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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a study of the furniture trade in New Orleans,
Louisiana, during the mid nineteenth century. Using documentary and
stylistic evidence gleaned from court records, cargo manifests, census data,
receipts, and surviving objects, this study traces the evolution of the
furniture business in New Orleans from 1840 to 1880. The rise of the
retail furniture trade in New Orleans is analyzed as a function of the
economic, political, and social context of the period. The make-up of shops,
the nature of business transactions, and the effect of the Civil War on
patterns of consumer behavior are all observed within a larger framework
to arrive at a better understanding of the American furniture industry in

the nineteenth century.
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INTRODUCTION

Not long ago, a photograph of a large half-tester bedstead
appeared in the New Orleans newspaper with a caption which read, “The
bed and accompanying pieces were designed by Mallard and contain the
distinctive Mallard design of turkey eggs at the foot of the bed, which
denotes the piece as a lady’s bed. For a man’s bed, Mallard would carve
turkey feathers in a similar spot.”! This well-meaning explanation, and
many others like it, for the function and style of the furniture sold in New
Orleans during the nineteenth century has been a part of the folklore of
the region for the better part of a century. Although the nineteenth-
century furniture trade in New Orleans has long held the fascination of
local collectors, amateur historians, and visitors to the region alike, the
subject has languished without significant appraisal by many professional
scholars.

Economic historians have neglected the material culture of the
region while drawing conclusions based largely upon one side of the

trade—cotton and sugar bound for markets in the East and abroad.2 At

; INew Orleans Times—Picayune, 9 January 1983.

2See, for example, Louis Bernard Schmidt, “Internal Commerce and the Development of a
National Economy Before 1860,” Journal of Political Economy 47 (1939): 798-822;
Douglass C. North, The Economic Growth of the United States, 1790-1860 (New York:
Prentice—Hall, 1961); Albert Fishlow, “Antebellum Interregional Trade Reconsidered,”
American Economic Review 54 (1964): 352-364; and Edward Pessen, “How Different from
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the same time, historians of material culture have ignored Louisiana
almost entirely.3 Jessie Poesch’s The Art of the Old South (1983) was the
first published attempt to clarify misinformation surrounding many
nineteenth-century furniture forms associated with New Orleans and
found throughout the Deep South.4

Before Poesch’s work, scores of antiquarian articles reinforced
the romantic idea that much, if not all, of the furniture found in the region
was made there by one or two cabinetmakers, specifically Frangois
Seignouret (1783-1852) and Prudent Mallard (1812-1879).5 Such an idea,
grounded in the early twentieth-century myth of the artist-craftsman,
belies an ignorance of nineteenth-century industrial practices and
economics. Poesch recognized that scores of other individuals were
involved in the complex hierarchy of commercial furniture production and

distribution that ultimately made available fashionable household goods to

Each Other Were the Antebellum North and South,” American Historical Review 85
(1980): 1119-1140.

3For example, Kenneth L. Ames, “Designed in France: Notes on the Transmission of the
French Style to America,” Winterthur Portfolio 12 (1977): 103—114.

4Jessie Poesch, The Art of the Old South (New York: Alfred E. Knopf, 1983), 312-334.

5See, for example, Amelia Leavitt Hill, “Frangois Seignouret,” House & Garden,
November 1926, 172-178, in which it was asserted confidently that the “pioneer
cabinetmaker Seignouret” was responsible for making the “first finely made Louisiana
furniture.” Subsequent articles that established similar romantic suppositions were G.
William Nott, “Old New Orleans Furniture and Its Makers,” The Antiquarian, November
1928, 80-116; Felice Davis, “Victorian Cabinetmakers in America,” Antiques, September
1943, 111-115; Maud O’Bryan Ronstrom, “Mallard and Seignouret,” Antiques, August
1944, 79-81; and Charles D. Peavy, “French Cabinetmakers in the Vieux Carré,”
Louisiana Studies 1 (summer 1962): 6-19. Each of these articles was loosely based on the
one before with the exception of Mrs. Rontron’s piece, which drew upon interviews with
Miss Louise Mallard, granddaughter of Prudent Mallard and a friend of Mrs. Ronstrom.
Her article became the standard source on nineteenth-century New Orleans furniture.
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the New Orleans consumer. She knew that much more detailed analysis
was needed before any substantive conclusions could be drawn.6

Most of the early twentieth-century attitudes about furniture
from New Orleans, specifically that cabinetmakers designed and
manufactured the furniture they sold and that New Orleans was a
national center of production, have persisted because of the general
predisposition to view cabinetmakers as artisans who lived in a simpler
time when they were free to create with their hands. In the North, this
notion was the philosophical underpinning of the colonial revival; the
simpler time was the eighteenth century.” In the minds of early twentieth-
century southern authors, the “good old days” were the antebellum years
when cotton was king and rich southern aristocrats had their furniture
made for them in the fashionable shops of New t)rlea.ns.8 These ideas
were grounded in post-Reconstruction romanticism about life in the South

before the Civil War.9

6P0esch, 322-323.

TFor example, see Ethel Hall Bjerkoe, The Cabinetmakers of America (Garden City, N. J.:
Doubleday, 1926); Thomas Ormsbee, Early American Furniture (New York: Tudor, 1930).
For an excellent study of the development of the colonial revival see Elizabeth Stillinger,
The Antiquers (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1980).

8For example, see the novels of Lyle Saxon, especially Fabulous New Orleans (New York:
Century, 1928); and the historical narratives of Harnett T. Kane, especially Queen New
Orleans, City by the River (New York: William Morrow, 1949); and Gone are the Days
(New York: Dutton, 1960). Other early books about Louisiana architecture illustrated the
plantation houses along the bayous and the Mississippi River in romantic ruin, especially
Clarence John Laughlin, Ghosts along the Mississippi (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1948). For a critical analysis of this rhetoric, see Robert Gamble, “The White
Column Tradition: Classical Architecture and the Southern Mystique,” Southern
Humanities Review 11, special issue (1977): 41-59.

9For thorough examinations of romanticism in southern history, see Michael O’Brien,
Rethinking the South: Essays in Intellectual History (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
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In more general terms, Polly Anne Earl asserts that this
thinking encompassed a nostalgia for life before the onslaught of the
Industrial Revolution and its inherent social problems.10 In addition,
Michael Ettema argues that there remains a reluctance to accept the view
that nineteenth-century craftsmen and manufacturers did not create
furniture according to their own sensibilities of style and decoration
without a direct response to the wants and needs of the consumer.11 He
claims that the problem with most decorative arts scholarship is that its
followers will not give up this myth of the artist-craftsman and consider
the real driving force behind the industry—economics: “Furniture
production in this country is and always has been a business subject to the
same basic economic laws that govern the manufacture of other consumer
durable goods.”12 Scholars should, at the very least, consider the economic
and industrial framework of production when studying the nineteenth-
century furniture trade.

Jan Seidler echoes this sentiment in her article on the
nineteenth-century Boston furniture industry:

The study of America’s Victorian furniture industry has been
possibly disserviced by efforts to trace or identify the

1988); and Rollin Gustav Osterweis, Romanticism and Nationalism in the Old South
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1967).

10polly Anne Earl, “Craftsmen and Machines: The Nineteenth-Century Furniture
Industry,” in Technological Innovation and the Decorative Arts, ed. lan M.G. Quimby and
Polly Anne Earl (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1974), 307.

11Michael Ettema, “Technological Innovation and Design Economics in Furniture
Manufacture,” Winterthur Portfolio 16 (summer/fall 1981): 197.

121hid., 198.
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continuation of regional style characteristics. A more useful
approach to this broad study would be to concentrate on the
interdynamics of the furniture industry as a whole.13

The effort to attribute pieces to makers and identify styles from one region
to another continues despite new research indicating extensive movement
of goods between centers of production and outlying areas, trade in
furniture and hardware parts between manufacturers, and the wide
dissemination of style in the period through periodicals.14

Some authors have compared carving details and patterns from
one piece to another in an attempt to identify shop traditions and make
attributions; others have taken a more scientific approach to achieve the
same end.15 All of these studies, however, fail to consider the broader
context of nineteenth-century industrial and mercantile practices and,
therefore, add little to an understanding of the material culture of
nineteenth-century America. Kenneth Ames asserts that it is hardly

13Jan M. Seidler, “A Tradition in Transition: The Boston Furniture Industry, 1840—
1880,” in Victorian Furniture, Essays from a Victorian Society Autumn Symposium, ed.
Kenneth L. Ames (Philadelphia: The Victorian Society in America, 1983), 82.

14A discussion of the prolific trade in furniture parts among manufacturers can be found
in W. John Mclntyre, “Arms Across the Border: Trade in Chairs and Chair Parts Between
the United States and Upper Canada,” in Victorian Furniture, 57-64. The best analysis
of the influence of periodicals on taste and household furnishings in nineteenth-century
America is Gail Caskey Winkler, “Influence of Godey’s ‘Lady’s Book’ on the American
Woman and Her Home: Contributions to a National Culture (1830-1877)” (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Wisconsin, 1988).

15Traditional methods of attribution are evident in Celia Jackson Otto, American

; Furniture of the Nineteenth Century (New York: The Viking Press, 1965); and Eileen

' Dubrow and Richard Dubrow, American Furniture of the 19th Century, 1840-1880 (Exton,
Pa.: Schiffer Publishing, 1983). A more scientific but nonetheless flawed approach can be
found in Marvin Schwartz, Edward J. Stanek, and Douglas K. True, The Furniture of
John Henry Belter and the Rococo Revival (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1980); and Ed Polk
Douglas, “Rococo Revival: John Henry Belter,” in Nineteenth Century Furniture:
Innovation, Revival, and Reform (New York: Art and Antiques, 1982), 26—35.
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useful to pursue an “idle, antiquarian sleuthing game” with respect to the
study of nineteenth-century American furniture.16

Yet, form and style can be useful indicators of cultural
expression, informing the scholar of decisions made by manufacturer and
consumer alike if the broader context of time and place is considered
consistently.17 Stylistic analysis must be considered in context to prevent
simplistic misconceptions, such as those that have arisen around
nineteenth-century furniture in New Orleans.

This thesis seeks to examine the furniture trade in New Orleans
in such a way—concentrating on a specific place in a specific period of
time, 1840-1880, the fulcrum of change in New Orleans. Using both
documentary and stylistic evidence, I attempt to arrive at a better
understanding of the complex relationships that existed between
manufacturer and dealer, dealer and dealer, and finally dealer and client.
The observations gleaned from a study of New Orleans can help to provide
a clearer picture of the American furniture industry in the nineteenth
century.

The primary source material for this study consists of legal
documents housed in local, state, and federal governmental agencies in
New Orleans, Fort Worth, and Washington, D.C.; bills and receipts from
collections preserved in various libraries; credit information from the R.G.

Dun Collection at Harvard University; and surviving examples of labeled

16Ames, 114.

17This argument is best presented in Jules David Prown, “Style as Evidence,” Winterthur
Portfolio 15 (1980): 197-210.
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or otherwise documented furniture. Unfortunately, one of the most
important sources of information on mid-nineteenth-century industry in
America, the Census of Manufactures, was of no use here because the
schedules for Louisiana through 1870 were apparently lost earlier in this
century.18 In addition, no account books or personal and financial papers
from anyone connected with the New Orleans furniture trade were found
during the course of this study.

Instead, much of the documentary evidence about the subjects of
this research—the merchants and manufacturers themselves—has been
gleaned from more peripheral but no less revealing sources. These
personalities have been illuminated through what others said about them
in census records, court records, credit reports, and contemporary
accounts; what they said about themselves in law suits, advertisements in
newspapers and city directories; and what they sold through bills and
receipts, cargo manifests, inventories of their shops, and extant

documented furniture.

18Around 1919, it was determined by the Bureau of the Census that non-population
schedules (agriculture, mortality, social statistics, and manufacture) from 1850 onward
should be destroyed due to space restrictions. A reprieve was granted by Congress, and
an effort was made to place these schedules with the states. Most state archives or
universities accepted them. The Daughters of the American Revolution took the rest and
placed them with libraries around the country but not before some were destroyed by the
Census Bureau. Only the manufacturing schedules for 1880 seem to survive for
Louisiana at the National Archives. After significant research among the records of the
Census Bureau and the D.A_R., I have not been able to determine conclusively the
disposition or whereabouts of the Louisiana manufacturing schedules for 1840, 1850,
1860, and 1870. An inventory of what went where does not seem to survive, and no
current archival or bibliographical source lists the location of these records. For all
intents and purposes, they remain lost.
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In contemplating the furniture trade in New Orleans, I was
influenced by my own background as a native of Louisiana. I began
looking at southern architecture and material culture at a very early age.
In a world that regarded things of the past, even the recent past, as icons
of brave ancestors, I was introduced early on to the reverence accorded the
nineteenth century and those who lived then in the South. Visits to the
plantation houses along the Great River Road between Baton Rouge and
New Orleans with their magical, hypnotic landscapes of oak trees and
Spanish moss captivated me long before I had ever read Tennessee
Williams. The Natchez “Pilgrimage,” a month-long panoply of house tours,
Confederate pageantry, and hoop-skirted gentility to which I returned year
after year with my mother, reinforced my early fascination with the
nineteenth century.

Years later in graduate school, I began to question the widely-
held beliefs about the material culture of this region when I learned about
methods of fabrication and trading practices in the rest of the country. In
formulating this study, I wanted to know if New Orleans was the center of
furniture production it was assumed to be, or was it more a center of
furniture distribution? How did the dynamic economic conditions of the
South in the nineteenth century affect consumerism and the furniture
trade? My research led me also to question the role of individuals in

production, distribution, and consumption. Finally, I wanted to explore
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the significance of New Orleans in the larger context of the nineteenth-
century American furniture industry.19

While the work of scholars with respect to other major cities has
informed my research, I have identified certain truisms about the history
of New Orleans that do not apply to other sections of the country during
the period under review:

1. The region experienced more rapid growth in population and
wealth during the antebellum period than any other.

2. The geographical location of the region necessitated specific
responses to climatic conditions in architecture and household furnishings
not found in other parts of the country.

3. The Civil War (1861-1865) marked a profound change in
mercantile practices through a dynamic shift in class structure and the
work force.

I have organized the main body of this thesis in three chapters,
with Chapter One being a discussion of the basic economic conditions of
New Orleans under which the furniture trade operated during the mid-
nineteenth century. The history of the region has for some time been a
specialty among professional historians; therefore, I do not attempt here to

rewrite what other, more qualified authors have written. Chapter Two

19geveral works have been particularly helpful in establishing a methodology for
studying change in production and distribution in New Orleans. Jan Seidler’s, “Tradition
in Transition,” in Victorian Furniture, 65-83, questions traditional methods of
connoisseurship in studying nineteenth-century furniture. An effective analysis of census
materials can be found in Page Talbott, “Philadelphia Furniture Makers and
Manufacturers, 1850-1880" in Victorian Furniture,87-101. A model use of court cases
can be found in Donald Pierce, “Mitchell and Rammelsberg: Cincinnati Furniture Makers,
1847-1881" (master’s thesis, University of Delaware, 1976).
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discusses the mercantile development of the furniture business in New
Orleans as a function of the relationship between manufacturers and
dealers. It delineates the migration of merchants from the Northeast and
foreign countries and the subsequent expansion and mechanization of the
industry. Chapter Three explores the choices available to the consumer.
This chapter considers the shift in the social structure of New Orleans
after the Civil War, the rise of the middle class consumer, and the changes
in taste considerations as a result. The conclusion synthesizes the results
of this study and considers the state of the New Orleans furniture trade at
the end of the nineteenth century.

Throughout each chapter, anecdotal references appear where
they typify larger realities; however, every effort has been made to free the
narrative from the restraints of biography in so far as any narrative can be
entirely impersonal. Complex relationships existed between
manufacturer, dealer, and consumer; this work attempts to provide a
framework for understanding the nature of these links within the larger
context of the nineteenth-century American furniture trade.

10
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Chapter 1
ECONOMIC CONDITIONS IN NEW ORLEANS, 1800-1880

The furniture trade in New Orleans during the years leading up
to the Civil War was a function of the economic development of the region.
As New Orleans evolved into a pivotal point of trade between North,
South, and West, the city became an important distribution center for
household furnishings largely made elsewhere. This chapter contains two
sections devoted to the economic context of New Orleans and the region

before and after the Civil War.

Antebellum New Orleans, 18001860
Louisiana’s agricultural economy began in the eighteenth
century under Spanish colonial rule (1762—1803). Small subsistence
farming gradually developed into marketable crops such as tobacco and
indigo that were exported to the West Indies and along the Gulf coast.
Slavery was introduced early in the eighteenth century so that by the time

of the Louisiana Purchase, the plantation system was well-established.20

20George D. Green, Finance and Economic Development in the Old South: Louisiana
Banking, 1804-1861 (Stanford, Ca.: Stanford University Press, 1972), 13. I am grateful to
Dr. Karen Leathem for her assistance with the economic history of New Orleans.

11
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The first decades of the nineteenth century saw the development
of Louisiana’s export crops of cotton and sugar. From 5,000 bales of
production in 1803 to a peak of 777,738 bales in 1859, cotton became the
single most important export in antebellum Louisiana. Sugar was a close
second with a peak production in 1853 of 450,000 hogsheads.2l While
economic historians differ as to the degree of interdependence between
North, South, and West during the first half of the nineteenth century,
none dispute the reliance of the South on these crops as the chief
commodities of external trade both in foreign and northern markets.22

Large plantations, some with absentee landlords, grew most of
the state’s cotton and sugar crops along the fertile regions of the
Mississippi River and its tributaries. Small farms could also be found
among large ones in these areas.23 New Orleans remained an urban
island amidst a sea of rural activity. The planters came to rely in this
period on factors, brokers, and commission merchants to purchase
supplies, equipment, and even slaves for them in New Orleans. As
commerce in New Orleans grew to greater proportions, these individuals

became a crucial link in the economic food chain of the region because they

21mhid,, 14.

22 chief argument among economic historians about antebellum trade is the degree to
which the South depended on the West for imports of produce, livestock, and other
foodstuffs. The view that the South was dependent on the West is summarized by
Schmidt, 811; and cited in North, 103. The opposing view that the South was never really
dependent on the West for agricultural products can be found in Fishlow, 352—354.

23Green, 14.
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also served as agents of credit for the planter, advancing him money to buy
supplies based on the projected yield of his crop.24

Mercantile activity in New Orleans after the War of 1812
increased as economic expansion transformed the city into the principal
center of commerce in the region. Many of its merchants were ship-owning
captains from the North, principally New York, who dealt in venture cargo.
These captains loaded their ships with cotton and other staples for
transport to New York, where they used the money to buy imported and
manufactured goods. After returning to New Orleans, they spread the
goods on the levee or sold them directly off the ships.25

Despite these early days of trade with New York, the major
markets for New Orleans were along the Gulf coast and in the West Indies.
Because the city’s trading area was still relatively small, its merchants by
necessity were more generalized in their stock to appeal to the widest
range of customers. This trend shifted to one of more specialized trading

as comnmerce increased toward mid-century.26

24For a thorough discussion of the role of these middle men in the commerce of New
Orleans see Richard Holcombe Kilbourne, Jr., Louisiana Commercial Law: The
Antebellum Period (Baton Rouge: Paul M. Hebert Law Center, Louisiana State University
Press, 1980); Robert E. Roeder, “Merchants of Ante-bellum New Orleans,” Explorations in
Entrepreneurial History 10 (1958): 116—117; and Claude Hunter Babin, “The Economic
Expansion of New Orleans before the Civil War” (Ph.D. diss., Tulane University, 1953),
205-206.

25Roeder, 114. For the best discussion of this practice, see Robert Greenhalgh Albion,
The Rise of the New York Port (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1939). An excellent
description of the levee trade can be found in Alice Theresa Porter, “An Economic View of
Ante-Bellum New Orleans,1845-1860" (master’s thesis, Tulane University, 1942), 49.

26Roeder, 115.

13

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The period from 1820 to 1840 saw the most dramatic change in

the character of New Orleans as a commercial center. The population

literally exploded from 27,176 in 1820 to 102,193 in 1840 (see Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 Population Statistics

United States Louisiana New Orleans
Census Pop. (est.) Growth % Pop. Growth % Pop. Growth %

1810 7,224,000 76,556 17,242
1820 9,618,000 33 153,407 100 27,176 57
1830 12,901,000 34 215,739 41 46,082 70
1840 17,120,000 33 352,411 63 102,193 121
1850 23,261,000 36 517,762 47 116,375 14
1860 31,513,000 35 708,002 37 168,675 45

Source: Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957 (Washington,

D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1960), pp. 7, 13; as found in Green, p. 207.

Such a sharp increase in population paralleled enormous growth in cotton

and sugar production: 48,000 bales of cotton and 30,000 hogsheads of

sugar in 1820;27 411,224 bales of cotton and 115,000 hogsheads of sugar in

1840.28

27The sugar figure was taken from 1823 statistics since 1820 figures have not been found.

28Green, 194-196.
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Scholars have chronicled this period as the era of greatest
migration from North to South by speculative merchants as well as
entrepreneurial middle class working men and laborers responding to
news reports of great fortune to be made in the southern states.29
However, the decade of the 1820s was not without hardship: yellow fever
struck in 1819 and 1822; floods in 1823 destroyed over a third of the cotton
crop; in 1825 the British financial crisis depressed the cotton market; and
in 1827 a drought severely reduced the yield. These frequent crises fueled
demand for increased external finance and an expanded banking system.30

A series of better crops in the 1830s prompted such an
expansion when the state legislature began chartering banks that would
supply capital for increased agricultural production while selling bonds
abroad to establish specie reserves. Even though difficulties arose early on
with the sale of bonds and the raising of specie, the legislature kept
chartering banks that in turn extended more and more credit to the
planters. In one five-year period alone between 1831 and 1836, fourteen

new banks were chartered—six more than were created in the twenty-five

29The best analysis of this migration can be found in Ira Berlin and Herbert G. Gutman,
“Natives and Immigrants, Free Men and Slaves: Urban Workingmen in the Antebellum
American South,” American Historical Review 88 (December 1988): 1175-1200. Carl A.
Brasseaux adds to this literature with his analysis of foreign immigration before 1840 in
The “Foreign French”: Nineteenth-Century French Immigration into Louisiana, 1820—
1839, vol. 1 (Lafayette: The Center for Louisiana Studies, University of Southwestern
Louisiana, (19907?)).

3OGt'een, 20.
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years before. The cotton yield tripled, although sugar production remained
stable, and the value of all commerce in New Orleans nearly doubled.31

Such rapid expansion could not be sustained, however, and the
greatest economic setback before the Civil War resuilted in 1837 when
contractions and liquidations throughout the country disrupted all
financial and commercial relations. There was not enough specie to cover
the banks’ obligations, and payments were suspended. The state
legislature responded by enacting strict rules against overextended lending
in the Bank Act of 1842, a move that restored stability to the fragile
economy.32

The period from 1843 to 1850 saw continued expansion of the
agrarian-based economy in New Orleans, although population growth
slowed (see Table 1.1). Cotton factors and commission merchants
dominated more and more of the city’s mercantile interests. Northern
agents, particularly New Yorkers, swarmed into New Orleans with capital
to make loans and found willing customers in the planters (through their
factors) eager to purchase more land and slaves. In this way, northern
shipping concerns were able to take over the majority of the city’s outgoing
trade, including its foreign trade. Albion delineates this “cotton triangle,”
which developed between New Orleans, New York, and Europe (principally
Liverpool and Havre) whereby cotton would be shipped to Europe either

| directly from New Orleans in New York vessels, or via coastwise travel to

311bid., 22-23.

321bid., 26-27. See also Roeder, 119-120.
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New York to be transshipped to Europe. The vessels would usually sail
back to New Orleans via New York, where New Orleans merchants would
be able to select manufactured goods for their customers. Albion further
describes the effect of this two and three-sided trading route:

[The] trade around the two sides naturally affected New York
more directly than the sailing around the three sides of the
triangle, but New York business circles profited by both.

They actually took over a large share of the South’s
commercial activity. The combined income from interest,
commissions, freight, insurance, and other profits was so
great that, when southerners finally awoke to what was
happening, they claimed that the New Yorkers with a few
other northerners were getting forty cents of every dollar paid
for southern cotton.33

This overseas trade was so strong in the 1840s that city officials paid little
attention to those who called for the building of railroads to link the upper
West and North with the South. These railroads would have helped
maintain earlier trading routes that were beginning to falter as the West
established its own trade with the North via railroads through St. Louis,
Cincinnati, and Memphis.34 Neglected as well was the entrance to the

mouth of the Mississippi River in the Gulf of Mexico, which was nearly

33 Albion, 96.

34Harry A. Mitchell, “The Development of New Orleans as a Wholesale Trading Center,”
Louisiana Historical Quarterly 27 (October 1944): 945-946. For more on the effect of
railroads on the antebellum economy, see Albert Fishlow, American Railroads and the
Transformation of the Ante-Bellum Economy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1965); and his “Antebellum Trade Reconsidered.” The best survey of the development of
rail transportation in New Orleans remains Merl E. Reed, New Orleans and the
Railroads: The Struggle for Commercial Empire (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1966).
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impassable with sand bars. Ship captains complained bitterly, but the
state was complacent about improvements.35

As the decade wore on, planters and speculators once again
sought more adequate credit and called for an end to the tight restrictions
placed on banks in 1842. Once again, state policy shifted toward
expansion of the banking system in 1852 with a new state constitution
that allowed for the easier creation of new banks. Seven new banks were
chartered between 1853 and 1857.36 Renewed sources of credit and capital
brought the economy of New Orleans back to a fever pitch. Unfortunately,
a fever of more devastating consequences—yellow fever—virtually brought
the city to a standstill in the summer of 1853.37 The devastation that
returned each summer for three years and took the lives of nearly 35,000
people was blamed, even in the nineteenth century, on the failure of state
and city officials to make such needed improvements in the city’s
infrastructure as proper drainage, sewage removal, and newer streets
without festering ditches and potholes.38

One final banking crisis before the outbreak of war occurred in
1857 and was both brief and mild, nothing like the massive correction of
1837—42 with its widespread bankruptcy and debt accumulation. The

35George C. Waring and George Washington Cable, History and Present Condition of New
Orleans, Louisiana (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Interior, 1881), 253.

36Green, 28.

37For a detailed analysis of the 1853 yellow fever epidemic, see John Duffy, Sword of
Pestilence: The New Orleans Yellow Fever Epidemic of 1853 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1966).

38Waring and Cable, 266.
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state’s economy bounced back quickly to achieve peak levels in 1858—60 of
cotton (777,738 bales) and sugar (362,000 hogsheads) production with
corresponding mercantile success in New Orleans.39

As the idea of secession (war did not yet seem to be a real
possibility) loomed large in the thoughts of writers in 1860, the huge trade
imbalance between North and South became a central issue in the rhetoric
of the day. One author, Thomas Prentice Kettell, compared the
relationship between regions to that which existed before the American
Revolution between England and her colonies:

The efforts which are being now made at the South to foster
the production of goods there to the exclusion of Northern
wares, are very similar to those which were made by the New
England colonies, when dissatisfaction began to run high
against the mother country.40

Kettell succinctly describes the reliance of both sides on southern
purchases of northern manufactured goods:

German hatters, cabinet-makers, tailors, [etc.], swarm in the
Northern cities...Although these persons are located at the
North, their employment comes almost altogether from the
South. Indeed, without the growing capacity of the South to
absorb larger amounts of goods annually, the North would be
utterly unable to keep employed the crowds of foreign
artisans which arrive each week.41

39Green, 195-196.

40Thomas Prentice Kettell, Southern Wealth and Northern Profits (New York: George W.
and John A. Wood, 1860), 65. See also “Southern Patronage to Southern Imports and
Domestic Industry,” De Bow’s Review 29 (July 1860): 77-83. The Review was a powerful,
widely-read instrument of social and political rhetoric in the South. Many of its articles
from 1850 to 1860 extol its southern readers to stop buying northern manufactured goods.

41Kettell, 65.
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Both of these passages belie a frustration of the author with the agitation
that developed just prior to the outbreak of war. Southerners chafed under
the northern criticism of slavery, which they felt kept everyone in
business. The South finally recognized, albeit too late to alter the trade
imbalance, that its virtually nonexistent manufacturing sector meant
reliance on the North for practically all the goods of daily life. Yet, its

planters were never richer, and the merchants were never busier.

The War Years and Beyond: 1861-1880

The outbreak of war between North and South brought
immediate economic disruption to both regions as currencies changed,
trading relationships severed, and political chaos ensued. After an initial
depression in 1861, the North experienced relatively broad expansion as
manufactories shifted to wartime production. The South, on the other
hand, suffered destruction of its social, physical, and economic
infrastructure as it struggled to fight a defensive war.42 While much of the
South plunged ever deeper into economic ruin, New Orleans found a
stable, if unpalatable, existence after early Union occupation in 1862.

When the war began in April 1861, New Orleans was the
South’s greatest commercial center, a crucial component of the fragile
economic alliance it hoped to form through direct cotton trade with Great
Britain to secure financing for its military. These hopes were dashed in
May of that year when a naval blockade, enforced by Union ships,

42Gerald M. Capers, Occupied City: New Orleans Under the Federals, 1862-1865
(Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1965), 145.
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prevented trade between New Orleans and its northern and European
markets except through blockade runners. Confidence in Confederate
currency eroded quickly in 1861, and the economy of the city declined
sharply as the reality of war descended upon its citizens.43 However, the
commercial paralysis that some historians have described has been much
overstated.44

After April 1862, when Union ships sailed up the Mississippi
River and peacefully occupied New Orleans, commerce gradually resumed
healthy levels, though never to the extent of the antebellum period. As
Table 1.2 relates, trade fell dramatically during the first year of the war
when the Gulf coast became inaccessible. Traffic down the Mississippi
River allowed provisions to reach the city, but the Confederates themselves
shut off this route as well as the Gulf coast with their own blockades after
New Orleans fell into Union hands. Recovery came, however, when
Vicksburg fell in the summer of 1863, and federal troops effectively
controlled the river, causing imports to increase during the last two years

of the war .45

43Dale A. Somers, ed., “New Orleans at War: A Merchant's View,” Louisiana History 14
(winter 1973): 49-68.

44For an example of this traditional view, see E. Merton Coulter, The South during
Reconstructior,, 1865-1877, vol. 8 of A History of the South, ed. Wendell Holmes
Stephenson and E. Merton Coulter, 10 vols. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1947).

45Capers, 147.
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Table 1.2 Trade Activity in New Orleans, 1860-1865

Arrivals in Port Value of Imports
Western Sea

Date Steamers Vessels

1860-1861 3,171 1,579 $ 155,863,000
61-62 1,436 241 51,510,000
62-63 655 2,045 29,766,000
63-64 1,414 2,891 72,233,000
6465 1,481 1,449 111,013,000

Source: De Bow’s Review, n.s., 1 (1866), 48-50; as found in Capers, Occupied City, 147

The money supply was extremely tight in New Orleans because
of General Butler’s insistence that banks pay out to their depositors in
United States bonds or specie even when the deposits had been made in
Confederate currency. Eventually, this measure ensured a relatively
stable money supply albeit a limited one in capital. Many of the city’s
merchants suffered large financial losses as a result of the long conflict,
especially if they supported the Confederacy. However, those merchants
who were agents of northern concerns experienced swift recovery as they
catered to the needs of the occupying force. The city quickly filled with
northern opportunists who were held in suspicion by citizens and Union
soldiers alike. Presidential pardons became available in 1863 for anyone
who took the Oath of Allegiance to the United States, other than former
high Confederate officials or military officers. Some southern merchants
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capitulated and opened their doors for business, but the majority refused
until the surrender in 1865 made it a condition for survival.46

Post-war recovery began vigorously as full-scale trade resumed
in New Orleans; yet, it was a very different economic climate that existed
after hostilities ceased. The social structure was completely fractured: the
embittered former planter elite were now without their wealth and in
many cases without their land as well; former slaves moved into the city
even as the Freedmen’s Bureau and government officials tried to
encourage them to stay on the plantations and work the fields; and a rising
middle class with different tastes and priorities developed as the city
began to rebuild its former economy.

In the years leading up to the nationwide panic of 1873, New
Orleans saw its upriver trade resume, particularly with St. Louis and
Cincinnati, and there were renewed efforts to establish significant rail
links to the Northwest to capture a piece of the western trade with the
East. However, there was just not enough capital to develop these lines
sufficiently to compete with the already massive overland trade.
Additionally, interior urbanization saw the rise of inland cities along the
rail lines; planters began bypassing New Orleans in favor of cheaper
routes overland.4?7 The old planter/factor system resumed in New Orleans

after the war, but the success of the northern railroads as well as the

461bid., 156-159.

4THoward N. Rabinowitz, “Continuity and Change: Southern Urban Development, 1860—
1900,” in The City in Southern History: The Growth of Urban Civilization in the South, ed.
Blaine A. Brownell and David R. Goldfield (Port Washington, N.Y.: The Kennikat Press,
1977), 93-96.
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practice of sharecropping diminished the need for a New Orleans
commission merchant to provide capital and supplies.48

Still, the years between 1866 and 1873 were ones of moderate
prosperity for postbellum New Orleans that would not be seen again until
the last decade of the century. Additional banks were chartered, and the
money supply improved.4® A sense of boosterism prompted a series of
expositions beginning in 1866 to promote agricultural and mechanical
achievement. Finally, several good crops resulted in abundant production
levels: 600,000 bales of cotton in 1870 compared to 271,000 in 1865.50

Historians agree that 1873 was a turning point in southern
economic recovery. The nationwide panic of that year and the ensuing
depression destroyed any hopes for significant economic prosperity in the
region for the rest of the century. New Orleans particularly suffered
because its commerce was still so closely linked to New York capital.
When the 1873—74 cotton crop came in, there were some 300,000 bales in
the hands of New Orleans commission merchants, but they could not
borrow any money on them because the New York banks had collapsed.51
The ensuing bankruptcies at every level finally brought an end to the
system that had sustained southern agriculture since the beginning of the
nineteenth century. Not until the 1880s when the rise of the state’s

481hid., 95.

49J0e Gray Taylor, Louisiana Reconstructed, 1863—1877 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1974), 348-349.

501bid., 351.

51mhid,, 361.
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lumber industry breathed life into the stricken economy would there be
any sign of recovery. It would not be until the early twentieth century,
however, that New Orleans would resume its former place as the South’s
most important commercial center.

Throughout the mid-nineteenth century, New Orleans
experienced periods of both dramatic change and relative continuity. A
closer look at the furniture trade in New Orleans reveals a commercial
enterprise that reflected the economic conditions and practices in
Louisiana and the South: a microcosm of industrial development,

entrepreneurialism, and consumerism in nineteenth-century America.
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Chapter 2
THE BUSINESS OF FURNITURE: TRADE IN TRANSITION

Nineteenth-century New Orleans was an urban center with
commercial activity characterized by change and continuity; the same can
be said of its furniture business. The dynamic growth of the region’s
economy in the antebellum years attracted opportunistic merchants to its
center who were eager to share in the wealth of the resulting trade and
commerce. This chapter describes the business of furniture in New
Orleans: the organization of shops; domestic and foreign trade; labor and

financial practices; and the extent of manufacturing.52

Arrival of Merchants
Between 1830-1845 furniture merchants migrated to New
Orleans primarily from the northern manufacturing states of New York
and Massachusetts as well as Europe. City directories from this period
illustrate the growing dominance of furniture dealers and the relative

decline in numbers of individual cabinetmakers.53 In 1830, some eighty-

52Portions of this chapter have appeared in my article, “The Nineteenth-Century
Furniture Trade in New Orleans,” Antiques, May 1997, 748-759.

53Incomplete and sometimes inaccurate, nineteenth-century city directories from New
Orleans should be used only to glean general information. Invariably, individuals and
firms were not represented, and it is unclear in some cases whether the address given is a
residence or business location or both. More research and analysis needs to be done by
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six people listed themselves in the furniture trade. Approximately 10% of
these claimed to be furniture stores rather than cabinetmakers.5¢ By
1843, the total number had risen to 118, and the ratio of cabinetmakers to
furniture stores was 80% to 20%.55 Ten years later in 1854, furniture
dealers numbered about 40% of the 137 total persons engaged in the
trade.5¢ While these figures do not accurately reflect the dominant
market share of the furniture trade held by transplanted merchants and
dealers, they do relate a shift from a commercial sector composed primarily
of cabinetmaking shops to one of furniture stores.

One of the earliest northern furniture businesses to establish a
retail branch in New Orleans was the New York firm of Joseph W. Meeks
and Company, which first advertised in the city newspapers in 1820.57
Other New Yorkers to arrive before 1845 included Cyrus Flint (1804-1869)
and James H. Jones (b. 1808), who formed the partnership of C. Flint and
Jones (1846-1866); and William (d. 1849) and Henry Weil (d. 1897),
brothers who styled themselves H. Weil and Company (c. 1843—c. 1854).
scholars to determine the criteria for inclusion in a city directory from this period and how
the information was gathered; it is not known, for example, if one had to pay to have one’s

name included in New Orleans directories.

54.John Adams Paxton’s City Directory of New Orleans New Orleans: John Adams
Paxton, 1830).

S55Michel’s New Orleans Annual and Commercial Register (New Orleans: Michel, 1843).
56Cohen’s New Orleans Directory (New Orleans: Cohen, 1854).

57Louisiana Gazette, 18 December 1820. Information on this prolific New York firm can
be found in John N. Pearce, Lorraine W. Pearce, and Robert C. Smith, “The Meeks Family
of Cabinetmakers,” Antiques, April 1964, 414-420; John N. Pearce and Lorraine W.
Pearce, “More on the Meeks Cabinetmakers,” Antiques, July 1966, 69-73; and Edith
Gaines, ed., “Collectors’ Notes: Meekses West and South,” Antiques, July 1970, 127.
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Massachusetts merchants who relocated to New Orleans in the
1830s and 1840s included Calvin Chandler Sampson (c. 1809-1868) from
Charlestown and Isaac Keen (b. 1808) of Duxbury who formed the firm of
Sampson and Keen (1846—1864); Daniel Kelham (w.c. 1843-1874) from
Manchester who traded in New Orleans under his own name and in
Manchester as Kelham and Fitz; and Norman Whitney (b. 1820) in
business on his own. In addition to these merchants from the Boston area,
George Shumway (b. 1815) from New Hampshire was in partnership with
Christian Boye (n.d.) as Boye and Shumway (c. 1845-1870).

The following group came to New Orleans from abroad: William
McCracken (1814-1872) from Belfast, Ireland, who worked first with his
brother John (n.d.) as J. and W. McCracken (1832—40), then on his own
(1840-1860), and finally with his brother James (d. 1884) as William and
James McCracken (1860-1872);58 Henry Siebrecht (c. 1805-1890) from
Hesse-Cassel, Germany, who traded under his own name (1834-1890);
Louis Grosjean (b.c. 1819) of France, who was first in business on his own,
later as Willoz and Grosjean (n.d.), then in partnership with Jean
Beneteau (b. 1808) also from France as Grosjean and Beneteau (1852—
1860); and Prudent Mallard, who came to New Orleans via New York from

Sevres, France, and was in business by 1834, continuing until 1874.59

58James continued on after William’s death (1872), first with George Brewster (n.d.) as
McCracken & Brewster (1872—-1880), then finally on his own (1880-1884).

59Mallard formed several short-lived partnerships during his career, the first with Jules
Mounier (n.d.) in 1837 for a year. He was later in business with Alexandre Jacques
Mallard (n.d.), presumably a relative, from 1842 to 1844. His final partnership was with
John M. Robinson from 1850 to 1854.
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While many in the trade also came to New Orleans from other
places during this period, these men became the leading merchants in the
New Orleans furniture trade and held the largest share of the market with
varying degrees of longevity. Since much of their furniture came from the
Northeast and France, it seems likely that at least some of their trading
relationships were directly related to their familiarity with manufacturers

from their home regions.

Domestic Trade
Coastwise trading between New Orleans merchants and

northern furniture makers began in the late eighteenth century with the
importation of chairs and furniture parts such as veneers, bedposts, and
hardware. This trade further developed during the first quarter of the
nineteenth century as more and more household furnishings filled
southbound sailing vessels as venture cargo. As the southern market
continued to expand for northern merchants, many entrepreneurs either
relocated to New Orleans or established relationships with transplanted
commission merchants and factors to capture a larger market share of the
furniture business there. By 1840 then, the domestic furniture trade was
established. Northern authors knew this and reminded their readers that
the North should not take for granted its enormous trade with the South:

In the next place, we know from merchants in the trade, that

the amount of dry-goods sold South yearly is many millions of

dollars, and the amount is second only to that of the sales for
boots and shoes....Upwards of $1,000,000 is received for
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furniture sold in the South each year. The Southern States
are a much better market than the Western for this article.€°

So strong was the tie that bound the southern consumer to northern
manufacturers that neither adverse political sentiment nor the ravages of
war could change the balance of trade.61

The inward cargo manifests for the Port of New Orleans are the
most salient records of this domestic trade.62 With few exceptions, every
ship arriving from northern ports carried household furnishings consigned
to dealers in New Orleans. These goods were varied, of course, but the
bulk of the cargo tended to be crates of crockery and glass or furniture.
Typically ships would make stops along the lower Atlantic and Gulf coasts
to deliver cargo before finally arriving in New Orleans. While passengers
were allowed, most ships arriving in port were packed with cargo.

The growing season and tropical climate determined when most

ships arrived in New Orleans. November to March saw the busiest

60Kettell, 60.

61Recent studies in southern regional furniture history for the early nineteenth century
have delineated patterns of domestic trade for furniture and other household furnishings.
For example, see Page Talbott, Classical Savannah: Fine and Decorative Arts, 1800-1840
(Savannah: Telfair Museum in cooperation with the University of Georgia Press, 1995); E.
Bryding Adams, “Mortised, Tenoned and Screwed Together: A Large Assortment of
Alabama Furniture,” in Made in Alabama: A State Legacy,, ed. E. Bryding Adams
(Birmingham, Ala.: Birmingham Museum of Art, 1995), 191-237; and Maurie D. McInnis
and Robert A. Leath, “Beautiful Specimens, Elegant Patterns: New York Furniture for
the Charleston Market, 1810-1840,” in American Furniture, ed. Luke Beckerdite
(Hanover, N.H.: The Chipstone Foundation, 1996), 137-134.

62Record Group 36, Records of the U.S. Bureau of Customs, Inward Coastwise Manifests,
Port of New Orleans, National Archives, Washington, D.C. (hereinafter cited as NA-DC).
Because of the vast amount of material and uncatalogued nature of these documents, only
random analysis could be undertaken for the purposes of this study. More detailed,
systematic review of these cargo manifests remains to be completed.
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activity on the Mississippi River as boats received cotton and sugar for the
journey north. Fewer boats scheduled their arrivals in April and May,
with little to no commercial traffic in the summer months due to the
frequent threats of yellow fever monitored closely in northern newspapers.

When a ship docked in port, its arrival was announced in one or
several of the eight local newspapers. Soon thereafter, the dealer would
advertise his new shipment to entice customers into his shop:

George Hews’ Furniture Warerooms...has just received an

extensive assortment of most fashionable furniture,

comprising every article in his line of business, which will be

sold at the lowest prices for Cash. Prompt attention will be

given to orders from the Country or City Merchants.63
Advertisements might also mention that furniture had come from New
York or Boston. These cities were synonymous with fashion and style, and
most dealers took advantage of the caché, particularly in the years leading
up to the Civil War.

While there were ships from every northern port entering New

Orleans from 1840-1880, there were more ships from New York and
Boston than from any other domestic port. Almost every one of these ships
carried furniture on the southbound trip to a dealer in New Orleans—so
great was the amount of domestic importation of furniture. The furniture
store of J.W. Van Pelt on St. Charles Street advertised in 1849 that it was
“daily receiving from the well known and long celebrated house of E.W.

Hutchings and Co., Broadway, New York, the new and latest styles of

63New Orleans Daily Picayune, 19 November 1844.
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Parlor and Bedroom Furniture.”64¢ While Van Pelt’s claims of daily
shipments were perhaps exaggerated, his advertisement nonetheless
describes an accurate pattern that is corroborated by the cargo manifests.

Despite an attempt by Philadelphia furniture maker George J.
Henkels to capture a share of the New Orleans market in 1849 by
advertising in the Picayune, there is very little evidence of Philadelphia-
made furniture reaching New Orleans during this period.65 Cargo
manifests indicate that comparatively few ships arrived in New Orleans
from Philadelphia after 1840.66 There were no branches of Philadelphia
furniture dealers in New Orleans, and more importantly, few, if any,
Philadelphia commission merchants. Instead, New Orleans was
dominated by New York and Boston-born factors and merchants. These
firms held the trading relationships with Europe that were crucial for the
sale of southern raw materials, and they owned the ships that filled the
port day after day. Consequently, these vessels provided the only real
source of transportation for other goods arriving into the city. George
Henkels would have therefore found it difficult and expensive to get his
furniture from Philadelphia to New Orleans for this reason.

641bid., 17 November 1849.
65New Orleans Picayune Evening, 22 November 1849.

66The decline in Philadelphia arrivals after 1840 was a change from previous levels of
trading between the two ports. Between 1820 and 1840, New Orleans was one of the most
frequent destinations for Philadelphia ships. For comparative surveys of Philadelphia
exports during this period, see Kathleen M. Catalano, “Cabinetmaking in Philadelphia,
1820-1840, Transition from Craft to Industry,” Winterthur Portfolio 13 (1979): 81-138;
and Deborah Ducoff-Baronne, “The Early Industrialization of the Philadelphia Furniture
Industry, 1800-1840" (Ph.D. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1985).
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From another angle, the rapid development of trade with the
West via Pittsburgh enabled Philadelphia merchants to import foodstuffs
and raw materials as well as to export manufactured goods cheaper along
a westerly route than through New Orleans.67 This route was also quicker
with an average savings in time of twenty to twenty-five days off the trip
to the West via New Orleans.68 The fact that New York financial
enterprises dominated the New Orleans economy in the 1840s perhaps
explains why Philadelphia furniture makers were not represented in New
Orleans. Massachusetts cabinetmakers infiltrated the southern market
because their goods could not easily travel over land to the West, but ships
from Boston laden with furniture made for the South could stop in New
York on the return to off-load cotton for New York commission merchants.
This link between the agricultural and commercial world in New Orleans
is crucial to understanding the trading patterns of the city’s furniture
dealers.

Evidence of north/south trading relationships can be found in
bankruptcy records. One New Orleans merchant, Louis C. Grosjean, listed
all of his creditors as being from New York or Boston when he filed for
bankruptcy in 1843 (see Table 2.1).

67Victor Clark, History of the Manufactures in the United States, vol. 1, 1607—1860 (1929;
reprint ed., New York: Peter Smith, 1949), 348-351.

681bid., 349.
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Table 2.1 Creditors of Louis C. Grosjean in 1843

Name of Creditor Location Amount
J and J.W. Meeks New York $ 10,332.25
Tweed and Bonnell New York 1,014.72
G. and A. Ellian New York 1,116.00
J.H. Williams New York 334.00
Washington Meeks New York 1,950.00
Wright and Sawin Boston 190.50
J.W. Gates and Co. Boston 150.00
E. Lewis New York 163.00

Source: Record Group 21, Records of the U.S. District Courts of Louisiana, Bankruptcy
Act of 1841, Case No. 681, National Archives-Southwest Region, Fort Worth, Texas.

Completely indebted to New York and Boston merchants, Grosjean was
typical of furniture dealers in New Orleans who received their goods from
manufacturers in these cities. The amount due to his largest account, J.
and J.W. Meeks, suggests that Grosjean was acting as the retail dealer for
this firm which had previously maintained its own showroom in New
Orleans during the 1830s.6°

Other bankruptcies reveal the reliance on northern goods by
New Orleans furniture dealers. Among the many creditors of Prudent
Mallard in 1855 were nine New York firms, including Alexander Roux and
A.T. Stewart and Company.”? Nearly two decades later in 1873, Kimbel

69Such a relationship illustrates the pitfalls of relying too heavily on one source, such as
city directories, to ascertain when furniture by a certain maker could be found in a
particular location: neither Grosjean nor Meeks is listed in the city directory for 1843.

7OSupreme Court of Louisiana Collection, Docket No. 5397, Department of Archives and
Manuscripts, Earl K. Long Library, University of New Orleans, Louisiana (hereinafter

cited as UNO). I am grateful to Sally K Reeves and Marie Windell for calling my
attention to this case and their assistance in locating it for my study.
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and Cabus of New York registered with the court as creditors of Henry
Siebrecht along with eleven other New York firms, mostly suppliers of
wallpaper and window shades.71

In addition to Boston and New York, much furniture came to
New Orleans at mid-century from the small town of Manchester,
Massachusetts, along the Atlantic coast north of Salem. This hamlet in
Essex County became a center of cabinetmaking in the first quarter of the
nineteenth century.”2 One of the pioneering cabinetmakers in Manchester
was John Perry Allen (d. 1875), who by 1820 had begun to ship furniture
on consignment to merchants in the South. Mr. Allen was reputed to have
maintained “extensive warerooms in New Orleans, and a pretty heavy
stock of goods there at the time of [the] breaking out” of Civil War
hostilities.’”3 An armoire, inscribed by his son S.P. Allen, survives in the
collection of the Manchester (Mass.) Historical Society with the oral
tradition that it was about to be shipped to New Orleans when the war

began. Consequently, it has remained in Manchester ever since.

T1Record Group 21, Records of the U.S. District Courts of Louisiana, Bankruptcy Act of
1867, Case No. 1275, National Archives-Southwest Region, Fort Worth, Texas
(hereinafter cited as NA-SR).

72For a more detailed discussion of Manchester’s history as it relates to the furniture
industry of the greater Boston area, see Elizabeth Harding Roessel, “The Way We’ve
Always Made It’: The C. Dodge Furniture Company and the Cabinetmaking Industry of
Manchester, Massachusetts” (master’s thesis, University of Delaware, 1987). A
nineteenth-century account of the furniture manufacturing industry in Manchester can be
found in “Cabinet Making at Manchester, Mass.,” The Cabinet-Maker, 18 June 1870, 4.

13The Cabinet-Maker, 18 June 1870, as quoted in John Perry Allen’s obituary,
Philadelphia Trade News, 15 February 1875.
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Cargo manifests confirm that both Allens were leading furniture
suppliers to New Orleans merchants, but as of this writing, no documented
Allen furniture has been found in the South, probably owing to the fact
that so much nineteenth-century furniture survives there unmarked.

One Manchester cabinetmaker, Charles Lee (1817-1889), did
mark the bedsteads he manufactured, most of which he sent to the
South.’4 Indeed, more nineteenth-century furniture extant in and around
New Orleans can be documented to Lee than to any other cabinetmaker or
dealer because of the presence of the incised stamp, “C. LEE,” placed on
the rails of his bedsteads (Figure 2.1). Even marked as they are, these
beds have long been mistakenly attributed to the shop of Prudent Mallard
in New Orleans. This confusion prevailed because Charles Lee was not
listed in any New Orleans city directories or newspapers during the mid-
nineteenth century; yet, the surviving objects, with their grand scale and
proportion, looked to most as if they had been made especially in New
Orleans for the plantation houses in which they were often found (Figure
2.2).75 In fact, this assumption was only partially correct: these bedsteads
were indeed made especially for the southern market but by a
Massachusetts cabinetmaker.

Charles Lee apparently limited his production to the
manufacture of bedsteads according to notations in the 1860 Census of

T4For a discussion of Charles Lee’s life and career, see Stephen Harrison, “C. Lee’: Maker
of Bedsteads for the Southern Market,” Maine Antique Digest, April 1994, 28-29a.

751bid, 28a.
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Manufactures and another contemporary reference.”® Lee was recorded as
a cabinetmaker when he married the daughter of John Perry Allen in
1846. Presumably, he worked in Allen’s manufactory before organizing his
own shop in the early 1850s. Credit reports from this period describe Lee
as having failed twice, a fact which relates the difficulty of maintaining a
furniture manufactory.’”?” Nevertheless, Lee’s business picked up towards
the end of the decade, just as the war began.78

The Massachusetts industrial schedules for the 1860 census
describe Lee’s shop as one of fourteen furniture manufactories in
Manchester (Figure 2.3). He employed eighteen men in a shop powered by
hand and steam. According to this record, his manufactory used
mahogany and mahogany veneers, rosewood, and pine with an annual
product of 400 bedsteads per year with a value of $20,000.7° By
comparison, only two other firms employed as many men—Kelham and
Fitz and the shop of Cyrus Dodge. One other firm, Leach, Annable, and
Company, had as much production value, and they employed thirty men.
Charles Lee was, therefore, one of the leading producers in this small

76An obituary sketch (14 October 1901] of Luther F. Allen written for the Manchester
(Mass.) Historical Society records Allen as having worked for “Charles Lee, a
manufacturer of bedsteads for the southern market.” I have also seen one card table with
Lee’s incised stamp in a private collection.

7TMassachusetts Vol. 1, p. 197, R.G. Dun and Company Collection, Baker Library,
Harvard University Graduate School of Business Administration, Cambridge,
Massachusetts (hereinafter cited as Dun Collection, HSBA).

780n 20 September 1858, Lee shipped nineteen cases of bedsteads to Christian Boye, C.
Flint and Jones, and Grosjean and Beneteau.

798urviving bedsteads confirm the use of mahogany and mahogany veneers as primary
wood and pine as secondary wood.

37

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



village, but his competition was stiff for the lucrative southern trade. For
example, Kelham and Fitz maintained their own retail store on Royal
Street in New Orleans, and the Allen family had strong trading
relationships there that John Perry Allen had developed.

Lee’s most lucrative period came just after the war when
consumer goods were once again in high demand in New Orleans. Inward
cargo manifests record that Lee shipped at least 155 cases of furniture in
1867 to the following New Orleans dealers: Meyer, Kottminsky, and
Company; William and James McCracken; H. Utoff; Calvin Chandler
Sampson; Frederick Herr; John Yetter; Mitchell, Craig, and Company;
Norman Whitney; Charles Raymond; and M. Hochender. The McCrackens
apparently sold more of his bedsteads than anyone that year since they
received twenty-seven cases—nine more than the other dealers.80 The
success of the immediate post-war years for Charles Lee was short-lived;
by 1871, he had sold off his real estate and gone out of business.81

The reliance on domestic trading among furniture dealers in
New Orleans grew steadily after the Civil War as merchants clamored to
supply the needs not only of the bustling city but the country’s westward
expansion as well. In the 1860s, the Midwest began to develop as a center
of furniture production because of its abundance of raw materials and

access to convenient routes of transportation. As a result, manufactured

80Harrison, “C. Lee,” 29a. It is interesting to note that no documentation has come to
light in the cargo manifests showing Prudent Mallard as one of Charles Lee’s retailers
despite the popular myth that Lee’s furniture came from Mallard’s shop.

81Massachusetts Vol. 1, p. 197, Dun Collection, HSBA.
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furniture from this region began appearing in the warerooms of New
Orleans in large quantity as soon as the war was over.

In 1866, the largest firm in Cincinnati, Mitchell and
Rammelsberg, purchased the store of C. Flint and Jones in New Orleans
and opened a branch under the style of Mitchell, Craig and Company.82
Later, the firm changed its name to Mitchell and Rammelsberg Furniture
Company of New Orleans. They continued to sell Cincinnati-made
furniture in New Orleans until 1875, when their business was reported to
have fallen off.83 Two labeled examples of Mitchell and Rammelsburg
furniture with a New Orleans provenance survive. A late rococo revival
suite of bedroom furniture in a private New Orleans collection was long
thought to have been made by a New Orleans cabinetmaker until a
stenciled Mitchell and Rammelsberg label was recently discovered in the
drawer of the accompanying night stand. Another extant example from
this firm that is documented to a New Orleans family is a slipper chair
now at the Louisiana State Museum.84 Designed in the neo-Grec style, the
chair retains its original upholstery and a paper label on the underside,
making it an especially uncommon since very few upholstered examples

are known to survive from this prolific firm.85

82]t is unclear why C. Flint and Jones sold out to Mitchell, Craig and Company so soon
after the war. Both partners had been ardent Union sympathizers and therefore enjoyed
a prosperous trade during occupation. Credit reports in 1866 simply state that both men
were wealthy but now out of business (Louisiana Vol. 1, p. 49, Dun Collection, HSBA).

83pierce, 218; Louisiana Vol. 15, p. 76, Dun Collection, HSBA.
84Accession No. T4.1986.

85pierce, 214.
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Other Cincinnati firms enjoyed a lucrative market in New
Orleans during the 1860s and 1870s. The extensive probate inventory of
Calvin Chandler Sampson (c. 1809-1868), the largest furniture dealer in
New Orleans, contains many entries among the stock-in-trade of his store
that mention specific Cincinnati firms alongside those of Boston, New
York, and Manchester, Massachusetts.86 The following Cincinnati firms
appear not only on Sampson’s inventory but on the probate inventories of
two other New Orleans dealers as well: G. Henshaw and Sons; H.
Closterman; Feldwisch, Voogt and Company; and H.B. Mudge.87
Unfortunately, no documented examples of furniture by these firms have

been found thus far in or around New Orleans.

Foreign Trace

The mercantile relationships that developed as a result of the
rapid growth in the cotton market in the 1820s (discussed in Chapter One)
limited direct trade between New Orleans and Europe before the Civil
War. The “triangle” that Albion describes really only stretched along two
sides: from New Orleans to New York; New York to England, France, and
Germany; and back again the same way. The reasons for this imbalance
can be debated by historians, but the simple fact remains that less trade
occurred directly with Europe than with domestic cities. Indeed, by 1860

| some northern authors were extolling their readers to hold the Union

86A. Mazureau N .P., 12 September 1868, New Orleans Notarial Archives, New Orleans,
Louisiana (hereinafter cited as NONA).

87James Fahey N.P., 9 February 1870, NONA; André Driocourt N.P., 6 June 1873,
NONA.
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together at all cost because their livelihood depended upon maintaining
the trade surplus with the South both in domestic and foreign goods:

Every carman draws pay, more or less from the trade of that
section [the South]. The agents who sell manufactures, the
merchants who sell imported goods, the ships that carry
them, the builders of the ships, the lumbermen who furnish
the material, and all those who supply means of support to
them and their families....The mind can with difficulty
contemplate the havoc and misery that would be caused on
both sides by the breaking up and sundering of such ties, if
indeed, it were possible.88

At the same time, southern political pundits were pleading with
their commercial readers to establish more direct trading routes with
Europe and begging their consumers to buy local and foreign goods instead
of northern ones.89 In the two decades leading up to the Civil War, a few
furniture dealers provided their customers with foreign merchandise
directly from Europe, but they were a tiny minority amidst those dealers
who bought all their goods from the North and Midwest.

Foreign goods rarely supplanted domestic articles in most
furniture shops in New Orleans. These imports were seen as luxurious
embellishments to the main domestic stock-in-trade for those few that took
the trouble to select and import European furniture. Eventually, only one
furniture dealer, Prudent Mallard, could claim any real success in this
market. An early agreement between two cabinetmakers to establish a
foreign importing business among them illustrates the difficulties and
uncertainties of attempting to trade directly with European suppliers.

88Kettell, 75.

89For example, see “Wants of the South,” De Bow’s Review 29 (August 1860): 215-223.
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In 1835, Dutreuil Barjon and Christophe W.A. Voigt entered
into a year-long partnership to import furniture from Hamburg and Berlin
to New Orleans.9 Both parties were listed as cabinetmakers in the city
directory for that year with addresses on Royal Street. However, Barjon
appears to have been more established than Voigt at the time of the
agreement since he is supposed to direct the operation:

The said furniture which will be imported into this city by the
above mentioned Mr. Voigt in fulfillment of that which is
stipulated below will be prepared and bought according to the
instructions given by the said Barjon who, because of his

experience in trade, knows better the tastes and needs of the
country where they are to be sold.9!

Barjon had been in business on his own for about thirteen years at the
time of this agreement and was a well-established cabinetmaker who had
served a three-year apprenticeship when he first immigrated to New
Orleans from Santo Domingo in 1813.92

Voigt, who was German, might well have had the initial idea to
import German furniture to New Orleans since the agreement stipulates
that Voigt will do all the work of making the purchases in Germany, and
Barjon will be reimbursed for all the freight and any customs duties:

The said Barjon is obliged to advance the sums which will be
necessary to pay the freight and transport costs of the said
furniture from Europe to this city as well as custom duties;
but he will be reimbursed for it upon the sales of these
products and the first returns....As it will be necessary for the

90Hugh Pedesclaux N.P., 27 February 1835, NONA.

911bid., Article 5, NONA. The original document was written in French, and I am
grateful to Dr. Sylvia Venable for her English translation.

92Harrison, Antiques, 749.
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said Mr. Voigt to go to Europe to make the purchases, his
travel expenses will be met by the benefits which will accrue
from the sales.93

Voigt could only recoup his travel expenses if, and when, the goods were
sold. These arrangements, particularly Barjon’s insistence upon his
selection of the forms and designs, indicate a certain amount of
uncertainty and caution on the part of Barjon who would be speculating on
an unknown quantity.

It is not yet known how long this partnership lasted after the
first year nor if it was successful, but given the fashion for classical designs
in the 1830s and the large German population in New Orleans, it is likely
that Biedermeir furniture would have sold very well. One clue that
Barjon’s venture was successful is the existence of a chest of drawers made
about ten years after this agreement and bearing the label of Barjon’s son,
who was working in his father’s business by 1843 (Figure 2.4). This chest,
with its strong Germanic lines and flat, veneered surfaces typical of
Biedermeir design, could well have been modeled after a popular Germanic
version that his father might have imported a decade earlier. While only
speculation, this theory is plausible, since an inventory of the Barjon shop
lists machinery, tools, and wood sufficient to indicate they made their own
furniture even after the introduction of imports.94

Another furniture dealer and upholsterer who imported German
furniture was Henry Siebrecht. Originally from Hesse-Cassel, Siebrecht

93pedesclaux N.P., Articles 7 and 9, NONA.

94Henry Paul Caire N. P., 11 May 1854, NONA.
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developed a very successful upholstery and furniture store on Royal Street
in the 1850s. Credit reports before the war rate him very highly and
declare him to be “a very rich man.”™5 However, he was forced to ask for a
respite from his creditors during the economic panic of 1873 and listed
among them was the firm of Seelig and Geiger of Ostenburg, Germany.
Other firms in New York with Germanic names such as Wisterburg,
Jefferson, and Company; and Fischer and Rittershaus were also listed as
creditors.9% An inventory of Siebrecht’s shop, taken at the height of his
career in 1854 after his wife’s death, does not make specific reference to
any German furniture.®7 It does, however, mention Italian, French, and
English goods, confirming that Siebrecht was selling imported European
furniture as well as furnishing goods.

His rival for the fancy home furnishings market was Prudent
Mallard, the most fashionable dealer in New Orleans before the Civil War.
Besides Siebrecht, Mallard was the only other dealer in New Orleans to
import furnishings directly from Europe. As a native of France, Mallard
was apparently able to develop trading relationships that must have been
out of reach for his competitors because no one else in the New Orleans
furniture trade during the nineteenth century claimed such a celebrated
position in the market. There were many dealers who were larger or more

financially secure, but no one boasted the same clientele as Mallard, who

95Louisiana Vol. 1, p. 61, Dun Collection, HSBA.
96Record Group 21, U.S. District Courts of Louisiana, Case No. 1275, NA-SR.

97See Appendix B.
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catered to the richest, most fashionable planters and merchants in the

region. This reputation is confirmed in several credit reports from the

1850s:

[May 1852] Commenced in [18]50 with 10,000 in cap[ital]
[and] aged reputation from Paris, could have brought with
him if he wished, any am[oun]t of stock but he came to
ascertain what was required in his line, has since made much
money, imports the finest kind of furn[iture] [etc.] from
France...[March 1853] P.M. + Co, [Prudent Mallard and
Company] a very superior house...“M” is a frenchman [and] a
very superior artist in his way, he imports y[ea]rly from Paris,
a magnificent stock of furniture [and] some articles from
Nlew] Ylork], and always in such quantities that they are
easily sold, he has a fine set of wealthy customers, 20 or
30,000 invested in his bus[iness], as honest as the day...98

Clearly from these reports, Mallard’s reputation depended upon
maintaining a stock of the latest, most fashionable imported goods for his
“wealthy customers.”

Mallard was able to satisfy his customers because he traveled
personally to Europe to make his selections, a fact which he cleverly used
to market himself as a personal shopper of sorts:

P. Mallard, about to leave for Europe, informs his numerous
friends that any order for France or England contracted to
him shall be carefully attended to. At the same time, he
prays his sundry debtors to confer upon him the favor to
settle before his departure.9®

Mallard’s plea to his customers to settle their accounts foreshadowed his
own financial difficulties in 1855. He was forced to ask the court for a

“respite from his creditors” in that year because he could not meet his

981 ouisiana Vol. 1, p- 326, Dun Collection, HSBA.

99New Orleans Bee, 13 July 1854.
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obligations due to the large number of past due accounts receivable on his
books. The record of that action reveals much about Mallard’s his
suppliers both domestic and foreign.100

The two largest of Mallard’s furniture creditors were [Jean-
Baptiste-Abeillard] Marchand and [César-Aimé] Bastard and Frédéric
Roux, both of Paris.101 These two firms operated extensive manufactories
and produced every form and style of furniture in vogue. In addition, both
exhibited at the Exposition Universelle in 1855. Frédéric Roux supplied
much of the furniture sold by his brother, Alexandre, in the New York
branch of the firm that Mallard patronized as well.102

Advertisements after the Civil War indicate that Mallard
continued his direct importation of European furnishing goods. In addition
to furniture, Mallard boasted stocks of Sévres porcelain figurines and
vases, Bacarat and Bohemian crystal, English Axminster carpets,
Venetian mirrors, and silks from Lyon.103 It is clear from the diversity of
imported goods advertised by Mallard and from his marketing strategy of
personally selecting the goods from Europe that he saw himself as the

100Supreme Court of Louisiana, Docket No. 5397, UNO.

1’01For more information on these furniture makers, see Denise Ledoux~Lebard, Les
Ebénistes du XIXe Siécle: 1795-1889 (Paris: Les Editions de 'Amateur, 1984), 40-41; 461;
564—566.

10“zUnfortunat.ely, as of this writing no extant furniture sold by Mallard can be
documented to these firms, although the hall set now at the New Orleans Museum of Art
bearing a Mallard label resembles other work labeled by Alexander Roux.

103New Orleans Bee, 24 December1870; 26 January 1876.
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foremost purveyor of imported furnishing goods.194¢ Mallard and Siebrecht
were the only furniture dealers to maintain direct ties with European
houses in any substantial way. Even as the New Orleans furniture market
in the mid-nineteenth century was almost completely saturated with
furniture of northern and midwestern domestic manufacture, the taste for
French and German decorative styles continued to flourish throughout the

period.

Shoo M t and O .

Shop records such as account books and production ledgers have
not surfaced for any furniture stores in mid-nineteenth-century New
Orleans. Even without these records or data from the manufacturing
census, one can still glean information about the organization and
management of these furniture businesses from court records such as
bankruptcy filings and civil lawsuits, particularly those that resulted in
testimony at trial. Records of commercial bankruptcy often mention the
names of employees (at least those who are considered creditors) as well as
pertinent information about them, including their wages.

Dutreuil Barjon filed for a respite from his creditors in 1843,
and the resulting inventory of his assets and liabilities provides useful

information about an average medium-sized cabinetmaking shop in the

104 A partial set of Parisian porcelain dinnerware marked with a retail stamp of Mallard's
shop is now in the collection of the Louisiana State Museum (1980.155.1-18; 1980.156.1~
10). Several clocks are known, also bearing a Mallard retail stamp, including one
originally purchased by the New Orleans hotelier, Ruggles Sylvester Morse, for his home
in Portland, Maine, now known as the Victoria Mansion. I am grateful to Arlene Palmer
Schwind for bringing this clock to my attention. Finally, two porcelain bisque figurines
with Mallard’s retail stamp remain in the private collection of the Mallard family.
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1840s.195 Among his creditors, Barjon listed his son, Pierre Dutreuil
Barjon, Jr. (1823-1870), as his principal employee, along with an
accounting of the wages that he had not paid his son for two and a half
years:

To Plier]re Dutr{euil] Barjon, Jr. for salary as follows

1841 January 1st to 31 December at $20 per month $240.

1842 [ditto] 1st to 31[ditto] at $25 per month $300.
1843 [ditto] 1st to 31 May at $30 per month $150.106

By comparison, a large new mahogany armoire in Barjon’s inventory was
valued at $80; a mahogany desk, $65; a large mahogany bedstead, $85; a
regular mahogany bedstead, $60; a cherry bedstead, $40; and a mahogany
table, $35.

Barjon had learned his trade as an apprentice to another
cabinetmaker, Jean Rousseau (w.c. 1810-1837), and he presumably taught
his son in the same way. The younger Barjon would have been 18 years
old in 1841, and Barjon, Sr., might have marked his son’s transition from
apprentice to skilled worker by granting him wages at that point. Itis
interesting to note here that Barjon also gave his son an annual raise, even
though it seems he never paid out the money.

In addition to his son, Barjon listed five other workers in his
shop along with the partial sums owed to them: Pierre Lukens, $160;
Alfred Griffin, $108; Richard Sands, $32; Robert Denis, $77; and Alfred

105Qrleans Parish Court, Docket No. 15920, 19 June 1843, Louisiana Division, New
Orleans Public Library. I am grateful to Wayne Everard and Irene Wainwright for their
assistance with this material.

1061niq.
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Frederick, $78. These men are all described as having performed “labour
in the store or shop,” but unfortunately, the record does not describe their
specific functions.

While the debt to these workers is considered a liability for
Barjon, the three slaves he owned are listed as valuable assets: Migo,
$600; Henry, $500; and Thomas, $400. The contrast between different
values for human labor appears harsh to the modern observer, particularly
since Barjon was likewise a free man of color. However, the stark reality is
that many free people of color were slaveholders throughout the
antebellum South; Barjon represented the norm rather than the
exception.107

According to the 1830 census, 735 free people of color in New
Orleans owned 2,351 slaves.108 With eight slaves in 1830, Barjon was
among a group of 153 free black masters who owned five or more slaves.109
While accurate figures are nearly impossible to calculate for the 1840s and
1850s because the method of census-taking changed, scholars speculate

107A comprehensive bibliography on the subject of free blacks in New Orleans from the
colonial era to the present can be found in Mary Gehman, The Free People of Color of New
Orleans: An Introduction (New Orleans: Margaret Media, 1994), 137-146. The most
relevant sources for the period of this study include Robert C. Reinders, “The Free Negro
in the New Orleans Economy, 1850-1860,” Louisiana History 6(summer 1965): 273-285;
Loren Schweninger, “Antebellum Free Persons of Color in Postbellum Louisiana,”
Louisiana History 30 (fall 1989): 345-364; and the pioneering study by Carter G.
Woodson, Free Negro Owners of Slaves in the United States in 1830 (1924; reprint ed.,
New York: Negro Universities Press, 1968).

108Reinders, 282.

1098chweninger, 348; Woodson, 15.
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that the number of slave-owning blacks in New Orleans dropped as greater
restrictions were placed on their freedom to own property.110

The issue of Barjon’s property ownership points out the
tantalizing paucity of primary documentation for New Orleans
cabinetmakers during this period. Barjon apparently rented both his
house and shop according to this bankruptcy which recorded his landlords
as creditors; however, this fact raises more questions than it answers.
Was Barjon prevented from owning property because of his racial status?
Free blacks were allowed to own property at the time with some
restrictions, so was his obstacle the spirit of the law if not the letter of it?
Was his predicament the result of his own lack of financial success?

Unfortunately, not enough information is known to answer the
questions with certainty. Barjon once owned as many as eight slaves, and
in 1843 he owned only three. Therefore, his lack of property might have
been the result of his own financial condition resulting from the economic
crisis of a few years before and not the direct result of racial restrictions.
Yet, Barjon’s financial difficulties in 1843 could also have resulted from the
heightened suspicion and hostility that arose toward free blacks during
this period. Scholars have described a political and social climate that
prompted free blacks to begin leaving New Orleans in large numbers
during the 1830s and 1840s, with many immigrating to Liberia, Haiti, and

even France.l11l

110Reinders, 282-283.

1111hid, 284-285.
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Credit reports from the period indicate that Barjon’s own
departure from New Orleans in 1854 was both swift and fraught with

scandal:

[August 1854] A mulatto, he [Barjon] failed some months ago
[and] previous to his failure he transferred the establishment
to a white woman with whom he lived [and] both have lately
left for France carrying with them all the cash they could
gather [and] leaving his creditors in the lurch. Before they
left the woman sold the establ{ishment] to Barjon fils [(Jr.]
who now carries on.112

A literal reading of this credit report does not paint a complete picture.
The inflammatory tone reflects the suspicious climate of the period, and
while Barjon may have left his creditors “in the lurch,” his creditors may
well have made it so difficult for him that he was left with little choice but
to leave. A year earlier, the same correspondent told his company that
Barjon was “very clever [and] honest.”113 Nevertheless, Barjon’s plight
was probably similar to the experiences of other free blacks in the last
decade before the Civil War: successful men with good reputations until
the hand of hate was turned upon them.114

According to one source, there were 26 free blacks working as

cabinetmakers or upholsterers in 1850.115 The manuscript census rolls for

1121 ouisiana Vol. 1, p. 460, Dun Collection, HSBA.
1131bid.

114gchweninger, 349-350.

115Reinders, 275. Reinders quotes statistics gathered by J.D.B. De Bow, publisher of De
Bow’s Review, and points out that De Bow might have exaggerated the totals in order to
show that free blacks in New Orleans were just as well off as those in northern cities—a
plausible speculation given the defensive tone of most of De Bow’s writing.
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the first municipality of New Orleans (the area encompassing the French
Quarter) in that same year list 469 men who were engaged in the furniture
business in one capacity or another.116 Unfortunately, it is impossible to
determine the racial balance among this group as well as the number of
slaves working within the trade since neither race nor slaves were
mentioned. However, some indication of the ethnic and cultural diversity
of the furniture trade in New Orleans can be seen by analyzing the place of
birth of these individuals (see Table 2.2).

One finds that nearly 80% of the men working in the trade at
the beginning of the decade before the Civil War were immigrants to the
United States, and all but 9% were from somewhere other than Louisiana.
These figures distinguish the New Orleans furniture business from that in
Philadelphia, where 58% of the work force were born in America.117 In
New Orleans, 66% of these people came from one of only two countries,
France and Germany. Unfortunately, without the lost manufacturing
census schedules to describe the organization of each shop, it is impossible
to understand fully the role of these individuals and the impact of their
cultural influences on the furniture that was either made or sold in New

Orleans in the mid-nineteenth century.

116Record Group 29, Records of the Bureau of the Census, NA-DC.

1177 albott, “Philadelphia Furniture Makers,” 90.
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Table 2.2 Ethnic Composition of the Furniture Business in 1850

Place of Birth Number % of Total
France 159 33.9
Germany (including

Baden and Prussia) 153 32.6
Switzerland 12 2.6
Ireland 19 4.1
Scotland 6 1.3
England 4 8
Other European

Countries (9) 13 2.8
Canada and Mexico 2 4
West Indies 3 .6
United States:

Louisiana 44 9.4

Massachusetts 13 2.8

New York 17 3.6

Pennsylvania 7 1.5

Other States (11) 17 3.6
United States (total) 98 20.9
TOTALS 469 100.0

Source: Record Group 29, Records of the Bureau of the Census, Seventh Census of the
United States (1850), Population Schedules for Louisiana, City of New Orleans, First
Municipality, Microfilm MSS, NA-DC.

More research is needed to determine the relationship between the
ethnicity of individuals and their proprietary or non-proprietary functions.
For now it seems clear that non-natives and non-southerners dominated
the furniture trade in New Orleans, regardless of shop organization.

While little is known about the hierarchy of responsibilities
within furniture shops and warerooms, some information about the
business practices of the most prominent firms exists within the records of

civil court proceedings. Large stores with high volume or those with rich
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and dependable clientele tended to sell much of their meichandise on
credit to commission brokers, cotton factors, country merchants, and
planters. Even smaller shops offered goods on the “most reasonable
terms.”118 However, this practice left merchants overextended, often
resulting in respites and business failures. These proceedings rarely
caused a furniture store to close; instead, the courts generally granted
their petitions for relief, and business continued on as usual. In New
Orleans, as in other cities, one’s stock-in-trade was everything. As long as
the debt of a firm was secured by other property or the accounts receivable
were considered good, a merchant was spared a sheriff’s sale. If sucha
sale occurred, the end of the firm was at hand, as with Robinson and
Olroyd in 1855.

Robinson had been in partnership with Mallard just prior to this
action and was partially financed to go into business on his own by Henry
Siebrecht. Without much of a reputation or clientele, Robinson and his
new partner Olroyd could not get their feet off the ground and soon failed.
Their lease and stock were auctioned by the sheriff, signaling the end of
their business.119 Although Siebrecht was forced to ask for a respite on the
liabilities of his loan to Robinson and Olroyd, his personal credit and
reputation did not suffer because his firm was well-known and viable.120

Likewise, Mallard continued in business in 1855 even though his debts

118 New Orleans Bee, 5 January 1856.
1191bid., 5 March 1855.

1207 gyisiana Vol. 1, p. 129, Dun Collection, HSBA.
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were very high. The fact that he was so well established and had pages of
accounts receivable that the court considered to be good probably kept the
sheriff away.121

Merchants did not hesitate to file lawsuits against their
customers if the bill went unpaid for too long. For example, Mallard sued
James A. Bisland of Natchez, Mississippi, in 1855 to recover the $837.63
recorded in Mallard’s accounts receivable during his 1855 bankruptcy.
Bisland had purchased carpeting, window curtains, and a looking glass in
1853 at 8% simple interest. Mallard eventually sold the unpaid account to
a collector who attempted in vain to obtain payment. Finally, the case
went to trial and Mallard obtained a judgment in favor of his claim,
although it is not known if he ever received his money.122 This case is
typical of the several hundred suits that exist in the district, circuit, and
supreme courts of New Orleans and the surrounding parishes in Louisiana
between furniture stores and their delinquent customers. These cases
almost always resulted in judgments in favor of the merchant that often
included repossession.

Then as now, merchants recovered from periods of financial
recession and, for the most part, kept their businesses running. Far more
troublesome to a furniture dealer in the nineteenth century was the
constant threat of fire since insurance was expensive and could not

possibly cover a complete loss. Their stores were tinder boxes of sawdust,

121gupreme Court of Louisiana, Docket No. 5397, UNO.

122Records of the Adams County Circuit Court, Case Nos. 87 and 115, May Term 1855,
MSS in Historic Natchez Foundation Archives, Natchez, Mississippi.
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moss, straw, varnishes, and other highly flammable materials ready to
ignite at the first careless spark. The buildings of “Furniture Row” along
Royal Street were densely occupied and not resistant to a spreading fire
such as the one that broke out on the evening of August 9, 1860.

The fire began in the furniture store of Christian Boye and
spread until it had consumed an entire block of Royal Street, taking with it
the stock of several prominent furniture dealers. The newspaper reported
the next day that the stores had very little insurance to cover the
damage.123 A few, such as William McCracken and Daniel Kelham, were
able to recover; Boye and Shumway, Grosjean and Beneteau, and Henry
Siebrecht were devastated. While Siebrecht would eventually continue in
business after the war, he would never again attain enough capital to ward
off his creditors for good. The other two firms simply closed down, never to
reopen.

The reference to “Furniture Row” in the newspaper account of
this fire describes the several blocks of Royal Street leading from Canal
Street. It was here that most of the city’s furniture dealers opened their
warerooms in the 1830s. Some of them occupied neighboring shopfronts
such as those caught in the devastating fire of 1860. Others, like Mallard,
maintained showrooms on two sides of the corners providing anchorage for
smaller frame or looking glass shops as well as jewelers and lighting

merchants along the block.

123New Orleans Daily Picayune, 10 August 1860.
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The prolific advertisements in newspapers and city directories
indicate that competition was stiff among furniture dealers both before
and after the war. Yet, there must have existed a certain amount of
respect and friendship among those in the trade since public records reveal
that furniture merchants would often serve as witnesses on documents for
each other. They would also loan each other money, purchase supplies and
even furniture from one another as well—a common practice throughout
the industry. Such collegiality foreshadowed the advent of professional
societies later in the nineteenth century, although the idea of camaraderie

among tradesmen was nothing new to cabinetmakers and upholsterers.

Manufacturing

More than any other, the question of whether or not furniture
was made in New Orleans during the nineteenth century looms over any
scholar of this region’s material culture. The answer is much more
complex than the question because it requires one to rethink accepted
terminology and conventional methods of connoisseurship and to focus
instead on marketing techniques and trading patterns. Unfortunately, the
surviving furniture itself is not very helpful in reaching a determination
about place of manufacture. Furniture woods, both primary and
secondary, were being transshipped all over the country and the world by
the mid-nineteenth century, and furniture of this period was constructed
with the aid of machine-driven templates and increasingly standardized
parts. Decorative motifs followed accepted and widely published designs
with few distinguishable regional characteristics. It is necessary then to
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evaluate, with some degree of extrapolation, the extant documentary
evidence if one is to make any substantive conclusions about the
manufacture of furniture in New Orleans.

For some firms in New Orleans, one can say with assurance that
they did not manufacture any of the furniture they sold. Large firms such
as Sampson and Keen (later C.C. Sampson, then Sampson Brothers), C.
Flint and Jones, Grosjean and Beneteau, and Boye and Shumway all
advertise themselves as wholesale and retail dealers. In the case of
Sampson, a shop inventory taken in 1868 does not list any machinery,
tools, or raw materials for manufacturing furniture.12¢ Finally, Sampson’s
partner, Isaac Keen, described the firm as a wholesale and retail store
during his testimony in a lawsuit in 1871.125

Likewise, it is probable that those firms who maintained
branches in New Orleans but whose main operation was elsewhere did not
manufacture furniture in New Orleans, such as J. and J.W. Meeks and
Henry Weil of New York; Daniel Kelham of Manchester, Massachusetts;
and Mitchell and Rammelsberg of Cincinnati, Ohio. There were probably
other firms with similar arrangements unknown to this author. To this
list, one could add the northern and midwestern furniture manufacturers
who made goods especially for the southern market and sold them through

dealers in New Orleans. As stated previously, their names often appear

1245 Mazureau N.P., 12 September 1868, NONA.

125Record Group 21, U.S. Circuit Court, Case No. 6133, NA-SR.
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among the list of creditors in a bankruptcy or probate inventory as well as
linked to individual pieces in shop inventories.

It can be said of another group of shops that their owners both
imported and manufactured the furniture they sold. Dutreuil Barjon (later
D. Barjon, Jr.) and William and James McCracken (later McCracken and
Brewster, then James McCracken and Company) are two firms that fall
into this category. There were no doubt others, but this study only
revealed documentary evidence for these two. In the case of Barjon, his
1835 agreement with Christophe Voigt to import furniture from Germany
reveals his intent to integrate imported goods into his inventory. As yet,
no such German furniture has surfaced that can be linked to his shop, but
the Louisiana State Museum chest of seven drawers (see Figure 2.4)
strongly suggests that it was directly copied from a German prototype.
The inventory of Barjon’s shop in 1843 indicates that he was certainly
making furniture, given the amount of machinery, tools, and raw materials
present in his shop.126 After his son takes over the business in 1856, a
notice appears in the newspaper calling for “competent varnishers,
cabinetmakers, and sculptors” and offering “mahogany, glue, copal
varnish, and pumice stones” for sale to his fellow cabinetmakers in
town.127 Not only does this notice indicate that the Barjon shop continued
to make furniture, but it also suggests that there were others making
furniture at the time in New Orleans, however small the output might

1265ee Appendix A

127 New Orleans Bee, 5 January 1856.

59

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



have been. However, raw materials such as those advertised by Barjon,
dJr., were likely used to frame up and repair furniture as well.

William and James McCracken were probably the largest firm
to have made furniture in New Orleans. They maintained a separate
factory several blocks away from their retail store on Royal Street;
however, their production seems to have been limited to “office and bank
furniture,” according to a promotional listing in 1882.128 Further
documentary evidence supports this claim: the 1872 shop inventory taken
after the death of William McCracken lists steam machinery, other tools,
thirteen workbenches, and raw materials sufficient for manufacturing on a
modest scale.129 On the other hand, this same inventory lists vast
amounts of furniture imported from northern and midwestern concerns.
For example, cargo manifests show that the McCrackens were one of the
leading importers of Charles Lee’s bedsteads.130 Together with the
Sampson firm, the McCrackens probably were responsible for the bulk of
imported domestic furniture into New Orleans, given the frequency of their
consignments listed on the inward cargo manifests for New Orleans.

The most elusive group of furniture merchants are those that
advertised themselves alternately as cabinetmakers, dealers, or
upholsterers, and for whom there exists no concrete documentary evidence

one way or the other. Henry Siebrecht and Prudent Mallard are the most

1287no. E. Land, Pen Illustrations of New Orleans, 1881-82 (New Orleans: By the author,
1882), 120.

129A. Dreyfous N.P., 21 March 1872, NONA.

130Harrison, “C. Lee,” 29a.
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recognizable examples of this type of merchant who maintained
fashionable warerooms filled with everything needed to furnish a house in
the best taste of the day. Furniture was not the only product they sold;
carpeting, furnishing fabrics, and wallcoverings provided the mainstay of
their inventory. It is not surprising that their advertising would reflect
the diversity of their trade.

For example, the billhead of Henry Siebrecht states that he is
an “importer and manufacturer of furniture, upholstery, and paper
hangings.”131 However, unlike those of Barjon and McCracken, the shop
inventory taken at the time of Mrs. Siebrecht’s death in 1854 does not
make any reference to machinery or tools. The inventory takers list only
enough raw materials to upholster and repair furniture.132 The large
numbers of seating frames suggests that Siebrecht imported them to New
Orleans and upholstered them in his shop. Perhaps “manufacture” meant
upholstering rather than actual fabrication of furniture. In any event,
surviving receipts suggest that wallpapers and furnishing textiles were the
largest source of Siebrecht’s trade.

With Prudent Mallard, the subject of manufacturing becomes
even more complicated. He, like Siebrecht, called himself an “importer
and manufacturer” of furniture at the top of his billhead.133 However, he

131Record Group 68, Miscellaneous Manuscripts, “Receipt for H.N. Siebrecht,” Historical
Center, Louisiana State Museum, New Orleans, Louisiana.

132g¢e Appendix B.

133gee the reproduction of Mallard’s receipt to E.H. Reynes dated 16 April 1861, in
Poesch, 324. Poesch discusses the difficulty in understanding the nineteenth-century
connotations of terms such as cabinetmaker and upholsterer.
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advertised most often as an upholsterer in the city directories. A
contemporary definition of “upholsterer” is consistent with what is known
of Mallard’s business: “The upholsterer does what is called the ‘soft work,’
that is, all that relates to curtains, hangings, cushions, and so forth; he is
also responsible for the due finishing and fittings of carpets and beds.”134
According to his advertisements, Mallard did a substantial business in
carpets, which he selected himself at the factories in England in addition
to large quantities of draping and curtaining material.

Unfortunately, the inventory taken of his shop in 1855 does not
give as detailed a picture of his establishment as the inventory for Henry
Siebrecht; however, it does list “other articles of manufacture” and “woods
of every sort, polishes, planes, and hardware,” although the manufacturing
articles are grouped with upholstering implements.135 The corresponding
values of $750, and $3,220, are significant amounts, but there is not
enough information to be conclusive about the scale of operation or amount
of production. Given the fact that furniture represented only 16% of the
value of his stock-in-trade, it is likely that furniture production was not
the mainstay of his trade. Once again, manufacturing probably meant
custom upholstering and mattress-making. In fact, a “mattress mfy
[manufactory]” is shown within the footprint of Mallard’s property on a

nineteenth-century atlas of New Orleans.136

134Knight’s Cyclopedia of the Industry of All Nations (London: Charles Knight, 1851),
919.

135See Appendix C.

136Square 64, Sanborn’s Insurance Survey (Philadelphia: Sanborn Map Co., 1876).
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Mallard’s newspaper advertisements are no less confusing. In
an October 1857 advertisement, he informs the public that he has on hand
furniture of his own manufacture and imported from Europe.137 Another
advertisement at the end of the season in June 1858 notes that Mallard
will have on sale “a very extensive selection of furniture, manufactured in
his own establishment.”138 However, a year later Mallard puts the
following notice in the newspaper:

P. MALLARD, DEALER IN FRENCH FURNITURE. His
friends and the public are informed that he intends leaving
for France and England between the 15th and 20th instant,
and that he will attend satisfactorily, as usual, to all orders
given him.139

This notice focuses on his practice of personally selecting goods for his
customers in Europe and does so by calling attention to his status as a
dealer of French furniture. When taken in the context of his credit report
and the list of creditors taken at about the same time that show large
debts to Parisian cabinetmakers, these advertisements suggest that
Mallard was primarily concerned with importation and made very little
furniture in his shop. His furniture production was perhaps limited to
commissions and other custom work for which he advertises as well.
When evaluating furniture store advertising in the nineteenth
century, including print ads, city directories, stationery, and furniture
labels, one must also consider the possibility of false advertising. An

137New Orleans Bee, 9 October 1857.
1381bid., 4 June 1858.

1391bid., 9 April 1859.
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editorial in the trade journal, The Cabinetmaker, indicates that the
practice of dealers advertising themselves as manufacturers was both
fraudulent and widespread:

Why does every furniture dealer in the country advertise
himself as a manufacturer?...For wholesale dealers and
jobbers, who...do not even own a cent’s worth of interest in a
manufactory, it is simply a fraud. If there is any advantage
in manufacturing, the firms who invest their money in
buildings, stock, machinery, and labor, are entitled to that
advantage; if there is no such advantage, why claim such an
empty honor by advertising yourselves as manufacturers,
when you are simply wholesale dealers?140

Such a complaint suggests that dealers around the country routinely
marketed themselves with exaggeration and even deceit in order to
present a picture to the public of maintaining a comprehensive stock made
exclusively for their customers. The nineteenth-century furniture trade in
New Orleans was probably no different in this way than others, although
explicit evidence of this practice is nearly impossible to find. In an age
when newspapers were the fastest and most effective forms of
communication to the customer, advertising and image were crucial to
success, if not survival. In Mallard’s case, he advertised constantly in the
New Orleans papers and city directories. Therefore, one must carefully
filter his claims that he could provide everything for everyone.

After the war, the Mechanics’ and Agricultural Fair Association
in New Orleans held fairs and expositions to promote commercial
rejuvenation, the first in 1867. Mallard and Siebrecht both won silver
medals for the “best set of bedroom furniture” and the “best book case”

140The Cabinetmaker, 29 April 1871.
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respectively. In addition, Mallard took home $10.00 for the best armoire.
Taken out of context, one might think that these items were of their own
manufacture. However, a closer look at the descriptions of other prizes
awarded at the fair reveals that the judges made note of items actually
made in New Orleans, such as B. Antognini’s prize for “best billiard table
made in New Orleans.” This distinction among the categories is
understandable since the fair was held to promote local commerce and
manufacture. The judges did not mention “made in New Orleans” with
regard to Mallard and Siebrecht; it is likely their prizes were for the best
display or best available bedroom set and bookcase.141

The answer to the question of Mallard’s manufacturing may lie
in the surviving documented furniture from his shop. One washstand
probably dating from the 1840s is stenciled on the back, “from/P. Mallard.”
A bedstead from the 1850s also says “from/P. Mallard” but with the
addition of “manufacturer” underneath his name. Finally, several pieces
exist that probably date after the Civil War, including a bedroom set
highly decorated with marquetry in the Louis XVI taste, bearing the
printed label, “Manufactured by P. Mallard.” Taken literally, this
progression of labels might suggest that Mallard’s enterprise steadily grew
into a large factory producing ever more sophisticated furniture. However,
it is now known that Mallard’s business became increasingly dependent on
imports while, at the same time, he tried to maintain an image of a

celebrated maker of fashionable furniture. While the surviving furniture

141Renort of the First Grand Fair of the Mechanics’ and Agricultural Fair Association of
Louisiana (New Orleans: The Commercial Bulletin, 1867.)
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pieces documented to his shop reveal the diversity of styles he made
available to his customers, few definite conclusions about place of
manufacture can be drawn from them. Without more detailed records of
his shop production, it is impossible to know for sure just what, if
anything, he actually made in his shop.

The impact of Mallard’s production, or that of any of the other
furniture shops in New Orleans, was ultimately insignificant if, in fact, it
can ever be proven that he or his competitors made any of the furniture
they sold. Even a credit reference manual published in 1885 only listed
three small manufacturers out of 169 total furniture businesses; the

majority of the rest were classified as retail stores.142

142Robert Lyon, The Standard Reference Book of the Furniture Trade (New York: By the
author, 1885), 1-5.
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Figure 2.1. Incised stamp of Charles Lee on a bedstead, c. 1856-68.
Courtesy of Elizabeth Hertzog, Magnolia Plantation,
Natchez, Louisiana.
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Figure 2.2. Half-tester bedstead, stamped “C. LEE,” Manchester,
Massachusetts, c. 1865. Collection of the Pilgrimage
Garden Club, Stanton Hall, Natchez, Mississippi.
Photograph by Mike Willey, courtesy of the Historic
Natchez Foundation.

68

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



————
om————r
—————
——r
er——
pev———
- ——

——xxr P

= v

J-
)

»

Figure 2.3. Photograph showing the bedstead manufactory of
Charles Lee, Manchester, Massachusetts, c. 1856—68.
Courtesy of the Manchester (Mass.) Historical Society.
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Figure 2.4. Chest of Drawers, stenciled “D. BARJON, Jr./CABINET
MAKER,/No. 279 Royal St/ NEW-ORLEANS,” New
Orleans, c. 1845. Collection of the Louisiana State
Museum, New Orleans, Acc. No. 1980.169.4.

70

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Chapter 3
CONSUMER CHOICES: “TO SUIT EVERY FANCY”

As the population of New Orleans grew and commercial activity
increased, the city became the South’s largest center of retail trade. From
exotic fruits and vegetables to household furnishings, there was not much
that could not be procured by the mid-nineteenth-century consumer. The
furniture trade in New Orleans, like other sectors of retail commerce,
reflected changing patterns of consumption by a changing consumer. This
chapter considers the development of the furniture industry as a function
of consumer choice: the dynamic profile of furniture consumers and the
variety of goods sold.

The roots of modern consumer behavior have been traced to the
dynamic shifts in social structure that occurred in the last quarter of the
eighteenth century.143 McKendrick describes this “consumer revolution”

as a “necessary analogue to the industrial revolution.”144 Grant

143This theory is best summarized in Neil McKendrick, J.H. Plumb, and John Brewer,
Birth of Consumer Society (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1985). Critics who posit
different explanations for the increased consumer behavior in eighteenth-century America
include Ronald Hoffman, Cary Carson, and Peter J. Albert,Cary Carson,Of Consuming
Interests: The Style of Life in the Eighteenth Century (Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1993); and Carole Shammas, “Explaining Past Changes in Consumption and
Consumer Behavior,” Historical Methods 22 (spring 1989): 61-67.

144Neil McKendrick, “Commercialization and the Economy” in Birth of a Consumer
Society (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1985), 9.
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McCracken asserts that “by the nineteenth century, consumption and
society were inextricably linked.”145 Nowhere is this more evident than in
nineteenth-century New Orleans. The promise of financial success derived
from the booming agrarian economy in the 1830s brought thousands to
Louisiana either to become planters, work for planters, or sell to planters.
The population of New Orleans more than doubled between 1830 and 1840
(see Table 1.1). With such a population explosion, demand spawned
unprecedented growth in mercantile activity that increased the supply of
consumer goods. Scholars debate whether consumer demand drove supply
in the nineteenth century or whether the availability of goods sparked a
demand for them. The particular circumstances of antebellum New
Orleans suggest a consumer-driven market when the population increased
dramatically and a supply-driven market when growth was steady.

The furniture trade before the Civil War is indicative of this
pattern of consumption. The rise of the furniture dealer in New Orleans
was a direct response to the increased demand for household furnishings
as the population burgeoned in the 1830s. Prior to that time,
cabinetmakers could accommodate their customers with the products of
their own workbenches. The daybed marked with the incised stamp, “D.
BARJON,” is an example of vernacular furniture in the Grecian taste that
formed the mainstay of furniture production in the 1820s and 1830s
(Figure 3.1).

145Grant McCracken, Culture and Consumption (Bloomington: Indiana University,
1988), 22.
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As demand increased, craftsmen such as Dutreuil Barjon and
Louis Grosjean augmented their shops with the products of others from
industrialized centers of furniture production. This trend continued to
develop in the 1840s when entrepreneurs such as Calvin Chandler
Sampson, Isaac Keen, Daniel Kelham, Christian Boye, and George
Shumway moved to New Orleans from the Northeast to join the already-
established Prudent Mallard, Henry Siebrecht, and William McCracken,
all from abroad.146 By the 1850s, the cabinet warerooms of these men
dominated the furniture trade not only by supplying the need for enormous
quantities of furniture but also by providing more variety and choice for
the consumer than was possible in a craftsman’s shop.

As population growth slowed in the 1840s and 1850s, it was this
variety and choice that titilated the consumer. Scholars have noted the
birth of department stores during this period as a by-product of mass
consumption—one-stop shopping for dry goods and crockery.147 Indeed,
cabinet warerooms provided the same opportunity for the purchase of
household furnishings. The inventory of Henry Siebrecht’s shop indicates
that wallpaper, drapery fabric, and upholstery material were available
along with an extensive selection of furniture (see Appendix B). In addition

to adornments for the wall and window, one could purchase tableware,

1465ee Chapter Two.

147por example, Michael B. Miller, The Bon Marché (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1980); Rosalind B. Williams, Dream Worlds: Mass Consumption in Late Nineteenth-
Century France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983); and Jay Cantor, “A
Monument of Trade: A.T. Stewart and the Rise of the Millionaire’s Mansion in New York,”
Winterthur Portfolio 10 (1975): 165—197.
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floor coverings, statuary, clocks, and paintings in Prudent Mallard’s shop.
One could find all that was needed to furnish a house in the grandest
taste. Mallard proudly advertised his shop as a “bazaar” in a newspaper
advertisement:

This establishment is emphatically a curiosity depot and
presents the most extensive assortment of everything rare,
rich, and beautiful, comprising works of skill and art as
varied as the fancy could imagine.148

The accounts receivable for Mallard and Siebrecht indicate that these
merchants catered to a fashionable clientele of creole planters and cotton
brokers who favored imported goods.

Parisian design sources must have been both familiar and
influential in guiding Mallard’s choices for his customers, judging from the
similarity of certain pieces documented to Mallard’s shop and published
designs of the period.14% A card table in the Historic New Orleans
Collection that descended in the Mallard family resembles a design
published in Paris by Désiré Guilmard (Figures 3.2, 3.3).150 Another
Guilmard design for a dressing table, or duchesse, appears to be the
precedent for a similar piece bearing the stenciled label of D. Barjon, Jr.
found in a recent local auction (Figures 3.4, 3.5). Other designs published

148Daily Crescent, 10 October 1853.

149For a thorough discussion of the influence of nineteenth-century design sources see,
Samuel J. Dornsife, “Design Sources for Nineteenth-Century Window Hangings,”
Winterthur Portfolio 10 (1975): 69-99; Kenneth Ames, “Designed in France: Notes on the
Transmission of French Style to America,” Winterthur Portfolio 12 (1977): 103—114; and
Gail Caskey Winkler, “Capricious Fancy: Curtains and Drapery, 1790-1930,”

Antiques January 1994,154—-164.

150 Accession No. 1987.44.
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by Michel Jansen (Figure 3.6), Monsieur Robert (Figure 3.7), and Victor
Quetin (Figure 3.8) suggest possible sources for two types of armoires often
found in the region. While these designs illustrate forms in the prevalent
rococo revival style, known alternatively as the “French Antique” or Louis
Quatorze, Henry Siebrecht’s inventory documents that other modes of
fashion were concurrently available, such as Gothic and Elizabethan.

The Civil War brought about a change in the profile of furniture
consumers in New Orleans. It virtually eliminated the elite group of
planters from the high end of the market, but it did not eliminate the need
for household furnishings among more middle class sectors. Furniture
stores survived during the Civil War largely by supplying the needs of the
occupying forces. Sampson and Keen, William McCracken, Flint and
Jones, and Siebrecht are all listed in the city controller’s reports as
vendors of furniture for offices in City Hall and other government
buildings. The fact that all of these merchants either came from the North
or had suppliers there probably enhanced their ability to adapt to the
changing market. More research is needed to determine the extent of
furniture trade during the war, but tax rolls do indicate that most firms
were able to survive and carry on trade throughout the duration.

The years immediately following the Civil War brought a
resurgence of commercial activity to the beleaguered city. Efforts to
rebuild the economy brought an increase in furniture shipments from the
Northeast in 1866 and 1867, according to ship cargo manifests. Indeed,
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Charles Lee enjoyed his most successful year of southern sales in 1867.151
However, the customer was different. Opportunists from the North rushed
to the city to take advantage of sheriff sales, bankruptcies, deflated land
prices, and the promise of trade resumption with the North. The
corresponding boom in commercial activity stimulated recovery for New
Orleans until the Panic of 1873. In 1866, De Bow wrote that “there are
hundreds and thousands of strange faces...[and] the levee is crowded with
steamers and ships and merchandise and busy men, and the shops are
filled with goods.”152 These strangers built new houses along St. Charles
Avenue in uptown New Orleans and patronized the city’s cabinet
warerooms.

Conditions of former soldiers returning home to ruined farms
was desperate and their need for food paramount. Few required new
furniture. However, a market developed during this time for second-hand
furniture, and many stores participated in this trade. The probate
inventories of John Yetter (1870), Henry Pinard (1873), and Alexis De
Bruille (1878) list substantial quantities of second-hand furniture in their
shops along with cheap new goods from the Midwest and Northeast. The
boosterism of civic leaders was reflected in the series of expositions held in
New Orleans after the war. The participation by furniture stores in these
fairs indicates a democratization of taste that also occurred around the

rest of the country during the last half of the nineteenth century. In order

15 1Harrison, “C. Lee,” 29a.

152pe Bow’s Review 1 (February 1866): 219.
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to attract customers, local furniture stores carried merchandise that
reflected new tastes and fashions. A small table in the Louis Seize revival
style and documented to Mallard’s shop from this period illustrates the
aesthetic changes of post-war furniture design (Figure 3.9).

The furniture consumer of the 1870s in New Orleans was
different from the typical consumer in the 1860s. Young men who were too
young to fight in the war began to reject the agrarianism of the Old South
and to move into commercial activity. These “New South prophets,” as
Paul Gaston describes them, felt that “wealth and power flowed from
machines and factories, not from unprocessed fields of white cotton.”153
While cash payments replaced the credit of antebellum years up to the
Panic of 1873, the pathological nature of sharecropping during
Reconstruction, where one farmer was indebted to another from year to
year, meant that large credit balances resumed. Those furniture dealers
who had been successful under this system before the Civil War failed in
the 1870s. Most notably, the old arbiter of fashion in antebellum New
Orleans, Prudent Mallard, finally closed his shop in 1874. Siebrecht
managed to limp along, but he died penniless in 1889. It would not be
until the 1890s that the furniture trade in New Orleans would recover its

prominence in the region with the introduction of manufacturing.

153paul M. Gaston, The New South Creed: A Study in Southern Mythmaking (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1970), 54.
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Figure 3.1. Daybed, stamped “D. BARJON,” New Orleans,
Louisiana, c. 1835—40. Collection of Derek Beard.
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Figure 3.2. Card Table, attributed to the shop of Prudent Mallard,
New Orleans, Louisiana, c. 1850-1860. Collection of the
Historic New Orleans Collection, Acc. No. 1987.44.
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Figure 3.3. Detail of Plate 79, Désiré Guilmard, Le Carnet de
L’Ebéniste Parisien, Collection de Meubles Simples
(Paris: By the author, [184-?]). Courtesy of the
Winterthur Museum Library.
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Figure 3.4. Detail of Plate 36, Désiré Guilmard, Le Carnet de
L’Ebéniste Parisien, Collection de Meubles Simples
(Paris: By the author, [184-?]). Courtesy of the
Winterthur Museum Library, Wilmington, Delaware.
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Figure 3.5. Dressing Table, part of a set attributed to D. Barjon,
Jr., New Orleans, Louisiana, c. 1845-50. Courtesy the
Neal Auction Company, New Orleans, Louisiana.
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Figure 3.6. Detail of Plate 30, Michel Jansen, OQuvrage sur
L’Ebénisterie, Dédié aux Fabricans (Paris: By the
author, 1839—42). Courtesy of the Winterthur Museum
Library, Wilmington, Delaware.
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Figure 3.7. Plate 64, Robert, Modeé¢les de Meubles en Tous Genres
(Paris: Bance, Fils, [184-7]). Courtesy of the Winterthur
Museum Library, Wilmington, Delaware.
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Figure 3.8. Plate 317, Victor Quetin, Le Magasin de Meubles, Album
Complet et Référence de Tous les Meubles qui se
Fabriquent a Paris (Paris: By the author, [186-?]).
Courtesy of the Louisiana State Museum, New Orleans.
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Figure 3.9. Work Table, labeled “MANUFACTURED/BY/P.
MALLARD,/53 & 55 Royal St. corner of Bienville/New
Orleans, La.,” c. 1870. Courtesy of the Historic Natchez
Foundation.
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CONCLUSION

This study suggests that the furniture in nineteenth-century
New Orleans evolved from a trade dominated by craftsmen to one of
dealers and merchants. New Orleans during the mid-nineteenth century
was a retail trading center, not a manufacturing one. The furniture trade
there was a sector of commerce that reflected economic, political, and social
changes that affected the region as well as the nation. During times of
great population growth and economic boom, furniture consumption and
the development of trade correlated with a surge in demand. In more
stable times, the market was a function of choice and supply.

The picture of manufacturing during this period is clearer given
the knowledge that the furniture trade was largely retail. While
upholstering and repairs remained a part of a shop’s business, large scale
design and fabrication was virtually unknown after 1850 until the end of
the century when some furniture factories were established.

The discovery of furniture shop inventories has revealed that
stylistic considerations mirrored those in other regions of the country.
They show the absence of manufacturing equipment in many shops
previously assumed to be manufacturers and illustrate the heavy reliance
on imported goods. Cargo manifests have confirmed the massive influx of

northern furniture made for the southern market and have delineated
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sources of domestic manufacture. More research needs to be done on
foreign cargo manifests to determine the extent of importation from
abroad.

While cultural and geographical aspects of New Orleans
perhaps made its rise as a retail trading center inevitable, this study
suggests that its furniture market was a key component of North/South
commercial activity throughout the nineteenth century. The evolution of
the furniture trade in New Orleans was directly linked with the larger
agricultural exchange between the two regions in ways hitherto unnoticed.
It remains to be seen if scholars will continue to explore such important
avenues. of southern material culture to find new understandings of
American history.
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Appendix A:
SHOP INVENTORY OF DUTREUIL BARJON, 1843

Orleans Parish Court, Case No. 15920, June 19, 1843
Translated from the original in French
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\ f Dlutrleuil Bari

1843 Furniture
5 Armoires mahogany massive $ 80. $ 400.
2 Ditto [ditto] framed up 90. 180.
2 “ “ solid 65. 130.
1 “ “ veneered — 78.
2 Bookcases “ massive 65. 130.
6 [ditto] in cherry 40. 240.
4 Bedsteads made square in mahogany  85. 340.
2 [ditto] mahogany massive 85. 170.
3 [ditto] [ditto] 60. 180.
5 [ditto] in cherry 40. 200.
5 [ditto] [ditto] 30. 150.
8 [ditto] low 10. 80.
4 Sofas [canapés] in cherry 15. 60.
7 Folding [card?] Tables in cherry 14. 98.
1 Sofa [causeuse] upholstered in red 60. 60.
4 [ditto] unfinished 35. 140.
1 Table in mahogany — 20.
2 Mirrors frames of mahogany 40. 80, $2,736.
1 Steam machine with boiler 1000.
2 Corn mills in iron 125. 250.
1 Lathe in iron with band 150.
1 [ditto] [ditto] 40.
1 [ditto] without band 30.
1 Circular saw with 3 blades 100.
1 Double saw to [illegible] with mahogany table 250.
1 Machine to shell corn 40.
1 Pump [illegible], mounted 50.
1 Iron tree [?] and 7 drums for the lathe 100.
1 Small iron table, with turning sockets of copper,
for the action of the lathe 60.
5 Workbenches of the first class $ 20. 100.
3 [ditto] 15. _45.$2,215.
10,000 feet of mahogany wood, plus or minus $ 2,000.
40 Panels of yellow wood, large dimensions 2. 80.
20 Boards of cherry, plus or minus 1.50 30.
2 [illegible] columns of turned cherry 6. 12, 2,122,
Amount brought forward $ 7,073,
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Assets continued

210 Banisters made of mahogany 31 65.10

390 [ditto] [ditto] .10 39. 104.10
The undivided half of 3 slaves, the other half of which belonging to
my children---
Migo Negro valued at  $ 600.
Henry [ditto] [ditto] 500.
Thomas Mulatto [ditto] 400.

The furniture of the house which occupies
Royal Street, No. 279, all valued at 400.

Frangois Courjolle by his note $ 298.
Vincent Billot by his note 313.
A. Baldwin by his note 146.50

Dullieppre and Galland, note [illegible] 62.
Samuel Herron for raising these notes

for sale 3299, -1.618.50
$ 10,295.60
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Appendix B:
SHOP INVENTORY OF HENRY N. SIEBRECHT, 1854

Succession of Eliza Etter, deceased wife of Henry N. Siebrecht
Theodore Guyol, N.P., 30 May 1854
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Stock in Trade

Twenty one Racks of Satin Paper valued at $ 250.00
Twenty one do do do 250.00
Twenty one do do do 225.00
Twenty one do do do 225.00
Twenty one do do do 200.00
Twenty one do do do 150.00
Twenty one do do do 125.00
Twenty one do do do 75.00
Twenty one do do do 50.00
Twenty one do do do 50.00
Seven do do Oak [etc.] 40.00
Eighteen do do Landscape 200.00
Eighteen do do Bordering 100.00
A lot of Borderings in lower Rack 150.00
Forty racks of Gilt Paper 500.00
The Balance of Bordering Paper 150.00
Eight Racks of Cornice Paper 125.00
Nine Boxes of Paper No. 9 to 17 200.00
Eight Boxesof do No. 18 to 25 200.00
Five Boxesof do No. 26 to 30 100.00
Three Boxes of do 160.00
A Lot of odd Rolls of Paper 20.00
A Lot of Hardware 500.00
A Lot of Brass Rods 15.00
A Lot of Varnish 100.00
Damask [and] Gimps in Glass Case No. 1 125.00
do do do 2 115.00
do do do 3 100.00
do do do 4 90.00
do do do 5 75.00
do do do 6 80.00
Chintz and Gimps in do 7 ___ 85.00
Amount carried forward $ 4,830.00

Amount brought forward $ 4,830.00

One Showcase with its contents of Samples 15.00
One do do do 50.00
A Lot of Cologne Water and China Vases 75.00
A Lot of Tassels in Paper Boxes above Glass Cases 150.00
A Lot of Fringe in do do 20.00
Ten Boxes of Tassels 100.00
Ten do do 75.00
Ten do do 30.00
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Nine do do
Six do do
One Lot of Remnants, Tassels

One Lot of Worsted, Cord,. Fringe [and] Curtain holders

Ten Cartons White Curtains

A Lot of Cotton Sheeting, Ticking [and] Remnants
Twelve Small Cartons of Cord

Remnants of Carpeting

A Lot of Hair cloth

A Lot of Tacks, rack pullies [sic] [etc.]

Seven Bundles of Bobbinet

A Lot of damaged Oil Cloth

A Lot of Lampas (Samples)

A Lot of Velvets [etc.]

A Lot of Flannel [and] Musquito [sic] Netting
One Glass Show Case containing Silk Damask
A Lot of Gilt Mouldings

A Lot of Veneers

Twelve Marbles, some broken

A Lot of Mouldings

A Lot of White Pine

A Lot of Mahogany Planks

A Lot of Mahogany and Rosewood Cuttings
Eight pieces of Linen, covers and remnants

In the Garret
A Lot of glue
A Lot of Springs
A Lot of Hair
Amount carried forward
Amount brought forward
A Lot Store fixtures

A Lot of Brass Cornices and Curtain Pins

Furniture

Four Round top Mahogany armoires
Four Double-door Mahogany [and] Cove armoires
Two Double-door, plinth, Mahogany armoires

One Gothic do do do do
One Single door, glass, rich do do
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25.00
20.00
15.00
100.00
150.00
15.00
40.00
25.00
25.00
60.00
50.00
5.00
5.00
75.00
15.00
1000.00
15.00
150.00
125.00
60.00
40.00
150.00
10.00
25.00

30.00
35.00

—42.00
7,652.00

7,652.00
150.00
300.00

160.00
130.00
90.00
55.00
60.00



One
One
One
One
One
One
Two
One
One
One
Two

do round top, smaller do do
double glass door Rosewood do
single glass door do do
Mahogany Secretary Book Case
Rosewood do do
Mahogany do do (French)
Walnut Book Cases

do do smaller size

large, round top, Mahogany Armoire

Rosewood Sideboard 5 feet
Mahogany do

Two Mahogany Corner Etageéres
Three Rosewood do

Two do do

Two Walnut do

One single door, round top, Armoire, small size
One large Bureau Ministre

Two smaller do do

One Rosewood Etageére with Glass door
One do do do

One Mahogany do do

One Shelf Side Etagere

Four Shelf Etageéres with turned legs
Two do do Rosewood Scroll
Two do do Walnut Scroll

One Rich Mahogany Etagere

Two Rich Rosewood Etageéres

One

One
Two
One
One
One
One
Two
| One
Two
One
One
Four
One
One
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large Rosewood Etagere, looking glass [and] marble top
3

Amount carried forward

Amount brought forward

Sideboard Etagere cupboards
Jardinieres
Oakwood Etagere, marble top
Rosewood Bureau, Dame
Rosewood Work Table
Ladies Work Table
Rosewood Side Tables
Mahogany Serpentine Bureau with carved frame
Mahogany Bureaus, Etageres
Rosewood Bureau, marble top and glass
Rosewood Secretary
Rosewood Console Tables

do do richly carved
Small Wash table, marble top
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45.00
40.00
80.00
65.00
65.00
40.00
70.00
20.00
45.00
40.00
70.00
12.00
15.00
14.00
12.00
40.00
80.00
120.00
50.00
45.00
25.00
15.00
10.00
25.00
20.00
50.00
75.00

—63.00
9,850.00

9,850.00
20.00
40.00
35.00
14.00

8.00

5.00
18.00
45.00
75.00
60.00
60.00
80.00
30.00
10.00

































