleans Parish prison.44 According to 

Dennis Rousey’s research, Irish-born immigrants were similarly drawn to entry-level pathways 

in law enforcement, which ‘required no formal education, no legal training...and no elaborate 

skills’.45 Disparaged as ‘irresponsible men having no common ties with the citizens of this town’, 

they struggled to obtain this type of work in Baton Rouge. They fared better in New Orleans.46 

In the 1850 census, the names of six under-wardens, two night-watchmen and one clerk, the 

majority of whom identified the Emerald Isle as their place of nativity, were listed beneath 

Virginian-born Warden H.J. Williams, and his deputy.47 So sought after were their positions that 

in 1855 twenty-three men ran against each other in the city police board elections for one of just 

eight under-warden positions in the city workhouse. Another four men each sought one of only 

two night-watchmen jobs in the same institution.48 

As the domestic slave trade boomed, the world of private jailing opened new entry level 

employment opportunities in traders’ pens. 49  In New Orleans, in particular, this was an 

expansive world. One former bondsman even recalled passing by one street lined entirely by 

‘one solid row of buildings where human beings were incarcerated waiting for a purchaser’.50 

By incorporating the confinement of human chattels into their businesses, the owners of these 

private jails were at once able to save on public jail fees and generate an income by renting out 

cells. The more successful traders could afford to hire plain folk to manage this for them. The 

partners Bernard M. and Walter L. Campbell could, for example. They employed James J. 

Blakeney to do this difficult work. In exchange for his willingness to contend with the 

notoriously filthy and miserable conditions inside their crowded slave-pen, Blakeney, and other 
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contract jailers like him, enjoyed a fixed wage and limited liability. As Blakeney testified before 

the Louisiana Supreme Court, ‘If all his [employers’] Negroes had died, I would have received 

the same compensation as if they had lived’.51 Some also saw this kind of work as a gateway 

into more a prosperous career in the exchange of human flesh. Starting out as the superintendent 

for J. L. Carman & Co., one Virginian born migrant named Charles F. Hatcher managed to rise 

to prominence in New Orleans. By 1858 Hatcher ran two of his own slave trading businesses 

and even employed a superintendent to run his Gravier Street prison.52 

 

Risks and Rewards 

 

In both the public and private sectors, the business of prison keeping was notoriously risky. 

Although he himself was ‘great big’ and ‘burly’, one sheriff still wore revolvers in his belt each 

day so that he could protect himself from the villains buried behind prison walls.53 ‘Red’ was 

one such rogue, described as a ‘robust and undaunted’ inmate. He led his fellow cellmates in an 

attack against their St. Helena jailer. But upon his escape, the convicted slave stealer was unable 

to execute his victim as he had planned. However, according to news reports, Red tormented 

him by ‘promis[ing] to come back soon’.54 The potential threat of inmate violence extended 

beyond business hours for those jailers whose homes were close to or formed a part of the prisons 

that they kept. In fact, it proved fatal for the keeper of the Monroe jail. Upon arriving at ‘his job 

as usual’, he was killed by an inmate. ‘The head of the unfortunate man’ had been beaten 

‘literally into jelly’, one local newspaper reported.55 As news of this bloody crime spread, one 

can only imagine the terror that jailers across the state would have felt, especially while the 
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murderer remained at large. Downriver, in Rapides Parish, the jailer would have heard the news 

in a prison complex that housed his wife and four children, as well as fifteen convicts.56 

The financial risks could be great, too. As one description of the ‘poor’ jailer of Ouachita 

indicates, not everyone who entered the profession succeeded in it.57 As jailers throughout the 

state learned, even momentary inattention could prove costly. On one occasion, the clerk of one 

prison had all of the money that was deposited in his desk taken by a cunning thief, one of the 

inmates. On another, a prisoner managed to establish his own business, selling skeleton keys and 

jimmies that he had crafted from materials stolen from the workhouse.58 And on yet another still, 

the Fifth District Court of New Orleans ordered the keeper of the police jail to pay damages to 

the amount of five hundred dollars to Constance Bique Perrine after it was found that the jailer 

had erroneously delivered the free woman of colour to the whipping post. He had mistaken 

Constance for her cellmate, an enslaved woman who had been delivered to him for correction. 

Dragging on for nearly two years, the costly court case threatened the jailer’s reputation and 

business.59 

However, if successful in business, prison keepers could achieve a level of economic 

stability and upward mobility. Mentioned earlier in this chapter, the Crescent City policeman-

turned-keeper of the Orleans Parish prison, Justin Fremaux, did. He purchased a comfortable 

lifestyle for his family. As his niece Celine recalled, the jailer’s daughters possessed ‘numberless 

garments…[embellished] with the most beautiful embroidery’. 60  Penitentiary lessee James 

McHatton enjoyed a similarly luxurious life that he bought with convict produced wealth. His 

mansion on Arlington Plantation was so beautiful that one decorator commissioned a painting 

of it to adorn a stateroom aboard the palatial riverboat, Grey Eagle.61 Not nearly as wealthy but 
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still impressive, E. Howle poured the money he made as the constable and jailer of St Mary’s 

Parish into the establishment of his own hotel. Situated on Franklin’s main street, the Saint Mary 

Hotel stood directly opposite to the courthouse and jail that he kept.62 

Snapshots from the life of St Landry Parish jailer Charles T. Thompson similarly reveal 

the potential economic trajectory that a career in rural incarcerations could offer. In 1850, the 

thirty-two-year-old Missouri-born jailer lived with his eighteen-year-old wife, Ellen, his 

newborn son, Charles Jr., and a young minor, identified by census collectors as ‘Louis Walker’. 

In his custody was a small but diverse group of five inmates. One, a convict from Kentucky 

awaited his execution. Another, an eight-year-old girl named Leontine Pierre-Auguste, was 

described as ‘black’. Had she been captured while attempting to flee from a slave master or 

mistress? Or was she being secured for her slaveholder’s debts? The name of her relative 

Toussaint Pierre-Auguste - a father, brother, or cousin, perhaps - appears two lines above her 

name in the same record. During the young child’s time behind bars, Leontine may have been 

cared for by Thompson’s wife, Ellen. She might have been compelled to serve her jailer’s wife 

and children. It’s impossible to say.63 However, what is made clear by surviving records is that 

Charles Thompson made a living out of imprisoning such unfortunate souls. Elected term after 

term ‘by a large majority’, he retained his position as the keeper of the jail right up until 1860.64 

By this time his family had grown. Three new little Thompson children now filled the house that 

their father had constructed on a plot of land shared by the prison.65 The forty-two-year-old now 

held real estate valued at over five thousand dollars, and a modest personal estate of around four 

thousand dollars. Two women, most likely servants, lived in his family home, too. One of them, 

a young African American woman identified as ‘Leontine’, could very well have been the same 

small girl that had been confined in his custody ten years earlier.66 
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As household heads, jailers demonstrated their commitment to the prevailing ideals of 

Southern paternalism within the market by paving the way for intergenerational upward 

mobility. Long-serving public jailer, Benjamin Bryan financially supported his wife and eight 

children, all while accumulating a modest real estate holding valued at three thousand dollars in 

1850. He also held one enslaved labourer. Otherwise, he invested a portion of his earnings into 

his children’s education. As a result, his eldest son William was able to forge his own career as 

a newspaper editor in their hometown of Baton Rouge. 67  The eldest son of the jailer of 

Livingston Parish was similarly one of few minors within his community whose primary 

occupation was listed by census collectors as ‘student’ in 1850. But Thomas Tunage and his wife 

Polly also ensured that their four daughters attended school as well.68 Others found nepotism 

could be very helpful in increasing their family’s prospects. Conforming to what Walter Johnson 

describes as a ‘sort of his-business-partner’s-brother’s-best-friend sweetheart deal that was 

characteristic of nineteenth-century capitalism’, some turned jailing itself into a lucrative family 

business.69 Perhaps Henry Rhodes fantasised of all of these things as he whisked his young New 

York bride across the threshold of their quarters in the Shreveport jail.70 

At least one individual saw an opportunity to recoup lost fortunes in his prison 

management position. Captain A. H. Eldridge was forced to abandon his career on the winding 

streams of the Mississippi River after his side-wheeled steamer struck a snag. His passengers 

and crew barely had time to save themselves and, according to news reports, one man perished 

in the wreck. In the competitive, word-of-mouth river economy such an incident could have 

potentially damaged the Captain’s reputation. More certain was the economic ruin he suffered 

by the ‘total loss’ of the Tomochichi and its cargo, which, according to one report, included, 

fourteen hogsheads and four barrels of sugar, thirty barrels of whiskey, sixteen pounds flour, 
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seven hundred pieces of bagging and many coils of rope. The same report grimly stated that 

while the full freight was partly insured, the steamer was not. All of the money that the captain 

had poured into his vessel lay abandoned, surrendered to the depths of the Mississippi River. 

Not long after the accident Eldridge took up the title of ‘Principal Warden’ of the workhouse of 

the Second Municipality. In New Orleans, he invested every remaining hope he held for a future 

fortune in the enterprise of confinement.71 

A career in corrections could unlock a world of advantageous social connections, too. 

Though they warehoused men and women at the margins of society - vagrants, drifters, convicts, 

criminals, prostitutes, slaves and black sailors - jailers worked alongside people of prominence 

within their communities. As Jonathan L. Lewis discovered, strong fraternal relations with key 

stakeholders, including politicians, magistrates, lawyers, and slaveholders, could boost one’s 

social status significantly. Praised for taking ‘particular pains to...preserve and maintain the 

proper condition of the parish prison’, Lewis garnered popularity, even after his legal battle with 

the former warden of the Second Municipality workhouse. He drew on these connections to 

further his political career after his term as sheriff had expired. In 1854 the former prison keeper 

was elected as Mayor of New Orleans.72 

Keeping a profitable prison was neither easy nor honest work. Justin Fremaux’s young 

daughters knew this, at least in part. They rarely saw their father in the evenings as his profession 

‘kept him out late at night’, and each morning they had to remain in total silence as he slept.73 

Like all antebellum businessmen, jailers felt pressure from the crisis tendencies of the market. 

As a consequence, many fused scheming, cheating, and prisoner exploitation into their 

businesses. According to Gilles Vandal’s research, rural jailers were ‘chronically delinquent in 

reporting the release of prisoners’. This trickery enabled them to continue to collect state 

subsidies for the care of inmates who had long left their custody.74 In the archives survives a 
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curious note written by Mayor Roffignac on March 23, 1821 to the then keeper of the New 

Orleans jail; evidence of such trickery, perhaps. As this note reveals, Dominique Belaume lodged 

a petition for costs, for the keeping of twelve enslaved prisoners, which, according to Roffignac, 

had already been authorised and paid to him by the Public Treasury. 75  More condemning 

evidence of other forms of trickery exists, too. For instance, another New Orleans jail keeper 

attempted to claim fiscal support for the incarceration of a man who had never set foot inside his 

facility. It was not uncommon for those jailers who were suspected of fraud to evade prosecution 

by declaring their incomplete records or cooked books as ‘lost’ or ‘misplaced’.76 By employing 

these creative accounting measures, prison keepers and their staff were able to avoid charges of 

corruption and criminal abuse. The costs of their nefarious practices were borne instead by the 

captives in their custody.77 

 

Slavery and the Jailer’s Economy 

 

Slaves were central to the jailers’ business because the state’s laws provided various 

pathways that funnelled thousands of enslaved people into the prison system. As was 

documented in chapter 2, enslaved women, men and children were locked up behind bars as a 

result of formal and informal processes that reinforced state law and slaveholder rule. Each of 

these processes involved customer relations of various sorts, but during the antebellum years, 
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enslavers would remain jailers’ most selective customers. Appealing to their interests was 

critical. This began with public relations, and as various comments made by their contemporaries 

reveal, some jailers were apt in the art of self-promotion. ‘Good-natured’, reportedly ‘honest’ 

and ‘upright’, these so-called ‘gentlemen of experience, energy and manly dispositions’ 

managed to exemplify professionalism within their respective local communities.78 A gushing 

report of the ‘keepership’ of Justin Fremaux even featured in one Crescent City newspaper. The 

Orleans Parish prison keeper, it read, ‘deserves credit’ for his management and the way ‘in which 

he keeps and regulates this large establishment’. The grand jury, the same report continued, 

‘were politely received and attended to by all the officers [under this command]’.79 

Jailers were careful to ensure that slaveholders received excellent customer service, too. 

In 1853, the keeper of the parish jail of East Baton Rouge wrote a letter directly to Joseph S. 

Copes, to inform him of the whereabouts of his missing slaves. By doing so, he saved the New 

Orleans physician from the trouble and cost of advertising his absent servants in the newspapers 

or hiring a slave catcher to locate them.80  

Their heavily barred shop-fronts mattered, too. When he arrived at the calaboose in New 

Orleans and found its whipping room ‘so well arranged’, William J. Anderson’s master gladly 

paid the jailer to beat his captured runaway servant in it. Like many Crescent City residents who 

were spoiled for choice when it came to public jailing services, Charles Kock must have been 

similarly impressed by the security and excellent order of the Second Municipality workhouse. 

He offered a reward of one hundred dollars for the delivery of his missing bondman, Lucian, 

into the warden’s custody.81 

In New Orleans, the keepers of public prisons competed for customers against each other 

as well as with the operators of private slave jails. Charging per diem keeping fee of twenty-five 
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cents per prisoner, an amount comparable to that charged by the city’s public jailers for the same 

service, private slave traders offered what their public corrections competitors did not: 

comfortable lodgments for slaveholders and speculators. On the property adjoining his privately-

owned slave jail, James White let out rooms in ‘a good house’ with a ‘large yard and healthy 

location’. Visiting slaveholders were welcome to stay there for a fee.82 ‘Board by the day, week, 

or month’, read another advertisement for yet another slave pen, ‘at very low rates’.83 In 1854 

public jailers in New Orleans contended with the owners of nineteen private depots, each listed 

in The City Treasurer’s Census of Merchants.84 Henry Bibb’s enslaver was one of many who 

preferred to lodge his captives in the privately-owned prison of a New Orleans trader. Situated 

on the corner of St. Joseph Street, this institution rivalled the city’s public jails and, as Bibb 

recalled, ‘was a common resort for slave traders and planters’.85 The city’s public jailers would 

have lost a significant amount of business to these resorts. However, at least one of the city’s 

enterprising prison keepers diversified his personal business portfolio by letting out his own 

double-storey brick property in the Second Municipality for use as a ‘slave depot’.86 

However, the keepers of public prisons offered another service to slaveholders that their 

private competitors did not seem to rival: cheap corporal corrections. With a price point that 

rarely exceeded one cent per lash, this service was popular. The regular patronage of individual 

slaveholders attests to this fact. Jean Mercier was one such patron. His surviving estate records 

contain multiple receipts from jailers ‘for Corporal Punishment for his slave Joseph’.87 Careful 

to satisfy the vengeful desires of slave masters without exceeding the physical endurance of their 

sufferers, jailers prioritised the loyalty of their paying customers to the peril of their victims. 

One money-hungry officer satisfied an enslaver’s bloodthirsty request to chastise his young 
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servant named Auguste ‘day after day’ until his body was reduced to ‘one mass of raw, trembling 

and part-putrid flesh’.88 

Professional, polite, and even friendly, a jailer’s public image often obscured some of his 

cruelest budgeting decisions. From inmate meals, clothing and bedding, to materials for inmate 

manufacturing and general maintenance of cells, for every operating cost, there was a cut to be 

made. Even though slave masters and mistresses were charged fees to cover such costs, the first 

to feel a jailer’s cuts were his enslaved prisoners. As people reduced to the status of chattel in 

the eyes of the law outside of the prison system, those in bondage inside Louisiana’s prisons 

were typically excluded from the reform goals of incarceration, and thus denied state regulatory 

protections. Their suffering behind bars often failed to attract widespread public sympathy. As 

a result, most prisoners who were also enslaved found themselves buried inside a justice system 

that, from its roots, institutionalised assumptions of black criminality. Many suffered sensory 

deprivation, nakedness and starvation in cells that were left to grow filthy. Their clothes 

deteriorated to tatters on their bodies, which were almost always starved. As was already 

examined in chapter 4, jailers were able to press many of their enslaved prisoners into various 

types of punishing labour and sell some for a profit, as well. In antebellum Louisiana, the sum 

of such misery, when represented as a credit on the bottom line of a jailer’s accounts, was 

celebrated as ‘excellent skill and management’ and ‘a source of pleasure to…citizens’.89 

The fee-paying enslavers who laid claim to men and women captured as runaways 

provided jailers with an important source of revenue. In fact, as the opening paragraphs of this 

chapter revealed, this revenue source was so important that the sheriff of Orleans Parish waged 

a legal war to exclude his competitor from engaging in the business of incarcerating runaway 

slaves. Not only was there a lot of money to be made but, as William Postell explains, 

institutional managers recognised that slaveholders were their most reliable fee-payers. Unlike 
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the debtors and vagrants detained in their jails, people in bondage were generally considered 

‘good for [their] bill, since it was their owners who were responsible’.90  

Pre-printed, fill-in-the-blank stationery made accounting efficient in these cases. Scattered 

across archives, tucked away in the collections of planters and urban slaveholders, a trove of 

slips filled-in by jailers across the South reveals some of the most common charges associated 

with the confinement of runaway slaves. One such slip survives in the Alexander K. Papers, 

1804-1931, held in Louisiana State University’s Special Collections. The receipt for forty-two 

dollars was issued by West Feliciana Parish ‘Sheriff and Jailer’ John H. Hand to Alexander K. 

Farrar, for the keeping of the planter’s bondsman in the prison during 1848. The individual 

charges listed on this receipt include the ‘arrest of [the] Slave’ named John, valued at ten dollars, 

and a three-dollar fee for ‘advertising’ John’s capture in the local newspapers. A blanket and the 

service of a turnkey, both valued at two dollars, were also listed on this receipt.91 What these 

slips also reveal is that while jailers served slaveholders in the recovery of missing bondswomen 

and -men, they were at liberty to exercise their prerogatives in their treatment of runaway slaves. 

One series of such slips indicate, for example, that the keeper of one New Orleans city police 

jail determined when a prisoner in his custody required ‘correction’, a punitive service for which 

he could later charge his prisoner’s master or mistress.92 Even if seemingly inflated, jailers’ fees 

were typically marked off by slaveholders as a standard business expense.93 This doesn’t mean 

that slaveholders weren’t piqued, though. In a diary entry, one planter bitterly complained about 

having to pay fourteen dollars and twenty-five cents to retrieve his pregnant servant, Rose, from 

a jail in which she had stayed for just two days.94 
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Although it would have been a profitable enterprise in its own right, this facet of jailing 

was not without its risks. When an unclaimed captive remained behind prison walls for weeks, 

months, or even years, they would do so at the immediate expense of his or her keeper. And in 

the event that they escaped or perished behind bars, their jailer risked losing their dues. When 

Hailik died in the prison of St. James Parish after suffering a long malady, he was survived by 

prison fees amounting to ninety-seven dollars and fifty cents, fees his keeper would never be 

able to demand from the bondsman’s master or mistress.95 While an appeal to the state legislature 

for financial relief was successful in this case, a similar petition made by the keeper of the Baton 

Rouge jail proved ineffective. In 1829, John Simpson’s expectations for payment perished with 

his unfortunate inmates. Regarding their denial of Simpson’s request for public compensation, 

the Parish Police Jury stated: ‘As the Parish has no interest in the profits of the jail it is right that 

it should not bear any of the loss that the jailer may sustain by runaways…dying in jail’.96 

Winthrop Jordan’s observation that ‘jailers’, together with ‘white slaveholders, legislators, 

and constables’, expended ‘more time, money, and energy’ identifying, advertising and returning 

captives to enslavers, ‘than on any other aspect of administering the slave system’ proves 

accurate.97 For jailers, doing so minimised their risk of fee loss due to inmate death or escape. 

The first step in this process, as the former bondsman Charles Ball explained, was extracting 

information from prisoners. This formed part of the jailer’s ‘business’, he concluded.98 And in 

this business, time and ingenuity were vital. Presented with a ‘slender’ man who spoke neither 

English nor French, the Rapides Parish Sheriff ordered his other prisoners to ‘converse with him 

in his own language’.99 However, as the economy of time was paramount, most prison keepers 
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wielded the lash to hasten this process. Their cells and yards functioned as factories in which 

human bodies constituted the raw material, and in them, jailers violently plied these bodies into 

potentially valuable information.100 

Close inspections of enslaved bodies were coupled with violent interrogations as prison 

keepers attempted to reunite captives with their masters and mistresses. Ubiquitous throughout 

southern newspapers were jailers’ advertisements of apprehended runaways. State law required 

the keeper of every prison to post such notices, and in each to identify the name of their captive, 

the name of their captive’s enslaver, and their place of residence - in English and French.101 

Although notices were to be ‘as brief as possible’ some jailers published long, vivid descriptions 

of their prisoners’ skin, hair and eye colour, age, height, and distinguishing scars. According to 

one former Lake Providence inmate, these advertisements ‘made it almost impossible for the 

master not to know the whereabouts of his property’.102 Paying little regard to the privacy or 

propriety of his prisoners, Simon Meilleur demonstrated just how invasive the jailer’s gaze could 

be in an advertisement he placed in 1828. In it, the Crescent City jailer described burn-scars that 

twenty-four-year-old William bore on his ‘buttock and left leg’.103 

These jailers were typically not invested in the long-term well-being of the bondspeople 

confined to their care. The conditions that their enslaved prisoners endured, described as 

‘especially bad’ by Richard Wade, were the result of self-interest, ‘that great lever to man’s 

actions’, as one antebellum contemporary put it.104 Louisiana’s jailers could face litigation from 

enslavers but rarely did. And when they did, few were held culpable by the courts. In neither the 
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records of their proceedings nor in any other account does there remain evidence to suggest that 

Louisiana’s prison keepers were discouraged from plying enslaved captives into capital.105 

The keepers of Louisiana’s prisons developed a variety of cruel cost-cutting measures, and 

one of the most horrific involved turning jail space into efficient profits. To these men, more 

bodies equated to more revenue. And so, in crowded dungeons and cells, prison personnel 

indiscriminately herded enslaved people with little concern for their dignity or safety. In a report 

made for the state legislature in 1832, inspectors of one New Orleans prison deplored the 

inhumane packing of adults and children together into cells. Their description of inmate quarters 

indicates that racialised inequality was not only reinforced by segregation practices alone but by 

spaces that were divided unevenly between black and white inmates, as well. In one of its 

dungeons, measuring no more than eleven square metres, as many as fourteen men of African 

descent were found crowded together. At least this is how many the jailer had locked up inside 

on inspection day. There is no telling how many souls he managed to pack into its depths on any 

other day. But on this particular day, when inspectors were arriving, the jailer kept just eight 

white males together in another, slightly smaller cell.106 A to-scale depiction of the first of these 

two cells is provided in an illustration below [see Figure 5.1]. This bird’s eye perspective shows 

how male inmates might have been able to sleep. It appears eerily similar to diagrams of the 
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decks aboard slaving vessels, and in fact, while drawing this image, it proved impossible to fit 

the figures of fourteen adult men into this space without their bodies overlapping.  

 

Figure 5.1 The Spatial Organisation of a Jail Cell, New Orleans, La., 1832.  

 

Source: Journal of the Senate…January 1832, 36-7.  

 

The remarks made about one of the other city’s jail cells are similarly chilling. There, the 

grand jury not only found ‘great overcrowding’ but also ‘sick slaves mingling with the 

healthy’.107 Cramped conditions were found in most other prisons, in fact. And as the inspectors 

of the jail of St. Mary Parish discovered, not even children were offered special care by their 

keepers. Hidden inside one of its prison cells was a young enslaved girl, forced to live in close 

quarters with an elderly bondsman.108 
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Cleaning these crowded quarters was often neglected by jailers, too. Though it was one of 

their primary duties and one of utmost importance in a sultry society that was plagued by 

outbreaks of cholera and yellow fever, it was also another expense - an expense that most would 

attempt to avoid. Instructions to the manager of the Orleans Parish prison on how to clean the 

facility were specific. Accordingly, he was to have the prison cleaned with vinegar on a weekly 

basis and whitewashed twice per year. However, firsthand descriptions of the cells for enslaved 

prisoners suggest a level of neglect. ‘The stench could not have been more sickening’, James 

Redpath wrote of one of the city’s dungeons.109 This seems to have been standard throughout 

the Crescent City. A sharp rebuke was even issued to the keeper by inspectors who found the 

walls of the First Municipality police jail ‘without whitewash’.110 In another report, the grand 

jury lamented the state of uncleanliness and disrepair that prevailed in the section of a police jail 

reserved for slaves. To their advice, ‘it might be kept cleaner’, its warden did not respond.111 

Similarly ‘offended’ by the ‘unpleasant’ odour inside the rural jail they visited were the ‘nostrils 

of the gentlemen’ of Rapides Parish. In 1858, they condemned the jail as a ‘confounded place’ 

— to little avail.112 

Bedding was another provision that many jailers opted not to fund. Even while they billed 

slave masters and mistresses for such items, complaints of ‘a want of blankets’ in one New 

Orleans prison suggest that jailers routinely withheld these kinds of provisions from their 

enslaved captives.113 During his tour of Louisiana, in which he witnessed an array of horrible 

abuses against African Americans, one abolitionist reporter was shocked by the absence of 

hammocks, mattresses, blankets, or even straw in prisoners’ quarters. He would have discerned 

quickly that such a measure saved jailers money and space but cost their prisoners dearly.114 In 

the state penitentiary, a vanguard of modern progress, bondswomen who endured nights upon 

                                                
109 Redpath, The Roving Editor: Or, Talks with Slaves in the Southern States. (New York: A. B. Burdick, 
1859), 179. 
110 Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 184. 
111 ‘Report of the Grand Jury’, NODP, July 20, 1848, 2; ‘Report of the Grand Jury’, NODP, February 3, 
1849, 2; ‘Report of the Grand Jury for the February, March and April Term’, NODP, May 5, 1850, 6. 
112 Vandal, ‘Regulating Louisiana’s Rural Areas’, 72.    
113 ‘Report of the Grand Jury’, NODP, January 10, 1857, 2. For a similar complaint see: ‘Report of the 
Committee on Jails and Workhouses’, DCreole, December 25, 1856, 1 & 4. 
114 ‘Barbarism of Civilization’, The Liberator (Boston, Mass.), September 2, 1842, 140. 



 205 

the cold and damp stone flooring of their shared apartment paid for their jailer’s savings with 

their lives. As penal workers, these women contributed to the plant’s profit margin, but their 

especially cruel neglect reflects their lessee’s evaluation of domestic service as an unproductive 

form of labour, a prevailing misconception in antebellum America. Vignettes of these women’s 

suffering appear in the reports of the penitentiary’s physician. Mary, who entered the prison as 

a young teenager, did not survive her twenties.115  The bondswoman was taken by ‘bilious 

intermittent’ (fever) in 1839. Nancy similarly perished after contracting ‘consumption of the 

lungs, congestive fever or putrid bilious fever’, while Celeste was one of several victims of a 

yellow fever epidemic in 1853.116 For one-fifth of the bondswomen kept behind bars, a sentence 

of life at hard labour in penitentiary was equivocal to a death sentence because their keepers 

ignored the repeated pleas of their physician to furnish their quarters with adequate bedding and 

blankets.117 

Clothing was another item for which jailers could charge the masters and mistresses of 

enslaved inmates that was often in want. In fact, it was not uncommon for Louisiana’s jailers to 

leave enslaved inmates in their own filthy and tattered clothes. And even when presented with 

the naked bodies of captives, whose clothes had been stripped away by vengeful overseers, 

flayed apart by the lash, or torn right off by hunters’ bloodhounds, some jailers callously found 

ways to economise their prisoners’ covering. In the lead up to his seizure, William Walker’s 

clothing had been torn by hunters’ dogs ‘so fine that there was not enough left to cover the back 

of a good-sized rabbit’. So, when he arrived at the jail without a stitch of clothing, the keeper 

rustled up an old horse blanket and commanded Walker to ‘wrap it around’ his body ‘in true 

Indian style’.118 This was a cheap solution. The successive keepers of the Third Municipality 
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workhouse were similarly cunning. They reused a collection of prisoner produced uniforms for 

ten years.119 

Unregulated by law, the volumes and varieties of food rations that jailers served to their 

enslaved inmates were guided entirely by economy, and as such were especially mean.120 

Vulnerable to market conditions, captives throughout the Lower Mississippi Valley ‘expected 

to make an acquaintance with hunger’, as Charles Ball recalled in his narrative of slavery.121 But 

in Louisiana’s prisons, they became all too familiar with it. Acquainted with the poor rations 

that his parsimonious masters distributed to his unfortunate servants, William J. Anderson was 

still appalled by what his keeper fed him and his cellmates while he remained in detention in 

New Orleans as a runaway slave. ‘It seemed as though all the beef heads in the city were 

collected and brought there, boiled and chopped into hash’, he recalled in his narrative.122 

Reports of the grand jury corroborate with his testimony. Inmates’ fare in one of the prisons they 

visited in 1857 consisted of just ‘one meal per day…of cracked corn or grits and cow’s heads’.123 

Urged to consider their masters and mistresses, and to improve the treatment of their enslaved 

inmates, Crescent City jailers yet continued to serve food that was not only unwholesome but at 

times found to be ‘rotten’, too.124 

The economy of the jailers’ beef head mush-broth was further highlighted by a formerly 

enslaved man named James Fisher. Fisher experienced confinement in New Orleans following 

a failed attempt to run away from his master. During this time, he learned that his jailer would 

regularly purchase the ‘heads of beeves’ directly from a local slaughterhouse ‘for twelve and a 

half cents each’. Not a single advertisement for this cut of meat appears to have been published 

in local newspapers from the time. Simply put, this was not a product that ordinary folk expected 

to buy or sell. However, as Fisher recalled, his jailer would boil down seven or eight of these 
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‘old beef heads’ in a big pot each day, along with half a bushel of corn. He would then divide 

his gruesome slop between as many as fifty inmates. During his twelve-week confinement, 

Fisher and his cellmates took this meal just once per day. At a little more than two-to-three cents 

per prisoner, the budget that Fisher’s jailer had allocated for the feeding of enslaved inmates was 

far less than the feeding fees he would have charged to their masters and mistresses. The cunning 

keeper was able to pocket the difference. In Fisher’s prison, as in many other penal facilities, 

jailers served cornbread as a supplement to this kind of broth, but only to those inmates whom 

they had committed to public labour. The expense of additional carbohydrates, they must have 

recognised as an investment in prisoner productivity.125 

Putting enslaved prisoners to work on skilled maintenance jobs in jail facilities was 

another way that jailers could reduce their operational overheads. Usually, bondspeople entered 

public penal institutions with valuable skills and work experience. Cornelia did. According to 

the 1860 Federal Census, before her admission to the penitentiary, the convicted arsonist had 

been employed by her master as a seamstress. The other enslaved inmates listed in the same 

record include Arthur, a blacksmith; Alfred, a butcher; Allen, a cooper; and William Green, a 

brick mason.126 Just as their enslavers profited from their labour so too could their jailers --for 

so long as they remain behind bars. And, as a published description of one such bondsman’s 

work in the penitentiary reveals, the lessees capitalised on their prisoners’ skilled labour. After 

they had inspected this bondsman behind bars, the reporting state committee pronounced him ‘a 

superior mechanic’.127 

In the same way, jailers assigned enslaved prisoners to facility services, such as kitchen, 

laundry, cleaning, maintenance and yard work. In the penitentiary at Baton Rouge, enslaved 

women and girls were relegated to laundry service and together produced clean clothes and linen 
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for the institution’s male inmates and resident officers.128 Meanwhile, in one New Orleans jail 

‘two colored (sic) men’, both prisoners, were assigned to the task of ‘victualing’, or cooking 

meals for their fellow inmates, while in yet another, the keeper employed a black inmate to be 

the prison’s barber. From the observations of one reporter who watched this prisoner ‘falter in 

his task’, it would seem that this bondsman’s career in hairdressing had only just commenced on 

the day that he was locked up in the workhouse.129 

For the managers of Louisiana’s largest prison complexes, putting enslaved prisoners to 

work in industrial manufacturing became a significant way to make money. Though the 

penitentiary is more widely recognised for its inmate workshops, prison labour was organised 

earlier in Louisiana, in New Orleans’s prison system. By laws passed in 1806, the sheriff and 

ex-officio keeper of the Orleans Parish prison was responsible both for providing all of his 

prisoners with ‘a sufficient quantity of materials, working tools and implements’, and for putting 

them to work each day. As an incentive to improve productivity, the sheriff was awarded ten 

percent of the sales profits on all ‘ware and merchandize (sic)’ that his prisoners were able to 

manufacture.130 Little documentation of the Crescent City’s early penal industries exists but 

archaeological excavations of the site of its oldest jail uncovered bone buttons and button blanks, 

the remnants of inmate manufacturing dating to between 1800 and 1840. Completed by inmates, 

the process of crafting buttons required some skill. Prisoners first boiled bone until it was soft. 

They then cut and flattened segments of the bone into sheets and from these buttons were 

pressed. Finally, each button was finished with drilling. In addition to the buttons and blanks, 

archaeologists recovered brass thimbles and a needle case, evidence suggesting that inmates 

were not only employed in the production of buttons but in the manufacture of clothing, too.131 
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131 Jill-Karen Yakubik & Herschel A. Franks, Archaeological Investigations at the Site of the Cabildo, New 
Orleans, Louisiana (New Orleans: Earth Search Inc., 1997), 32. 
 



 209 

That one English tourist described the same Crescent City calaboose as ‘a mart for produce, as 

well as a place of detention and punishment of slaves’, suggests that a flourishing trade was 

sustained by its keeper, thanks in part to the work of his enslaved prisoners.132 

In the penitentiary, where profits from large-scale industrial manufacturing belonged to 

its managers, enslaved convict workers were driven hard to maximise production output. There 

is no denying that their labours contributed to their lessees’ development of a business that 

became competitive and thus troublesome to local small business owners in various private 

sector industries.133 In 1845, enslaved and free black inmates worked in the prison’s rope and 

bagging factory. Their assignment, a stipulation of McHatton, Pratt, and Company’s first lease 

agreement with the state legislature, proved successful. They manufactured bagging of ‘superior 

quality’, according to their leasing-managers.134 Sales for 1851 yielded a profit of $331.41. But 

when the price of raw materials doubled in 1855, the workshop was suspended, and the lessees 

subsequently transferred about sixty of its enslaved hands to work in its brickyard. The 

remaining men were put to work as needed, even in the workshops where white convicts toiled. 

Others may have even been included in the ‘large portion’ of the convicts who reportedly 

laboured in the cotton factory.135 Together, the penitentiary’s enslaved inmates developed into a 

highly experienced and skilled industrial workforce. In fact, according to Governor Paul Hebert, 

they were ‘as efficient labourers as may be found on any plantation’.136 

In various institutions, some enslaved inmates found themselves assigned to unsanctioned 

work on jailers’ private homes and farming estates. The legal inadmissibility of slave testimony 

in Louisiana’s courts typically guaranteed prison keepers’ protection from legal recourse for this 

kind of malfeasance. And as such, surviving documentary evidence of this practice is only rarely 

found. One instance of this was reported in a Baton Rouge newspaper, by a resident who 

observed one of the penitentiary’s lessees making the trip between his plantation and penitentiary 
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businesses in a mule-drawn carriage that was being driven by an enslaved convict. Though his 

employment of this inmate contravened state laws governing the penitentiary’s operations, state-

appointed inspectors were quick to overlook James McHatton’s offence after enjoying a home-

cooked dinner and night of drunken revelry with the wealthy jailer and his charming wife, 

Eliza.137  

Justice would remain blind to the plight of other enslaved men and women compelled to 

toil in the private homes and plantation fields of corrections officers, so long as said officers 

were able to contain their illegal workforces. On one rare occasion, Sheriff Andrew Bobo failed 

to do so. When John H. Callaway discovered that the two bondsmen he had left in the jail had 

been removed to Bobo’s Morehouse Parish farm and put to work there, he sued the sheriff for 

damages to the value of five hundred dollars. In court, Bobo himself was forced to admit under 

oath that he had been in the habit of augmenting his privately-owned force of eight field hands 

with prisoners from the public jail. The lower court ordered him to pay their slaveholder $176, 

an amount specifically itemised as ‘hire’ of the two bondsmen. However, upon appeal, this 

decision was overturned. The Supreme Court affirmed the District Court’s finding that Bobo had 

‘unjustly appropriated’ the services of his prisoners for ‘several months’ but, because no record 

of the value of said services had been presented or could be presented, there was no way to 

evaluate the damages in terms of dollars and cents. As a consequence, the appellate court ruled 

in favour of Sheriff Bobo.138 

A less risky way to exploit penal labour was to hire out enslaved inmates for work on 

improvements projects. In this way, jailers worked in partnership with municipal and parish 

councils in the assembly and deployment of chain gangs that were examined in chapter 4. And 

in the same way that slaveholders who committed bondspeople to penal chain gangs were 

compensated, jailers were, too. Out of the public treasury, jailers received a per diem payment 

for each prisoner confined to chain labour. This payment was supposed to cover the cost of their 
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food and clothing but, as we’ve seen so far, low-cost solutions to prisoner provisions made it 

possible for jailers to pocket a share. In most parishes, including Orleans, these payments were 

received monthly, which meant that jail keepers could begin collecting money for incarcerating 

certain slaves before collecting fees from their slaveholders.139 Such an arrangement would 

prove beneficial for Warden A. H. Eldridge, who bore the immediate expense of the long-term 

boarding of inmates like Philip, a bondsman whose bill of keeping remained open for two years, 

pending judgement in his master’s civil suit.140 

While city and parish councils determined the types of work that would be undertaken by 

its chain gangs - work that was examined in chapter 4 - assembling penal working gangs 

remained the responsibility of the jailer. Enticed by the offer of public compensation, some 

prison keepers committed as many slaves to chain gang labour as they could, regardless of 

whether or not they were fit for the drudgery required.141 Some even refused to spare children 

from hard labour. As Betsy Dolliole testified, the experience of watching her enslaved son toil, 

hunched beneath the weight of chains ‘for many weeks’, was a punishment beyond compare.142 

Sales of unclaimed or abandoned slave prisoners provided another important source of 

revenue for their jailers. In addition to the regular usage of public prisons and workhouses by 

private buyers and sellers of trafficked people described in chapters 2 and 3, Louisiana law 

sanctioned the disposal of certain enslaved detainees by sale, by their keepers. And out of the 

proceeds arising from such auction sales, jailers were paid.143 The same law provided that an 

unclaimed runaway slave remaining in prison for more than two years could be sold to recover 
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the costs of housing him or her in the public jail. In 1819, the sheriff of St. James Parish sold 

one of the unclaimed runaway bondsmen in his jail ‘to the highest bidder for Cash’.144 Returns 

from these auctions were to be deposited directly into the public treasury and after that jailers 

would be required to submit their respective petitions for reimbursement, including annexed bills 

of their related expenses.  

These laws, which sanctioned the sale of prisoners, implicated free African Americans, 

notably the victims of kidnapping and those wrongfully seized as runaway slaves. In Louisiana, 

out-of-state free black mariners were particularly at high risk for being kidnapped and sold into 

slavery. As Lydia Jefferson recalled, her father was plunged into chattel bondage this way. ‘[H]e 

work on a boat what comes to New Orleans, and he leaves de boat like de rest of de sailors do 

and comes into de town to do a little courting’, the former bondswoman explained to her WPA 

interviewer in the 1930s. ‘De Law picks him up’, she continued, ‘and sells him...to old Marse 

Willis Prescott’.145  It is not clear why police seized Lydia Jefferson’s father in the first place. 

They may have detained him under state legislation adopted in 1841 to regulate the introduction 

of free black sailors into Louisiana. Accordingly, the captains of all inbound vessels were 

required to keep in jail each of their free black crew members from the day of their arrival in 

Louisiana until their departure. The majority of captains complied but many would complain 

about the associated costs they were obliged to pay. As one ship captain from Boston remarked, 

a collection of receipts for ‘more than one thousand imprisonments’ made out ‘at the port of 

New Orleans alone’ served him as a painful reminder of all the money he had handed over to 

city’s jailers. 146  Abolitionists discovered that some riverboat captains would conspire with 

nefarious jailers to abandon imprisoned sailors and therefore free themselves from the obligation 

to pay for jail fees or wages owing. The men and women they left behind would eventually be 
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sold into slavery to pay for their jailing. One seaman locked up in the calaboose ‘preparatory to 

being sold’ suspected that his captain had been ‘privy to the outrage’.147 Fortunately, this sailor 

managed to rouse the attention of more charitable individuals. Jacob Barker was one. The 

attorney responded to the ‘complaints’ made by this sailor and by several other prisoners 

‘through the grates’ of a jail in the Second Municipality of New Orleans. But as Barker soon 

discovered, money rather than legal procedure was the best way to secure the release of these 

unfortunate prisoners.148 Abraham Lincoln faced the same grim fact. Despite his collaborative 

efforts with William Herndon to petition the courts of New Orleans for the release from 

incarceration of an Illinois born river-worker, Lincoln found himself forced to comply with local 

Louisiana custom and pay his client’s jail debt to prevent his client from being sold into 

slavery.149 

As they engaged in the competitive slave market, Louisiana’s jailers emulated the 

strategies that were used by professional dealers, to transform their unfortunate prisoners into 

desirable products. Not surprisingly, they held high hopes for high bidders. The keeper of the 

New Orleans city prison certainly did, especially as he sought to execute sales to recover the 

costs of keeping a group of aging and infirm, long-term prisoners in 1845. He would have 

worked hard to lure a potential buyer to pay out at least $1363.31 for sixty-year-old Sophie, a 

bondswoman who had been in confinement since September 1821, and another $480.97 to cover 

his keeping fees for another bondswoman named Betsy, who had been locked up for around 

seven years. Even in a sellers’ market, the jailer was never guaranteed to attract high bids for 
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these aging bondswomen, though a variety of marketing techniques available to him, if 

employed, may have helped.150 

According to one observer, ‘many kidnapped free negroes, stolen slaves, unclaimed 

runaways, vagrants, drunkards and general good-for-nothings’ circulated the market and as 

another curious traveller explained, Louisiana’s auctioneers managed to induce consumer 

excitement in every sale by talking up each of the souls that ascended his auction block. For a 

runaway, some used the line, ‘he only absconded once from his master for a few days’. This 

seemed to work.151 However, as the jailer of East Baton Rouge discovered when he attempted 

rather unsuccessfully to sell runaway Dick Glover, not every prisoner put up for sale was 

guaranteed to entice buyers. A profitable deal relied heavily upon smart marketing.152 

Jailers advertised their sales in local newspapers alongside similar notices placed by 

private slave dealerships. The sheriff of Jefferson Parish ensured that his stock on hand was 

publicised in a local newspaper with ‘the largest circulation’, while Benjamin Bryan ran 

advertisements in the papers of Baton Rouge beneath the headline ‘Sale of a Runaway Slave’.153 

Such notices were typically brief. The absence of detail obscured individual histories of 

resistance. Occasionally, however, a prisoner’s qualities were highlighted. For example, in a 

notice for the sale of Etienne, ‘a creole of Point (sic) Coupee, aged about 28 or 30 years, 5 feet 

6 inches’, his jailer made certain to mention the bondsman’s ‘strong constitution’. Another 

prisoner named Dick was marketed as ‘bilingual’, an advantage in a state that was known for its 

polyglot population.154 
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Jailers also invested in grooming prisoners’ bodies in ways that maximised their market 

value. In the narrative of his escape from enslavement, John P. Parker described the 

transformation he underwent at the hands of his New Orleans jailer. The young slave who had 

attempted to flee from his master’s plantation in Alabama was locked up in a New Orleans jail 

after a betrayal resulted in his seizure aboard a steam vessel. After months behind bars, his 

clothing had grown filthy, drenched with sweat, dust and blood. His hair had grown just as dirty, 

too. With no slaveholder to claim him, Parker was to be sold. But first, he was prepared for 

market.  His body was bathed before being delivered into the hands of a local tailor, to be 

outfitted with new apparel, ‘from a new hat to new shoes’. In his narrative, he recalled: 

‘Everything was of the best…I was very much better dressed and more intelligent looking than 

the white men’. Every visible aspect of his prisoner past had been erased. A young and fair 

skinned teenager, Parker understood that he was to be auctioned as a house servant. He was 

aware that the officer who had prepared him for a quick and profitable sale considered him to be 

little more than ‘a beast worth $2,000’.155 

Not just confined to selling souls, Louisiana’s jailers also dabbled in speculating. They 

exploited their unique vantage point to evaluate each soul imprisoned in their care as they 

themselves shopped for their next servant, tradesman, or concubine. As an investigative report 

prepared by Brett Joseph Derbes for the Journal of African American History reveals, the lessees 

of the penitentiary purchased the offspring of their female prisoners. In its annual report to the 

legislature for 1853, the prison’s Board of Directors recorded the auction-sale of one such child, 

a ten-year-old boy named Joseph. Joseph’s sale had been mandated by state legislation passed 

in 1848 that provided for ‘the disposal of such slaves as are or may be born in the Penitentiary, 

the issue of convicts’. This act authorised that each child would be sold at the age of ten. One by 
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one, each was ripped away from his or her mother, to be auctioned.156 In 1853, Joseph was 

handed over to the sheriff of East Baton Rouge and sold for $800. The net proceeds of $780.65 

were duly handed over to the State Treasurer to be paid into Public School Fund according to 

law. Joseph’s purchaser was none other than James McHatton, one of the penitentiary’s 

managers.157 George McHatton also bought three other child prisoners for a total of $1,276, 

while the penitentiary’s clerk placed the winning bid of six hundred dollars on ten-year-old 

Henrietta.158  

While one convict-mother managed to flee from the penitentiary in 1862 with her six-

year-old daughter and young toddler, the unfortunate bondswoman carried with her the memory 

her elder daughter’s sale to one of her jailers, William S. Pike. Pike had placed the highest bid 

of $1,025 on Clara Williams in 1859.159 Perhaps he had made the ten-year-old a servant for one 

of his own daughters or, as a shrewd financier, he may have looked upon the ‘mulatto’ girl as a 

smart investment. Perhaps, like one notorious New Orleans slave dealer, he thought, ‘there were 

heaps and piles of money to be made...when she [is] a few years older’.160 He might have helped 

to reunite the young girl with her mother. Nevertheless, the mysterious fate of Clara and her 

mother illustrates the terrorising uncertainty that many enslaved prisoners would have 

experienced in the world that jailers made. 

 

Conclusion 
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As middlemen between the state’s public officials and its private slaveholders, antebellum 

jailers made it their business to exploit people who were both enslaved and incarcerated. They 

were the keepers of dark worlds, filled with danger and risk, violence and misery. But as this 

chapter has shown, they were also ordinary men - fathers, husbands, sons, and uncles - whose 

livelihood and dreams of upward mobility were bound to the confinement of enslaved women 

and men, children and families. Further illustrating the linkage between slavery and Louisiana’s 

penal industry, this chapter has examined jailers’ collective creation of a business model in 

which the ill-treatment and exploitation of enslaved inmates were considered best practice. 

Winning over slaveholding customers, enterprising gentlemen crowded cells as warehouses and 

viewed the languishing bodies within their depths together as little more than a promissory of 

fee payments. Just how much of each payment made its way into his own pockets depended on 

each jailer’s ability to lower his costs and maximise revenue. As this chapter has shown, they 

did this or at least attempted to do this by manipulating slaves’ imprisonment conditions, by 

neglecting to furnish or clean cells, by finding low-cost solutions for clothing and meals, by 

compelling prisoners into various types of hard labour, and by selling them as chattel. Showing 

more than credits and debits, their record books, together with grand jury reports and inmates’ 

accounts that have been examined in this chapter reveal the human costs of jailing - costs that 

were ultimately paid by those doubly confined to slavery and incarceration. 
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Chapter 6 

Enslaved Voices and Views on Louisiana’s Penal Industry 

 

As a former inmate, William Wells Brown witnessed firsthand the ways that chattel 

slavery and the prison system shaped each other, and his own life. But now, before a British 

audience, Brown reflected on the experience. The antislavery activist presented a canvas painting 

featuring the New Orleans calaboose as a scene of American slave life.1 Made ‘of stone and 

iron’, the ‘large and strong’ jailhouse pictured in his 1850 exhibition was one of the Crescent 

City’s ‘most celebrated public buildings’, and a pulsing centre of slave commerce, as Brown 

explained. Before it, two young women stood, both prisoners, one atop an auction block. Their 

bodies were being liquidated to pay their enslavers’ debts. Speculators flocked to such sales and 

sometimes used the very same prison ‘as a depository for their slaves’. From its depths, Brown 

had seen gangs of enslaved and free African American inmates emerge in chains. Their hard 

labour, portrayed in yet another of Brown’s exhibited paintings, was reported to be ‘much 

cheaper’ than labour sourced ‘elsewhere’. He had also learned that owners could have their 

servants whipped ‘to “order”’ in the same city prison.2 In fact, the abolitionist’s own master had 

placed such an order to have him punished at another jail for accidentally overfilling some wine 

glasses. Yet, even while he managed to escape the jailer’s lash on that occasion, the threat of 

incarceration continued to loom over Brown, not just for the time that he remained under his 

master’s control but for as long as black enslavement remained legal in the United States.3 For 

as long as it remained legal, the prison, an emblem of American progress to many of his 

antebellum contemporaries, would be stained by its bloody business. 

                                                
1 This was one of twenty-four painted canvas panels that Brown exhibit as a panorama. Each panel illustrated 
a different facet of slave life in the U.S. South.   
2 ‘A Description of William Wells Brown’s Original Panoramic Views of the Scenes in the Life of an 
American Slave, from His Birth in Slavery to His Death or His Escape to His First Home of Freedom on 
British Soil, London, 1850’ in C. Peter Ripley, The Black Abolitionist Papers, Vol. 1. (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 198. 
3 Gilbert Osofsky, ed., Puttin’ on Ole Massa, 198-99. 
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Brown was not alone. In their firsthand accounts of slavery in Louisiana, other men and 

women who had either experienced confinement or, like Brown, feared the threat of being jailed, 

described the ways that the interlocking systems of slavery and incarceration shaped their lives. 

Their accounts will be used in this chapter to reveal some of the ways that enslaved people 

thought, felt, talked about, and responded to the expansive, market-oriented prison system that 

has been described through each of the previous chapters of this thesis. 

This chapter will begin on the outside, with an examination of slaves’ responses to the 

threat of confinement, before moving inside the prison to explore the various ways that enslaved 

inmates struggled to shape their own lives in confinement. Flanked with barred windows and 

fenced in by high walls, most of the state’s prisons were highly visible, easily recognisable, and 

talked about often. Some enslaved people may have even worked on the various jail building 

projects that were outlined in chapter 1. Others would have lingered outside their walls, stealing 

glances of their friends or family members locked up inside. They would have been aware of the 

various pathways that could lead to their own confinement. On the inside, slaveholders, state 

actors, and jailers used these dark places to condition people in bondage physically and 

psychologically, and to reduce them to a dollar value. Yet, as this chapter will show, Louisiana’s 

expanding carceral system was unable to contain black lives completely.  

While this chapter relies heavily on firsthand accounts printed in antislavery publications, 

it does not explicitly seek to interpret the actions of all enslaved people through the confined 

prism of abolitionism. Nor does it seek to empirically measure the effects that individuals had 

upon the system of slavery as they pushed back against their penal discipline to socialise, observe 

religious traditions, enjoy leisure activities, or even to flee, steal, and kill their masters and 

jailers. However, like William Wells Brown’s painting of the Crescent City calaboose, the slave 

narratives and anti-slavery publications used through this chapter deliberately projected certain 

local news and stories of the state’s penal system before an Atlantic audience. While this wider 

abolitionist movement will not form a focus of this chapter, it is important to acknowledge that 

through the activism of these authors, the struggles of Louisiana’s enslaved people to survive 
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and even flourish beneath the double burden of enslavement and incarceration were connected 

to the eventual abolition of chattel slavery. 

 

The Spectre of Incarceration 

 

The prison cast a shadow over the people who lived in and moved through Louisiana in 

bondage. More than just a building, as historian Daniel Walker explains, each penal institution 

stood as a ‘cognitive space with attendant psychological significance’. From one person to the 

next, each evoked a different response.4 From the outside, antebellum travellers who were free 

from the bonds of slavery were typically impressed by the jailhouses they saw in Louisiana. To 

them, their high walls and sharp picket fences were evidence of security, while the shrieks of 

inmates being whipped resounded as testimonies of effective penal discipline. Utterly fascinated, 

one tourist even admitted that he was feeling ‘anxious to get into the inside’ of one such 

institution.5 

To enslaved people, prison walls served as a visual reminder of the narrow confines of 

their captivity.6 Through their barred windows, they could see the starved and shackled bodies 

of men and women who shared their condition in bondage. Through the public streets, they were 

similarly confronted with the sight of the imprisoned bodies of the prison chain gang as well. As 

his vessel neared the port of New Orleans, a band of chained prisoners busily working on the 

levee informed Solomon Northup’s first impression of his enslavement in Louisiana.7 ‘There 

was a feeling of utter desolation in my heart’, he recalled in his narrative. As long as he remained 

in bondage, just one angry master or one bad debt could send him to the same fate. Foreboding 

prison walls, the morbid rhythm of clanking chain gangs and the harrowing cries of inmates that 

echoed after the crack of the jailer’s whip were inescapable reminders of that. 

                                                
4 Daniel E. Walker, No More, No More: Slavery and Cultural Resistance in Havana and New Orleans. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), 19. 
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6 Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 184. 
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Merely hearing about prisons instilled a sense of dread in some captives. As Frederick 

Law Olmsted discovered, terrorising news of certain penal institutions spread through Louisiana 

and beyond. At a remote farm situated along the shore of a bayou in the state’s southwest, an 

enslaved blacksmith told the Connecticut-born traveller all about the penitentiary. He himself 

had never seen it but had heard news of it, perhaps from other travellers of fellow slaves.8 In the 

Upper South, similarly grim accounts of Louisiana’s prisons reinforced the state’s dreadful 

reputation amongst slaves, and often intensified their fears of being ‘sold down the river’. 

According to one former bondsman, Theophilus Freeman was known to exploit out-of-state 

slave women who feared incarceration in Louisiana. One of his victims, described as a 

‘beautiful’ woman and ‘perfect lady’, had been travelling from Natchez when the notorious slave 

trader threatened to have her jailed if she refused to live in his house and ‘let it be supposed 

[that] she belonged to him’.9 

River workers were well known for swapping prison stories, too, never failing, as one 

writer observed, ‘to clothe’ their ‘long yarns’ with ‘every horror’.10 One such sailor claimed that 

he would have preferred to encounter ‘the leviathan of the deep’ than ‘the turn-keys (sic) of New 

Orleans’.11 John P. Parker likely heard such things on the many river trips that he made with his 

Alabama master. As he discovered later, they were not quickly forgotten. While stowed-away 

aboard a steamer drifting towards Louisiana, Parker was gripped by ‘a state of apprehension’. 

He knew all too well that if he was caught, he would encounter one of those notorious turnkeys 

of New Orleans about which he had heard.12 

However, the looming threat of incarceration did not ‘intimidate’ or ‘render’ every 

enslaved person as ‘submissive’ as many of antebellum authorities would have desired.13 Hidden 

amongst the cotton in the steamboat’s bow, John P. Parker may have been gripped by the fear 
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of capture. He was ‘well aware’ that he could be jailed for committing the so-called 

‘unforgivable crime’ of running away, yet he remained undeterred from his flight to freedom.14 

Many other enslaved individuals and communities similarly resisted the interlocking social 

control objectives of slavery and the prison. The liberties for which each struggled varied, just 

like their respective struggles did, too. 

Just steps from the Orleans Parish prison, for example, African-descended residents threw 

extravagant and defiant galas in a public square known as ‘Congo Square’. On its grassy plain, 

William Wells Brown watched congeries of dancers, clapping, stomping, and singing to the beat 

of bamboula drums. Weaving through the surrounding crowd, he saw vendors, each announcing 

goods for sale, from peanuts and pralines to voodoo charms. Here, he learned, were six tribes, 

each ‘named after the section of [Africa] from which they came’. The ‘Gangas’ (sic), for 

example, had been kidnapped and enslaved by a river of the same name. Such expressions of 

identity and community, survival and strength, openly defied the violent efforts of enslavers to 

sever their human connections. So impressed was Brown that he didn’t seem to notice the 

ominous prison that cast its shadow over the square. He certainly didn’t comment on it. Over 

throbbing rhythms, rattling bones, squeaking stringed banzas, laughter, chatter and loud 

bartering he wouldn’t have heard the crack of the jailer’s lash either.15 On Sundays, no one 

seemed to.16 As one journalist who visited the public square reported, ‘the old blue walls of the 

Parish Prison, seen so plainly, with the innumerable windows…have no terrors-no’.17 This was, 

at least, until sundown, when cannon blasts signalled curfew and forced revellers into the 

confines of their homes. 

Risking imprisonment to see family, make money and have fun, many slaves contravened 

curfew laws. In fact, according to one scholar, curfew laws were ‘disobeyed most’. Much to her 

former master’s displeasure, detention could never deter Charlotte Brooks from stealing away 
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to pray with her aunt.18 Nor did a brush with beat police deter Magdeline from capitalising on 

the crowds of new customers that would emerge from their homes in the cool of the night. The 

New Orleans bondswoman sold baked goods along St. Charles Avenue. Perhaps she used the 

money she made to buy her freedom.19 Similar exchanges existed across the rural world, too.20 

On her master’s plantation, Catherine Cornelius would similarly ‘git down to de ped’lers on de 

riber at nite tuh buy stuff’.21 While this kind of absenteeism piqued slaveholders and, at times, 

aroused fears of insurrectionary activity, the frequent return of those who absconded each 

evening led to a level of acceptance. One New Orleans judge even ruled ‘sometimes [slaves] 

absent themselves from their masters in the night without being runaway’.22 

The threat of the prison was, similarly, unable to quell the risqué allure of New Orleans’s 

les bon tempes. The city’s taverns, cabarets, and brothels were notorious ‘haunts of slaves and 

other depraved characters’. Enslaved or not, those with pockets lined with cash to spend were 

valued customers, and to them, a world of indulgences otherwise denied by the law was 

opened.23 Spirits and sex were popular. River worker, Madison Henderson certainly enjoyed 

both. The bondsman admittedly ‘drank liquor regularly’ and spent ‘much money’ at the Bourbon 

Street home of Madam La Blair, ‘a white woman and a prostitute’.24 Surviving police reports 

offer a glimpse into the illicit activities that others enjoyed. In the pockets of one bondsman 

found staggering, drunk along Bourbon Street, police found forty-six dollars, along with two 

lottery tickets and a gold watch, evidence of a lucky night of gambling, perhaps. On another 

                                                
18 Rogers and Francis, The House of Bondage, 10 &17.  
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occasion, police seized another pair of men at two o’clock in the morning. Both were ‘fiddling 

and dancing’ (disturbing the peace) at the time of their arrest.25 

For a few, there was not a jailhouse in sight that could discourage their pursuit of a career 

in crime. This was indeed true for the above-mentioned Madison Henderson, as he himself 

confessed. Even though he was fearful of being trapped behind the walls of the penitentiary, 

Henderson was confident enough in his ability to break free from the parish and police jails of 

the pan-Mississippi, to carry on his ‘regular business of robbing in New Orleans’. In just one 

evening, he and two other men stole thirty dollars and bank notes from the business of ‘Godfrey, 

Laurie & Small’ on Gravier Street in New Orleans, before concealing themselves beneath the 

bed of a wealthy French Quarter resident so that they could steal hundreds of dollars from his 

room. Imprisonment interrupted but did not ruin his business. On another night Henderson had 

conspired to ransack a grocery store on Tchoupitoulas Street. From it, he carried away eight 

thousand Spanish cigars, which he then sold to a local coffee house owner for eighty dollars. His 

buyers ‘knew very well that the things were stolen but they never asked any questions’, the 

bondsman eventually explained to his jailer-turned-biographer.26 

However, when an enslaved individual committed a crime against property - even a petty 

theft - it was typically considered especially pernicious. Simply put, theft undermined the 

ideological imperative implicit to slave mastery, the total domination of another human being. 

A stolen peck of corn or drizzle of molasses, for instance, robbed enslavers of their ability to 

control starving enslaved bodies. Such hunger pangs nearly drove John P. Parker to return to the 

Alabama plantation from which he had run away. But as he wandered New Orleans, depleted of 

energy, he resolved that he would keep on running. ‘I could steal [food]’, he told himself.27 

Margaret made the same choice for the sake of her freedom. According to the man who told her 

story, she was ‘metamorphosed into a lady of quality’ in an outfit that she had stolen from her 
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mistress. Passing for a free woman, she made her escape from Louisiana.28 This was brave, for, 

as she would have been aware, her capture would result in her incarceration.  

Enslaved men and women similarly committed other, more serious crimes, despite their 

familiarity with Louisiana’s severe penal sentencing laws and horrid prisons. Reconstructing this 

aspect of the past, as historian Seth Rockman instructs us, ‘requires telling the story of brute 

labour, severe material privation, and desperately constrained choices’. 29  For enslaved 

perpetrators, the choice to strike out violently against another slave, a master, mistress, or 

overseer was one usually linked with desperation. Well aware that, by whipping his own master, 

he was ‘guilty of an act, in that State punishable with death’, Solomon Northup still threw the 

volatile man down to the ground, placed his foot over his neck, and laid the lash against him, 

blow upon blow. In the moments leading up to this incident, he had at once felt fearful, angered, 

and indignant. ‘I [had been] guilty of no wrong whatever, and deserved commendation rather 

than punishment’, Northup explained. ‘I had made up my mind fully not to be whipped’, he 

continued, ‘let the result be life or death’.30 Perhaps Adeline had felt the same way when she 

dealt her rumoured lover (or potential abuser) a deadly wound to the back with the blade of a 

cane sword. Like Northup, she predicted that police officers would come ‘to take her to the 

calaboose’, to punish her. She was right, too. Found guilty of Manslaughter, the unfortunate 

bondswoman was condemned to the penitentiary for twenty-five years.31 

Others more fortunate than Adeline would have discovered that abiding by the law was 

not the only way to avoid incarceration. Fanny was one such lawbreaker who, upon being 

discovered by Crescent City police, ran with her son and hid from her pursuers in a home 

belonging to her friend, Augustus Leon.32 In densely populated residential neighbourhoods it 

was not uncommon for those on the run to find help from friends, neighbours or even 
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sympathetic strangers. This is how one watchman lost pursuit of a bondsman charged with 

larceny. According to his report, he and the suspect in question had been sprinting up Marais 

Street when ‘a door was suddenly opened’ by an enslaved woman ‘and the fellow [suspect] very 

suddenly popped in, out of sight’. ‘The fugitive’ must have been ‘ushered through the house’, 

the watchman’s report reads, ‘and let out of the back door’. Unfortunately, for abetting his 

escape, the unidentified bondswoman suffered incarceration.33 Similarly jailed was the ‘friend’ 

of a bondswoman named Ann, who had set his dogs upon police in order to help Ann make her 

escape from arresting officers.34 Other different forms of violent resistance reveal the desperate 

attempts that enslaved residents made to avoid incarceration. Such resistance was risky, as Ralph 

discovered. In a bid to resist arrest, the bondsman stabbed a New Orleans city watchman name 

John Lotz in the back. As a result, an initial charge of disturbing the peace was increased to 

‘stabbing with intent to kill’, and for resisting arrest, Ralph, who may have initially faced a short 

term of confinement in the police jail, suffered a life sentence in the penitentiary.35 

 

Slave Life Inside Louisiana’s Prison System 

 

Many were unable to escape the experience of confinement. William J. Anderson certainly 

did not. While attempting to flee from his Vicksburg master, Anderson ‘fell in with a white 

man…who promised me his assistance’, he recalled in his 1854 narrative. ‘But instead of helping 

me he put me in jail’. 36  Betrayed by so-called friends, caught by police, chased down by 

patrollers, violently captured by hunters on horse-back or their bloodhounds, and seized for 

debts, enslaved men, women, and children were thrust into the dark confines of Louisiana’s 

prisons. Anderson’s first-hand account, together with those of other enslaved inmates, provide 
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glimpse of what was hidden behind prison walls, and what remains somewhat obscure in 

scholarship —the world they made behind bars.  

Following three months in confinement, Anderson described his New Orleans prison as 

‘hell on earth’. In its dungeons, he was never expected to reform but ‘to suffer’. He did suffer. 

Covered in ‘filth and vermin’, he starved, with his jailer feeding him little more than a ladle of 

boiled beef-head broth and a small loaf of bread each evening. On the days that he and his 

cellmates weren’t ‘driven like oxen’ out to labour ‘with a chain’, Anderson remained in his 

crowded dungeon, tormented by the ‘begging, crying and screaming’ that echoed from the 

prison’s whipping room from ‘a little after daylight’ through the afternoon. In time, his body 

was stretched across its ladder ‘where the blood of hundreds had flown like water’. Like the 

whipping room in the Baton Rouge jail, the floor of Anderson’s prison would have also been ‘so 

thoroughly stained with human gore that the grain of the wood could not be distinguished’.37 

Though he had once witnessed his master break a handsaw over the naked body of a 

bondswoman as he raped her, by the day of his release from the horrid calaboose, Anderson was 

‘very glad’ to see the cotton planter again. ‘I wished to change my location, let the consequences 

be what they would’, he had resolved.38 

 As in the city’s slave trading pens, the bodies of prisoners of public institutions were 

probed and inspected by buyers who flocked from near and afar. One young woman relayed the 

cruelties that she endured while remanded to the New Orleans calaboose as a slave, innocent in 

the eyes of the law. Seized by her master’s creditors and ordered to be sold by the courts, the 

‘young lady of remarkable beauty’ drew curious ‘would-be purchaser[s]’ to her cell. Among 

them was one who demanded that the bondswoman remove her clothing so that he could ‘learn 

if her bust was indebted to padding for its form’. For refusing to comply, the unfortunate prisoner 
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suffered a ‘heavy’ whipping that disabled her right arm, before being forcibly stripped naked 

against her will.39 

Just as hellish as the prison cells were the men employed to guard prisoners. One was even 

likened to the ‘Cerberuss’.40 In the short time that he spent watching the Crescent City’s chain 

gang at work in the streets, Theodore Pavie witnessed one such guard punish an unfortunate 

bondsman for yawning with a strike across the face with a broom. He saw another brutally whip 

a helpless prisoner whose body was already confined to a spiked, iron contraption.41  

As was mentioned in chapter 5, many jailers and guardsmen forced their inmates to 

participate in their bloody business. At just thirteen years of age, William found himself charged 

with the duty of assisting his Red River jailer with the lashing of this own brother, Charles, who 

was just fourteen years old. His story reveals that the common practice on many plantations, to 

promote and at once punish those who exhibited loyalty to disciplinary roles was carried over 

into prisons by keepers and guards. Participation in violent acts of this type was, for some, little 

more than a brutalising means of surviving, as Hunton Love explained to WPA interviewers in 

the 1930s. Decades after the abolition of slavery, the formerly enslaved plantation overseer from 

Bayou Lafourche still recalled many of the whippings that he was forced to administer upon his 

master’s other captives. To his interviewer, he revealed, ‘Sometimes I cried after I went to bed 

because of these whippins’.42 

For some, the only perceivable escape from such a hell was through death itself. Not even 

doing ‘all in his power to please his master’ could spare one unfortunate bondsman from 

experiencing jail discipline. For ‘some imagined offence’ his master delivered him to the New 

Orleans calaboose ‘for a whipping and to be placed in the chain gang’. Holding no hope of 

escape, the unfortunate prisoner drew a knife across his own throat, spilling blood upon the 
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whipping room floor.43 Another bondsman’s capture and incarceration had similarly dashed his 

hopes for escaping from his enslavers. And so, around the bars of his Lafourche Parish jail cell, 

the young slave named Isaac tied his handkerchief into a noose and used it to put an end to his 

life.44 

Yet within these dark spaces, many other captives found ways to survive and resist their 

incarceration and enslavement. Together with a modest collection of first-hand accounts left 

behind by formerly enslaved men and women, snapshots of inmate activity printed in antebellum 

newspaper articles, traveller’s narratives, and prison reports shed light upon the variety of ways 

that inmates shaped or at least attempted to shape their own experiences of confinement. Beneath 

the double burden of their enslavement and incarceration, men, women, and children engaged 

in a variety of survival strategies. 

Seeking comfort in what was described as a ‘hell on earth’, enslaved prisoners clung to 

their spirituality. Upon the floor of her master’s plantation jail where she had regularly found 

herself beaten and bloodied, Charlotte Brooks would kneel and pray. Her soul’s expression, a 

punishable offence in the eyes of her master, lulled the young prisoner into a deep sleep. ‘It was 

a happy day in jail’, she later recalled. ‘I used to feel rested and good’.45 Material evidence of 

other spiritual practices has been unearthed at the site of the colonial calaboose in New Orleans. 

A collection of various charms and talismans, relics of religious traditions with African roots, 

were discovered by archaeologists. Perhaps these charms entered the prison as contraband, 

hidden in prisoners’ pockets, or as gifts passed through its iron gratings by friends or kin on the 

outside. Among those discovered was a pierced silver coin, a charm that was traditionally worn 

around the ankle to ward off evil.46 As interviews with formerly enslaved people reveal, belief 

in the protective power of talismans or gris-gris was woven into the fabric of their daily life. To 

those confined in Louisiana’s prisons, such a belief in the divine offered comfort and hope.47 
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In the dark confines of their cells, enslaved prisoners also managed to etch out their own 

space and time for recreation. At the site of New Orleans’s oldest prison, fragments of bottles, 

smoking pipe stems and gaming counters crafted from broken crockery unearthed by 

archaeologists serve as evidence of it inmates’ indulgence in drinking, smoking and gaming. 

Similar gaming chips have been discovered on a number of former plantation sites along the 

Gulf Coast, leading excavators to conclude that those they found in the jail were used to play 

variations of games that were popular amongst enslaved African and African descended peoples, 

including mancala and draughts. Players confined to the calaboose most likely crafted make-

shift gaming boards by carving out holes in the flooring of their cells.48 Discovered in the part 

of the site where the cell block once stood, these artefacts would have been kept hidden by 

prisoners, out of their keepers’ view. This stands to reason, too. In the jail, ‘any manner of 

gaming’ was prohibited by law. In secret, clusters of prisoners played and fostered friendships 

with each other. Their hidden socialising contributed to the formation of a broader ‘oppositional 

community’, described by historian Sergio A. Lussana, ‘that defied the regulations of the state 

and its slaveholders’. In the private relationships between enslaved people, even those forged in 

prisons, through shared recreational activities such as gaming, gambling, or even drinking, an 

‘trust inherent’ developed. This, as Lussana explains, was essential in ‘driving conversations 

about revolution’.49 But, in prison, such activity could be abruptly interrupted by jailers and 

guards. Reports of one enslaved child ‘playing all the time in jail…with some marbles he had in 

his cell’ until the moment that his executioner arrived certainly serve as a sobering reminder of 

this.50 

Behind high walls, secured by iron bars and locks, enslaved inmates struggled to maintain 

family and friendship ties. Stolen glimpses of loved ones from yards, and whispered 

conversations through barred prison windows were precious but forbidden, and thus rarely 
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documented.51 The recorded sale of a young slave girl named Henrietta, the daughter of a female 

penitentiary inmate, points to an enslaved mother’s resistance to her family’s separation. 

Protected by state laws that prohibited the sale of young slave minors under the age of ten years 

from their mothers, Henrietta accompanied Marceline into the penitentiary at Baton Rouge in 

1853. At that time, she was nine years of age. Just one year later, on her tenth birthday she was 

ripped away, to be sold.52 Notarial records show that, on the day of her auction, a winning bid 

of six hundred dollars was been placed on the young girl by Samuel L. Isett, the clerk of the state 

prison.53 Other records suggest that Isett was a benevolent man, and that, perhaps, Marceline had 

appealed to the clerk to purchase Henrietta so that she and her daughter might remain close 

together, and so that, ultimately, her five-year prison sentence wouldn’t become a lifelong 

punishment. After all, Isett and his wife Mary Ann, who served as the treasurer of the Baton 

Rouge Female Orphan Association, were raising their own adopted daughter, also named 

Henrietta. She was only three years older than Marceline’s daughter. Perhaps the two girls had 

become playmates.54 The Cri de cœurs of slave mothers like Marceline were not uncommon as 

women in bondage found themselves confronted by dealers in human flesh who sought to profit 

from the transaction of family separating sales. In a New Orleans dealership, one desperate 

mother was heard repeating ‘how very faithful and obedient she would be’ if only the planter 

who bought her son would also buy her and her young daughter ‘all together’.55 The tragedy, 

even for those enslaved mothers who successfully intervened in the sales of their children while 

in prisons was, as Walter Johnson explains, that they ‘were forced to retail themselves according 

to one of the governing fictions of the slave market - that buyers were there to rescue them from 

traders’.56 
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Other enslaved inmates prevailed on their jailers and guards to engage in illicit transactions 

that would ameliorate their living conditions. While locked up in a New Orleans police jail as a 

runaway slave, John P. Parker managed to gain freedom from his cell and ‘the run of the jail’, 

simply by making himself ‘agreeable’ to his jailer. Madison Henderson enjoyed the same semi-

freedom. And even though laws prohibited slaves from buying or selling goods without their 

masters’ consent, in the Second Municipality police jail of New Orleans, Henderson was able to 

negotiate a trade with his keeper. By doing so, the bondsman gained immense popularity 

amongst the other inmates of the prison. ‘He always had plenty of money’, one of his former 

cellmates recalled, ‘and while he was in jail was very free with it…any little thing any of us 

wanted he could manage to get for us’. One can imagine the sorts of items he procured for 

himself and his cell-mates. Yet, while he found favourable conditions in this jail, Henderson was 

not so intrepid when faced with the possibility of confinement in the penitentiary for life. ‘No 

amount of money would save us’, he remarked.57 

Others openly resisted their jailers. Those captured as runaways were particularly 

notorious for their trickery. To their keepers, they provided fake names in place of their own and 

relayed fictional stories about their masters or mistresses. The extraction of accurate inmate 

information was a well-known facet of the jailer’s business. This, as Charles Ball made clear in 

his slave narrative, was well understood by those in slavery.58 But it was also needed to send 

their captives back to their masters or mistresses. Kate knew this, and she was wary of being 

sent home. So, in response to questions regarding the location of her master’s home, she cleverly 

provided her jailer with the vague directions of ‘down there’ and ‘down that Street’.59 John P. 

Parker similarly said nothing to his Crescent City jailer. ‘Having made up my mind it was better 

for me to face the unknown than to go back to Mobile and face the known’, he wrote, ‘I 
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stubbornly refused to give any information about myself’.60 Kate and John were not alone. As 

Judith Schafer’s research for revealed, seven percent of slave detainees lodged in the various 

jails of New Orleans during 1850 either refused to state the names of their owners or claimed to 

be free.61 

But struggles between slaves and their guards or jailers could turn violent. Inside prisons, 

discipline and physical force interlocked and, in some cases, resulted in death. In 1848, reports 

of the death of Lewis Obry, a ‘turbulent and unmanageable’ enslaved convict, appeared in 

newspapers across Louisiana. The Jamaican-born inmate who was shot dead by prison officers 

had allegedly given the captain [of the guard] ‘great trouble and difficulty’ during the first four 

years of his life sentence.62 In the days leading up to his killing, Obry had reportedly refused to 

perform his duties, and while resisting he even ‘knocked’ the Captain of the Guard ‘senseless’ 

with a wooden club. In time, officers would learn that weaponry of this kind, together with a 

variety of other contraband, was being smuggled inside the cotton bales that hired plantation 

hands and other ‘outside persons’ delivered to the penitentiary.63 However, during their routine 

inspection of Obry’s cell one morning, they were caught off guard by the inmate as he made a 

lunge towards them with a ‘large knife’. According to one witness, ‘he swore he would kill’ 

them, and in response, another officer nearby pulled out his pistol and shot the slave ‘until he 

was dead’.64 Within three days of Obry’s execution, yet another one took place. Another of the 

penitentiary’s bondsmen was killed ‘for resisting officers’.65 The untimely deaths of both of 

these men suggest a level of cooperation and potentially even organised resistance.  

Breaking prison was perhaps more common than violent resistance. Even after he had 

been taken up as a runaway, one bondsman was so determined to continue his flight to freedom 

that he spent hours filing away at the iron bars of his workhouse cell. While he escaped on his 
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 234 

own, reports of other escape attempts shed light upon the cooperative efforts of inmates who 

sought to break free.66 Together, four slaves confined in Concordia Parish managed to liberate 

themselves through a hole they had cut in the outer wall of their shared quarters.67 In Baton 

Rouge, another group of five bondsmen, including one who ‘bore fresh marks, having been 

severely whipped’ and another who wore a ‘chain on his leg’ hatched their plan to escape 

together.68 

However, not all who broke out remained free. John Kennedy broke loose from the police 

jail of New Orleans only to end up in the St James Parish jail within two months.69 According 

to another jailer’s notice, Frank had similarly been lodged in the jail of St Mary Parish ‘as a 

runaway from the Baton Rouge penitentiary’. A sleepy guard provided the bondsman and four 

or five of his fellow inmates with the opportunity to dash from the prison’s brickyard. Imprisoned 

for life, for simply being in the ‘company of the person’ who shot his overseer in 1838, Frank 

was likely heading back to his home in Fauss Pointe when he was discovered aboard a skip in 

the sleepy fishing village of Bayou Pigeon and jailed.70 With no evidence of his return to the 

penitentiary, it is impossible to know what happened to Frank. Perhaps he had perished in the 

parish jail, or maybe he’d managed to break free again.  

Frank and the other inmates who managed to escape from the penitentiary added the 

unwelcome expense of their recovery to their lessees’ accounts. Catchers required cash 

incentives to attempt to seize convicted killers, or violent rebels. For the capture of Wilson, a 

fugitive bondsman who had been sentenced to life at hard labour for attempting to shoot two 

white men, the lessees offered a reward of thirty dollars in addition to the payment of ‘other 

reasonable expenses’.71 In their private accounting records, a one-hundred and twenty-five-

dollar bill for Wilson’s return reveals the financial burden that runaway inmate-slaves imposed 
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upon the firm. The expenses claimed by his captor included a twenty-dollar river passage, jailer’s 

and physician’s fees, and a two-dollar tavern bill.72 For the seizure of another escapee named 

Powell, the lessees doled out another $126.80. In the following year, they were forced to pay out 

another thirty dollars for the capture of ‘an escaped convict negro woman’.73 

Prisoners who broke away from chain gangs similarly added to their jailers’ expenses and 

slowed down the completion of public works projects. Taking advantage of the Crescent City 

council’s no-chains policy outlined in chapter 4, the enslaved women who were put to work 

cleaning market halls and public streets frequently seized upon any opportunity to slip away 

from their guards and disappear. Table 6.1 provides the details of women’s escapes between 

1841 and 1845, as documented by city police. In total, forty-seven prisoners escaped while out 

at work in the city during these years and of this total fifteen were women (or just under one-

third). Read against the reports of the city’s surveyors and jailers, discussed in chapter 4, which 

depicted the average ratio of females to males employed in public works at 1:2, these 

documented escape attempts together reveal women’s persistent, daring and cunning efforts to 

rival the urban carceral machinery that worked to enforce their enslavement.  

While Catherine managed to evade her overseers on her first day out at work, most of the 

other female escapees documented in Table 6.1 had been at hard labour in the city’s work gangs 

for several months before fleeing. Perhaps they had spent their time looking for ways to run, or 

plucking up the courage to flee, or planning, and possibly even conspiring with others to execute 

their escape. After more than eight months at hard labour in the city, perhaps Marie had gained 

the trust of her guards. Perhaps she had escaped from under their constant gaze before she was 

able to slip away from her gang. Maybe she had bargained with them. Another worker, Eliza 

managed to find a way to escape not once but twice within the space of just six months. Her 

unrelenting defiance, which could not be contained by the slaveholder-jailer-police alliance, cost 
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her captors. Not only were they deprived of Eliza’s labour but they were forced to expend 

resources to track her down and recommit her to the jail. 

 

Table 6.1: Female Runaways from the Chain Gang, New Orleans, La., 1841-1845. 
 

Prisoner  
ID 

 

Date  
of commitment 

Date 
 of escape 

No. of days 
from  

commitment  
to escape 

Other escape  
details 

Sarah Mar 9, 1841 Apr 30, 1841 52 
 

Aimee Aug 3, 1841 Aug 26, 1841 23 
 

Marie July 29, 1841 Apr 23, 1842 268 
 

Elisa July 19, 1841 Oct 13, 1841 86 
 

Mathilda Sep 8, 1841 Nov 10, 1841 63 
 

Eliza Dec 29, 1841 Jan 5, 1842 7 
 

Eliza Mar 29, 1842 Jun 3, 1842 65 2nd attempt 
(see above) 

Antoinett
e 

N/A 1842 Jun 11, 1842 ≤161  

July N/A 1842 Apr 30, 1842 ≤120 days  

Caroline Jun 10, 1842 Jun 18, 1842 8  

Cecilia July 11, 1842 Apr 30, 1842 72  

Betsy Sep 19, 1842 Nov 30, 1842 72  

Catherine Nov 23, 1842 Nov 23, 1842 0  

Priscilla Apr 13, 1843 Jun 5, 1843 53  

Julie Dec 1, 1843 Jan 20, 1844 50  

 
Source: See Appendix 3 Runaways from the New Orleans Chain Gang, 1841-1845. 

 

The ill-planned escape attempts made by women and men alike posed a threat to public 

order and safety, too, embarrassing city authorities and jailers. Desperate to travel fast, one 

bondsman who had managed to free himself from his chains stole a horse and cart from a local 
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business owner and, in it, sped recklessly through the city’s streets. 74  Common in urban 

newspapers were advertisements calling for the re-incarceration of such fugitives. In 1852, for 

example, a reward of twenty-five dollars was offered for the commitment of chain gang escapee 

Stephen ‘to any jail’.75 In rural Louisiana, escapees posed the same threat to the progress of river, 

road, and levee projects. As early as 1845 a bondsman known to the State Engineer as either 

‘William Bradley’ or ‘Bill’ ran away from the state boat Experiments, and in the following year, 

Pompey Williams jumped ship from the Franklin.76 An annoyed State Engineer felt forced to 

lodge several ‘incorrigible runaway[s]’ into the penitentiary, conceding ‘they can be kept in no 

other place’.77 

Slave recidivism was considered just as troublesome. Even while enslaved people faced 

exclusion from institutional reform efforts, those who continued to offend after their release from 

detention threatened to undermine the perceived efficacy of their penal discipline. According to 

one Natchitoches Senator, ‘it would be utterly impossible to maintain discipline or 

subordination’ without ‘some means to make prisoners stand in fear’.78 But such fear did not 

appear to grip Mary. Much to her slaveholder’s disappointment the bondswoman ‘behaved much 

worse’ after returning home from the calaboose. She ‘burnt in ironing’, he complained, ‘and 

therefore destroyed more than what a year’s wage would pay for’. 79  Another disappointed 

slaveholder warned readers of the New Orleans Argus that his sixteen-year-old bondsman Louis 

had run off as a result of being ‘twice flogged in Jail’.80 

Also undeterred by his past experiences in confinement was Flemming Banks, a bondsman 

who committed a series of felonious crimes, from larceny to murder. On the morning of October 

9, 1842, upon discovering that a safe belonging to the U.S. Quartermaster had been broken open 
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and emptied of over two thousand dollars’ worth of treasury notes, New Orleans police quickly 

suspected that ‘a gang’ or ‘party’ of slaves were responsible. Within three days, four bondsmen 

tagged as ‘black burglars’ by a local paper had been seized and remanded to prison. Flemming 

Banks was one of them. Then identified as the slave of Madame Porter, Banks had already 

achieved notoriety in the Crescent City prior to this arrest. ‘The moving spirit of the burglary, 

there is no doubt was Flemming’, one journalist supposed. Flemming was, as his article went on 

to explain, ‘a bold, cunning scoundrel, a habitual burglar, and a fellow practised in the arts of 

roguery’.81 The special tribunal organised to prosecute the alleged burglar concurred. Finding 

him guilty, they sentenced Banks to two hours in the pillory, eight days in jail, and six months 

of wearing an iron collar with prongs.82 

But this conviction was neither Banks’s first nor his last. His name appears among those 

of the prisoners received into the penitentiary during 1848. Found guilty of killing his fellow 

servant, Jose, the notorious reoffender was sentenced to life at hard labour.83 To concerned 

contemporary observers, ‘fast people’ like Flemming highlighted the evils of the modern 

carceral system. ‘Juvenile negroes and youthful villains’, one preacher contended, ‘are inducted 

at the watch-house, promoted to the house of refuge, take a turn with the chain gang and graduate 

in the penitentiary’.84 

Despite the horrors that awaited them inside Louisiana’s prisons, desperate bondswomen 

and men occasionally attempted to seek asylum within their depths. By doing so they 

transformed the very imprisoning institutions that were used to reinforce their enslavement into 

sites of resistance against their enslavers. For most, flight to the nearest prison was the only 

perceivable means to escape from the harsh abuses of a violent master or mistress. Despairing, 

a slave named Susan implored police of the Crescent City’s First Municipality guardhouse to 
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provide her relief from her mistress’ ‘ill-treatment’.85 Making the local news was Adam, a 

bondsman who turned himself over to Crescent City police for ‘the protection of the law’ 

because ‘he was about to be sold illegally’. Just what happened to Adam after his admission 

remains a mystery, as the local press made no further reports of his cases.86 The same action was 

taken by slaves in rural parishes, too. One St Landry Parish bondswoman named Fazende was 

placed in protective custody in the local jail because her mistress frequently abused her.87  

These and most other self-lodged prisoners found themselves promptly reunited with their 

master or mistress. However, on rare occasions, violence broke out when enslavers attempted to 

remove their servants from their prison cells. One unidentified bondsman assaulted both his 

Madison Parish master and the guard of the jail in which he had attempted to be detained. Much 

to the embarrassment of his master, the defiant slave ‘expressed his willingness to be hung in 

preference to returning home’.88 

Such stories of self-commitment aroused interest. Reported in local newspapers, they 

introduced the otherwise private struggles between slaves and their enslavers into public 

discussion. And they had the potential to incriminate or at least shame those enslavers who were 

seen to be especially cruel. Readers would have asked why any servant would determine to be 

jailed or die. The case mentioned above of the Madison Parish slave who had preferred ‘to be 

hung’ than return to his master’s home certainly aroused the curiosity of community members. 

One reporter even visited the jail to inspect the bondsman, to hear his story and to share it. On 

the prisoner’s body he discovered the initials of his master, branded into his flesh. ‘The whole 

community is indignant at such inhumane cruelty’, the same reporter later declared.89 In cases 

such as this one, which managed to incite outrage amongst the resident population, enslavers 

could face formal prosecution. One Crescent City slaveholder even found himself in prison 
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without bail for beating his bondsman after the bondsman in question had sought asylum in a 

city prison.90 

But while interest in these kinds of stories often waned quickly, the case of Alexina 

Morrison, known amongst her contemporaries as the ‘white slave’, captured the attention of 

Louisiana residents for years. It began when the blonde, blue-eyed, fifteen-year-old girl appealed 

to William Dennison, keeper of the jail of Jefferson Parish, for protection. She had ‘been born 

free and of white parentage’ in Arkansas but had been kidnapped and sold in the slave market in 

New Orleans, she explained to the jailer. There she had been purchased by James White, a retired 

slave trader who resided in Jefferson Parish. Assisted by the jailer and other citizens of the town 

of Carrolton, Morrison filed suit against White. Her petition to the Third District Court requested 

a decree recognising her status as that of a white and legally free person. She additionally sought 

to be awarded ten thousand dollars damages for her wrongful enslavement by White.  

White, of course, denied Morrison’s allegations, arguing that the young girl had been 

captured and sold as a runaway slave, and that he had purchased her with full warranty and title. 

He presented an unnotarized private act of sale and also called on the so-called expert testimony 

of others, including J. A. Breaux. Breaux refuted the young girl’s claims to being white, citing 

the evidence of ‘African Blood’ in ‘the shape of her cheek Bones and the conformation of the 

lower part of her mouth’. An exhibit of evidence for both parties in the case, every inch of the 

young woman’s body was examined by members of the court. Jurors judged her skin tone and 

colour, and even her hair follicles for ‘whiteness’. They similarly scrutinized her voice and 

speech for any hint of ‘blackness’. Morrison’s moral conduct was examined for traces of colour, 

too. How had she behaved in public ballrooms? Was she in the habit of indulging in liquor? Was 

she sexually promiscuous? Each question asked in the court reflected the complicated nature of 

racial identity that had developed in the otherwise or supposedly monochrome slave society. 

And in fact, in Morrison’s case, it proved to be too complex and jury after jury struggled to 

unanimously agree on whether the young prisoner before them was black or white, and thus 
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whether she was free or enslaved. Eventually, the case that had begun in October 1857 was heard 

by three different juries in two different cities and be put before the Louisiana Supreme Court 

twice. Mistrials, appeals, and, eventually, war would mean that the case of Morrison v. White 

would never be resolved.91 

For the duration of her freedom suit, Alexina Morrison remained in confinement. Upon 

the filing of her law suit in 1857, the Jefferson Parish jailer was appointed her legal 

representative and ordered to keep the young woman sequestered in prison pending the outcome 

of her case. As years past, the adolescent girl grew into a woman in jail, surrounded by petty 

criminals, vagrants, and captured runaway slaves. She conceived her first child while she 

remained a ward of the state. Case files do not document the paternity of her baby girl, but in 

court, Morrison’s covetous enslaver accused the keeper of the jail of fathering her child. Perhaps 

he had. After all, Morrison’s daughter shared the name that the jailer had given to his own young 

daughter, Mary. Or maybe, as Walter Johnson suggests, ‘her daughter was Morrison’s best hope 

for a legacy of freedom’.92 Any hope she had in due process must have waned throughout the 

unfolding of her case. The third hearing of Morrison’s case in 1862 concluded with the majority 

of jurors voting in her favour (ten to two) but an appeal by James White kept the case open, and 

records place the young enslaved woman in jail, reportedly infirm, coughing up blood. Did 

Morrison survive her incarceration? Was she ever set free? We don’t know. Union occupation 

of Louisiana during the Civil War interrupted her contest for freedom against her enslaver, James 

White. But as a continuing paper trail shows, White’s appeal was docketed again in 1865 and 

continued until 1870, when it was placed on the delay docket where it remains to this day.93 
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CONCLUSION 

 

‘People on the outside should know that Angola [Louisiana State Penitentiary] 
is still a plantation with every type and kind of slave conceivable’. 

Nathaniel Anderson, Louisiana State Penitentiary Inmate No. 130547 94 

 

On February 13, 1867, a shipment of convicts from the Orleans Parish prison arrived at 

the newly reopened state penitentiary at Baton Rouge. The group was ‘covered with vermin’, 

some ‘inflicted with loathsome disease’, according to their keeper. The tenements in which they 

found themselves were described in a similarly wretched state, dilapidated and burned out as a 

result of civil war. During the Civil War, the penitentiary was used as a garrison by occupying 

Union forces. A portion of its prisoners was sent down river to New Orleans, to serve their 

sentences in the workhouse and, afterwards, the parish prison. Already crumbling in neglect, the 

penitentiary’s interior buildings worsened in condition during the war. Throughout, copper 

gutters and piping, together with gas fixtures and joists, were either ‘carried away or destroyed’. 

On August 5, 1862, during the Battle of Baton Rouge, gunboat fire and artillery crashed through 

the complex, destroying its three-storey cotton factory. ‘Of the female prison, nothing but the 

walls and roof remained’, read an inspection report of 1867. In terms of dollars and cents, state 

architects placed the estimated damage bill at $74,219.25. Now, in the era of Reconstruction, 

with two hundred and twenty-eight convict-workers in close-confinement, including one 

hundred and sixty freedmen and ten freedwomen, the prison’s managers reportedly ‘set to work 

at the task of restoring the prison to its former condition’.95 

As this story illustrates, Louisiana’s prison industry may have been temporarily disrupted 

but certainly not destroyed by the Civil War. Within months of the war’s end, residents had 

already begun to speculate about its restoration. Recalling the profits its lessees had generated 
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in the antebellum years, the editor of one Baton Rouge newspaper wrote, ‘The Penitentiary 

buildings are susceptible, under the proper individual or joint stock management, of being 

converted into great profitable use’.96 When it came time to reopen the complex, past practice 

informed the rules and regulations that governed the postbellum penitentiary, its officers, and its 

inmates. ‘They differ but little from the system adopted by the State Lessees…in former years’, 

the president of the prison’s Board of Control reported in 1868. In his statement to the state 

legislature he reflected further, ‘Experience has taught the previous members the best system, 

and but little change was made’. This was no overstatement. Everything from inmate uniforms, 

haircuts, meal times, and working hours remained unchanged. Even some of the men who had 

been employed to guard prisoners before the Civil War returned to work at the reopened state 

prison.97 

Chattel slavery cast a shadow over the state’s entire post-emancipation imprisonment 

industry. In fact, after the abolition of bondage in 1865, Louisiana’s penal system was used to 

re-enslave scores of freed African Americans, or more specifically to ‘reduce’ freedmen and -

women ‘under such a penalty again to practical slavery’, as one postbellum preacher brazenly 

put it.98 As W.E.B. Dubois observed during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, under 

discriminatory criminal legislation known as the ‘Black Code’, people of African descent were 

‘arrested on the slightest provocation and given long sentences or fines which they were 

compelled to work out’.99 A rise in the proportion of black convicts in Louisiana’s state prison 

attests to this. By 1880, five hundred and thirty-five African American convicts represented 

eighty-six percent of the total prison population.100 This trend remained consistent into the 

twentieth century. In 1901, ninety percent of all inmates in Louisiana were black.101 A revival 
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of railroad construction during this period saw hundreds of these convicts bound to a labour 

experiment similar to that which had proven perilous in the 1840s. In this later era, while state 

and private stockholders may have held out new hopes of realising profitable returns from such 

ventures, they maintained an old system of slave-penal-labour as they attempted to realise their 

dreams.102 

In the same era, Major Samuel James turned the penal re-enslavement of African 

American men, women, and children into its own profitable venture. During the tenure of his 

lease of the penitentiary, which extended from 1867 to 1884, the jailer forged his reputation as 

‘the largest slaveholder in postbellum Louisiana’.103 When those in his charge weren’t sub-

contracted to railroads, levees and farms, they experienced confinement on his West Feliciana 

Parish plantation, a property named ‘Angola’ that James had purchased from the widow of the 

late slave trader Isaac Franklin. There, prisoners toiled in fields of cotton and cane all day only 

to find themselves locked away in old slave quarters each night. Of the penal enterprise, one 

scholar recently remarked, ‘every dollar paid for convict labour went into Samuel James’s 

pocket’.104 To his son, the prison keeper and neo-slave master left a corrections empire valued 

at over two million dollars. Intensive cash cropping under the slave system, revived by the father 

and son jailers, would persist under different penal management throughout the twentieth 

century.105 

Today, Louisiana’s state penitentiary, still known as ‘Angola’, continues to resemble a big 

plantation ‘in days gone by’.106 This is how its recently disgraced Warden Burl Cain described 

it. In its fields, a portion of the prison’s six thousand three hundred and twelve male convicts 
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pick cotton and cut sugar cane. Nearly eighty percent of those prisoners are African American.107 

Beneath the scorching sun they labour for pennies. Armed guards on horseback oversee their 

labour.  

Flourishing as an agricultural and industrial enterprise, the penal farm finds a ready supply 

of workers from inside the state’s parochial and urban jails. But before transferal, during their 

confinement in these local institutions, prisoners attract state payments (however meagre), and 

present sheriffs and their communities with opportunities to negotiate lucrative penal labour 

leasing contracts, too. An eery echo of the antebellum past, a Times-Picayune story headlined: 

‘On the streets of New Orleans, Mardi Gras 2013 clean-up earns compliments from parade-route 

regulars’, reveals just one of the many ways that Orleans Parish prison inmates continue to be 

put to use.108 To make this system pay, another recent report has revealed, ‘wardens make daily 

rounds of calls to other sheriffs’ prisons in search of convicts to fill their beds’.109 Of such 

modern-day prisoner trafficking amongst the state’s sheriffs and jailers, criminologist Burk 

Foster commented, ‘In Louisiana, we’ve done it so long, the practice has been 

institutionalised’.110 Wilbert Rideau, a former inmate and editor of the state prison’s magazine, 

The Angolite, similarly remarked, ‘Prison has become an industry’.111 

As this thesis has demonstrated, the story of Louisiana’s incarcerations industry began 

during the early nineteenth century, when the prison emerged as the central apparatus of systemic 

penal reform, designed to address issues of crime and disorder. As a replacement for the array 

of corporal punishments that had been administered by colonial authorities, incarceration based 
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on penitentiary ideals was considered an enlightened measure. With new jails and workhouses 

dotting urban and rural Louisiana, the state’s system of penal discipline also became an 

important apparatus of slave control. The multivalent functions of prisons served both public 

justice and private slaveholder rule. However, their costs placed a new demand for institutional 

economy that steered the state’s prisons and jails into the free market. Beset by market shifts and 

fluctuations in labour and commodity prices, state authorities and jailers saw an economical 

solution to incarcerations’ costs by capitalising on the uniquely fungible condition of enslaved 

prisoners. 

The exploitation of African and African American peoples as inmates bound to forced 

penal labour by a dual state-industry fiat is indicative of a peculiar link between imprisonment 

and slavery that was forged during the early nineteenth century, as part of a larger project of 

commercial expansion. The emergence of the all-black chain gang in New Orleans, and the 

important work that its captives would complete through the decades leading up to the Civil War 

underscores the significant role of city and parish workhouses and jails in the process of 

transforming enslaved bodies into capital for public and private consumption. In terms of its 

profitability as an industrial manufactory, under the management of enterprising lessees, the 

antebellum penitentiary found no rival in the state. At the same time, Louisiana’s expansive 

network of urban and rural jailing institutions deployed chained gangs of penal labourers whose 

work on public improvements helped to lay the foundations of the state and its economy. The 

deleterious effect of the slave economy on Southern justice was recognised by formerly enslaved 

activists who wrote about Louisiana’s prison conditions during the first half of the nineteenth 

century. Together with the recorded experiences of other bondspeople in confinement, their 

work presents us with a clear picture of the long history of African American subjugation, 

struggle, and survival in the face of a state-sponsored system of for-profit incarceration. The 

system of mass incarceration that emerged after the Civil War was an outgrowth of this 

relationship between slavery and imprisonment. 

The passage of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, which abolished slavery and 

involuntary servitude except as a punishment for crime, underwrote the revival of a system of 
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racialised prison bondage that had invigorated capitalist expansion and state building in the pre-

Civil War South. As historian Edward Ayers observes, ‘Officials charged with creating a new 

penal system for the South [after the Civil War] naturally looked to the past for their model’.112 

This thesis has developed this insight to reveal the roots of the penal system that they created in 

the important state of Louisiana. 

                                                
112 Ayers, Vengeance and Justice, 188. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Slavery in the Penitentiary, 1839-1862, Prisoner Dataset. 

 

An index of enslaved (adult) prisoners incarcerated in the State Penitentiary at Baton Rouge 

between 1839 and 1862 (inc.), as reflected in the official reports of the Board of Control of 

the penitentiary, and other misc. government and newspaper reports. Details of source 

reports are included. Where information regarding an individual prisoner is repeated 

through multiple reports, this index includes only details for the first and last report in which 

said prisoner appears.  
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Striking a 
w

hite person
100-
120

C
eleste

38

Sources: Report of the Standing C
om

m
ittee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843],1844, 50. Last R

eport: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854,1855, 17.

Sep 27 
1853

F
St Landry, La.

M
urder

C
elestin

39

Sources: Report of the ...Penitentiary of the State of Louisiana [for 1852], 1853, 4. Last R
eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 6.

(f) 
Louis C

harhere 
Estate

Y
ellow

 fever

F
Louisiana

Point C
oupee, 

La.
N

ov 6, 1854
Life

Life
Insurrection 
and R

evolt
C

harles
40

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854, 1855, 10.  Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 41.

M
Louisiana

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La.
Jun 20, 1861

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 21.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
W

illiam
s’ 

G
ang 

23
C

harlotte
41

F
[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

Pardon
Feb 7 1857

Life
A

rson
C

ornelia
42

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

F
M

aryland
R

apides, La.
Feb 18, 1857

M
urder

C
uffy

43

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 37. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 41.

M
V

irginia
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La.

D
ec 18, 1854

10 years
Expiration of 
sentence

D
ec 18, 1858

Life
Striking w

hite
D

aniel
44

Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854, 1855, 10. Last R
eport:  R

eport of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 60.

M
D

istrict of 
C

olum
bia

Jun 6, 1832

W
ounding a 

w
hite

D
aniel

45

Sources: Penitentiary Report 1839, 6.

(f)
Escaped

27 O
ct 1839

M
N

orth 
C

arolina
A

voyelles, La.
Jan 14, 1861

Life
(f)

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 21.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
[State 
Property]

29
D

ick G
lover

46
M

A
ttem

pt to 
rape 

D
ick

47

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

Pardon - 
D

elivered to 
the state 
engineer. 

M
ar 31, 1857

M
V

irginia
St B

ernard, La.
Life

D
om

inique
48

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary ...January 1856, 1856, 15. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 42.

M
Louisiana

St M
artin, La.

Life
M

urder

Life
A

ssaulting 
W

hite M
an

23
D

orcilly
49

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 23. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 42.

M
Louisiana

Lafayatte, La.
Jan 13, 1845

A
ssault to 

K
ill

D
rozin

50

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18. Last R

eport: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,13.

(f)

F
Louisiana

Jefferson, La.
Feb 16, 1860

Life

Sources: Rapport ...du Penitencier...January 1861. Fr. ed.,1861, 23. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 42.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Life

M
urder

E
dw

ard
51

M
M

ississippi
C

atahoula, La.
A

pr 3, 1856

A
ttem

pt to 
Poison

E
li

52

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 35. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 43.

M
N

orth 
C

arolina
M

ay 3, 1855
Life

2 years
A

ttem
pt to 

Poison
14

E
liza

53

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary ...January 1856, 1856, 15. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 43.

F
Louisiana

Iberville, La.
Jun 16, 1846

Poisoning
18

E
liza

54

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 20. Last R

eport: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,10.

Expiration of 
Sentence

Jun 16, 1848

F
Louisiana

St Jam
es, La.

Jan 4, 1833
Life

Inflam
m

ation 
of the brain

A
pr 1, 

1857

Life
Striking w

hite
27

E
tienne

55

Sources: Report of the Standing C
om

m
ittee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843],1844, 50; Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858,1858, 51-7. 

M
Louisiana

East B
aton 

R
ouge, La.

Jul 5, 1845

Sources: Report of the Board of D
irectors of the State of Louisiana, for the year ending 30th Septem

ber 1847, 7.

(f)
Pardon

Jan 26, 1847



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
A

rson
E

urenie
56

F
V

irginia
Laf Interior, 
La.

M
ar 3, 1851

Life

Life
M

urder
30

Flem
m

ing 
57

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 10. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 42.

M
V

irginia
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La.

M
ar 9, 1848

A
rson

27
Frances

58

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,8. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 43.

F
V

irginia
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La.

A
pr 8, 1845

Life + 25 
lashes

M
r. W

.S. 
Johnson

Life
Stabbing

Francis 
59

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 19. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 43; N

O
D

P,A
pril 9, 1845, 2

Jul 1, 
1861

M
Florida

St John 
B

aptist, La.
A

ug 28, 1858

A
rson

22
Frank

60

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859],1859, 43. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 35.

O
ld age

M
Louisiana

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La. 
D

ec 5, 1845
10 years

Expiration of 
sentence

Jan 1, 1856

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 19. Last R

eport: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, 1857, 41.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Life

Insurrection 
and R

evolt
Frank

61
M

Louisiana
St John 
B

aptist, La.
Jun 13, 1861

Striking w
hite

G
eo R

oss
62

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 22.

M
N

orth 
C

arolina
St B

ernard, La.
Jan 11, 1849

Life
(f)

5 years
A

ssaulting 
W

hite
26

G
eorge

63

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 13. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 50.

A
pril, 19 

1844
M

D
istrict of 

C
olum

bia
Tensas, La.

A
pr 12, 1844

A
rson

26
G

eorge
64

Sources: Report on the Penitentiary, By a Joint C
om

m
ittee, 1845, 7. Last R

eport: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,13; N

O
D

P, Feb 8, 1844, 2.

(f) 
M

r. C
ovington

M
South 
C

arolina
Jun 8, 1847

Life
Pardon

A
ug 11, 1848

Life
M

urder
G

eorge
65

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 21. Last R

eport: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848, 11.

M
Louisiana

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La.
Jan 4, 1857

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 37. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861; N
O

D
C

r, D
ec 24, 1856, 3; 

BRD
Adv, Jan 2, 1857, 2. 1861, 43.

(s) 
M

r Joseph 
H

opkins Snr.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
A

rson and 
Larceny

G
eorge

66
M

V
irginia

Iberville, La.
M

ay 1, 1860
Life

Life
M

urder
40

G
reen

67

Sources: Rapport ...du Penitencier...January 1861. Fr. ed.,1861, 24. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44.

A
ug 10 

1856
M

M
aryland

St John 
B

aptist, La.
Jun 2 1845

R
ebellion

T
. 

T
hom

pson
68

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 19. Last R

eport: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, 1857, 45.

N
ot recorded

M
N

orth 
C

arolina
B

ossier, La.
M

ay 8, 1856 
Life

Life
M

anslaughter
H

annah
69

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 37. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 52.

F
N

orth 
C

arolina
Lafourche, La.

Feb 28, 1855

W
illiam

’s 
G

ang
24

H
arrison

70

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary ...January 1856, 1856, 15. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44; BRD
Adv,  M

ar 21  1854, 2.

(s)
Leonardos 
Polk

M
V

irginia
[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

K
illed 

resisting 
officers

A
ug 27 

1848

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Life

A
ssaulting 

W
hite

H
arry

71
M

N
orth 

C
arolina

Jefferson, La.
M

ar 13, 1849

Striking w
hite

H
eloise

72

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44.

(f)

F 
Louisiana

St M
artin, La.

M
ay 11, 1853

Life
 (f)

5 Y
ears

M
urder

H
enrietta

73

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44.

F
M

ay 20, 1852

W
ounding 

w
hite

21
H

enry
74

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 43

Expiration of 
sentence

M
ay 20 1857

M
South 
C

arolina
A

ssum
ption, 

La. 
21 Jun, 1847

Life
 (f)

Life
M

urder
H

enry
75

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 21. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 44.

A
ug 22 

1860
M

V
irginia

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La.
D

ec 28, 1856

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 35. Last R
eport: Rapport ...du Penitencier...January 1861. Fr. ed.,1861, 39; N

O
D

C
r, D

ec 24, 
1856, 3.

 (f)
W

.W
.C

. 
C

laiborne 
C

onsum
ption



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
B

urglary
H

enry
76

M
South 
C

arolina
St M

ary, La.
Sept 23, 1857

Life

Life
M

urder  
H

enry 
H

oops
77

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 37. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44.

M
V

irginia
M

adison, La.
M

ar 23, 1858

M
urder

H
enry

78

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 48. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44; BRD
Adv, M

ay 6, 1858, 1. (s)
J.W

. Fisk 

M
G

eorgia
C

addo, La.
Jan 21, 1861

Life

M
anslaughter

79

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 22.

M
A

ug 17, 1854
5 years 

.
Pardon

M
ar 19, 1857

H
enry 

Johnson 

Life
A

rson
H

ope
80

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854, 1855, 12. Last R
eport:  Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 43

F 
M

issouri
A

voyelles, La.
M

ar 26, 1861

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 22.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Poisoning

H
ugh

81
M

G
eorgia

B
ossier, La.

A
ug 30, 1857

Life

Life
W

ounding
H

ypolite
82

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 37. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44.

M
South 
C

arolina
St M

ary, La. 
D

ec 23, 1849

W
ounding a 

w
hite

29
Isaac

83

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44.

(f)

M
K

entucky
Jefferson, La.

A
ug 22, 1846

Life
C

. Lavargne &
 

Jos. W
illiam

s

M
urder

27
Isaac

84

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 20. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 45; N

O
D

P, D
ec 5, 1849, 5.

B
enjam

in 
Florence

M
M

aryland
C

arroll
Feb 8, 1848

Life

Life
M

urder
41

Isidore
85

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,8.

F
Louisiana

St M
ary, La.

M
ar 13, 1836

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18. Last R

eport: Rapport ...du Penitencier...January 1861. Fr. ed.,1861, 35.

Pardon
M

ar 15,1860



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
M

urder
Jacinthe

86
F 

Louisiana
Lafayatte, La. 

Jul 5, 1858
Life

Life
Poisoning

49
Jack

87

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 48. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 46.

M
K

entucky
St C

harles, La.
A

ug 24, 1836

A
rson

35
Jack

88

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18. Last Report: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 45.

M
V

irginia
W

est B
aton 

R
ouge, La

Jan 18, 1848
50 years

5 Y
ears  

M
anslaughter

Jack
89

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,8.

M
South 
C

arolina
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La.

Jun 27, 1859

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang 
37

Jack 
Johnson

90

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 25. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 46; Bee, Jun 30, 1858, 1.

(s)
A

. B
lass 

M
M

ar 13, 1845
[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Life

A
rson

Jackson
91

M
G

eorgia
East B

aton 
R

ouge, La.
Sep 6, 1851

Stabbing a 
w

hite
Jacob

92

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G

eneral Assem
bly [for 1859],1859, 35.

Pardon
M

ar 18, 1859

M
M

aryland
St Landry, La.

Jan 5, 1858
Life

 (f)

Life
A

rson
Jam

es
93

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 48. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 46.

M
V

irginia
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La.

M
ar 18, 1852

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang
30

Jam
es Judy

94

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Last Report: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 45.

(f)

M
[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

Life
A

ssault to 
K

ill
Jam

es/Jim
 

H
arris

95

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19.

M
M

aryland
Jefferson, La.

O
ct 4, 1852

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Rapport ...du Penitencier...January 1861. Fr. ed.,1861, 35.

Pardon
M

ar 21, 1860



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
W

illiam
s’ 

G
ang 

26
Jane

96
F

M
ar 13, 1845

[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857

2 years
C

rim
e not 

m
entioned

53
Jaquot

97

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

M
South 
C

arolina
St M

artin, La.
N

/A

W
ounding a 

w
hite m

an
37

Jas. 
H

ow
ard

98

Sources: Report of the Board of D
irectors of the State of Louisiana, for the year ending 30th Septem

ber 1847, 7.

Expiration of 
sentence

N
ov 12, 1846

A
pril, 11 

1843
M

K
entucky

Feb 9, 1835
Life

 (f)

5 years
A

ttem
pt to 

com
m

it rape
29

Jeffrey
99

Sources: Report of the Standing C
om

m
ittee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843],1844, 47.

M
M

ississippi
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La.

D
ec 5, 1845

A
rson

53
Jim

100

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 19. Last R

eport: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848, 14.

M
G

uinea
St Landry, La.

M
ay 12, 1834

Life

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18. 



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Jinny

101
F

Louisiana
St Landry, La.

M
ar 22, 1859

Life
A

ttem
pt to 

Poison
(f)

Life
Stabbing a 
w

hite
49

Joe
102

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859],1859, 24. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 46; BRD
Av, 3 M

ar 1859, 3.

M
V

irginia
East Feliciana, 
La.

M
ay 3, 1845

Seth Singleton

Stabbing
24

Joe
103

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 21. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 45.

(f)

M
N

orth 
C

arolina
Jefferson, La.

M
ar 19, 1847

Life

Life
A

ssaulting 
W

hite M
an

33
John

104

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 21. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 45.

M
V

irginia
St Jam

es, La.
Feb 8, 1845

W
ounding a 

w
hite

John
105

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 45.

(f)

M
V

irginia
O

uachita, La.
Jun 2, 1853

Life
(f)

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 45.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang 
28

John 
Johnson

106
M

M
ar 13, 1845

M
urder

50
Jos. 
Siddons

107

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857

A
pril, 11 

1843
M

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La.

Jan 15, 1830
Life

Life
R

ape
Joshua 
Sm

ith
108

Sources: Report of the Standing C
om

m
ittee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843],1844, 47; Last R

eport: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18.

M
V

irginia
St Jam

es, La.
M

ar 13, 1861

Stabbing [a 
w

hite]*
Joachim

109

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 25; BRD

Adv, A
pr 7, 1861, 3.

 (f)
W

idow
 Louis 

M
ichel 

Laney/C
aney 

M
Louisiana

St M
ary, La.

M
ar 25, 1850

LIfe
(f)

[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang 
40

K
ing

110

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Last Report: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 45.

M
M

ar 3, 1845

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Poisoning

K
itty

111
F

V
irginia

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La.
Jan 26, 1858

Life
(f)

Life
A

ttem
pt to 

Poison
L

etie
112

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 48. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 46.

F
East Feliciana, 
La.

M
ar 25, 1854

A
ssaulting 

W
hite

39
L

ew
is O

bry
113

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854, 1855, 12. Last R
eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 47.

(f)
Elsofin 
Jackson

Pardon
M

ar 24,1857

A
pril 19, 

1844
M

Jam
aica

M
ar 14, 1844

Life
(f)

  
K

illed 
resisting 
officers

A
ug 24, 

1848

Life
M

urder
42

L
ew

is
114

Sources: Report on the Penitentiary, By a Joint C
om

m
ittee, 1845, 7. Last R

eport: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,11.

M
V

irginia
Jefferson, La.

A
pr 27, 1847

A
rson

L
ew

is
115

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,8.

M
V

irginia
St M

ary, La.
Sep 27, 1852

LIfe

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 11. Last R
eport: Last Report: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 46.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Life

M
urder

 12
L

ew
is

116
M

Louisiana
C

addo, La.
M

ar 14, 1856

M
urder

42
L

ew
is/L

ouis
117

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 36. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 46; BRD
Adv, M

ar 12, 
1856, 1.

 (f)

M
V

irginia
Jefferson, La.

M
ay 13 1848

20 years

Life
M

urder
28

L
ouis

118

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 21. Last R

eport: Last Report: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 46.

M
V

irginia
Jefferson, La.

M
ay 13 1848

Inciting 
insurrection 
&

 revolt
L

ucas
119

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,8. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 46.

(s)

M
Louisiana

St M
ary, La.

Jun 20, 1861
Life

Life
A

ttem
pt to 

Poison
L

ucinda
120

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 25

F
V

irginia
Tensas, La.

M
ay 3, 1855

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary ...January 1856, 1856, 16. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 46.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
C

utting and 
W

ounding
M

adison
121

M
A

ug 11, 1851
2 years

Expiration of 
Sentence

A
ug 11, 1853

Life
Insurrection 
and R

evolt
M

anji
122

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 15.

Louisiana
St M

ary, La.
Jun 20, 1861

M
urder

M
anson

123

Sources: R
eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 25.

M
South 
C

arolina
Point C

oupee, 
La.

M
ar 28, 1857

Life
(f).

G
eorge K

eller 
Esq.

5 Y
ears

A
ssaulting 

W
hite

M
arceline 

124

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 38. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 47; N
O

D
P, N

ov 15 1862, 4.

F
Louisiana

Point C
oupee, 

La.
A

pril 7 1850

A
ttem

pting to 
burn a house

M
ary

125

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 12. Last R
eport : Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 63.

 (f)
Expiration of 
sentence

A
pr 8, 1858

F
M

issouri
M

ay 17, 1838
Life

B
ilious 

interm
ittent 

A
ug 17, 

1839

Sources: Penitentiary Report 1839, 4.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Life

M
urder

27
M

at
126

M
V

irginia
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La. 

M
ar 8, 1839

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang 
27

M
elinda

127

Sources: Penitentiary Report, 1839, 31.

F
M

ar 13, 1845
[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857

Life +50 
lashes

A
ttem

pt to 
rape

M
ichael

128

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

M
Louisiana

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La.
Jul 19, 1852

M
urder

M
inor

129

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 12. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 47.

 (f)

M
V

irginia
St B

ernard
D

ec 19, 1855
Life

Life
A

rson
M

oses
130

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 36. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 47.

M
G

eorgia
C

laiborne
A

pr 14, 1855

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary ...January 1856, 1856, 17. Last Report: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 47.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
A

ttem
pt to 

Poison
40

N
ancy

131
F

V
irginia

Sep 21, 1835
Life

N
/A

N
/A

congestive 
fever/putrid 
bilious fever

Sep 12, 
1843

[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang 
26

N
ancy

132

Sources: Report of the Standing C
om

m
ittee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843],1844, 47.

F
M

ar 13, 1845

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang 
37

N
ed

133

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857

M
M

ar 13, 1845
[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

Striking w
hite

134

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857

M
M

aryland
C

arroll
M

ar 9, 1856
Life

Perry

Life
M

urder
Peter

135

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 35. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 44.

M
M

aryland
St Jam

es, La.
M

ay 8, 1858

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 48.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
A

ssault to 
rape

Peter
136

M
Louisiana

East Feliciana, 
La.

O
ct 8, 1859

Life

[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang 
30

Phil H
arris

137

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 25. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 49.

M
M

ar 13, 1845

C
rim

e not 
m

entioned
53

Phillip
138

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857

M
A

frica
St M

artin, La.
Sep 3, 1844

Life
Pardon

M
ar 18, 1859

Life
W

ounding her 
M

istress
12

Phoebe
139

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859],1859, 35.

F
M

ississippi
Plaquem

ine, 
La.

A
pril 1 1847

Insurrection 
and R

evolt
Pierre

140

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 21. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 47.

(f) 
Pardon

M
ar 20, 1857

M
Jam

aica
St M

ary, La.
Jun 20, 1861

Life

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 26.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860

Life
N

ov 18, 1859
Lafayatte, La.

Louisiana

Pow
ell

141
M

V
irginia

St John 
B

aptist, La.
D

ec 20, 1855
Life

A
ssault to 

K
ill

Preston
142

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 36. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 49.

V
irginia

A
ssum

ption, 
La. 

Jun 22, 1857
Life

Shooting   

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 38. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 49.

M

W
ounding a 

w
hite

21
R

alph
144

M
V

irginia
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La. 

A
ug 28 1846

Life
(f)

M
r G

ordon 

M

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 25. Last Report: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 49.

143
Prim

us
B

urglary

Life
M

urder
20

R
aphael

145

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 20. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 50; N

O
D

P
, Jul 30, 1846, 2.   

M
Louisiana

Plaquem
ine, 

La.
O

ct 16 1846

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 20. Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 50.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
A

rson
17

R
hoda

146
F

M
aryland

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La.
M

ar 11 1839
Life

Shooting and 
w

ounding 
68

R
ichard

147

R
obert Stark

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860

M
N

ew
 Y

ork
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La.

M
ar 13 1845

Life

Sources: Penitentiary Report 1839, 32; Report of the Standing C
om

m
ittee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843],1844, 50; Last Report: Rapport ...du Penitencier...January 1861. Fr. ed.,1861, 35.

10 years
M

urder
R

ichard
148

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859],1859, 48.

M
ar 1, 

1861
M

N
ew

 Y
ork

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La.
D

ec 15, 1860

A
ssault to 

K
ill

R
ose

149

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 35.

O
ld age

F
Louisiana

Plaquem
ine, 

La.
Jun 28, 1860

4 Y
ears

LIfe
M

urder &
 

A
rson

Sally
150

Sources: Rapport ...du Penitencier...January 1861. Fr. ed.,1861, 26. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 51.

F
D

istrict of 
C

olum
bia

Jefferson, La.
O

ct 2, 1858

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 49. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 51.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
A

ssaulting 
W

hite
Sam

151
M

Louisiana
St M

ary, La.
A

pr 6, 1853
Life

1 year
A

ssault and 
B

attery
Sam

152

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 13. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 51.

M
Feb 8, 1856

Insurrection 
and R

evolt
Sam

153

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 37. Last R
eport:  Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 44.

(f)
Expiration of 
sentence

Feb 4, 1857

M
Louisiana

St M
ary, La.

Jun 20, 1861
Life

Life
Insurrection 
and R

evolt
Scipion

154

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 26

M
Louisiana

St M
ary, La.

Jun 20, 1861

Poisoning
20

Silvia
155

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861,1861, 26.

F
V

irginia
St Jam

es, La.
Jan 4, 1833

Life

Sources: Report of the Standing C
om

m
ittee on the State Penitentiary [for 1843],1844, 50; Last R

eport: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,16.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
18 m

onths
A

ssaulting 
w

hite
Sophie

156
F

Louisiana
St Jam

es, La.
O

ct 24, 1857

A
rson

Sophy
157

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 38.

(f)
Expiration of 
sentence

A
pr 21, 1859

F
Louisiana

Lafayatte, La.
Jun 14, 1859

Life
Tetanus

A
pr 25, 

1860

Life
A

ssault to kill
Squire

158

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 25. Last R
eport: R

apport ...du Penitencier...January 1861. Fr. ed.,1861, 39.

M
K

entucky
St M

artin, La.
A

ug 17, 1861

M
anslaughter, 

causing death
Stephen

159

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 26.

M
D

ec 19, 1854
3 years

(s)
N

ot recorded
Feb 23, 
1855

Life
Poisoning

Susan
160

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854, 1855, 13. Last R
eport: A

nnual R
eport of the...Louisiana Penitentiary ...January 1856, 1856, 20.

F
V

irginia
St Landry, La.

N
ov 1, 1851

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 13. Last R
eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 51.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Insurrection 
and R

evolt
T

errence
161

M
Louisiana

St John 
B

aptist, La.
Jun 4, 1861

Life

Life
Insurrection 
and R

evolt
T

hom
as

162

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 26.

M
South 
C

arolina
St M

ary, La.
Jun 18, 1861

W
illiam

s’ 
G

ang 
32

T
om

163

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 26.

M
M

ar 13, 1845
[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

Pardon
Feb 7, 1857

15 Y
ears

M
anslaughter

T
om

 E
vans

164

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19. Last R

eport: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 55.

M
V

irginia
N

ew
 O

rleans, 
La.

A
ug 11, 1857

Shooting w
ith 

intent to kill
T

oney
165

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 37. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 43.

(s) 

M
South 
C

arolina
W

inn, La.
Jan 20, 1854

Life

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854, 1855, 14. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 52.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
Life 

M
urder

T
urner

166
M

V
irginia

St M
ary, La.

Sep 27 1852

Insurrection 
and R

evolt
U

rsin
167

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 13. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 52.

(f)

M
Louisiana

St M
ary, La.

Jun 20, 1861
Life

4 years
M

urder
28

V
alentine

168

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 23.

M
Louisiana

St John 
B

aptist, La.
O

ct 22, 1846

M
anslaughter

V
irgil

169

 Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 21. Last R

eport: R
eport to H

is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D
ecem

ber 1848, 1848, 14.

M
Jul 18, 1852

5 years
Expiration of 
sentence

Jul 18, 1857

Life
M

urder
W

esley
170

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 13. Last R
eport:  R

eport of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 43.

M
N

orth 
C

arolina
St M

artin, La.
N

ov 22, 1853

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 13. Last Report: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 53.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
M

urder
61

W
illiam

171
M

V
irginia

M
adison, La.

Sep 13 1848
Life

7 years
Entering 
house 

W
illiam

172

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D

ecem
ber 1848, 1848,8. Last R

eport: R
eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 52.

M
Louisiana

Lafayatte, La. 
Jun 20, 1854

A
ssault w

ith 
intent to rape

W
illiam

173

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854, 1855, 14. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 27.

Expiration of 
sentence

6 Jun, 1861

M
D

ec 6, 1854
4 years

H
ydrothorax 

N
ov 12, 

1858

Life
Insurrection 
and R

evolt
W

illiam
174

Sources: Annual Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary at Baton Rouge...D
ecem

ber 31, 1854, 1855, 14. Last R
eport:  R

eport of the...Louisiana Penitentiary, January 1858, 1858, 65.

M
Louisiana

St M
ary, La.

Jun 20, 1861

A
rson

W
illiam

175

Sources: R
eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 23.

M
South 
C

arolina
Point C

oupee, 
La.

Jun 7, 1859
Life

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 25.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
5 years

M
urder

25
W

illiam
 

176
M

M
issouri

Point C
oupee, 

La.
Sep 10, 1846

A
rson

28
W

illiam
 

177

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 20. Last R

eport: R
eport to H

is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 4th D
ecem

ber 1848, 1848, 14.

M
V

irginia
St Landry, La.

Sep 12, 1846
Life

10 years
C

rim
e not 

m
entioned

59
W

illiam
 

[B
illy]

178

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848, 21. Last R

eport: R
eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 52.

O
ct 1, 

1852 - Jan 
1, 1853

M
N

ew
 

B
runsw

ick
M

adison, La.
A

pr 2, 1844

W
ounding a 

w
hite

W
illis

179

Sources:  Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,18. Last R

eport: Report of the Board of D
irectors of the Penitentiary,1853, 8.

D
isease of 

kidneys and 
bladder

M
Louisiana

Point C
oupee, 

La.
Sep 15, 1859

Life

W
illis 

180

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 25. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 53.

(f)

M
K

entucky
East B

aton 
R

ouge, La.
O

ct 1, 1859
Life

M
urder  

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary to the G
eneral Assem

bly [for 1859], 1859, 25. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 53.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860

A
scension, La.

Louisiana
M

183
W

m
. M

orel
26

C
rim

e 
U

nknow
n

*runaw
ay.

Life
A

pr 3, 1845

W
ilson

181
Louisiana

St John 
B

aptist, La.
Jun 23, 1853

Life
W

ounding 
tw

o w
hite 

persons                          

182

Sources: Report of the...Louisiana Penitentiary [for 1853], 1854, 14. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 52; N

O
D

P
, Jun 23, 1853, 2,

2 (f)
M

N
ew

 O
rleans, 

La.
D

ec 22, 1856
Life

A
ttem

pt to 
rape

T
om

 G
reen

Sources: Penitentiary Report, To H
is Excellency, Robert C

. W
ickliffe, G

overnor of the State of Louisiana, 1857, 35. Last R
eport: R

eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 43; BRD

Adv, M
ar 17, 

1857, 5.

(f)
N

. P H
ale 

M
M

aryland

Insurrection 
and R

evolt
Z

ephanias
184

M
Louisiana

St M
ary, La.

Jun 20,1861
Life

Sources: Report to H
is Excellency, Isaac Johnson, 2nd D

ecem
ber 1847, 1848,19; Last R

eport: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 47.

life
M

urder
E

dw
ard 

K
elly

185

Sources: R
eport of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N

ov 1861, 1861, 23. 

M
C

oncordia 
Parish, La

Feb 17, 1850

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 46.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860

M
urder

H
arry

186
M

C
addo, La. 

Parish, La.
Jun 21, 1861

Life

[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

W
illiam

’s 
G

ang
A

lbert
187

Sources: Report of ...the Louisiana Penitentiary, N
ov 1861, 1861, 45.

1844
M

W
illiam

’s 
G

ang 
Stephen

188

Sources: Annual Report of the Attorney G
eneral to the Legislature of the State of Louisiana, January 1859 (B

aton R
ouge: J.M

. Taylor, State Printer), 6.

W
illiam

 H
. 

W
illiam

s
D

ied on 
public w

orks.

1844
M

[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

W
illiam

 H
. 

W
illiam

s
D

ied on 
public w

orks
1844

[Forfeited 
to the 
State]

W
illiam

’s 
G

ang
A

lbert
189

Sources: Annual Report of the Attorney G
eneral to the Legislature of the State of Louisiana, January 1859 (B

aton R
ouge: J.M

. Taylor, State Printer), 6.

1844
1844

M

Sources: Annual Report of the Attorney G
eneral to the Legislature of the State of Louisiana, January 1859 (B

aton R
ouge: J.M

. Taylor, State Printer), 6.

W
illiam

 H
. 

W
illiam

s
D

ied on 
public w

orks.



V
ictim

 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860
M

urder
D

ick
190

M
St Tam

m
any, 

La.
Jun 24, 1848

Life
(s) 

D
avid M

easley

Life
A

ttem
pt to 

rape a w
hite 

w
om

an 
G

ilbert
191

Sources: Executive Journal of the Senate, First Session, Fourth Legislature, 1852. (B
aton R

ouge, n.p., 1852), 28.

M
East Feliciana, 
La.

Jan 1, 1847

Life
Jam

es R
. 

M
cD

ow
ell

Stabbing a 
w

hite m
an

Jules
192

Sources: State. v. G
ilbert, M

arch 1847, Suprem
e C

ourt of Louisiana, M
anuscript C

ase File N
o. 343, Suprem

e C
ourt of Louisiana, SA

&
SJ. (accessed January 2013). 

(f)

M
Jul 8, 1843

2 years. + 
25 lashes 
every 6 
m

onths

(f)
 M

r C
azler

Life
A

ssault 
Sam

194

Sources: ‘C
rim

inal C
ourt', N

O
D

P
, Jul 8. 1843, 4.

M
St Jam

es, La.
M

ar 16, 1855

M
urder

Jerry
195

Sources: Executive Journal, State of Louisiana, Third Legislature, First Session, 1856 (B
aton R

ouge, n.p., 1856), 1. 

(f)
Jacob C

andy 

M
M

adison, La. 
M

ar 13, 1850

Sources: Executive Journal of the Senate, First Session, Fourth Legislature, 1852. (B
aton R

ouge, n.p., 1852), 17
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 (s) 
slave / (f) free

N
am

e
 N

o.
Place of 

B
irth

Sentenced
D

ate R
ec'd

T
erm

C
rim

e
A

ge

M
urder

A
braham

 
H

ull
1

Slaveholder 
ID

R
eason for 
R

elease
R

elease D
ate

D
ate of 

D
eath

Sent to 
Public 
W

orks
M

/F 

M

C
ause  of 
D

eath

M
aryland

East Feliciana, 
La. 

Jul 18, 1853
Life

Pardon
M

ar 16, 1860

St M
artin, La.

D
ec 30, 1838

Life
D

ugas 

Sources: N
O

D
P

, Sep 7, 1838, 2.  

Life
C

utting M
r. 

N
ichols w

ith 
a razor

C
elestin

196
M

Jun 1, 1843

Shooting to 
kill

Frank
197

Sources: N
O

D
P

, Jul 8, 1843, 4.

(f) 
 M

r. B
arclay 

M



 

 

 

APPENDIX 2 

Captured Runaway Slaves in the Depot of Baton Rouge, 1858-1862. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  C
aptured R

unaw
ay Slaves A

dvertised in the D
epot of B

aton R
ouge, L

a., 1858-1861. 
 N

am
e of Prisoner 

Sex 
A

ge 
N

am
e of Slaveholder 

H
om

e Tow
n 

First Jailed 
N

otes 

Stephen 
M

 
36 

M
onhaland 

Franklin Parish, LA
. 

 
 

C
harles 

M
 

50 
M

onroe Q
uinn 

Pike C
ounty, M

S. 
 

 

Joe 
M

 
35 

D
r Trask 

W
oodville/Liberty M

ississippi, 
M

S. 

 
 

Tom
 

M
 

25 
Thom

as Pow
ell, dm

c 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 

D
aniel 

M
 

28 
Says he is free 

N
/A

 
 

 

Julia 
F 

 
Sam

uel Juilliard 
M

obile, A
L. 

 
Identified as ‘a 
girl’. 

John 
M

 
45 

M
rs M

ooney 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 

W
illiam

 
M

 
35 

Tom
 Ford 

B
ayou Sara, LA

. 
 

 

C
harles 

M
 

23 
John Sharp 

O
ld River, LA

. 
 

 

Frank 
M

 
36 

John Film
ore 

M
addison C

ounty, TN
. 

 
 

Jim
 

M
 

32 
John M

arks 
R

ed R
iver, LA

. 
 

 

John 
M

 
25 

John B
riscoe 

Tensas R
iver, LA

. 
 

 

C
harles 

M
 

37 
Jas. M

cN
eal 

Sanford C
o., M

S. 
 

 

H
enry 

M
 

40 
W

illiam
 Jackson 

TN
. 

N
atchitohces Parish, 

LA
. 

 

A
ndrew

 
M

 
28 

Frederick V
ine 

U
nion C

ounty, A
R. 

 
 

W
illiam

 
M

 
40 

W
illiam

 Sm
ith 

N
ew

 O
rleans, LA

. 
Parish of Iberville, LA

. 
 

G
eorge 

M
 

27 
John M

cC
utcheon 

Plaquem
ines Parish, LA

. 
 

 

John 
M

 
24 

M
r Jones 

V
icksburg, M

S. 
 

 

John 
M

 
28 

M
r D

avis 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 



  N
am

e of Prisoner 
Sex 

A
ge 

N
am

e of Slaveholder 
H

om
e Tow

n 
First Jailed 

N
otes 

W
illiam

 
M

 
30 

Fred H
arvey 

B
elow

 D
onaldsonville on 

Lafourche, LA
. 

 
 

Joe Long 
M

 
 

M
. M

orton 
B

ussleville, K
Y

. 
 

 

A
lbert 

M
 

27 
R

obert A
nderson 

M
em

phis, TN
. 

 
 

W
illiam

 
M

 
23 

R
obert B

all 
N

ear Shreveport, LA
. 

 
 

Peter 
M

 
40 

H
enry D

avis 
M

em
phis, TN

. 
 

 

Law
rence 

M
 

20 
Landry Flow

ers 
Tensas Parish, LA

. 
 

H
eavy iron 

collar around 
his neck. 

Jean B
aptiste 

M
 

27 
M

adam
e Polaine 

St Jam
es Parish, LA

. 
 

Identified as 
C

reole 
W

illiam
 

M
 

27 
M

r Johnson 
Tw

enty-six m
iles back of 

V
icksburg, M

S. 

 
 

Philippe 
M

 
47 

 
Pow

der H
orn, TX

. 
 

 

Fielding 
M

 
35 

Jam
es H

arris 
C

oncordia Parish, LA
. 

M
adison Parish, LA

. 
 

Joe 
M

 
28 

M
ichael H

enderson 
M

S. 
 

 

H
enry 

M
 

20 
Pat Pow

ell 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 

A
dam

 
M

 
25 

M
r A

dam
s 

N
ew

 O
rleans, LA

. 
 

 

D
aniel 

M
 

26 
G

eorge Lester 
Terrebonne Parish, LA

 
 

 

H
enry 

M
 

30 
John Frasier 

R
apides Parish, LA

 
 

 

John 
M

 
40 

Joseph R
ichardson 

Trinity R
iver, TX

. 
 

 

N
athan 

M
 

23 
B

urts 
M

S. 
 

 

A
dam

 
M

 
26 

E M
 G

ray 
Eldorado, A

R. 
 

 

Jerry 
M

 
35 

Seym
our B

oeura 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 



  N
am

e of Prisoner 
Sex 

A
ge 

N
am

e of Slaveholder 
H

om
e Tow

n 
First Jailed 

N
otes 

Peter 
M

 
22 

W
m

 B
usby 

Jefferson Parish, LA
. 

 
 

C
harles 

M
 

36 
M

r H
olliday 

G
rosse Tete, LA

. 
 

 

W
illiam

 
M

 
21 

M
r Freem

an 
B

adford C
ounty, M

S. 
 

 

John G
ordon 

M
 

24 
M

r G
oodrich 

SC
. 

 
 

W
estley 

M
 

 
 

N
atchez, M

S. 
 

 

M
ary 

F 
 

M
ary w

hitehead 
N

atchitoches, LA
. 

St John the B
aptist 

Parish, LA
. 

 

M
iles Jones 

M
 

22 
W

illiam
 Ivey 

St M
ary Parish, LA

. 
St Landry Parish, LA

. 
 

H
enry D

uland 
M

 
20 

C
laim

s to be free 
C

hicago, IL. 
Parish of O

rleans, LA
. 

 

C
harles B

row
n 

M
 

23 
C

laim
s to be free 

C
incinnati, O

H
. 

Parish of O
rleans, LA

. 
 

Jam
es Logan 

M
 

29 
C

laim
s to be free 

St Louis, M
O

. 
Parish of O

rleans, LA
. 

 

Sam
 B

uck 
M

 
 

C
laim

s to be free 
St Louis, M

O
. 

Parish of O
rleans, LA

. 
 

H
enry 

M
 

29 
C

laim
s to be free 

Edm
indson C

ounty, K
Y

. 
Parish of O

rleans, LA
. 

 

John C
arter 

M
 

21-2 
C

laim
s to be free 

St Louis, M
O

. 
Parish of O

rleans, LA
. 

Isaac Sturgent 
(guaradian) 

Lizzy H
arris 

F 
16 

C
laim

s to be free 
V

A
. 

Parish of O
rleans, LA

. 
 

G
eorge H

enry 
M

 
19/20 

Sam
 Patterson 

K
Y

. 
C

atahoula Parish, LA
. 

 

Lew
is 

M
 

 
Ed C

ross 
LA

. 
Lafourche Parish, LA

. 
 

C
harles 

M
 

27 
M

r Tibeau 
St Jam

es Parish, LA
 

C
atahoula Parish, LA

. 
 

N
athan Potter 

M
 

41 
C

laim
s to be free 

Low
er W

akefield Tow
nship, PA

. 
 

 

Issac 
M

 
 

D
an R

ice 
C

entreville, M
S. 

Iberville Parish, LA
. 

 

Flem
 

M
 

19/20 
 

Floyd C
ounty, K

Y
. 

 
 

Jerry 
M

 
26 

ben firm
 

near Sim
m

esport, A
voyelles 

Parish, LA
. 

A
voyelles Parish, LA

. 
 



  N
am

e of Prisoner 
Sex 

A
ge 

N
am

e of Slaveholder 
H

om
e Tow

n 
First Jailed 

N
otes 

Jom
im

ah C
aroline 

W
heeler 

F 
19 

claim
s to be free 

K
Y

. 
M

adison Parish, LA
. 

 

John W
alker 

M
 

23-4 
R

obert W
ilkinson 

N
ew

 O
rleans, LA

. 
Iberville Parish, LA

. 
 

John 
M

 
30 

H
enry D

avis 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 

Stephen 
M

 
27 

Tom
 Buxton 

N
ew

 O
rleans, LA

. 
 

 

Jim
 

M
 

23 
W

m
 Lum

 
V

icksburg, M
S. 

 
 

Peter 
M

 
26 

 
W

est Feliciana Parish, LA
. 

 
 

B
en 

M
 

22 
Ed M

oore 
Iberville Parish, LA

. 
 

 

M
iles 

M
 

28 
Ed M

oore 
Iberville Parish, LA

. 
 

 

John Spencer 
M

 
25 

John Shelton 
C

linton, LA
. 

 
 

Lorenz 
M

 
25 

H
.N

. Penny Saw
 

St M
ary Parish, LA

. 
 

 

M
oses 

M
 

25 
M

r Peterson 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 

A
be 

M
 

 
Juleon Tulie 

B
ayou Lafourche, D

onaldsonvlle, 
LA

. 

 
 

W
illiam

 
M

 
21 

A
dam

 W
agner 

N
ew

 O
rleans, LA

. 
 

 

Jim
 

M
 

27 
Landry and B

lanchard 
B

ayou Lafourche, LA
. 

 
 

H
enry 

M
 

45 
M

r B
aptist 

Fansee’ R
iver, LA

. 
 

 

M
ary A

nn 
F 

11-3 
M

r Poulard 
B

ayou Poydras, LA
. 

 
 

C
yrus 

M
 

30 
John B

unjan 
Fifty m

iles above N
atchez, LA

. 
 

 



  N
am

e of Prisoner 
Sex 

A
ge 

N
am

e of Slaveholder 
H

om
e Tow

n 
First Jailed 

N
otes 

Frank 
M

 
30 

G
en. C

ole 
Port H

udson, LA
. 

 
 

Lew
is 

M
 

22 
Tim

 R
ockram

 
R

edw
ood, 10 m

iles near Port 
H

udson, LA
. 

 
 

Elizabeth w
ith infant 

child 
F 

45 
M

r Poulard 
B

ayou Poydras, LA
. 

 
 

Sim
on 

M
 

25 
 

Point C
oupee Parish, LA

. 
 

 

Edm
ond (alias M

oses) 
M

 
82 

Ernest C
oeaux 

B
ayou G

oula, LA
. 

 
 

Jack 
M

 
45 

Thom
as M

iddleton 
N

ear N
atchez, ? 

 
 

Isaac 
M

 
30 

Tom
 B

axten 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 

Sm
ith 

M
 

28 
M

r W
illom

 
D

onaldsonville, LA
. 

 
 

M
ichael C

arter 
M

 
30 

claim
s to be free 

N
/A

 
 

 

John 
M

 
15 

M
r Johnson 

M
outh of B

ayou M
anchac, LA

. 
 

 

H
enry or R

uffian 
M

 
22 

D
aniel Sm

ith 
H

arrison C
ounty TX

 
 

 

John or Sim
on 

M
 

19 
M

r H
yam

s 
N

ew
 O

rleans, LA
. 

 
 

W
illiam

 
M

 
22 

M
r. J. A

dam
s 

N
ew

 O
rleans, LA

. 
 

 

M
ajor 

M
 

25 
D

r Stone 
Iberville Parish, LA

. 
 

 

A
rnell 

M
 

23-4 
M

aunsel W
hite 

N
ew

 O
rleans, LA

. 
 

 

M
adison M

ason 
M

 
28-30 

John J. W
inter 

Jackson, M
S. 

 
 

D
ick O

dum
 

M
 

28-30 
Jam

es W
illiam

s 
B

ayou Lafourche, LA
. 

 
 

G
uillard B

aker 
M

 
24 

B
illy B

aker 
SC

. 
 

 

R
ichard Jackson 

M
 

40 
Edm

und Jackson 
K

noxville, TN
. 

 
 

Jim
, 

M
 

55 
W

iley Thom
as 

W
est Feliciana, LA

. 
 

 

John 
M

 
45 

John Lee 
N

orfolk, V
A

. 
 

 



  N
am

e of Prisoner 
Sex 

A
ge 

N
am

e of Slaveholder 
H

om
e Tow

n 
First Jailed 

N
otes 

Jessy (A
lias W

arren) 
M

 
34 

H
enry W

illiam
s (dead) or 

his w
ife (also dead) 

N
/A

 
 

 

G
eorge H

arris 
M

 
28 

Jam
es M

cC
ullar 

H
olm

esville, M
S. 

 
 

D
aniel A

lexander 
M

 
25 

C
alls him

self a freem
an 

N
/A

 
 

 

H
enry Jackson 

M
 

 
W

illiam
 Jackson 

Tennessee; 
 

 

John 
M

 
 

M
r. N

ew
ton 

V
icksburg, M

S. 
 

 

Peter D
ew

es 
M

 
40 

H
enry D

ew
es 

M
em

phis, TN
. 

 
 

  Sources: D
aily G

azette and C
om

et (B
aton R

ouge, La.), M
arch 1, 1860, 2; M

arch 3, 1860, 2; M
ay 2, 1860, 2; M

ay 5, 1860, 2; M
ay 6, 1860, 2; M

ay 31, 
1860, 2; June 10, 1860, 3; June 11, 1860, 2; July 14, 1860, 3; July 24, 1860, 2; Septem

ber 5, 1860, 3; Septem
ber 6, 1860, 3; Septem

ber 11, 1860, 2; 
Septem

ber 18, 1860, 2; O
ctober 6, 1860, 3; O

ctober 25, 1860, 3; N
ovem

ber 17, 1860, 3; N
ovem

ber 28, 1860, 3; N
ovem

ber 29, 1860, 3; D
ecem

ber 6, 
1860, 2; W

eekly A
dvocate, (B

aton R
ouge, La.), February 19, 1860, 2; M

arch 4, 1860, 2; M
arch 11, 1860, 6; M

ay 20, 1860, 6; July 15, 1860; 6; 
D

ecem
ber 2, 1860, 4; Septem

ber 22, 1861, 4; A
pril 25, 1861, 4; D

aily A
dvocate, (B

aton R
ouge, La.) O

ctober 20, 1858, 3; N
ovem

ber 2, 1858, 
N

ovem
ber 16, 1858, 2; D

ecem
ber 7, 1858, 2; February 4, 1859, 3; February 12, 1859, 2; February 19, 1859, 3; M

arch 11, 1859, 2; M
arch 15, 1859, 3; 

M
arch 17, 1859, 2; M

ay 11, 1859, 2; O
ctober 3, 1860, 2; N

ovem
ber 2, 1860, 2; N

ovem
ber 19, 1860, 2; N

ovem
ber 27, 1860, 2;  January 31, 1861, 1; 

February 6, 1861, 2; February 19, 1861, 3; M
arch 7, 1861, 4; M

arch 21, 1861, 2 M
arch 22, 1861; M

arch 24, 1861, 2;  M
ay 16, 1861, 2 

  
 



 

 

APPENDIX 3 

Runaways from the New Orleans Chain Gang, 1841-1845. 

 

  



Prisoner 
Name 

M/F Date 
of 

Commitment 

Date 
of 

Escape 

Days 
Between 

Commitment 
& Escape 

Other 
Escape 
Details 

Sam M Jan 14, 1841 May 23, 1841 129 

George M Jan 2, 1841 Apr 24, 1841 112 

A. Brown M Jan 7, 1841 Apr 17, 1841 100 

Sarah F Mar 9, 1841 Apr 30, 1841 52 

Alfred M Jan, 1841 Apr 13, 1841 ≤102 

John C. M Jan, 1841 Apr 26, 1841 ≤115 

John 
Brown 

M Apr 3, 1841 Apr 24, 1841 21 

Allen M May 19, 1841 May 20, 1841 1 

Solomon M May 13, 1841 Sep 2, 1841 112 

David M Jun 14, 1841 Nov 15, 1841 154 

Aimee F Aug 3, 1841 Aug 26, 1841 23 

Marie F July 29, 1841 Apr 23, 1842 268 

Elisa F July 19, 1841 Oct 13, 1841 86 

Mathilda F Sep 8, 1841 Nov 10, 1841 63 

Ludger M Nov 8, 1841 Dec 29, 1841 51 

Martin M Oct 28, 1841 Dec 1, 1841 33 

Eliza M Dec 29, 1841 Jun 3, 1842 155 

Jean M Dec 27, 1841 Dec 31, 1841 3 

Samuel M Mar 4, 1842 July 25, 1842 142 

Eliza F Mar 29, 1842 Jun 3, 1842 65 

Antoinette
 

F N/A 1842 Jun 11, 1842 ≤161 

July F N/A 1842 Apr 30, 1842 ≤120 days 

Joseph M Jun 13, 1842 July 9, 1842 26 

Caroline F Jun 10, 1842 Jun 18, 1842 8 

Cecilia F July 11, 1842 Apr 30, 1842 72 

‘Male’ M July 22, 1842 Sep 24, 1842 64 Mar 13, 1843 



Prisoner 
Name 

M/F Date 
of 

Commitment 

Date 
of 

Escape 

Days 
Between 

Commitment 
& Escape 

Other 
Escape 
Details 

Betsy F Sep 19, 1842 Nov 30, 1842 72 

Justin M Oct 17, 1842 Oct 18, 1842 1 

Bernard M Nov 7, 1842 Nov 18, 1842 11 

Catherine F Nov 23, 1842 Nov 23, 1842 0 

George M Nov 24, 1842 ? N/A 

George M Jan 30, 1843 Mar 1843 ≤60 days 

John M Apr 12, 1843 May 19, 1843 37 

Pinckney F Apr 13, 1843 Jun 5, 1843 53 

Isaac M Jun 17, 1843 July 3, 1843 16 

James M Jun 5 ,1843 Jun 15, 1843 10 Jun 17, 1843 

John M May 30 ,1843 Aug 1843 ≤93 

Allen M Jun 30 ,1843 July 14, 1843 14 

David M July 5, 1843 July 11, 1843 6 

Cesar M July 11, 1843 July 11, 1843 0 

Julie M Dec 1, 1843 Jan 20, 1844 50 

Abram M Nov 7, 1844 Dec 28, 1844 51 

Preiley M Oct 23, 1844 Oct 28, 1844 5 

Martin M May 17, 1844 Oct 3, 1844 139 

John M July 8, 1844 July 26, 1844 17 

Joe M Dec 10, 1844 Dec 10, 1844 0 

Guillaume M Dec 4, 1844 Apr 9, 1845 126 

Source: New Orleans (La.) Police Jail: Registers of Chained Slaves Employed in the 
Public Works, New Orleans, 1820-1851. Vol. 4: Register for 1840-1851, Reel 4, Record 
Series TX430, NOPL. 


