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Researching
nineteenth-century
African American
women

By Pamela Lyons Brinegar, ¢

esearching nineteenth-century African

American female ancestors is both

challenging and compelling work.

fost women of this era left no letters,

journals, or recorded oral histories. They often
appeared as numbers in records where others
‘were named, lacked legal surnames or marriages,
and died before vital records were commonplace.
Despite these obstacles, patient, careful research
will be rewarded by the discovery that every
womar's story is unique and that there is always
‘more to leam.

Andromache (Bell) Ferguson was one of several
women who had an association with Polly L.
Ficklin and her Fayette County, Kentucky, land
trust.

Andromache Ferguson
A 27-year-old mulatto woman named Ann
Ferguson was listed as a head of household in
the 1850 Fayette County census. Living with
her were an adult male, Edward Ferguson, and
three children, Betsey, age 4; Campbell, age 2;
and Spencer, age 0, all mulatto, This enumeration
by name suggested that all members of the
‘household were free. A search for evidence of
Tow they achieved this status revealed that,
unless Ann Ferguson chose to walk away from
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her situation, she was caught in a conditional
freedom: Edward was not 2 free man.

Tn August 1850, the Fayette County court issued
certificates of freedom for Andromache and her
three children: Andromache was described as
about 29 years old, 5 feet high, and of mulatto
‘complexion. The names and ages of her children
were recorded as Betsy, age 4 Campbell 2 years
6 months; and Spencer, 2 months, matching
those in the Ann Ferguson household. The court
‘order noted that Andromache Ferguson and her
children were “late the slaves of Polly L. Ficklin,
deceased” and freed by her will.

Polly L. Ficklin
Polly was the daughter of Dickey Latham.’ She
‘married two Kentucky men: (1) John B. Campbell
of Christian County;* and (2) Joseph Ficklin of
Fayette County. In December 1822, the widowed
Polly Campbell prepared a seven-page prenuptial
‘agreement, making it clear that her intended
second husband, Joseph Ficklin, would not have
control over her property, despite what the
law said. She provided a list of her twenty-nine
enslaved individuals, including a baby named
Andromache

Tt was considered inappropriate to sell enslaved
family members, yet they were routinely
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‘separated to suit owner families and friends. In
1823, Polly Ficklin began moving her enslaved
‘population from Christian County to Fayette
County, a distance of about two hundred and fifty
‘milles on the roads of the day. This move did not
‘occur all at once and likely was not completed.
until 1835

In 1833, Andromache, age 11, was named again
onalist prepared by Polly. This time, she was
identified as a daughter of Hannah, who was
then about 50 years old. Hannah was ane of five
individuals Latham had willed to his daughter,
Polly, in 18052

On 17 August 1849, Polly died of cholera. A
Lexington, Kentucky, paper noted “Mss. PL. ...
‘was too long known in this community to need
‘any eulogy from us.”" Also dying in the Ficklin
‘ome of cholera that summer were Nelly and
Scott, both slaves.

‘Polly’s will expressed her intent to free almost
all of her slaves; however, before anyone could be
‘emandipated, all her debts, funeral expenses, and
2 “decent monument” were to be paid by renting
real estate and by hiring out those held in slavery.
A codicil dated 11 July 1849 provided that a man
‘named Edward “purchased of Dudley McCarty
[is] to be set free when his hire pays my note of
$200 to F McLear & then live with his wife &
children who are in my family of slaves.”"*

Despite these restrictions, the 1850 slave
‘schedule for Fayette County showed that Polly
'had manunitted thirty-nine slaves,” which is
likely why Edward Ferguson and others still
enslaved by the Ficklin trustees were named on
that year's population census.
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Polly’s will further directed her trustees “to
divide the houses at Kirkville among my female
slaves, 50 as to place the families, and to allow
the males to build them houses on the vacant
‘ground.” Much of her other real property was
designated as income-producing or as homes for
the women already living in them.

‘There were additional conditions for the Ficklin
land trust. Emancipated slaves could not sell their
interest, The share of anyone leaving would revert
to those remaining, Trustees could not sell unless
“colored free persons” had to leave the state.

In that event, sale proceeds were to be applied
toward new homes elsewhere.

Leaving Kirkville

After Polly’s death, Ann and Edward Ferguson
‘had to eam a living for their family and pay a
$200 note as well as their share of her expenses.
Only then would they be free to the extent
‘possible in that society at that time. Certainly
they had no control over decisions regarding the
Ficklinland trust.

In 1857, an Andromache Bell was among
those named as parties to a deed transferring.
part of Kirkville to a railroad company. Other
Kirkville residents remained, but Andromache

‘book stated that on 4 May 1858 Andromache
Ferguson had received two copies of the
‘emancipation certificates for herself and children,
suggesting an approximate date for the family’s
Lexington departure.’*

By 1860 Ann and her husband had relocated
to Cincinnati.* Edward earned his freedom on
28 June 1855, almost five years after his wife and
children received their certificates."” The court
‘noted that Edward, alias Edward Ferguson, was
‘about 42 years of age, 5 feet § inches high, of
yellow complexion, with a scar on his left arm,
‘about three inches above the wrist, and thathe
‘had paid through his hire the $200 note Polly L.
Ficklin had owed for his purchase.

‘Edward Ferguson was listed in the Cincinnati
Gity directories beginning in 1859. He died there
on 27 December 1866, and his widow, Arn, was
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listed in the directories until 1670," the last year
she was enumerated in the Hamilton County,
‘Ohio, census. She was likely in Springfield,
Clark County, Ohio, by October 1871 when her
daughter gave birth there.* The Ficklin trustee
bought a house and lot in Springfield for Ann
Ferguson's benefitin 1875, and she lived there
until at least 1900 when she is last named in the
census. The enumerator noted that she owned her
‘Tome free and clear of debt.>

Dissolving the trust
‘Early attempts to dissolve the Ficklin land trust
‘were not successful. Almost twenty years after
Polly's death, the Kentucky Court of Appeals
upheld a circuit court decision to keep it infact,
‘writing: “This land was evidently designed by the
testator o be a home and property
for all the beneficiaries [who are] better protected
in their enjoyment, both by federal and state law,
than at the time of her decease.”

By June 1888, the original trustee had died
‘and a new trustee sought to sell the property,

arguing that the “civil, political, legal, and social
‘condition” of the beneficiaries had changed. In
December 1889, the Kentucky Court of Appeals
‘agreed that the purposes of the trust were served
and ordered the property sold.*

‘This decision gave rise to a flurry of competing
and conflicting statements as the county court
tried to determine the legal heirs to the Ficklin
trust. During the mid-1860s, federal and state
‘governments had recognized that African-
American marriages were largely unrecorded in
‘many areas and provided mechanisms to legalize
them. A generation later, officials were sometimes
‘unaware of this circumstance, which affected.
the Ficklin beneficiaries in 1891. The Fayette
County ircuit court collected information on
their families and calculated various distribution
‘methods, which were then set aside. The court
denied inheritance through males because of lack
of evidence of their marriages. For that reason,
‘some descendants of Polly’s former slaves did not
inherit money from the sale of Kirkville.
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Locating Kirkville

In 1940, historian J. Winston Coleman referred
to Kirkville as a village, but did not give its
location.* Depositions of former residents and
areview of Polly’s land records revealed that
the “village” was five small houses and lots at
the corner of Henry and Third streets, not far
from downtown Lexington. The houses were
all occupied at the time of Polly’s death by
women she had placed there. These included
Andromache Ferguson, who, deponents pointed.
‘out, was later provided a house in Springfield,
‘Ohio, from trust funds

Always more work to do
‘The Ficklin land trust lawsuits provided
invaluable descriptive information on numerous
‘nineteenth-century women in central Kentucky.
‘The deponents provided surmames for several
women, confirming that Ann Ferguson was

known as Andromache Bell prior to her marriage.

‘They named descendants of deceased slaves.
‘They described the poor condition of fencing
and disagreed on whether the houses remained
habitable and o whether Andromache (Bell)
Ferguson was entitled to anything further from
the trust. In doing 5o, they provided asolid
foundation for work that confintues in many
directions on the several families identified.

Selected online resources

‘Records of the field offices for the Bureau of
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Land,
httpy/archive org/details/refugeesfreedmen
‘abandonedlands.

Digital Library on American Slavery, http:/
Tibrary.uncgedu/slavery/

African American Women, httpy/lbrary.duke
edu/rubenstein/collections/digitized/
african-american-women/

‘Notable Kentucky African Americans, http:/
www.uky.edu/Libraries/NKAA/

African American Records and Research—
FamilySearch.org, https://wwiw familysearch
‘org/african-american-genealogy
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Notes

11850 U'S. census, Fayette County, Kentucky,
population schedule, Lexington, p. 192 (permed),
dwelling 1161, family 1166, Arn Ferguson; National
Archives microfilm publication M432, roll 199.

2 Fayette County, Kentucky, Fayette County
Order books, Order Book 13: §, Andromache
Ferguson, Betsy Ferguson, Campbell Ferguson,
‘Spencer Ferguson, certificates of freedom,

14 August 1850; microfilm roll 7, Lexington Public
Library, Lexington, Kentucky.

3. Numerous sources give the name of Dickey
Latham's only wife as Elizabeth Clayton, but do
not provide a marriage location. His will named
“beloved wite Elizabeth”

4 The Mirrr, Russellville, Kentucky, 17 April
1807, p. 3.

5. Christian County, Kentucky, Marriage
Bond Book 1:44, return, Ficklin-Campbell, 1823;
‘microfilm series M-672, reel 164465, Special
Collections, University of Kentucky Libraries,
Lexington.

6. Fayette County, Kentucky, Deed Book X:
263-269, marriage contract, Ficklin-Campbell, 1824;
Office of the County Court Clerk, Lexington.

7. Fayette County, Kentucky, tax lists, 1823-36;
‘microfilm, Lexington Public Library.

8. Fayette County, Kentucky, Deed Book 9
97-100, Polly L. Ficklin Estate to Trustees, 13 April
1833, lands & town lots in this & other Cos &¢;
Office of the County Clerk, Lexingtan.

9. Logan County, Kentucky, Will Book 1: 23-27,
Dickey Latham, will, October 1805; microfilm roll
76-71-0015, Kentucky Historical Society, Frankfort
More information about Hannah wil almost
certainly be found through researching the Latham
family and its associates.

10, “The Kentucky Atlas of August 24, 1849.” as
reprinted in the Lexingfon Leader, Lexington,

25 August 1901, p. 10, cols. 14

11, “The cholera,” Obserer & Reporter,
Lexington, 18 August 1849, p.3, col. 2.

12 Fayette County, Kentucky, Will Book -
271274, Polly L. Ficklin, will proved 10 September
1845; Office of the County Court Clerk, Lexington.
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131850 US. census, Fayette County, slave
schedule, District No. 1, Polly L. Ficklin, digital
image, Ancestry com, from National Archives
‘microfilm M432.

14. Fayette County, Kentucky, Deed Book
33:126-127, Andromache Bell et al, to John C.
Daby, 27 February 1857; Office of the County
Coust Clerk, Lexington.

15 Fayette County, Kentucky, Fayette County
‘Orderbooks, Order Book 13: 8, Andromache
Ferguson, Betsy Ferguson, Campbell Ferguson,
‘Spencer Ferguson, certificates of freedom,

14 August 1850; microfilm roll 7, Lexington Public
Library.

16.1860 US. census, Hamilton County, Ohio,
‘population schedule, Cincinnati, Ward 14, p. 140-
141 (penned), diwelling 652, family 908, Edsward
Ferguson, digital image, Ancestry.com, from
National Archives microfilm Mé53, roll 976

17. Fayette County, Kentucky, Fayette County
Orderbooks, Order Book 14: 258, Edwward
Ferguson, certificate of freedom, 25 June 1855;
‘microfilm roll 7, Lexington Public Library.

18. “Cincinnati Birth and Death Records,
1865-1912,” digital images of index cards, Digital
Resource Commens, University of Cincinnati
(http://dre2 libraries uc edu/handle/123456789/1).

19. Willioms' Cincéuati Directory ... for the years
1859-1866 (Cincinnati: C.5. Williams).

20,1870 U S. census, Hamilten County, Ohio,
‘population schedule, Cincinnati, Ward 14, p. 23
(penned), p. 279 (stamped), dwelling 129, family
129, M. Jackson, digital image, Ancestry.com, from
National Archives microfilm M9, roll 1214,

21. Ohio Births and Chuistenings, 1821-1962,
Clark County, 1671, entry for Ada Ellitt Jackson,
‘FamilySearch.org (https://familysearch.org:
‘accessed 6 March 2011).

22, Clark County, Ohio, Deed Book 65: 310-
312, Buford to Johnson, trustee of Polly L. Ficklin
(deceased), 9 March 1878: Office of the County
Court Clerk.

23.1900 USS. census, Clark County, Ohio,
‘population schedule, Springfield Ward 4, sheet 3
(penned), dwelling 66, family 76, John M. Russell,
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digital image, Ancestry com, from National
Archives microfilm T623, roll 1246

24 WP.D. Bush, Reports of selcted civil and
criminl cases decided in the court of appeals of
Kentucky, volane IV (Louisville, Ky John P. Morton
and Company, 1869), 433-4.

25. The Soutluvestern Reporter 12 (St. Paul, Minn.
‘West Publishing Company, 1890), 714-715.

26.]. Winston Coleman Jr, Slavery fimes in
Kentucky (Chapel Hill, N.C.: The University of
North Carolina Press, 1940), 33

27. Fayette County, Kentucky, Cireuit Court
Files, Civil Cases, Box 233, Nelson Robinson, etal,,
vs. Betsy Buford, et al, 1891, Deposition of Nelson
Robinson, 11 January 1890; Kentucky Department
for Libraries and Archives, Frankfort.

28, Fayette County, Kentucky, Circuit Court
Filles, Civil Cases, Box 233, Nelson Robinson, et
al, vs. Betsy Buford, et al. 1891, reply of Mary
Hampton to answer of Andromache Ferguson,

2 December 1889; Kentucky Department for
Libraries and Archives, Frankfort.
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