Free Black Americans, South or North
         Response Notes
Of course, not all Black Americans were slaves.                                

In 1850, perhaps one Black American in eight was free.  

In the South, some free blacks worked as farmhands and 

a few owned farms themselves.  But most lived in the 

larger cities of the South where a skilled worker could 

make good money.  Those without skills could find such 

work as ditch digging or street cleaning.  Women worked 

as seamstresses.  Both men and women were house 

servants.  Others became shopkeepers, barbers, and restaurant

 owners.  There were even a few doctors, architects, and 

dentists among the free blacks in the South.

Free blacks were feared by white southerners.  

They had to carry “free papers” to prove they 

weren’t runaway slaves.  If they lost these papers, 

they could be sold into slavery again.  A free

Black American in the South might be whipped

 just like a slave.  He or she might be sold into 

slavery as punishment for a minor crime.  Even 

so, many slaves who escaped the plantations and 

managed not to be caught were able to live as free 

men and women in cities.

In the North, Black Americans knew that

freedom was not the same as equality.  Though 

there was no slavery and free blacks had more 

rights than in the South, few whites looked upon

blacks as equals.  Blacks could vote in only a few

states.  As in the South, some Black Americans 

worked at skilled jobs, but most were ordinary 

laborers or house servants.  White mobs rioted 

against free blacks in New York, Cincinnati, and 

other cities.  In most places, they were kept out of  

“white” schools and places of entertainment.

But in the North, there was more opportunity 

for Black Americans to get an education than in the 

South.  There were Black American writers, college 

professors, doctors, lawyers, artists, and scientists.  

Phillis Wheatly, born in Africa, became one of America’s

best known poets when she was 17 years old.  Later she 

was given her freedom.  Benjamin Banneker was America’s 

leading astronomer and helped plan the city of Washington D.C. 

 Ira Aldridge was one of America’s greatest actors.  When 

racism make it hard for him to appear in plays in his own 

country, he went to Europe where he became famous.  

Robert Morris was a lawyer who let the fight against 

“whites only” schools in Massachusetts.
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