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Lesson Plan

Reading Ohio’s Black Newspapers in the Nineteenth Century

DH Project: The Ohio Black Press in the 19th Century <https://ohioblackpress.org>
Level: Young Adult

This lesson plan provides background information, discussion questions and activities, and
resources to help students learn about Black print culture, the lesser-known history of early
Black communities in Ohio, and Black citizenship.

Developed by Jewon Woo, PhD

__________

Guiding Question: How did the Black newspaper serve Black Ohioans as a means to
demonstrate their civic quality and achieve their full-right citizenship in 19th-century Ohio?

Learning Objectives
● Understand the sociopolitical background of historical Black newspapers in the U.S.
● Examine the role of Black media in the past, especially in the tradition of Black print

culture.
● Articulate what kind of socio-political advancement early Black Ohioans envisioned by

publishing, disseminating, and reading their own newspapers.
● Read closely at least one issue of the 19th-century Ohio Black newspapers by exploring

“The Ohio Black Press in the 19th Century” website.

Background

Black Newspapers

A newspaper is defined as “Black” if the publisher and principal editors characterized
themselves as such. Although many Black journalists work for various newspapers, we don’t call
all of them the Black press. The papers that we examine here expressly declared their agenda
to serve African American readers’ interests as they were published by African American editors
and publishers. Black newspapers demonstrate African American perspectives and voices on
culture, politics, economy, and more, which distinguish them from other (white-dominant)
mainstream media.

From its beginning, the Black press was part of larger political organizing for African American
civil rights. While African Americans circulated various print forms before the 1820s, the official
first African American newspaper in the U.S. is Freedom's Journal, published by John
Russwurm and Samuel Cornish in 1829 in New York City. In the 1820s, as white European
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immigrants moved into mid-Atlantic seaboard cities and towns, the tensions of their competition
with Black labor--even for the most menial jobs--intensified and often exploded, leading
frequently to a dismissal of the Black workers. In 1824 the opening of the Erie Canal provided a
boost to the economic fortunes of New York. The state’s immigrant population grew rapidly by
the late 1820s and soon became a dominant factor in the labor market and a formidable force in
city politics. During this era when populism and democracy were sweeping the nation toward the
1828 election of Andrew Jackson as president of the country, a sentiment emerged that
imposed restrictions on both the freeborn and newly liberated people of African descent, much
to the dismay of Black citizens. For example, New York's state legislative body relaxed voting
restrictions for white male citizens while tightening the qualifications for Black men. In this
circumstance, Black journalists saw the significance of their own organ to disseminate news and
educate readers about their civil rights as U.S. citizens.1

In “To Our Patrons,” the editors assert the role of the Black newspaper: “We wish to plead our
own cause. Too long have others spoken for us. Too long has the publick [sic] been deceived by
misrepresentations in things which concern us dearly, . . . The civil rights of a people being of
the greatest value, it shall ever be our duty to vindicate our brethren when oppressed, and to lay
the case before the public.” [Figure 1] The newspaper contained both foreign and domestic
news, editorials, biographies, births and deaths in the local African American community, and
advertisements. Editorials deriding slavery, racial discrimination, and other injustices against
African Americans were aimed at providing a counterweight to many of the white newspapers of
the time period which openly supported slavery and racial bias. Freedom’s Journal was not born
solely out of the perceived need to defend African Americans as much as a desire within the
Black community to create a forum that would express their views and advocate for their
causes.2

Black newspapers were not created by only a few Black leaders and publishers. Instead, they
prove the organized and communal effort to create an organ for Black Americans. For example,
participants including state- and nationwide Black delegates at African American conventions
decide on how, what, and who would publish. They helped publishers and editors collect news
and circulate printed materials, by volunteering as contributors and agents. This collective work
continued, as we can see in the Black Press Association in the late 19th century and the
Associated Negro Press in the early 20th century. To see the relationship between the Black
press and conventions (as they called), see the Colored Conventions Project’s digital exhibition,
“The Early Case for a National Black Press.” It may be rarely possible to know exactly how
many Black newspapers were published in the U.S. This is the case not only because these

2 This part comes from E. Partin’s introduction to Freedom’s Journal (1827-1829). BlackPast.org.
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/freedom-s-journal-1827-1829/. Accessed May 12,
2023.

1 This part comes from Armistead S. Pride and Clint C Wilson II's A History of the Black Press, 1997.
More specifically, the white voter had only to be a tax paper of no specified age or limit of residence in
New York. Meanwhile, for Black voters, the requirements became (1) a qualifying age of 21, (2) three
years of residence in the state, and (3) ownership of property with a value of at least $250. Black citizens
who met the latter requirement were obligated to pay taxes even if they were not eligible to vote. See
Chapter 1 in A History of the Black Press.

https://coloredconventions.org/black-press/
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/freedom-s-journal-1827-1829/
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newspapers were short-lived but also because ethnic papers did not gain enough attention from
archivists to get preserved. Library of Congress’s Chronicling America currently offers 279
digitized Black newspapers, but the actual number must far exceed it. [Figure 2]

The history of the Black press is in fact the history of Black people in the U.S. In the face of
white violence, government-sanctioned injustice, and institutional failure to ensure Black civil
rights, Black newspapers have served as a channel through which African Americans share
information for political organizing and enriching cultural heritage. African Americans have
created media for their own benefit when the majority of media are incapable to report
objectively their stories, and rather reinforcing preexisting anti-Black prejudices.

Over the last quarter of the 20th century, the traditional Black press continued to lose ground as
more Black journalists found that they could enter into larger and mainstream newspaper
markets. However, the co-occurrence of other movements and organizations for Black social
justice created opportunities for the development of more autonomous publications. (like the rise
of Black nationalism) In short, reading Black newspapers meant learning about their civic quality
as community members and citizens of this country, although the government failed to sanction
their full-civil rights. And this tradition continues today, as Stanley Nelson has called Black
newspapers “Soldiers without Swords.”

3

3 African American man holding newspaper. Photograph. Retrieved from the Library of Congress,
www.loc.gov/item/2011660969/. Courtesy Library of Congress.

http://www.loc.gov/item/2011660969/
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[Figure 1. Freedom’s Journal, vol. 1, no. 1, March 16, 1827. Courtesy Library of Congress.
https://lccn.loc.gov/sn83030455]

https://lccn.loc.gov/sn83030455
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[Figure 2. This map shows African American newspapers between 1827 and 1963. As a matter
of fact, many more newspapers than the map suggests were published by African Americans.
"Chronicling America Ethnic Press Coverage," Chronicling America.
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/chronicling.america/viz/ChroniclingAmericaEthnicPressCo
verageMap/ethnicity_map. Accessed March 20, 2023.]

19th Century Ohio, Black Laws, and Political Organizing

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/chronicling.america/viz/ChroniclingAmericaEthnicPressCoverageMap/ethnicity_map
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/chronicling.america/viz/ChroniclingAmericaEthnicPressCoverageMap/ethnicity_map
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[Figure 3. From Kate Masur’s Until Justice Be Done: America’s First Civil Rights Movement,
from the Revolution to Reconstruction (New York: W.W. Norton, 2021)]

Ohio was established as a free state from its beginning. However, the freedom early Black
Ohioans sought existed only in its name. In fact, despite the absence of slavery, the framers of
the state of Ohio's constitution passed the notorious discriminative law against African
Americans, the so-called, Black Laws in 1804 and 1807. These laws were designed to
discourage Black migration to Ohio and other Northwest Territory states. While excluded and
marginalized from the state and federal operations, they were imposed heavy registration
requirements such as fees and bonds to reside in the state. According to the laws, African
Americans could not migrate to Ohio without a $500 bond guaranteeing good behavior.4 They
also could not attend public schools, testify in cases involving whites, or vote. They needed a
newspaper to centralize their voice for Black civil rights. It was not coincidental that every major
city in Ohio including Columbus, Cleveland, and Cincinnati began to publish Black newspapers
before the mid-nineteenth century.

Publishing newspapers started with a communal commitment to creating media for African
Americans. From 1830 through the nineteenth century, African Americans gathered across the
country and Canada to participate in political meetings held at the state and national levels,
which are called “Colored Conventions.” Ohio had at least twenty-one conventions led by Black
people, including three national and eleven state conventions before the Civil War. Indeed, the
record of the frequency and longevity of the conventions in Ohio is unmatched in any other
state. Black newspapers were born out of the resolutions at these conventions, and Black

4 This money is equivalent in purchasing power to about $12,240 today.
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Ohioans published a remarkable number of newspapers in the nineteenth century. [Figure 4] At
least 26 periodicals published in our records, and the Ohio Black Press project hosts 17
remaining newspapers.

[Figure 4. Black women used their domestic skills like sewing to make a political influence on
Black communal organizing. “Ladies Fair.” Palladium of Liberty, June 26, 1844.]

Here is the timeline of the Ohio Black newspapers in the nineteenth century. To explore the
interactive timeline, click the image.
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[Figure 5. Overview of Black Newspapers in 19th-century Ohio. OhioBlackPress.org.]

In-class Discussion Questions

1. When no periodicals published by African Americans were available, what would they
have wanted to read in the newspaper? Also, read “To Our Patrons” in the inaugural
issue of the Freedom’s Journal [Figure 1] and consider how its editors, Cornish and
Russwurm, addressed their contemporary Black people’s interests and concerns.

2. Examine the map showing African American newspapers between 1827 and 1963
[Figure 2]. Visit the site of Chronicling America Ethnic Press Coverage to explore the
interactive map. What kind of interesting patterns do you see? What questions may you
have about this map? What do they tell about Black communities before the Civil Rights
era in the 1960s?

3. After learning about Ohio’s notorious Black Laws that restricted Black civil rights, why do
you think formerly enslaved or free-born African Americans were determined to settle in
the state? What would motivate them to live in Ohio despite the unjust laws? What do
you think Black Ohioans would discuss and decide at state Colored Conventions?

4. A notice, titled “Ladies Fair” in the Palladium of Liberty, indicates that Black women
actively participated in political organizing [Figure 4]. What does it tell about the readers

https://cdn.knightlab.com/libs/timeline3/latest/embed/index.html?source=1CXyrOIwF9olzdMTnB3_l8vflR8eb3tNLUaGTqvCU9tc&font=Default&lang=en&initial_zoom=2&height=650
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/chronicling.america/viz/ChroniclingAmericaEthnicPressCoverageMap/ethnicity_map
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of the newspaper? At a time when women were supposed to stay in the domestic sphere
and their public appearance often became a target of criticism, how would Black women
weaponize their feminity or “womanly” duty for political action? How would a Black
newspaper collaborate with them or how would Black women use a newspaper for their
communities? Was a print matter like newspapers and periodicals still considered
“public”?

5. Look into the interactive timeline of the Ohio Black newspapers [Figure 5]. What do you
find particularly interesting in the timeline? Why do you think that some of the
newspapers’ titles refer to the socio-political identities of African Americans? How do
other titles represent the voice of Black Ohioans? While most Black newspapers in Ohio
were published only for a brief period of time, others like the Cleveland Gazette survived
more than five decades. Why do you think these papers lasted longer?

6. How do you think the editors and publishers could find subscribers and disseminate their
papers to reach not only Black residents in Ohio but also far out to other northern and
even southern states? What would northern readers learn about Black Ohioans from
their newspapers? How would the Black newspapers inspire southern readers,
especially Black people, to move to Ohio?

5

Assignment/Activity

5 This image is from Tammy Gibson’s article, “The Legacy of the Pullman Porters Lives Today,” Chicago
Defender, February 25, 2022. https://chicagodefender.com/the-legacy-of-the-pullman-porters-lives-today/.
Accessed May 29, 2023.

https://cdn.knightlab.com/libs/timeline3/latest/embed/index.html?source=1CXyrOIwF9olzdMTnB3_l8vflR8eb3tNLUaGTqvCU9tc&font=Default&lang=en&initial_zoom=2&height=650
https://chicagodefender.com/the-legacy-of-the-pullman-porters-lives-today/
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Let’s read actual Black newspapers in nineteenth-century Ohio by exploring The Ohio Black
Press project <ohioblackpress.org>. Through this activity, we will examine the political life of
early Black Ohioans.

Step 1: Open the “Newspaper” page. You can see the list of the extant copies on the timeline,
like the image below. Pick one newspaper to read. You can read each page's introduction to
determine which newspaper you want to delve into. Each newspaper contains a link to a
pertinent introductory page that explains its background. If you cannot decide what newspaper
to pick in the first place, click any of the periods on the top bars. Each period tap explains
distinctive aspects of that period’s newspapers.

https://ohioblackpress.org/s/ohioblackpress/page/home
https://ohioblackpress.org/s/ohioblackpress/page/home
https://ohioblackpress.org/s/ohioblackpress/page/newspapers
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Step 2: Read your choice(s) of the newspaper(s). You may want to pick up one issue instead of
a year-long volume. For example, in the box, you can see the list of the Le Bijou issues. Then,
you can click on any issue you’d like to read. But, when you read, pay attention to details from
its masthead to advertisements. To read one entire issue, you may need about one hour. If you
find anything interesting to you, make a note for the next step.
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Step 3: Read the newspaper's historical background by selecting its pertinent period on the top
of the “Newspaper” page. For example, If you choose to read either Cleveland Gazette or
Dayton Tettler, you need to check “1880s: Renaissance of the Black Press in Ohio.” You can
also see the subchapters of the period page on the top. Depending on your choice, you can
explore these subchapters.
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Step 4: Explore the “Data” page. On the top, you can see the three categories of data analysis:
“What the Subscribers Read,” “What the Editors Reprinted,” and “What the Advertisers Sold.”
Read any pages that are related to what you have found interesting in your initial newspaper
reading. Think about the differences between reading each issue and visualizing datasets of
numerous issues.

https://ohioblackpress.org/s/ohioblackpress/page/data
https://ohioblackpress.org/s/ohioblackpress/page/contents
https://ohioblackpress.org/s/ohioblackpress/page/quoted-periodicals
https://ohioblackpress.org/s/ohioblackpress/page/advertisement
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Step 5: Explain your reading and findings of the Black newspaper in 500 words by considering
the following questions: (1) What did you read and why?; (2) What is distinctive in the
newspaper issue?; (3) To understand the distinctive feature, what information, data, and other
background did you find in your newspaper?; and (4) what do you learn about the life of early
Black Ohioans? How is it related to your understanding of African American history, culture, and
literature? How did they participate in politics as citizens, although they were excluded from
many civil rights? What further research would you like to do regarding the Black newspaper?

Digital Resources on the Black Press

African American Archives. Western Reserve Historical Society.
https://www.wrhs.org/research/library/significant-collections/african-american/

Call and Post via Cleveland Public Library.
https://www.proquest.com/hnpclevelandcallpost/index

Casey, Jim. “Editorial Networks of the Antebellum African American Press.”
http://jim-casey.com/enap/

https://www.wrhs.org/research/library/significant-collections/african-american/
https://www.proquest.com/hnpclevelandcallpost/index
http://jim-casey.com/enap/
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Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov.
Danky, James Philip, and Maureen E. Hardy. African-American Newspapers and Periodicals: A

National Bibliography. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998. Accessible via
Internet Archive. https://archive.org/details/africanamericanne00dank/mode/1up

Delmont, Matthew F. Black Quotidian: Everyday History in African-American Newspapers.
Sanford University, 2019. https://blackquotidian.org/

Gallon, Kim. The Black Press. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of American History.
https://oxfordre.com/americanhistory/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199329175.001.0001/a
crefore-9780199329175-e-851.

Heppler, Jason, and Jewon Woo. Data on the Ohio Black Press in the 19th Century.
https://blacknewspapers.rrchnm.org/data/

“Historical African American Newspapers Available Online.” James A. Cannavino Library at
Marist College. https://libguides.marist.edu/AfricanAmericanNews

“The Early Case for a National Black Press.” ColoredConvetions.org.
https://coloredconventions.org/black-press/.

● If you have any questions or suggestions about this lesson plan, please feel free to
contact Jewon Woo at jwoowinter [at] gmail [dot] com.

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov
https://archive.org/details/africanamericanne00dank/mode/1up
https://blackquotidian.org/
https://oxfordre.com/americanhistory/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199329175.001.0001/acrefore-9780199329175-e-851
https://oxfordre.com/americanhistory/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199329175.001.0001/acrefore-9780199329175-e-851
https://blacknewspapers.rrchnm.org/data/
https://libguides.marist.edu/AfricanAmericanNews
https://coloredconventions.org/black-press/

