
Slave Era
Insurance Registry

II n early nineteenth century Virginia, a young,
apprehensive, teenage boy made his way from
Williamsburg to the capital city of Richmond.

John, an obscure slave boy born in rural Fluvanna
County, would in time come to be known far and wide
as Reverend John Jasper, pastor of the Sixth Mount
Zion Baptist Church of Richmond, and one of the most
recognized clergy in the country. However, on this lonely
trek north in 1825 he was destined to labor in relative
anonymity for Peter McHenry as a "hired" slave. Over
the next twenty years, he would be continually hired out;
four more times to three different individuals.

This process of slave hiring was becoming increasingly
common throughout the South in both rural communi-
ties and urban municipalities. Robert S. Starobin, in
his book Industrial Slavery in the Old South, reported
that "the Hill Brothers of Richmond, Virginia, became
specialized slave-hiring brokers," and "a few southerners,
such as Bickerton Lyle Winston of Hanover County,
Virginia, bought blacks solely to realize profits from
renting them out to others." The industrialization of the
upper South, spearheaded by the building of factories
and railroads, dramatically accelerated the demand
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for hired laborers, but also brought unwelcome conse-
quences for owners. An increasing number of slaves
were experiencing mistreatment, debilitating injuries,
and death, causing them to seriously re-evaluate the
risk-reward probabilities associated with entering into
leasing contracts.

Slave life insurance
The insurance industry, which had only recently begun
to market life insurance, saw the dilemma as a golden
opportunity to expand their newest product. Before
long, advertisements for slave insurance policies were
permeating all the major newspapers in the industrial
centers of the South. Todd Savitt, in his article for the
[ournal of Soutbern History titled "Slave Life Insurance in
Virginia and North Carolina," offered some interesting
insights. Savitt noted that the issuance of slave policies
grew in volume during the 1840s, with companies on
both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line vying for market
share. In addition to those hiring out their slaves, the
concept was well received among industrial companies
who chose to purchase their slave labor force outright
and thus had made considerable capital investments.
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Compilation of various
subjects found in the
Slavery E{a Insurance
Registry
Top five occupations of slaves in
rank order
Miner
Laborer
House servant
Fireman
Carpenter
States represented as the
residence/working location of the
slaveholder or slave
Arkansas
Alabama
Georgia
Kentucky
Louisiana
Mississippi
Missouri
North Carolina
South Carolina
Tennessee
Virginia

Kentucky locations
Anderson County
Bourbon
Bullitt County
Clarke
Daviess County
Essex .
Fayette
Frankfort
Franklin County
Ghent .
Henderson County
Jassimine .
Jeffetson
Jefferson County
Lafayette
Lexington
Louisville
Meade County
Mercer
Nelson County
Oldham '
Owensboro
Owsley County
Pendleton
Russ~llville
Scott County
Shelby County
Shelbyvile
Stamping Grounds'
Union County
Woodford
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Page one of the Slavery Era Insurance Registry on the California Department of Insurance Web
site.

One insurer, the North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company of
Raleigh, did more than 50 percent of its business in slave policies. In a single
year (1860), it had nearly seventeen hundred policies of this type in force
and it is estimated that North Carolina Mutual had issued in the neighbor-
hood of thirty-six hundred to forty-eight hundred policies on the lives of
slaves between 1849 and the close of such operations because of the Civil
War. According to the article, many slave owners began making employers
purchase insurance as a prerequisite to the execution of leasing contracts, but
were dismayed to learn that the face value of the policies would not equal
those issued to the general population. Limitations were generally being set
by companies at no more than three-fourths the market value of the slave.

Creation of the registry
Extant records related to slave insurance policies are few. Researchers and
historians are restricted, for the most part, to a scattering of correspondence
and a handful of actual policies in the personal papers of antebellum south-
erners located in a number of manuscript collections. However, in the midst
of the slave reparations debate of the past decade, interest in this subject
took on a political dimension.

In California, State Senator Tom Hayden's office became aware of the
practice of insuring slaves, and of the existence of related documents in the
records of several insurance companies. Citing full disclosure in the public
interest, Senator Hayden introduced SB2199 in May 2000. The fundamen-
tal nature of his bill called for the insurance carriers operating in the state
to turn over copies of any items found after an exhaustive search of their
archives, and the public dissemination of the findings. The bill was signed



into law with an effective date of 1
January 2001.

The California Department of
Insurance was given the responsibil-
ity of monitoring progress, enforcing
compliance, and distributing the
findings to the legislature and the
public. The decision was made to
provide public access by the use
of repositories and the creation of
the Slavery Era Insurance Registry
(SEIR) on the Internet. The 9 May
2002 edition of the "Family Tree
Magazine E-mail Update" brought
news of the online debut of this
resource to many genealogists,
including myself

Registry overview
Using a prescribed format, insurance
companies were asked to submit the
names of slaves and slaveholders, the
geographic locale of each, and any
other identifying information. The
Department of Insurance collated
this list establishing the SEIR, the
largest single resource known to
exist of information pertaining to
insurance policies issued on slaves.
The registry was placed on the
department's Web site at <http://
www.insurance.ca.gov/
0100-consumers/0300-public-
programs/0200-slavery-era-insur/>
and can be viewed alphabetically
by either slave or slaveholder. The
site also allows visitors to download
a copy of the registry in portable
document format (PDF).

Researchers perusing the SEIR
will find the column for "Other
Identifying Information" of par-
ticular interest. Policy number and
occupation are the most recurrent
pieces of information found. Cigar
maker, nurse, baker, agriculturalist,
stevedore, gunsmith, and coach
maker are some of the occupations
one will encounter, and coal miner is

the most prevalent job listed. Although not as common in the online registry,
other important details about the slave can also emerge. A date of death is
provided for Anthony, the slave of R. H. Cowan, and it is revealed that Joe,
owned by George Garmany of Hamburg, Georgia, was engaged in field work
on the Parrott Plantation, three miles outside of the city.

Of course, genealogists will also be attracted to the geographic locations
given for both slaves and those taking out the policies. Eleven southern
states are represented in the SEIR; in one of the states, Kentucky, more than
thirty separate localities are pinpointed. On numerous occasions, the slave
is reported in a different locale from the owner, indicating a possible slave
hiring scenario.

Visiting a repository
While Internet research has proven to be a convenient and cost effective way
to gain access to records, there is no substitute for onsite visits. The SEIR
represents only a portion of the data required from insurers. Additionally,
they were compelled to turn over any items found that were associated with
slavery era transactions. This material has been disseminated by the Depart-
ment of Insurance to a number of public libraries and universities across the
state. A list of them is available on the Web site. Be sure to contact the in-
stitutions before arriving. The staff working at the public library of Alameda
County in the city of Fremont had no idea where the documents were when
I inquired in person several years ago. It took nearly an hour before they
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This is the top portion 0/ the death register from the Nautilus Insurance Company, submitted by
New York Life as a supporting document. The entire document consists ofseuenieen columns,
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figured it out and led me to a dust-covered copier paper
box at the bottom of some steel shelving in the govern-
ment documents area.

Eight companies found records considered significant;
however the submissions of the majority of them would
not warrant an onsite visit. The exception, without
question, is New York Life, which has an intriguing and
historically relevant set of documents. Its material comes
from Nautilus Insurance, an antebellum era company
that it absorbed decades ago. Included in the extant
records of Nautilus are a death claim register, policy
ledgers, and an index of applicants.

The death register consists of seventeen columns, and
is full of important details, such as the person being
insured, person to be paid, occupation and residence of
the deceased, date, place, and cause of death, and the
office from which the policy originated. Unfortunately,
only a single page of the register was located by New
York Life archivists. It should be noted that the register
page is not segregated by race and contains entries from
policyholders in regions outside of Dixie.

Among the supporting documents made available
by New York Life were hundreds of pages of a policy
ledger that contained the particulars for each slave policy
unearthed. The entries go beyond what is included in
the SEIR and consistently give the ages of those covered,
along with policy issue dates. Combining these two
pieces of information allows the researcher to determine
an approximate date of birth. It is imperative that
anyone finding a potential ancestor on the SEIR exam-
ine the related ledger entry.

The layout of the ledger provides researchers with
an additional benefit. The pages were designed to
hold two names per sheet; therefore each one yields
another insured individual. This companion entry is
often for a standard policyholder, adding to the value
of this resource for those not of African descent. This is
illustrated on ledger page 378. The first policy is for a
slave residing in Lexington, Kentucky, but the second is
the application of Mabel Mills for life insurance on her
husband, Uri. The couple's home is in New Hamburg,
Dutchess County, New York. Details gleaned from this
entry include Uriah's date of birth and their relocation
to Port Jarvis in the fall of 1853. There is no list or index
identifying these "non-slave" individuals by name, but
hopefully one will be created in the future.

A debt of gratitude is owed to Karen E. Smith, former
manuscript librarian with the California State Library in
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From page 1083 of the Index to the Names of Applicants. Madison
Lockett clearly has the slave designation, and Squir Lockett has the
date indicator indicative of slave policies along with a relatively low
policy number (246), which is within ten of the slaves of R. H. Tatum
(policies 251-53) that reside in Chesterfield County, Virginia. Check
marks are from the author.
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Page one of the Index to the Names of Applicants, the multi-page index
of the Nautilus Insurance Company, submitted by New York Life as
a supporting document, A number of the slaves on the registry have
surnames.



Sacramento. At some point while working with the SEIR-related correspon-
dence, she became aware of a group of New York Life documents given the
term "possibles," classifying them as people who may have been slaves. These
were not in the initial distribution package and after her inquiry, it was
decided to send them to all the public access libraries. The material amounts
to dozens more pages from the policy ledger, and preliminary indications are
that many of the suspect entries are indeed slave policies.

The last key record to be discussed is titled "Index to the Names of
Applicants." It comprises an alphabetical listing of the name, birth date, and
application number for seemingly every person insured by Nautilus over an
unspecified period of time. The complete applicant index numbers more
than two thousand pages, containing an estimated 240,000 entries. New
YorkLife did not submit the entire document, opting instead to copy just
the pages they believed contained slave policies. As a result, no more than 3
percent of this resource is available for research and analysis purposes.

A work in process
Since 2002, a number of trips have been made to several repositories to
conduct an extensive study of the deposited material. In 2005 an attempt to
reconcile the slaves listed in the SEIR with the applicant index of Nautilus
Insurance resulted in the discovery of 134 slaveswhose corresponding index
pages were not found. Conversely, a detailed inspection of the index revealed
slaves that did not appear on the SEIR. This prompted a letter to the De-
partment of Insurance disclosing these discrepancies. The resulting dialogue
with LeslieTick of the legal department, who has been involved with statute
compliance from the outset, has been very fruitful. Within a few months
of notification, New York Life forwarded additional names that are now
reflected on the SEIR. It is hopeful that the associated policy ledger pages, as
well as the matching pages of the applicant index will also soon be available
for public viewing. Regrettably, it has been indicated that, once again, the
company will not supply a full copy of the index.

It is my estimation that between the analysis of the policy ledger pages
of possible slaves and the future additions from the Index to the Names of
Applicants, hundreds of slaves and slaveholders will be added to the Slavery
Era Insurance Registry, expanding the hopes of those suffering with the
harsh realities of slave research.e
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