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The city of Charleston—its past, its present, and undoubtedly its future—cannot be fully 

understood apart from the institution of slavery. The history of slavery in the United States 

likewise cannot be explained without at some point uttering the name “Charleston.” This is 

especially true of the history of the slave trade in the U. S. Today, we unveil this marker so that, 

as visitors and locals walk around Charleston and enjoy its beautiful public space1, they might 

remember how this history of slavery and the slave trade was once a fixture of that same public 

space: namely, in the form of the public slave auction. 

 

From the city’s founding in 1670 through the American Revolution, more enslaved 

Africans passed through the port of Charleston as part of the transatlantic slave trade than 

through any other city in the colonial United States. Many of them were auctioned off at the 

various wharves along the city harbor, while others were sold privately or put up for sale at one 

of the city’s auction houses. Many ended up in other parts of the colonial United States, but 

many also remained in Charleston and the Lowcountry. Although a variety of people labored and 

were made to labor in early Charleston—free and unfree, white, black, and Native American—

the exploitation of enslaved African and African American labor represented the most significant 

source of local wealth that helped make Charleston one of the most prosperous and important 

cities in the British colonies on the eve of the American Revolution. 

 

                                                 
1 Actual statement was “its beautiful public space, loud cranes and all,” a reference to a large crane being used 

during the dedication to renovate a building next the Exchange. 
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When it was completed in 1771, the Old Exchange Building was one of the most 

prominent physical symbols of that wealth in Charleston’s built environment. The Exchange was 

constructed on what was then the Charleston waterfront, at a location that made it one of the first 

structures that visitors arriving here from around the Atlantic world would see as they sailed into 

Charleston harbor, and it was originally a custom house and commercial exchange built to serve 

the interests of local merchants and business people. 

 

Given slavery’s centrality to the Charleston economy, the Exchange unsurprisingly 

became a destination for the local slave trade. Beginning in the 1770s and continuing through the 

1850s, slave traders and others gathered at different points just outside, and—as we’ve learned 

over the last year—on a few occasions, inside of the Exchange building to sell enslaved people at 

auction. 

 

Initially, slave sales here near the Exchange were sporadic. Over the course of the 

nineteenth century, though, the north side of the Exchange building—where we’re standing 

today—became perhaps the busiest and best-known destination for public slave auctions in 

downtown Charleston. Though it was sometimes called a “mart,” it was never an officially 

designated slave market, but an open-air lot that advertisements in local newspapers simply 

described as “the north side of the Exchange” (or, “the north side of the custom house”), and it 

was where auctioneers gathered to sell a variety of property, including land, dwellings, goods, 

and, most prominently and strikingly for the people passing by, other people. 
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If you will, try to picture what this place looked like on countless occasions between the 

American Revolution and the Civil War. Remove the parking lot, this sitting area, the trees, and 

the back stairwells of the Exchange, and replace them with a dirt lot that extended from the north 

wall of the Exchange directly behind you over to Gillon and East Bay streets, and that stretched 

[further back across the parking lot].2 Imagine different groups of people standing over here, 

over there, or maybe even just across East Bay and Gillon streets, gathered here for one of 

possibly several auctions happening simultaneously. Most of the people in the crowd would be 

white, but some might be black. Some came simply to watch, while others came to make a 

purchase. Imagine hearing people shouting off bids, maybe for a horse, or a house, or a cart and 

buggy. Many of those bids, however, would have been for men, women, and children brought 

here to be sold. 

 

We know very little about who those people were as individuals. We know some of their 

names, and we know where some of them were enslaved before being brought here, but these 

represent just a fraction of the sum total of those sold at this place. Although we don’t know 

exactly how many were sold here at this place, rough estimates put it in the thousands, if not tens 

of thousands. A few of those sold here at the Exchange were born in Africa and brought here on 

slave ships from places like Sierra Leone and Ghana. However, most of those sold at this place 

were born in the United States, making this a key site in the domestic U. S. slave trade, an 

enterprise that some historians describe as a “second middle passage.” Many were brought from 

other parts of the Lowcountry and South Carolina, but collectively they came from a variety of 

states: Virginia, North Carolina, Florida, and elsewhere. They were brought here to be sold in 

lots as large as 224 people and as small as a single person. They were as young as a few months, 

                                                 
2 I believe the actual statement was “back this way,” and I gestured towards the parking lot. 
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and as old as 75. They were often sold in families, however such was never guaranteed, and for 

many, this was the place where their family was broken apart. Where they ended up is difficult to 

know, but as the nineteenth century progressed, many were likely taken to work on plantations in 

Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana, and Texas, as cotton agriculture spread further west. 

 

We can’t know exactly what they thought or felt as they stood here waiting to be sold, or 

what this place looked like from their perspective. As the historian Ira Berlin once put it, 

knowing that a person was a slave is not the end of their story, but the beginning. They saw it, 

felt it, breathed it, smelled it, heard it, and understood it not as one undifferentiated mass, but as 

individual people—as women, as men, as the young, and as the old.  Collectively, though, they 

would have undoubtedly experienced a swirl of emotions, the complexities and potential 

contradictions of which testified to their denied humanity: fear, anger, worry, resignation, 

confusion, dignity, concern—and indeed even hate, and love. 

 

This was a scene that took place here countless times in the nineteenth century, including, 

on at least one occasion, on today’s date, March the 10th. Today, we gather here on the 163rd 

anniversary of one of the best-documented and best-known slave auctions in Charleston history. 

If we were standing here at this same time and date in the year 1853, we would be witnessing the 

sale of ninety-six enslaved African Americans brought from a plantation located on the 

Combahee River, some fifty to sixty miles west of here. At 11:00 AM on March 10, 1853, a day 

that like today was also a Thursday, they were auctioned off “north of the Exchange” at an 

average price of $545 per person, for a total just over $52,000—an amount that was not unusual 

for the time, and that today would be worth around $1.3 million. 
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In July 1856, though, this was no longer a scene that played out here at the Exchange. In 

that year, merchants complained to the city that the crowds present at the slave auctions here—

both the people watching and the people being sold—had grown so large that they blocked 

access to nearby stores. To relieve this congestion (though perhaps also to avoid offending 

visitors to the city, many of whom were growing uncomfortable with the particularly open 

display of slave auctions in Charleston), the city council voted to ban auctions of slaves and 

goods from the Exchange, ending this site’s role as a destination for the slave trade. However, 

other forms of commerce continued here as late as the 1880s, as local auctioneers and traders 

continued gathering at the building to real estate and stocks. Especially after the Civil War, 

though, these sales were less frequent, and the Exchange and the lot north of it were never as 

prominent of a commercial destination as they were during the slave trade. 

 

Despite the removal of slave auctions from the Exchange in 1856, Charleston’s slave 

trade continued unabated through much of the Civil War. Some local myths notwithstanding, the 

slave trade and public slave auctions were never restricted to any one downtown location. 

Though few, if any in the 1800s were as frequented as this place, there are perhaps dozens of 

locations around downtown Charleston today that you can point to and say with total accuracy, 

“Slaves were once sold there.”  

 

With the end of the slave auctions at the Exchange, slave sales greatly increased at these 

other locations, many of which were stores and slave trader offices located within a few blocks 

here on streets like State and Chalmers. Among those was a place known as Ryan’s Mart—what 
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is now the Old Slave Mart Museum—and which after 1856 became the most common site for 

downtown slave auctions. Auctions continued there until Union forces began bombarding the 

city in 1863, at which point most Charlestonians evacuated to safer points further north on the 

peninsula. The slave trade moved with them, and continued along portions of upper King Street 

and elsewhere until the war’s conclusion in 1865. 

 

Now what you’ve heard over these last few minutes is just a small overview of slavery’s 

part in the history of this area, and especially of the Exchange building itself, and it does not 

even scrape the surface of how the institution shaped Charleston’s history. The same could be 

said for this marker, which, as important and needed as it is, at a mere 150 words, it can really 

only nod to this much bigger story. One of the most frustrating parts of writing a marker like this 

is deciding everything you have to leave out. It is up to us as Charlestonians to actually tell that 

bigger story. At the Exchange, we’re still working to learn more about this site’s role in that 

story and improve how we share it with others, but we hope that this marker will not only aid us 

in doing so, but that it will be a tool for others to do the same, be they educators, tour guides, 

interpreters, or anyone else who wishes to contribute to the much broader and essential project of 

sharing a more complete, open, and honest history of our city with others. 


