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Black History Month Moment  
from the Clerk’s Historic Records Team 

 
We typically recognize and honor Black History Month each year in the Clerk’s Office by hosting an 
educational program but due to the coronavirus pandemic we are offering a virtual program through our website 
during the month of February.  Each week, we are posting some information and images of court records that 
share some of the history relevant to Black History Month during the month of February.  Our posting this week 
shares information related to Harriet Cook who faced the constant threat of being re-enslaved if she did not 
leave Loudoun County. Without an important court case involving Ms. Cook, which can be found among our 
valuable historic court records, we may have never learned about Harriett Cook and the challenges she faced.  
We hope you enjoy reading and viewing this information. 
 

 
Harriet Cook of Leesburg 

 
Harriet Cook was a free Black woman who lived in Leesburg during the early to mid-1800s.  Ms. Cook’s role in 
Loudoun’s history would not be known without the existence of legal records in Office of the Clerk of the 
Circuit Court.  The first known record of Harriet Cook can be found in January 1844 when she was summoned 
to appear in court because she had remained in the Commonwealth after being emancipated.  A Virginia law 
passed in 1806 that required an enslaved person who was freed to leave the Commonwealth within one year or 
risk being apprehended and potentially re-enslaved. The freed person could petition the court to remain for 
another year.  The law was often loosely enforced or handled on a case-by-case basis, but a free Black person 
always lived with the fear that they could be forced to leave Virginia. 
 
The court case continued sporadically until January 1850 when ninety-three citizens of Loudoun County 
submitted a petition asking the court to grant permission for “Harriet Cook a free woman of color to remain in 
the State of Virginia.”  The detailed description as set forth in that petition allows us to learn more about 
Harriet.  It clearly showed that she was a well-respected member of the Leesburg community.  The petition 
states that she had been emancipated about 1838 and since then had remained “. . .in this community, sustaining 
a high character as a religious honest and valuable member of Society.”  She was skilled and dependable, 
working as a washer woman and at other jobs.  The petitioners stated that it “. . . would be an inconvenience to 
a number of the citizens of Leesburg to be deprived of her services as a washer woman and on other capacities, 
on which a consequence gentility, trustworthiness and skill she is exceedingly useful.” 
 

http://www.loudoun.gov/clerk


The document is remarkable because of the number of people who signed it and because of their status in 
Loudoun County.  Of the ninety-three petitioners, fifteen or sixteen were merchants, seven were Justices of the 
Peace, five were ex-members [ex-Justices of the Peace], six were lawyers, and one was a postmaster.  Harriet 
obviously interacted regularly with professionals in the community.   
 
The petition also shows the uncertainty and instability that Harriet experience for most of her life even though 
she was free.  She lived with the constant fear and possibility of being forced to leave if the laws were enforced 
or petitions lodged with the court did not achieve a successful outcome for her.   
 
The Court did grant permission for Harriet to remain in Virginia but there are no documents in the collection at 
the courthouse that reveal what her life was like following the court’s decision.  She was not listed in census 
records before or after her emancipation.  The personal property tax records on file in the Historic Records 
research room in the Circuit Court Clerk’s Office reveal that she owned a total of $30 in household and 
furniture items in 1856. 
 
Although we might never know what happened to Harriet Cook after that important court decision, we do know 
that she was an enterprising, skilled, and respected woman who endured considerable challenges to her 
freedom.  Court documents such as these that can be found in the Historic Records Division of the Circuit Court 
Clerk’s Office are often the only way that genealogists and researchers learn about someone’s life.  Funded by a 
grant from Virginia Humanities, the Historic Records Division recently made the Free Black papers available 
online at the Clerk of Court’s website: Black History | Loudoun County, VA - Official Website 
 
To read more about Harriet Cook and the laws in place during the mid-1800s, see the publications “The Essence 
of a People II: African Americans Who Made Their World Anew in Loudoun County, Virginia, and Beyond” by 
the Black History Committee of the Friends of Thomas Balch Library and “Life in Black and White: Family and 
Community in the Slave South” by Brenda E. Stevenson. 

 
Summons from Commonwealth v. Harriet Cook, CR1843-001 
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Petition asking the court to grant permission for  
Harriet Cook a free woman of color to remain in the State of Virginia - 

 

  



  



 


