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For more than 250 years the family business has 
been a cornerstone of the black entrepreneurial 
tradition by providing job security, economic 
stability and opportunities for social progress. 

Whether the era was characterized by Jim Crow, 
Civil Rights, disco, hip-hop, a brand new 
millennium, or global recession, family businesses 
have been a gateway to the middle class for 
African Americans.



We’re going to look at the evolution of the 
black family business from Colonialism to the 
Antebellum and Reconstruction eras, then 
the 20th and 21st centuries.

For each of these time periods we’ll discuss:
 Statistics and Trends
 Obstacles and Challenges
 Notable Examples 



The 1600s

• Statistics
• Obstacles
• Notable Examples



 The first family businesses were launched when 
former indentured servants amassed property in 
land and chattel, either through purchasing 
them along with their freedom, or through 
inheritance by wills of their former masters.

 As early as the mid-17th century a class of Negro 
property owners had come into existence. They 
achieved a status of moderate economic 
importance.



In 1625, there were only 23 black people living 
in the colony of Virginia. By the 1650s this figure 
had increased to 300 black freemen and black 
servants. 

According to historian Luther P. Jackson, 
between 1670 and 1680 the Negro population 
had increased from 2,000 to 3,000.



 Personal Freedom  Family Dynamics



 Captured by slave traders in Angola; 
 Became one of the original 20 Africans brought to 

this land in 1620; 
 Sold to a white planter named Bennet;
 Married the only woman on the plantation;
 Fathered four children;
 Purchased his family’s freedom;
 By the 1650s their estate had grown to 250 acres;
 Employed four whites and one black in their 

livestock business.



The years prior to 
the Civil War

• Statistics
• Obstacles
• Notable Examples



Recovering from slavery

1865 to 1877 

• Statistics
• Obstacles
• Notable Examples



Fred Patterson 
sits in the 
Patterson car in 
front of
C.R. Patterson & 
Sons, a car 
manufacturing 
company.



• Statistics
• Obstacles
• Notable Examples



The Ramseys' experience is 
a common one in the 
establishment phase of 
family businesses as 
resources — money, time, 
and energy — are stretched 
to the limit. 

Edgar Ramsey left a full-time 
job as a manager with the 
Xerox Corporation to start a 
family business. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/displayPhoto.pl?path=/service/afc/afcwip/slc012&topImages=slc01212r.jpg&topLinks=slc01212v.jpg,slc01212u.tif&displayProfile=0&dir=ammem&itemLink=S?ammem/afcwip:@field(NUMBER+@lit(slc01212))


Comer Cottrell

In 1970 he and his brother           
co-founded Pro-Line 
Corporation, one of the “big 
four” in black hair care 
products manufacturing.

Pro-Line became one of the 
largest black businesses in the 
nation, with more than $100 
million in annual receipts and 
markets in 43 countries.



• Statistics
• Obstacles
• Notable Examples



Daunting Statistics

Only one in three family firms survives 
two generations; only one in six 
survives three generations.



"The challenge is not starting a family 
business, but being able to pass it on from 
generation to generation." 

John Sibley Butler, professor of management 
and chairman of sociology 

at the University of Texas at Austin. 



Bob and Sheila Johnson
Sold BET

Soft Sheen sells its  ethnic line to L’Oreal



Charles H. James III
• 4th Generation CEO
• Leads the 112-year-old family business
• Feeding America as a wholesale food distributor



www.BLACKfamilies.org


