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The "Barber of Natchez"
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In the mid-1800s, the commercial district of antebellum Natchez bustled with activity. The

sounds of carriages, villagers, steamboats, and livestock created a constant clamor. Streets
that were alternately muddy or dusty were lined with hotels, churches, shops, and houses.

The town was peopled by about 3,000 whites, 1,600 black slaves, and 200 free blacks who

were mostly mulatto (mixed-race). Prominent among the free people of color was William

Johnson, who owned a brick-structured building on State Street, which contained both

rented retail shop space and the family's home. William Johnson, born a slave, was freed at
age eleven and became a successful businessman, slaveholder, and diarist during the heyday
of the cotton kingdom economic boom. Although Johnson reaped the material benefits of
his economic success, he still walked a fine line between the full rights of a white citizen and
the bondage of slavery.

From Slave to Master In 1809, William Johnson was born the son of a

mulatto slave woman in Natchez. At the age of
eleven, William was emancipated by his white
slave owner, also named William Johnson, who is

presumed to be his father. The boy's mother Amy
and sister Adelia had been freed at an earlier date.

James Miller, a free black barber and husband to

Adelia, trained young William as an apprentice,

Following completion of his training, Johnson

purchased his first barbershop in Natchez in

1830. He would eventually own and operate three
barbershops and a bath house in the city. Clients

received services from Johnson himself, from free blacks

hired by Johnson, from apprentices, and from slaves owned
by Johnson.

State laws concerning property ownership did not prohibit
any free person from owning slaves, even if that person
had formerly been a slave. Slave ownership was a signal of
economic and social status. By reaching a certain level of
financial success, Johnson was able to purchase slaves and
profit from slave labor in his business, in his farmlands,

and in his family's home. By the 1840s, he had acquired

substantial land holdings and established himself as a
farmer as well as an urban businessman.

A Record of Daily Life The diaries of William Johnson cover sixteen

years of his life beginning in 1835 and ending with

his death in 1851. In addition to managing his

business affairs, Johnson spent free time enjoying
hunting and fishing trips, buying and selling goods

at local auctions, gambling at horse races, and

raising his family. All of these activities provided

opportunities for entries into Johnson's journals.

Reports of parades, fires, natural disasters, and political
rallies nestle among the humdrum accounts of business

and jottings of daily events. In his diaries, Johnson also
spins lively tales of fistfights, horse races, and town gossip.

He creates comical characterizations of local townsfolk

sometimes identified only as "Mr. McA," "the Dutchman,"
or even "the Snob."

Personal Reflections Little in William Johnson's diary provides the

reader with insight into his personal feelings
about warm family relationships, why he wrote a
diary, or even his thoughts about slavery or race.

An exception is Johnson's discourse about "poor

Steven," a young, alcoholic slave who caused

Johnson considerable strife. Steven's disorderly

behavior and frequent escapes caused Johnson

to become increasingly harsh in doling out
punishments. Eventually, under much distress,

Johnson sold Steven. His diary entry about the matter

reveals Johnson's conflicted feelings:

I rested bad Last night. I had much Care On my mind, the
night appeared very Long—Igot up this morning early and
took Steven with me down to the Ferry Boat and gave him up

to the Overseer of Young & Cannon.. .Ifelt hurt but Liquor is

the Cause ofhis troubles; I would not have parted with Him
ifhe had Only have let Liquor alone but he Cannot do it I
believe.
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