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In what ways were free Black women in the Antebellum South a part of the economy? 
In this inquiry, students will explore the lives and work of Black women in the Antebellum (before the 
war) south. What did they do for work? Black women in this period are stereotyped as enslaved or domestic 
servants, is that accurate? Students will use the boxes provided to form their hypothesis as they go. 
 
Document A: Free Blacks in the Antebellum Period 

Free blacks in the antebellum period—those years from the formation of the Union until 
the Civil War—were quite outspoken about the injustice of slavery. Their ability to express 
themselves, however, was determined by whether they lived in the North or the South. Free 
Southern blacks continued to live under the shadow of slavery, unable to travel or assemble as 
freely as those in the North. It was also more difficult for them to organize and sustain churches, 
schools, or fraternal orders such as the Masons. 

 
Although their lives were circumscribed by numerous discriminatory laws even in the 

colonial period, freed African Americans, especially in the North, were active participants in 
American society… Some owned land, homes, and businesses and paid taxes. In some Northern 
cities, for brief periods of time, black property owners voted. A very small number of free blacks 
owned slaves. The slaves that most free blacks purchased were relatives whom they later 
manumitted. A few free blacks also owned slave holding plantations in Louisiana, Virginia, and 
South Carolina. 

 
Free African American Christians founded their own churches which became the hub of 

the economic, social, and intellectual lives of blacks in many areas of the fledgling nation. Blacks 
were also outspoken in print. Freedom's Journal, the first black-owned newspaper, appeared in 
1827. This paper and other early writings by blacks fueled the attack against slavery and racist 
conceptions about the intellectual inferiority of African Americans. 

 
African Americans also engaged in achieving freedom for others, which was a complex 

and dangerous undertaking. Enslaved blacks and their white sympathizers planned secret flight 
strategies and escape routes for runaways to make their way to freedom… Thousands of freed 
blacks, with the aid of interested whites, returned to Africa with the aid of the American 
Colonization Society and colonized what eventually became Liberia. While some African 
Americans chose this option, the vast majority felt themselves to be Americans and focused their 
efforts on achieving equality within the United States. 
 
Library of Congress Editors. “Free Blacks in the Antebellum Period.” The African American Odyssey: A Quest for Full 

Citizenship. n.d. https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/african-american-odyssey/free-blacks-in-the-antebellum-period.html. 
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Document B: A Contested Presence 
Between 1820 and 1860, southwest Mississippi, principally the Natchez District, was the 

most settled and developed part of the state. It was home to a majority of the state’s free black 
population. In 1840, when Mississippi had its largest free black population of almost 1,400, 
nearly a third lived in just two of the state's fifty-six counties – Adams and Warren counties, both 
river counties. The majority of the free blacks in each county were urban dwellers. 

 
In 1840, in Adams County nearly 75 percent of the free blacks resided in Natchez, and 

almost 70 percent of Warren County free blacks lived in Vicksburg. By 1850, although the 
number of free black residents in both counties had declined, the percentage residing as urban 
dwellers was higher than ten years earlier. By 1850, for example, fully 83 percent in Adams 
County were Natchez residents. The laws of Mississippi that required free blacks to confine most 
of their public activities to urban areas were a major factor in free persons of color becoming city 
dwellers. 

 
Free blacks as a group tended to be biracial and mulatto. In 1860, roughly 80 percent of 

Mississippi's free black population of 800 were of mixed racial ancestry. By contrast, among the 
state’s more than 400,000 slaves on the eve of the Civil War, fewer than 10 percent were mulatto. 
Whites, slaves in particular, contributed to both the origins and existence of a free black, mulatto-
dominated population in Mississippi. Court records from local chancery cases and records of the 
Mississippi Supreme Court clearly indicate the role of white slaveowners. In wills slaveowners 
sometimes admitted fathering mulatto offspring, and they frequently emancipated their children 
and left them property. 
 
Davis, Dernoral. “A Contested Presence: Free Black People in Antebellum Mississippi, 1820–1860.”Mississippi Historical 

Society. May 2000. https://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/issue/a-contested-presence-free-blacks-in-antebellum-
mississippi-18201860.  

 
Hypothesis 1: Based on these documents, in what ways were Black women in the Antebellum 
South part of the economy? 
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Document D: Occupations of Free People of Color, West Feliciana Parish, Louisiana 
 
   Self-declared*   1850 Census  1860 Census 
Domestic   1    1 
Laborer   2    5 
Drayman   3    2   3 
Carpenter   1    7   6 
Dairy Woman          1 
Washerwoman  2       7 
Nurse    2 
Servant          1 
Midwife          1 
Seamstress   3       1 
Cook           1 
Gardener          1 
Housekeeper          2 
Woodcutter          1 
Waiter           5 
Barber    3 
Shoemaker   1 
Brick molder   2 
Restauranteur   5 
 
*The 1830 statute that required free people of color to register their free status asked them to 
provide their occupations. Other occupations were discerned from their commercial interactions. 
 
1840: Department of State. Compendium of the United States Sixth Census. Washington: Thomas Allen, 1841. p. 61-62. 
1850: DeBow, J.D.B. The Seventh Census of the United States. Washington: Robert Armstrong, Public Printer, 1853. p. 473. 
 
Guiding Question: 

1. What were the most common occupations of free Black women? 
 
 
 

2. Do any of those jobs surprise you? 
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Document E: Sale of Home to Maria Battiste 
 

December 31, 1845 
Before me, notary public, appeared Miss Martha Morris “ who 

declared and acknowledged that for and in consideration of the sum of 
$700 payable by Maria Battiste, a free woman of color,  cash in hand paid 
the receipt of which is hereby acknowledged…  has this day given, 
granted, bargained, sold, transferred, aliened, conveyed, set over and 
delivered, and by these present doth give, grant, bargain, sell, transfer, 
alien, convey, set over and deliver unto the said Maria Battiste the 
following described property.” 
 

 Sale, Martha Morris to Maria Battiste, Book I, page 183, December 31, 1845, Conveyance Records, West Feliciana 
Parish, Louisiana. 

 
Guiding Question: 

3. What does this document show about the work of a free Black woman in Louisiana? 
 
 
Document F: Baton Rouge 

 
The daily comet. [volume] (Baton Rouge, La.), 07 March 1854. Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Lib. of 

Congress. <https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83016548/1854-03-07/ed-1/seq-2/>.  
 
Guiding Question: 

1. Do you find this source trustworthy? Why or why not? 
 
 

2. What can you conclude from this source that may be true? 
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Hypothesis 2: Based on these documents, in what ways were free Black women in the 
Antebellum South part of the economy? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Document F: Interview with Dr. Evelyn L. Wilson 

A small number of free people of color [lived] in West Feliciana Parish, Louisiana… 
before the Civil War. Four of those were female entrepreneurs… Conveyance records identified 
free people of color whenever they transacted some kind of business that required it to be 
recorded… So those records tell us what they were doing, what purchases they made. I was also 
able to look at diaries, and other records saved in the libraries in Louisiana to learn more about 
the people of color and about the white people with whom they interacted…  West Feliciana 
Parish was a] very small community of 12-13,000 people, 10 to 11,000 of whom were enslaved, 
and fewer than 100 free people of color. It's very interesting to see how people of color got along 
so well with white people in a society that was so dependent upon slavery. Three of these 
women, Nellie Wooton, Maria Wicker, and Henrietta Coleman, owned restaurants and or 
boarding houses in Bayou Sara, while the fourth, Kesiah Middleton, worked in a grocery and 
later worked as a partner in a brick making business. Bayou Sara was a bustling river town with 
retail stores, taverns, boarding houses, warehouses, and horse stables. Its streets were filled with 
riverboat crews, stevedores, travelers, merchants, cotton factors, shoppers, and farmers. The 
parish's cotton, indigo, and sugar cane were loaded from its docks.  

 
Wilson, Evelyn. “How Did Free Women Of Color Carve Out Space As Entrepreneurs In Louisiana? With Dr. Evelyn Wilson.” 

Remedial Herstory: the Other 50% of History Class. July 11, 2022. https://www.remedialherstory.com/s2e47-how-did-
free-women-of-color-carve-out-space-as-entrepreneurs-in-louisiana-with-dr-evelyn-wilson.html#/.  

 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, in what ways were free Black women in the 
Antebellum South part of the economy? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


