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Two of my ancestral families moved from Virginia to 
Ohio about 1810. Prior to their move, the Dunlaps were 
listed in 1790s Virginia personal tax records with seven 
slaves (online at familysearch.org). Family lore says that 
the family moved to Ohio and freed their enslaved people. 
I am curious: was this just an assumption by later 
descendants, or did this really happen? 

Snippet views of several chapters of “Slavery’s 
Borderland” on JSTOR.org alerted me to the existence of 
this book. Having now read the 

complete book, I highly recommend it to anyone with 
ancestors of any status in Ohio, Indiana, Virginia, or 
Kentucky. 

Contrary to my previously uninformed mental picture of 
the Ohio River as a definitive boundary between slavery 

and freedom, personal status on both sides of this river was a graded, shifting and confusing 
situation. The author sees the area as a borderland region different from northern and 
southern portions of these four states. The people living here were united economically 
across the river by a situation in which they had to operate within a tolerance for the system 
of slavery. Whites constantly tried to control the movement of Blacks on both sides of the 
river. It was really only religious groups of Whites (Society of Friends, Methodist 
Episcopal) that objected to slavery on moral grounds. This was helpful background for my 
other Virginia-derived family, the Sullivans, who were Methodist-Episcopal preachers. For 
all Blacks, their status in the borderland was subject to sudden changes, resulting in 
constant adaptation and stress. The resulting personal situations and mental gymnastics 
were varied and complex for everyone. 

Eye-opening and readable, this book uses personal accounts and court records to illuminate 
the lives of individuals living in this region. It covers the period from the mid 1750s down 



to the Civil War, bringing up issues that resonate today. It motivated me to ask for a lookup 
from the Columbus area genealogical society in the county Registers of Free Blacks which 
are housed in the Ohio History Connection Library. The society volunteers found no listing 
for free Blacks formerly owned by the Dunlaps in Ross County, Ohio. There are other 
places to look, but I am now more skeptical of the family lore. 


