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CHAINGANGS IN YORK, CHESTER AND LANCASTER COUNTIES
Part One

In 1975 Fred Mullis of Lancaster auctioned off some county property that
included a wagon-sized steel cage on wheels resembling a circus wagon. It was a grim
reminder of the days in which convicts in stripes and leg irons were hauled over the
county to work on the roads.

Keeping roads passable is one of our oldest problems. State statutes reveal that
as early as 1704 the South Carolina governor was appointing commissioners to see to
"the mending of the highways."

In 1741 the commissioners were given power to order male slaves between 16
and 50 to work on roads. This, whether or not the slave owner consented. This law
stayed on the books until 1825 when it was altered to call for all able-bodied males
(white and black) between the ages of 16 and 50 to work on public roads that lay within
10 miles of their place of residence. The only exemptions were for ministers of the
gospel, millers and ferrymen.

There were plenty of gripes about the 1825 law so in 1870 it was changed to
require that able-bodied males between 18 and 45 could either work, using their own
tools, or pay $1 a day. Still, the township commissioner could order any person who had
them to furnish teams of horses, mules and oxen with a man, wagon and 2 horses
equalling 3 days labor.

Until 1878 none of the state laws had contemplated using convict labor to work
the roads but in that year the Chester Town Council amended its 1869 town charter to
say that the town of Chester had the power to arrest and try for disorderly conduct and if
found guilty one could either pay a fine or labor on the streets with the town having the
power to place people on a "chaingang." It is believed that this is the first time the term
chaingang was officially used (the state legislature had to approve all town charters).

By 1893 the practice of using convicts from the state penitentiary to construct
state buildings was widespread. The usual pattern was to have a superintendent who
had complete authority over the convicts when they were on work detail. The
superintendent usually had one of two guards working under him.

The main administrative buildings of both Clemson and Winthrop were built with
convict labor. One of the Winthrop trustees. Dr. T. A. Crawford, looked after the health
of the group at Winthrop. It was written about Dr. Crawford that he "has a kind heart and
a peculiar fondness for studying human nature in those rough, black fellows in chains,
and gives them all needed medical attention."

South Carolina replaced its 1868 constitution in 1895. One of the provisions of
the new constitution mandated road work for able-bodied criminals. Even before the

state required it, York County had 28 prisoners on a road gang in 1893. The first stretch
of road worked on was west of Yorkville near Kings Mountain.

In October 1893 six convicts in the camp at Kings Mountain managed to escape
when a powerful thunderstorm was noisy enough to cover the noise from the men using
an augur to saw through the floor. While the guard slept, the men, one of them a
murderer, escaped over a plank fence. One of the other prisoners, apparently hoping for
a reduced sentence, raised the alarm that kept others from joining the six escapees.








