


moved fo Stateburg, Sumter County, South Carolina and started
making and repairing cotton gins.

By the time William was in his late fwenties, he was in business
for himself as a master cotton gin builder and repairer. Ellison became
a successful businessman and mechanic. A bill to Judge Waite dated
October 6, 1817 exemplified that Ellison was truly skilled at his work.
Ellison completely dissembled, rebuilt, and reassembled Waite's cotton
gin. It probably fook him twelve days fo complete this job (Thomas
Waites Papers). By 1819, William had bought two male slaves to work in
his shop. In 1820, April legally changed his name to William Ellison, Jr.,
the name of his former owner (Johnson and Roark 1984, 13-16). Asa
result of the high price and increased production of cotton, by 1840
William had twelve slaves working in his shop. On December 13, 1848,
Ellison placed an advertisement in the Sumter Banner, a newspaper,
advertising his business of making and repairing gins.

According to the 1850 U.S. Federal Census - Slave Schedules of
Sumter County, South Carolina, William Ellison was listed as a black
man with thirty-seven slaves, twenty-seven males and ten females. Ina
letter to his son Henry, dated March 26, 1857, Ellison wrote giving him
instructions on managing several of the gin shop customer accounts.
One can conclude that business was going so well, that William's son

help was needed fo keep up with the accounting (Ellison's papers).




By 1860 William owned, not only his gin shop, but also a large
cotton plantation and more than 60 slaves (Lemelson Center, 2008). He
was South Carolina’s largest black slave owner. In the entire state,
only five percent of the people owned as much land as William (Ellison
Family Graveyard, 2009). It was unusual, but not impossible, for
former slaves to own slaves.

When war broke out in 1861, William became a very devout
supporter of the Confederacy. William turned his plantation over from
being a cotton cash crop to farming foodstuff for the Confederacy
when his grandson joined a Confederate Artillery Unit. After Ellison's
death on December 5, 1861, per his wishes, his family actively
supported the Confederacy throughout the war. The Ellison family
produced foodstuff for the Confederate Army, contributed large
amounts of money, paid $5000 in taxes, and invested a good portion of
their fortune into Confederate Bonds, worthless at the end of the war
(Lemelson Center, 2008). After the war, the Ellison family had lost
their money and returned to the poverty the Ellison patriarch knew in
his youth.

Undoubtedly, the greatest accomplishment of William Ellison was his
transitioning from a slave to an entrepreneur. With his technological
and business skills, William was able to earn his freedom and become a

successful entrepreneur (Lemelson Center, 2008). From reading his



papers, reviewing Census Reports, other primary sources, and
secondary sources both the students and I learned a great deal about

the life and times of William Ellison.



