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“Shhhh! I'll Let You In On a Secret:
Our Female Ancestors Are
-ound In Ledgers” — Part |

By Diane L. Richard

Introduction

It is easy as a researcher to overlook our female an-
cestors. Many records do mention them, more than
most researchers realize. We are not talking birth,
marriage, and death or records linked to their par-
ents, husbands, and/or children, and records where
they are documented in their own right. We are
NOT talking about official and government-created
records where women are typically underrepresent-
ed; the “men” in their lives are reported in these
record types. We DO find women mentioned in the
ledgers and account books associated with busi-
nesses and organizations, so those will be our focus.

Part one of this two-part article picks up where
“Online Finding Aids Reveal Genealogical Gems”
by Diane L. Richard, Internet Genealogy, Decem-
ber/January 2018, starts. The mentioned article ex-
plores private collections, including ledgers, talks
about various ledger types and the useful informa-
tion found in them, and shares a few examples.
Now we'll talk specifically about the women men-
tioned in ledgers.

First, let’s talk about why ledgers can be invalu-
able to researching anyone, including your female
ancestors! You can learn so much about your fam-
ily and the neighborhood through these records.
Store, business (e.g., hotels, livery, stable, distillery,
blacksmith, etc.), and health-related (e.g., Physi-
cian, Midwife, Insane Asylum, etc.) ledgers can
link family members and provide many interesting
details invaluable to your family history narrative.
Sometimes relationships are noted - e.g., Elizabeth,
mother of Ann & David. Treated enslaved (and
location) are sometimes called out in physician'’s
ledgers. Deaths or weddings might be noted in a
livery ledger for a rented horse. Distillery ledgers
show that everyone seemed to buy whisky — includ-
ing preachers and physicians. Depending on where
you lived and when, different goods were bought
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A selection from Younts General Store, 1843-1845, NC, for Anna
Setzer showing a simple entry.

A selection from Stowe Ledger, Stowesville, south of Belmont, NC,
showing entry for “Widow” Ann Hijer, though notice the lack of details.

Ledgers do not always contain just transactions! This doodle from
Yount’s Mercantile ledger was not uncommon.
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A selection from Guilford Andrews General Store, 1886-1903, Bethel,
NG, showing Mrs. Knights’ slightly more detailed entry where she
mostly purchased potatoes and corn.

A selection from the Glass and Redwine ledger, Cherokee, AL, 1882,

with a detailed entry for Mrs. Alexander; note the use of different pens.

There is more than one strategy to

use when researching ledgers

(1) Focus on a specific business or person
(typically less successful)

(2) Do a general research on “type” +
“location” (typically more successful)

| frequently focus on a location and “time
period” unless there are many extant ledgers,
and then | will narrow my search on “type” if it
intferests me. A nice problem to have!
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and sold at the local stores. Or, maybe your ances-
tor was a renter. The list goes on.

It is essential to realize that ledger/accounts type
records exist because a local business needed to keep
track of what they sold or services they performed
and received payment for, whether in cash or goods
exchanged. So, you need to follow the money ($) as
we often say.

Ledger Types

Recognize just like with any other paperwork, all
ledgers or similar volumes are created by a host of
different people with different ideas of what infor-
mation should go in their ledger. Remember, they
kept their ledger for their own personal means, not
for genealogists decades or centuries later! That
means some entries are just amounts owed, where-
as other entries provide incredible detail on who,
when, what, and where. In my experience, most
ledger entries fall in-between and give a decent
amount of information on who, when, and what.
Let’s now explore some of the types of businesses
for which ledgers survive that you will want to ex-
plore seeking your female ancestors. I have found
women listed in all of these, and my explorations
into ledger types are not yet done!

General Store

So, where do you start? It is definitely by looking for
“general store,” “mercantile,” or similarly named
establishments with surviving ledgers. These are
the broadest category of stores; imagine our gro-
cery stores, hardware stores, department stores, and
more, all rolled into one business. If your family
had to do business with someone, there is a good
chance this was that store. You will find women's
names throughout these ledgers. Because of their
prevalence, I have found them to be the largest cat-
egory of surviving ledgers.

Some ledgers do have index pages such as this one from the John
Finley Papers, Duke University, Durham, NC, https://tinyurl.com/
snczyxvk, where we see Mrs. Elizabeth Brotherton, Miss Ellena
Bouchell, Catherine Bumgarner (Widow), and others listed.
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Some aspects of ledgers to keep in mind:

(1) How is the ledger organized? Chronological,
customer accounts, summary lists referring to
predecessor ledgers, or other.

(2) What type of ledger is it? Customer accounts
with credit (Cr) and debit (Dr) columns offen
on two facing pages though sometimes on
just one page, or cash-in-hand type account
(usually chronological across all customers)

(3) Ledgers with customer accounts are more
likely to have an index, not always complete,
at the front (or back), or group accounts by
the 1+ letter of the surname. DO check for an
index before you start exploring any ledger.

(4) Because cash accounts are typically just
grouped by “day,” no customers’ index is
included.

It is not unusual for a general store ledger to also
reflect sharecropping arrangements, renters and
their payments, post-office-related activities, pay-
ments for labor/services performed (as an account
credit against goods purchased), and more. In
fact, a Burke County, NC, liquor ledger frequently
linked family members to one another, as in sons
to father. These same records also reflected that the
father hired his sons out to the proprietor, which
was credited to his account. So, do not assume what
you may find in the ledger for a general store. It
might also include doodles, hand-writing practice,
homework, genealogy details, etc.

As part of a study into a ledger of William Ramsay,
Alexandria, VA, 1753-1756, hitps://tinyurl.com/457
b6das, a list of “departments” was created to re-
flect the goods sold at his store. This list gives

A key for finding women in ledgers and other
private manuscripfts is to think about their lives.
Try and put yourself in their shoes for a day,

a week, a month, or longer. Who might they
need to inferact with and why and whether
records would have been created and might
survive? Then consider who they might want
to socialize with and whether records survived
for their book club, charitable organization,
church, and beyond. Each of these entities
possibly created records, and if you are lucky,
some will survive!
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you a sense of the breadth of what a general mer-
chant’s store may have handled. There is also a
“women’s dataset” in excel format, https://tinyurl.
com/5ex5nzrw, which lists all the women custom-
ers. The Smithsonian separately created a fascinat-
ing exhibit revolving around his store and some
things to consider as you explore store ledgers,
https://tinyurl.com/4fwb6p52. Lastly, there is an
article, Baddledors, twig whips, and yards of thun-
der and lightning: Decoding a colonial ledger,”

A list of “departments” constructed from the goods sold at William

Ramsay’s general store, Alexandria, VA, 1753-1756, https://tinyurl.
com/mécraebw, showcasing the breadth of what could be carried/

handled by a general store.

Based on William Ramsay’s ledger, the Smithsonian created a really
neat visual exploration of the significance of some of the material
included [see body for link].
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https://tinyurl.com/y2bvpwf3, which further explores
Ramsay’s ledger. Most ledgers have not been stud-
ied to this degree, and it does help provide us with
a general historical context for colonial-era ledgers.

Blacksmith

With so many women living on farms and work-
ing the land, sometimes as widows, we find wom-
en listed in surviving ledgers for Blacksmiths. The
entries for Mary Chisholm, in an unnamed Black-
smith Ledger, 1849-1850, Montgomery Co, NC, via
DigitalNC, https://tinyurl.com/fsSkvpt6, has numer-
ous entries for sharpening, mending, and “putting
& laying large plow” as well as other services. If
there wasn’t an adult male to assist you, then you
would hire someone. Notice that she had no charg-
es for the fabrication of items, which is often what
we think of blacksmiths doing and other customers
had charges for made items.

Page for Mary Chrisholm, Blacksmith Ledger, Montgomery Co, 1850
reminds us that women also had needs for blacksmith services.

Cotton Picking

Sometimes the women we are researching were not
property owners, either independently or via their

Entries for Mary Blackwell for payments made to her for picking cot-
ton, 1878, Northampton Co, NC.
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spouse, and were seasonal day laborers. The econ-
omy of the south and elsewhere often relied on
paying others to pick their cotton, tobacco, or oth-
er labor-intensive crops, at a time when machinery
was not employed; some crops still require hired
labor to harvest. Might your ancestor have done
this? Many women are listed in the “Accounts
with Agricultural Laborers & Records of Cotton
Picked, 1870-1882, Seabord, Northampton Co.,
NC, John D. Ramsey, Duke University, NC, https://
tinyurl.com/jre4buh7. Renters at a Dairy Farm, see
the section on Renters, also apparently worked at
picking cotton.

Besides placing in space and time, what might

you discover about women via ledgers?

W Nature of household activities

W Relationships (children to parents)

W Hired hands

W Slaves

W Vital events - records of deaths and marriages
B Nature of a business endeavor

W Religious and faith-related pursuits

W Political beliefs

W Hobbies and extracurricular activities

B and much more ...

Livery Stable

At a time when not everyone owned horses or bug-
gies or surreys or other vehicles or were capable of
maintaining such, they used the services of a livery
stable. Even if they owned horses, they sometimes
boarded them at a livery stable or rented vehicles
to hitch their horses to. We see from the entries
for Miss McCullock, Livery Ledger, Haywood
County (NC) History Collection, https://tinyurl.com/
dxk3rarn, that she most often rented horses, bug-
gies and surreys. In other livery ledgers I've seen,
individuals actually hired someone else to deliver
them and their luggage to the train station, bring
them to church services, transport them to a wed-
ding, and much more. Do not underestimate how
many individuals, including women, used the myz-
iad services of a livery stable.

A great article, Rescue of a relic: Ledger tells stories,
hints at more, Kathy Ross, The Mountaineer, Oc-
tober 2020, https://tinyurl.com/wehjé6cs3, gives some
contextual history about the ledger in which Miss
McCullock was listed as well as some interesting
trivia from the found ledger.
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Miss McCullock frequently used the services of the Waynesville Livery
and Transfer Co, NC.

Attorney/Lawyer Ledgers

An exploration of the ledger of John Williams,
1770-1803, Williamsboro, NC, Southern Histori-
cal Collection, UNC, Chapel Hill, https://tinyurl.
com/9wd22tkw, who provided legal services to cli-
ents across NC and into VA and SC, reminds us how
many women would have been in need of his ser-
vices, whether they remained unmarried or became
widowed. Mrs. Rebecka Wall was one such client
who regularly used his services between 1767 and
1772. We see mention of the Bute Court, bonds,
estate administration, and other activities.

Mrs. Rebecka Wall frequently used the legal services of John Williams.

Physician Ledgers

Besides a general store, once home remedies were
exhausted, many turned to a physician, assum-
ing availability. The ledger of Physician Matthew
Cary Whitaker, Halifax County, NC, 1820-1827,
UNC Southern Historical Collection, https://tinyurl.
com/6x7a6937, includes many mentions of wom-
en. Some of these are for wives and others are for
female-led households. The entries for Mrs.
Mourning Etheridge are interesting as she identifies

Mrs. Mourning Etheridge, her two sons, Sam & Miles, and negro
Ishmael were all patients of physician Matthew Cary Whitaker in the
early 1830s.
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two of her sons, Sam and Willis, and a negro (prob-
ably enslaved) Ishmael.

Druggist/Drugstore/Pharmacy

Though the above-discussed physicians often pre-
scribed and provided medicines and remedies,
sometimes patients, either under a doctor’s orders
or on their own, sought products from a pharmacist
or similar. An unidentified pharmacy ledger, 1852-
1866, from Fayetteville, NC, https://tinyurl.com/yy
ehe9tp, mentions women like Mrs. Mary Rives, Mrs.
McGuire, Mrs. Mary Mitchell, and others.

Though an 1852-1866 pharmacy ledger entry for Mrs. Mary Mitchell,
Fayetteville, NC, is not very informative, it does tell us that she made
regular purchases from it.
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Private Education

Though not as prevalent, many women were ed-
ucated and often at a private school, some local
and some were boarding schools. A ledger for a
Boarding School for Female Education at Salem,
NC, 1805-1809, https://tinyurl.com/a83amb7e,
lists fathers and guardians paying for the edu-
cation of young ladies interspersed with school
business expenses. We find mention of Gotlieb
Shober for his daughter Pauline, Wm Kirkland
for his daughters Ann and Elizabeth, Duncan
Cameron Esq for Mary Philips (relationship
not stated), James Gordon for Nancy & Felicia
Norfleet (relationship not stated), and many
other similar entries. As hoped, I also found an
entry for Mrs. Nancy Smith for her daughter
(unnamed), reminding us that it wasn’t just
males who paid for their daughters to attend, but
mothers also. pa<

This 1805-1809 female boarding school ledger, Salem, NC,
includes many entries for fees paid for female students, sometimes
by their mothers.

EDITOR’S NOTE

Please see Your Genealogy Today Sept/Oct 2021 for
Part 2 of this article.
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