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Freedom Park Background 
 
 
The 601-acre Freedom Park is home to significant American history – recognized nationally as the site 
of the earliest free black settlement dating 1803-1860, an 18th-century graveyard, the Revolutionary 
War Battle of Spencer’s Ordinary in 1781 and a 17th century domicile. Also located in the park are the 
Williamsburg Botanical Garden, two miles of multiuse trails and more than 15 miles of mountain bike 
trails.  
 
Freedom Park, originally 478-acres, was purchased in 1995 after voters approved its funding in a 1994 
bond referendum. In 1996, adjacent parcels then known as the Hot Water/Cole tract were added. In 
1997, a Master Plan for the site was prepared. In September 2002, the park opened, named to 
represent the freedom granted to the slaves of William Ludwell Lee. 
 
The planning and design of Freedom Park was a community effort. A volunteer Historical Advisory 
Team comprised of representatives from the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, the 
Jamestown/Yorktown Foundation, the College of William and Mary, local authors and local residents 
who were actual descendants provided the guidance for the interpretive plan.  
 
Hiking enthusiasts and volunteers from Colonial Roadrunners cleared 1.5 miles of soft surface multiuse 
trails. Local members of the Eastern Virginia Mountain Bike Association (EVMA) completed the 3.2-
mile Mountain Bike Trail Loop C, steadily gaining momentum as one of the state’s premier trail 
systems.  Designed with avoidable features for bikers of all abilities, the trail system boasts over 26 
technical trail features to challenge even the most experienced riders. Park attendance increased by 
16% between 2006 and 2008 due in large part to the mountain bike trail system.  
 
Local EVMA members volunteered more than 950 hours, valued at $95,000, for the layout, design and 
ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŜŜŘƻƳ tŀǊƪΩǎ [ƻƻǇ / Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ōƛƪŜ ǘǊŀƛƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ Freedom Park served as the 
backdrop for several Electronic Field Trip programs, a television series produced by the Colonial 
Williamsburg Foundation. The series is designed to bring American history alive to school age children 
across the country and is available to registered schools by satellite and video streaming. 
 
In addition, members of the Williamsburg Botanical Garden, in a formal partnership with the County, 
used their volunteer energy and resources to create, plant, and maintain a garden at the site. The 
“Ellipse Garden” features more than 300 species of native Virginia vegetation. 

 
 
 
 

  ñA Spring Scene Near Richmond, Virginia,ò courtesy Harperôs 
Weekly, Towards Racial Equality, Black America 1857-1874, 
Culture and Society, Work and Home, May 21, 1879, page 321.  
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CǊŜŜŘƻƳ tŀǊƪΧIƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ bŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ !ŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΗ 
 
Freedom Park is a forested retreat featuring multi-use and mountain bike trails that wind through 
historical sites, forests and along creeks. 
 
Phase I – Completed in Fall 2002 
ω Paved entry road, entrance gates, 36-car parking lot, landscaping, 1.5 miles of volunteer cleared 
soft surface multi-use trails, five miles of volunteer cut mountain bike trails and construction of 
the Williamsburg Botanical Ellipse Garden. 
 
Phase I – Completed in Spring 2008 
ω Completion of the reconstructed Free Black Settlement, three period dwellings using the same 
materials and building techniques used in 1680. 
ω Completion of 3.22 miles of the mountain bike trail, Loop C, consisting of a challenging course 
offering over 26 technical trail features.  
 Completion of five miles of new trails, Loop D.  

 

Freedom Park’s entrance road, Hotwater Trail, is specifically designed to wind and curve, 
bypassing the numerous historical sites buried beneath – all protected from future development. 
The 18th-century graveyard includes a tombstone with an inscription that serves as a memorial to 
those buried at Freedom Park. Future plans for the site include an interpretive center, historical 
signage and more parking. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Free Black Settlement 
 

The final of three recreated cabins was completed in 2008 in Freedom Park. On this original tract is 
a purposefully established community whose inhabitants consisted of Free Blacks. Here, visitors 
can see three types of dwellings that they occupied between 1804 and 1860. In 1802 William 
Ludwell Lee bequeathed his slaves their freedom and specified that comfortable homes were to be 
built for them on the “Hot Waters,” a subsidiary farm of the nearby Green Springs Plantation. Lee 
died in 1803 and soon after his executor began building houses for the former slaves. This 
interpretation draws upon historical and archaeological research to convey a sense of what life 
was like for these men, women and children. It also takes into account the rigors of everyday life 
and economic hardships that James City County’s Free Blacks experienced nearly 60 years before 
President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation. 
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Homes of Freedom Park 
 

The Jackson Home 
By 1805, William Ludwell Lee’s executor had begun 
constructing cabins for Lee’s former slaves, who were 
allowed to live on the “Hot Waters” for ten years, rent- 
free. One housing type made use of log and timber 
construction and a wooden chimney. This very modest 
dwelling was typical housing for slaves, Free Blacks, 
and poor whites. Such cabins might last only 20 years 
before falling into despair, leaving behind very little 
archaeological evidence. This house represents a 
household occupied by John Jackson, a former Lee 
slave, his wife Nancy, and two children. John Jackson 
eventually was able to purchase and develop his own 
property and his descendants still live in the area. 
 
 
The Brown House 
This small house with its only 288 square feet of 
living space has a brick chimney, windows that 
contain glass and stairs leading to an overhead 
loft— improvements suggesting permanency. It is 
the type of house that would have been occupied 
by Anthony Brown, a former Lee slave who spent 
much of his adult life on the Hot Water tract. 
Brown was a farmer. He shared a home with his 
wife Rachel, a washwoman and their several 
children. The disposable income Anthony earned enabled him to purchase a horse or mule to help 
with his farming operations. Pictured above is a view of the home with its chicken coop (left) and 
livestock pen that would have enabled him to maximize his agricultural productivity. 
 
 
 The Lightfoot House 
An artisan or worker with marketable skills would have 
occupied this more comfortable home. This one-room 
house, which reflects economic success, has refinements 
such as wooden floors, plastered walls, and an attic. It is 
covered with clapboards and has a shingled roof and brick 
chimney. Juba Lightfoot, a bricklayer and plasterer, though 
not one of Williams Ludwell Lee’s ex-slaves, spent much of 
his adult life on the Hot Water property. He and his wife 
Betsy, a laundress, shared their home with several 
children. 


