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Sketches of the Higher Classes of Colored Society in Philadelphia, first published
in 1841, was written by Joseph Willson, a southern black man who had moved to
Philadelphia. He wrote this book to convince whites that the African-American
community in his adopted city did indeed have a class structure, and he offers
advice to his black readers about how they should use their privileged status. The
significance of Willson’s account lies in its sophisticated analysis of the issues of
class and race in Philadelphia. It is all the more important in that it predates W.
E. B. Du Bois’s The Philadelphia Negro by more than half a century.

Julie Winch has written a substantial introduction and prepared extensive
annotation. She identifies the people Willson wrote about and gives readers a
sense of Philadelphia’s multifaceted and richly textured African American
community. The Elite of Our People will interest urban, antebellum, and
African-American historians, as well as individuals with a general interest in
African-American history.

This volume has withstood the test of time. It remains readable. Joseph Willson
was well read, articulate, and had a keen eye for detail. His message is as timely
today as it was in 1841. The people he wrote about were remarkable individuals
whose lives were as complex as his own.
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Sketches of the Higher Classes of Colored Society in Philadelphia, first published in 1841, was written by
Joseph Willson, a southern black man who had moved to Philadelphia. He wrote this book to convince
whites that the African-American community in his adopted city did indeed have a class structure, and he
offers advice to his black readers about how they should use their privileged status. The significance of
Willson’s account lies in its sophisticated analysis of the issues of class and race in Philadelphia. It is all the
more important in that it predates W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Philadelphia Negro by more than half a century.

Julie Winch has written a substantial introduction and prepared extensive annotation. She identifies the
people Willson wrote about and gives readers a sense of Philadelphia’s multifaceted and richly textured
African American community. The Elite of Our People will interest urban, antebellum, and African-
American historians, as well as individuals with a general interest in African-American history.

This volume has withstood the test of time. It remains readable. Joseph Willson was well read, articulate, and
had a keen eye for detail. His message is as timely today as it was in 1841. The people he wrote about were
remarkable individuals whose lives were as complex as his own.
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Editorial Review

Review

“Savvy researchers have long relied on Joseph Willson’s little book for its contemporary view of being black
in Philadelphia and for its general insights into nineteenth-century African American life. Julie Winch’s
meticulously researched and knowledgeably annotated edition brings the book alive again for a new
generation of readers.”

—Emma J. Lapsansky, Haverford College

“Julie Winch . . . has edited the definitive volume of Joseph Wilson’s 1841 commentary on Philadelphia’s
African American high society. . . . Winch comprehensively places Wilson’s Sketches in its historical
context. . . . The work adds to the expanding literature on the free black community in the pre-Civil War
North.”

—Lawrence B. Goodheart, History: Reviews of New Books

“Like Winch’s other works, The Elite of Our People is an important addition to the literature on free black
northern society, for it goes beyond historians’ interest in white antebellum abolitionists to allow a young
African American to speak for his community and himself.”

—Jean R. Soderlund, Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography

About the Author

Julie Winch is Professor of History at the University of Massachusetts in Boston. Her previous books are
Philadelphia's Black Elite: Activism, Accommodation, and the Struggle for Autonomy, 1787-1848 (1988) and
Cyprian Clamorgan's "The Colored Aristocracy of St. Louis" (edited, with an introduction) (1999).

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Tom Scott:

Reading a guide can be one of a lot of action that everyone in the world likes. Do you like reading book
therefore. There are a lot of reasons why people like it. First reading a reserve will give you a lot of new
facts. When you read a e-book you will get new information mainly because book is one of many ways to
share the information as well as their idea. Second, looking at a book will make anyone more imaginative.



When you examining a book especially fictional works book the author will bring one to imagine the story
how the characters do it anything. Third, it is possible to share your knowledge to others. When you read this
The Elite of Our People: Joseph Willson’s Sketches of Black Upper-Class Life in Antebellum Philadelphia,
you are able to tells your family, friends and soon about yours guide. Your knowledge can inspire different
ones, make them reading a e-book.

Alexandra Sauer:

Your reading 6th sense will not betray anyone, why because this The Elite of Our People: Joseph Willson’s
Sketches of Black Upper-Class Life in Antebellum Philadelphia publication written by well-known writer
whose to say well how to make book that can be understand by anyone who also read the book. Written
throughout good manner for you, still dripping wet every ideas and composing skill only for eliminate your
own hunger then you still question The Elite of Our People: Joseph Willson’s Sketches of Black Upper-Class
Life in Antebellum Philadelphia as good book not merely by the cover but also from the content. This is one
guide that can break don't judge book by its deal with, so do you still needing a different sixth sense to pick
this particular!? Oh come on your reading sixth sense already said so why you have to listening to an
additional sixth sense.

Rebecca Stark:

In this age globalization it is important to someone to obtain information. The information will make
professionals understand the condition of the world. The healthiness of the world makes the information
easier to share. You can find a lot of recommendations to get information example: internet, classifieds,
book, and soon. You can see that now, a lot of publisher this print many kinds of book. The book that
recommended to you is The Elite of Our People: Joseph Willson’s Sketches of Black Upper-Class Life in
Antebellum Philadelphia this e-book consist a lot of the information with the condition of this world now.
This kind of book was represented how can the world has grown up. The vocabulary styles that writer value
to explain it is easy to understand. The writer made some study when he makes this book. That is why this
book acceptable all of you.

Lila Johnson:

Reserve is one of source of know-how. We can add our information from it. Not only for students but also
native or citizen require book to know the update information of year for you to year. As we know those
publications have many advantages. Beside all of us add our knowledge, can also bring us to around the
world. By the book The Elite of Our People: Joseph Willson’s Sketches of Black Upper-Class Life in
Antebellum Philadelphia we can take more advantage. Don't someone to be creative people? To get creative
person must love to read a book. Merely choose the best book that suited with your aim. Don't end up being
doubt to change your life at this book The Elite of Our People: Joseph Willson’s Sketches of Black Upper-
Class Life in Antebellum Philadelphia. You can more attractive than now.
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