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 Historical overview

 Strategies for determining if an individual was free or enslaved

 Virginia Untold: The African American Narrative



 1607: English settlement at Jamestown

 August 1619: Africans arrive at Point Comfort and are sold before being transported to 
Jamestown

 1640: First known person to enslaved for life was John Punch

 1662: Whether a child was born enslaved or free depended on whether his or her mother 
was enslaved or free.  This meant that those who were enslaved were enslaved for life.

 1680: Enslaved individuals could not leave home without a pass or bear arms

 1691: Children born to white mothers and African American fathers must be bound out 
as apprentices until the age of 30; if an enslaver freed enslaved people, the former 
enslaver had to pay for them to be transported out of Virginia within 6 months

 1705: Rewards for those who apprehended enslaved people who attempted to run away; 
punishing an enslaved person to death was not considered to be a crime; enslaver would 
be reimbursed if an enslaved person was sentenced to death

 1775: Enslaver would be reimbursed if an enslaved person was sentenced to be 
transported out of Virginia



 1778: Enslaved individuals could not be imported from Africa into Virginia

 1793: Free African Americans who resided in towns had to register at the 
courthouse; free African Americans not permitted to enter Virginia

 1803: Free African Americans who resided in counties had to register at the 
courthouse

 1806: Individuals who gained freedom had to petition the General Assembly to 
remain in the commonwealth within 12 months of manumission

 1808: Federal government ends the international slave trade in the United States

 1819: Schools for enslaved people were banned

 1831: Any gathering of African Americans for the purpose of education was 
unlawful

 1832: African Americans not permitted to lead or attending religious services 
without permission



 1837: Individuals who gained freedom could petition a local court instead of the General 
Assembly to remain in the commonwealth within 12 months of manumission 

 April 12, 1861: Civil War began in South Carolina 

 January 1, 1863: Emancipation Proclamation emancipated enslaved people in areas that 
were in rebellion against the United States

 June 20, 1863: 48 counties left Virginia to create West Virginia

 March 3, 1865: Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (Freedmen’s 
Bureau) created

 April 9, 1865: Confederate General Robert E. Lee surrendered at Appomattox 
Courthouse, Virginia, effectively ending the Civil War

 December 3, 1865: 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution abolished slavery in the 
United States 

 January 26, 1870: Virginia readmitted to the Union
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 Even if they were not recognized by the enslaver, some enslaved 
individuals had surnames.

 If a formerly enslaved individual did not already have a surname, 
he or she could choose one. It could be the name of the last 
enslaver, a previous enslaver, a family name, or whatever other 
name he or she decided to choose.

 Surnames could change over time. Sometimes a formerly enslaved 
individual took the surname of his or her last enslaver as a form of 
identification or was simply given that name in records. That does 
not mean that that person could not change his or her name later 
or even went by that name when given a choice.



 1850 and 1860 U.S. census population schedules

 Personal property tax records

 “Free Negro Lists” 

 Cohabitation registers and children’s registers

 “Free Negro Registers”



Includes:
 Names of free individuals
 Age
 Color
 Occupation
 Place of birth
 Literacy

Chesterfield County, 1850
Source: FamilySearch

Original: National Archives and Records Administration



Includes:
 Head of household’s 

name
 Number of free males 

over a certain age
 Number of enslaved 

individuals over a certain 
age

 Livestock
 Household items, such as 

clocks

Date:
 Beginning in 1782City of Petersburg, 1849

Source: FamilySearch



Includes:
 Name 
 Gender
 Residence
 Occupation

Date:
 Beginning in 1801

Powhatan County, 1851
Powhatan County (Va.) Free Negro and 

Slave Records, 1780-1866
Source: Virginia Untold



Includes:
 Names of husband & wife
 Ages of husband & wife
 Places of birth & residences 
 Last enslaver & residence
 Husband’s occupation
 Names & ages of children 
 Date of cohabitation

Date:
 February 27, 1866

Lunenburg County
Cohabitation Registers Digital Collection

Source: Virginia Untold



Includes:
 Name 
 Age
 Color & stature
 By whom & through what court 

emancipation was obtained 
 If the individual was born free

Date:
 Beginning in 1793 for towns
 Beginning in 1803 for counties

Henrico County, 1833



https://www.virginiamemory.com/collections/aan/
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