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Early Laws and Ordinances in Ohio

The issues of slavery and African Americans emerged at the forefront of
Ohio’s process of moving from territory to state. Ohio was the first state
created out of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 and while the Ordinance made
slavery illegal in the new territories, escaped slaves were to be returned to their
owners. During the first territorial assembly in 1799, a group of Virginian
migrants petitioned to allow slavery in the new territory, but it was rejected,
not so much on moral grounds as it was that representatives did not want free
labor to compete with slaves. Again when the state constitutional convention
met in 1802, the issue of free blacks in Ohio came to debate. There were only
337 in the entire Northwest Territory at the time, but white leaders remained
concerned over how to address the black population. The issue of allowing
slavery in the new state was rejected, but the assembly failed by one vote to
allow black men the franchise. A tie vote left the assembly deadlocked until
the President of the Convention, Edward Tiffin, voted against the franchise.
Then, in 1804 and again in 1807, the Ohio General Assembly passed a series
of “black laws” designed to discourage African Americans from settling in the
state and to regulate the behavior of those already there. Among other things,
African Americans had to post a $500 bond upon entering the state to prove
they could support themselves and not be a burden to the state, and present
evidence of free status.

Education and Employment for African-Americans

Education in Ohio remained unorganized and unregulated until the 1840s. A
new state system came into being in 1849, modeled on the Akron School Law
of 1847, which established school boards, tax systems to pay for public school
systems, school districts based on geography, and a graded system of
advancement. African Americans and mulattoes were not taxed because their
children were not legally allowed to attend the new public schools in Ohio. In
Akron, Cleveland and other northern Ohio cities, African American children
were so few that white community members did not feel they posed a threat
and these children were permitted to attend public schools. Meanwhile, blacks
in Cincinnati and Columbus managed to collect funds to operate their own
schools.

In 1853 the state modified the law to require boards of education to provide
schools for black children in districts where more than twenty lived. Not
surprisingly, on the eve of the Civil War Ohio's Commissioner of Public
Schools studied African-American schools across the state and reported that
black schools were grossly unequal to white schools.

In higher education, more options for blacks existed. Oberlin College, created
in 1833, accepted African-American students starting in 1835. Oberlin
actually sought out African-American students because many of the students
were vehemently anti-slavery, and many of these students transferred from
Cincinnati's Lane Seminary because of a conflict of slavery and abolition.
Antioch and Otterbein also became co-racial and black students attended
Western Reserve and Ohio University in the 1820s.
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