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Introduction


Marriage is a pervasive and compelling institution—a subject our culture cannot relinquish.1 From top-grossing films and popular sitcoms to novels, self-help tools, and scholarly studies, the subject of marriage occupies a central place in American life. The archetypal image of standing before the wedding altar with one’s perfect soul mate remains irresistible for many, and associations of love, romance, and delight with modern Western marriage continue to captivate.2 Our relationship worlds revolve within the universe of love and marriage.


Yet it’s no secret that marriage is not what it used to be in America. Across the last century, marriage rates declined and divorce rates increased by record numbers, regardless of racial or ethnic background. The beginning of the twenty-first century is already showing similar patterns. But the data pertaining to rates of marriage among Black women register a distinctive social reality. The 2010 US Census, for example, revealed that in 2009, 71 percent of Black women in America were unmarried. Of that group, 71 percent of Black women between the ages of twenty-five and twenty-nine and 54 percent between the ages of thirty and thirty-four had never been married.3


These statistics correspond with the decline in marriage among African Americans since 1960. In that year, 61 percent of African Americans over the age of seventeen were married, compared to 74 percent of Whites and 72 percent of Hispanics. By 2010 those percentages had dropped to 30 percent for African Americans, 55 percent for Whites, and 47 percent for Hispanics.4 Data for the year 2012 continue to show striking disparities. Among forty- to forty-four-year-old women, 88 percent of White women, 83 percent of Hispanic women, and only 62 percent of Black women had married at least once.5


Most heterosexual Black women in America today, whether parenting offspring or not, are single by circumstance, not by choice.6 The trope of the “single Black mother” is much more salient in America’s shared imagination than that of the “single Black father” and is often coupled with a different image of the Black male counterpart: “the absent Black father.”7 Among policy efforts aimed at single-parent families, the focus on parenting and marriage eclipses the larger problem of absent Black male partners for Black women in general.8 And despite these decades-long efforts to encourage marriage among single parents, unresolved issues remain.


Perceiving that marriage, especially when healthy, tenders a range of transgenerational rewards for families, communities, and the wider American society, the federal government has launched a series of initiatives designed to increase the rates of marriage among American citizens. The relevant legislation and guidelines for accessing federal resources have always emphasized special incentives for “low-income” women, who often assume primary child-rearing responsibilities, and “at-risk” couples, inclusive of high school adolescents. The African American Healthy Marriage Initiative (AAHMI), a branch of President George W. Bush’s Healthy Marriage Initiative (HMI), targeted Black cohabiting couples and single parents specifically and empowered varied organizations and entities to provide culturally competent healthy marriage programs.9


Under President Barack Obama’s administration, these incentives were reinforced and expanded to encompass official Healthy Marriage and Responsible Fatherhood programs, with the objective of closing the marriage gap and reversing the trend of declension.10 Donald Trump put his own spin on past efforts when he unveiled his April 2018 executive order on economic mobility. Among his guidelines for public service agencies is the directive to “promote marriage as a way of escaping poverty.”11


However, this range of federal initiatives shows that the federal government has miscalculated the problem and its causes. The decoded identity of America’s “low-income” mothers, “at-risk” youths, and “irresponsible fathers” is disproportionately Black. And for Black women—the group most likely to check the “never married” survey box—the strategy’s deficiencies are all the more evident. By treating the issue as a moral one that demands solutions aimed at socializing poor, “at-risk” (disproportionately Black) women to value marriage, policy makers and implementers have missed the mark.12 The trouble is not with Black women failing to value marriage; it is the shrinking demographic of those whom Black women want to marry. Instead, federal resources and policy efforts should have moved in the direction of ensuring pathways to financial stability and wealth building, strengthening the range of prosocial kinship networks beyond the nuclear family that remain significant to poor Black women, and increasing the available pool of marriageable Black men.13


During my college days in the late 1980s, the perceived social fragility of Black men’s existence in the United States compelled me and so many of my Black female counterparts to rehearse the statistic that “for every eligible Black man, there are seven eligible Black women.”14 Black women have never had it as good as other American women when it comes to romantic coupling and marriage. In a pivotal scene from the movie Sleepless in Seattle, a male news reporter reminds his female colleagues that “it is easier to be killed by a terrorist after the age of forty than it is to get married.”15 Immediately, Meg Ryan’s character, Annie, chimes in, “That is not true; that statistic is not true.” However, Rosie O’Donnell’s character, Becky, the unmarried, lovelorn spinster, apparently knocking on forty’s door, wins the audience’s sympathy as she mutters just slightly above her breath, “It’s not true, but it feels true.”


Watching the scene for the first time, I became acutely aware that the social and emotional distance between Becky and me was measured by the fact that what felt true about dating and marriage options for White women actually was true about the available pool of Black men. Black men experience the highest mortality, unemployment, and incarceration rates in the country.16 Thus, for Black women across the age spectrum,17 the gross imbalance between their personal and professional readiness for marriage and their Black male counterparts’ unpreparedness and unavailability could not be more true. In some cases Black women lack dating prospects within their socioeconomic group, and in other cases they don’t have any dating prospects at all!


Growing up Black and navigating my own passage from girlhood to womanhood in North America, I had never expected that the social markers of race and gender would count against me so heavily in the arenas of romantic love and marriage. In obvious public arenas of social mobility—educational and professional attainments—I might have expected racism and sexism to play a role. But even love and marriage are not intrinsically private affairs. They too confer social goods and privileges, and they can also siphon them away.


By the time I entered college, I was awakening to some of the challenges Black women were facing when it came to love and marriage, but I remained a bit of a hopeless romantic. I had latched on to the love story of my great-grandparents Margaret “Mammy” Blissett and Nathaniel “Natty” Brown, whose shared love was so pure that it became my standard for how love should look and feel. Their story stayed with me from girlhood to young womanhood, issuing a strong dose of confidence that enduring love and marriage would never elude me, even if it had eluded so many Black women around me.


Reality proved more difficult. I wedded my first husband one month before I began my doctoral studies in my midtwenties and received my divorce decree one month before I walked across the stage to accept my PhD degree just four years later. The archive of my thirties and early forties stored additional marriage and divorce certificates, each document a story unto itself of shared hopes and disappointments. For much of my adult life, as far as I could see, no Natty of my generation was anywhere to be found in these United States of America. My personal experiences with love and marriage typified another common condition Black women who do fall in love and marry Black men know all too well—early or serial marital dissolution.18 But I wasn’t yet able to see my experience as something collective, shared among many Black women in America.


It was only while researching the topic of love and marriage among heterosexual African Americans for a new course I was developing in the early 2000s that I was able to connect the dots. I began to comprehend not just the gravity of my own and other Black women’s unfulfilled romantic desires and hopes for enduring marriage but also the structural nature of our failure to achieve those desires and hopes. The 2004 course, a seminar aptly titled Black Love, addressed diversified themes related to love in the African American experience, with romantic love making up just a small section on the syllabus. However, as I collected materials for the “Black Love and Romance” unit and acknowledged what the sources were telling me—that Black romantic love is deeply entangled with structural power—I developed a different take on the problem. By the end of the course, I could only characterize Black women’s lack of options for meaningful love and partnership with Black men as the nation’s most hidden and thus neglected civil rights issue to date.


Inspired in part by Black students’ intensified racial justice activism both at Emory and nationwide, the 2015–2016 academic year, which seemed to beg for another iteration of my Black Love course, allowed me to explore fresh ways of framing and exposing America’s most hidden civil rights issue in preparation for a fall 2016 new and improved Black Love lecture course. While revising the syllabus, I discovered even more materials indicating how systemic the crisis of an undesired single life is among millions of Black women in this nation who either seek love and marriage with Black men or whose marriages to Black men are in peril and often end in divorce. It was soon evident that more needed to be said on this subject from a different angle. Prevailing authors present the problem as a personal hardship or a by-product of socioeconomic, political, and cultural transitions in American life that have impacted Black people disproportionately since the 1960s. Black Women, Black Love is my attempt not only to examine what the numbers and narratives tell us about Black women’s marital status across four centuries, but also to uncover what historical perspective and cultural patterns reveal about the structural forces that have impacted the quality and assets of Black women’s marriages over those four centuries.


The hidden causes of racial and gender disparities in America’s marriage market and their compromising effects upon millions of Black women’s health and wellness have yet to be fully unveiled. Some point to economic and cultural shifts as well as the myriad social crises afflicting Black communities, including addiction, underresourced schools, and elevated levels of crime that disproportionately impact the lives of Black men and usher them to prison or the grave prematurely at much higher rates than they do Black women.19 Influential as they are, these factors signal recent developments in the four-century domino effect that has dogged Black people’s efforts to surmount the tangible traumas wrought by America’s peculiar heritage of racial slavery. The roots of the marriage dilemmas that single Black heterosexual women who desire Black male husbands currently face lie in the soils of slavery, in their ancestors’ involuntary presence in these United States.20


I can imagine that it’s difficult for many Americans to digest this claim. Our country’s reigning fictions about its practice of racial enslavement and its enduring effects on racial ascription and stratification today render inaccessible the true underlying causes of Black women’s marital dilemmas. The average American’s conviction that slavery is long in the past and everything experienced in the present is a matter of individual success or failure precludes them from recognizing how racism consigns Black people to crippling structural disparities totally beyond their control. Those disparities extend to love and marriage when considering the history of Black women in America.


Black women’s love odyssey has been interwoven with the nation’s political and economic history in ways no other group can lay claim to. State-enforced forbidden love afflicts Black women and the entire Black community, but most people are oblivious to this fact. We know all too well how ideologies of White supremacy and White racism have nurtured batteries of state laws and shared American social norms proscribing romantic and sexual liaisons across Black and White racial lines. The policing and punishing of romantic relationships that transgress the Black-White racial boundary are powerful tropes in America’s collective consciousness. My own collegiate experience of witnessing the occasional Black male classmate suffer serious consequences for dating a White female compelled me to broach the subject with my two younger brothers as each was about to begin his college career. I can remember distinctly warning them against developing any sexual or romantic relationships with White women, lest they become accused of sexual assault once a White father got wind that his baby girl was dating a Black boy. My brother Kevin’s creamy caramel skin tone and lean, lanky build could possibly temper some White fears generated by his six-foot-three frame, but I was particularly apprehensive about my brother Trevor, who was a handsome, athletic figure with phenotypic deep-brown skin that looked like a silky mixture of the most delectable dark-chocolate fondue. His skin shade was an added liability.21


Even in our present century, films such as Guess Who (2005), Something New (2006), and Loving (2016) remind us of the historical and contemporary risks surrounding Black-White coupling and marriage in America. In our haste to associate forbidden love with the taboo of miscegenation, however, we have overlooked something grave in the African American experience. The histories and narratives that fill the pages of this book indicate that we don’t have to look beyond the Black community to address the issue of forbidden love. Over the centuries, American rituals of racist sexism have meddled with the love lives of far too many Black women and men, creating a culture that, for all intents and purposes, forbids intraracial Black love. In this book, then, I deploy the concept of “forbidden Black love” to reference the manifold structures and systems that make prosocial romantic love, coupling, and marriage difficult, delayed, or impossible for millions of Black people in America. Taking readers from the era of slavery to the era of social media, I study the anatomy of forbidden Black love and argue that this neglected aspect of our shared American heritage is our nation’s most unrecognized civil rights issue.


From the early 1500s to the mid-1800s, African men and women were brought against their will to America not for love but for the labor and profit their bodies could produce.22 Across an epoch of enslavement, even their intimate engagements, whether desired or compulsory, often amounted to a form of sexual labor and capital that delivered more Black bodies into bondage. American slavery could function optimally only if, in conjunction with other tactics of domination, its stakeholders strategically disrupted and even extinguished Black love.23 It is not overreaching to say that Black love had to steal social, psychological, and physical space to survive the all-consuming pressures of White surveillance and reproductive labor in the slave economy.


After slavery, African descendants confronted the paradox of being emancipated yet unfree and unprotected in civil society. Between the formal abolition of slavery in 1865 and the signing of the Voting Rights Act in 1965, they lived under the incessant threat of death and demise because they were Black in a nation that colored itself White and authenticated the fabrication of racial difference. This hundred-year reign of terror spawned policies and American customs that continued to annul and desecrate Black marriage and family life as well as “disappear” Black men from their partners, spouses, and loved ones. It provoked several Great Migrations of millions of African descendants who left the South in search of safer environments and viable economic opportunities that could support Black love and Black relationships.


Even when purportedly encouraged by missionaries and federal agents of the Freedmen’s Bureau, Black marriages were harmed and undermined. Black people’s marital assets remained in jeopardy, as incentives to accommodate Euro-Western marriage customs stripped postenslaved Black women of personal and economic autonomy. With their husbands assuming roles as “head of household,” Black Southern wives quickly learned that their spousal status legally fettered them to patriarchal family structures and labor policies. Adding to this injury, marriage rights and privileges did little to protect Black widows of deceased and disabled veterans against federal, state, and municipal governmental powers that frequently denied them spousal pension benefits. And when public servants participated in or turned a blind eye to the lynchings of Black husbands and wives, often for invented crimes they never committed, they were supporting the murder of human beings, but they also were supporting the murder of Black marriage.


Personal testimonies from Black women and children whose lives were touched by federal and state welfare programs, especially during the late 1950s and 1960s, also indicate that Black love and marriage were adversely affected by callous policies that played into racist tropes emphasizing Black women’s presumed propensity toward promiscuity, deceitfulness, and inept mothering. Just a few decades later, another strategy of containing Black communities in America was unfolding—mass incarceration. Ballooning almost overnight, the prison industrial complex and its craving for Black male inmates would shine such a bright light on America’s heritage of forbidden Black love that even a lazy observer could not miss it. Products of White America’s anxiety about Black freedom, the consequences of this nation’s not so subtle historical proscription of Black love have reverberated across every dimension of Black people’s personal and public lives, from child rearing to wealth building.


But there are other contributing factors to the intolerable state of Black women’s inadequate options for marriage. The psychology of beauty and desire in Black communities often reinforces Eurocentric aesthetic values and ideals pertaining to physical characteristics such as skin shade, facial features, and hair texture. Slavery was the petri dish that cultured colorism and phenotypic stratification (CPS)24 in the American experience. Over time, this psychic inheritance came to dominate the standards of beauty and marriageability upheld by many Black families, individuals, and even organizations. In the twenty-first century, CPS remains potent and decisive, giving light-complexioned women advantages over medium- and dark-skinned women who seek to marry Black men. Those advantages extend to the quality and assets of the mates fair-skinned women are likely to attract because they marry Black men with comparable or superior educational levels and social status at higher rates than their dark-skinned sisters.


Black Women, Black Love amplifies the resonances between these historical realities and the peculiar privation of love and marriage that Black women face today. Each chapter exposes the tangible and intangible forces that have operated systemically across four centuries to preclude far too many Black women in America from enjoying enduring and rewarding romantic love and marriage with Black men. The deliberate focus on heterosexual unions throughout the book in no way seeks to discount sexual diversity as a constant dynamic of the human condition—one that contributes to a repertoire of resourceful coupling and family arrangements beyond that of the heteronormative nuclear family. Moreover, just as some Black women pursue happiness in part through same-sex relationships and marriage, others who identify as heterosexual never aspire to marry; among those who do, not all desire to have children.


Black Women, Black Love aligns with no political or religious agenda in addressing the dilemmas that Black women who do desire prosocial coupling and family life with Black men face. Instead, without ignoring that marriage can be a prison under many circumstances, it takes for granted the plethora of global studies showing that marriage secures and promotes institutional, social, and economic assets that enhance individuals’ and couples’ health, wellness, and sense of satisfaction.25 Having no viable options to fall in love with Black men might be inconsequential to Black women who don’t desire a coupled life with Black men, but a veritable national “sorority” of disappointed and dismayed Black women stands ready to testify to the contrary.


While this volume probes Black women’s collective trajectory of love and lovelessness within the US context, it explores as well the contrived circumstances under which millions of Black men have disappeared from the pool of available partners for Black women. The forces behind their steps away from the homes they were expected to forge with Black women have etched into African American history trails of both “calculated disappearance” and “strategic disappearance.” Lynchings, false imprisonment, welfare policies, mass incarceration, and other structures of surveillance and social control have engineered the calculated disappearance of Black men in America. And Black men’s responses to those forces have required at times their strategic disappearance—leaving their partners and families either temporarily or permanently to circumvent the worst possible outcomes for their loved ones and themselves. We must closely follow both trails to arrive at the roots of why Black women’s pursuit of love and marriage has been fraught with so much frustration and tragedy. Thus, in presenting an account of what can only be called America’s war on African American marriage through the eyes of Black women, this book provides an account of Black men’s experiences across the same rocky terrain.


The tear-stained pages of Black women’s collective love tome in this country hold many transgenerational stories of love deferred, held in abeyance, and spoiled. Owing to the centuries-long structural violence against Black persons, the theft of their labor and resources, and the grievous violations of their human and civil rights in this American democracy, Black women’s testimonies of stolen love and stolen legacies are legion. However, unearthing the causes of Black women’s tragic experiences with forbidden Black love should not silence other historical accounts of their romantic thriving and victories. Portraits of love’s revolutionary and sustaining power in Black women’s lives allow this book’s stories of trauma to be accompanied by stories of hope and resilience.


Attempting to understand those stories, with sensitivity to their personal value for those who lived them as well as what they tell us about patterns in Black life and Black love, requires an extensive network of conversation partners, including social science scholars, and I incorporate a fair amount of statistical and other social science data into my analysis across the chapters. My aim in doing so, however, is not to settle long-standing debates about the socioeconomic forces impinging upon the Black marriage market, especially since the 1960s, the period when African American marriage rates fell dramatically. Coupling social science and statistics with historical research within African American studies scholarship allows us to ask questions about the quality and condition of Black love across the centuries. Even when marriage rates were relatively high, the forces of Jim Crow White supremacy often overwhelmed the limited material and immaterial resources Black couples had to safeguard their love for one another and accrue the expected benefits that marriage supposedly promised.


Echoing W. E. B. Du Bois’s 1903 caution to his “Gentle Reader” that “the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color line,” Black Women, Black Love shows its courageous readers that, for women of African descent in America, the problem of the twenty-first century remains the problem of forbidden Black love.26 Once this issue is revealed with candor, we can shift our gaze to see the crisis in Black women’s love and marriage outcomes as a public matter of national concern. All Americans, including public servants, policy makers, activists, and religious leaders, have a role to play in establishing new structures and creating optimal environments that foster loving, healthy, and enduring Black couples and communities. By learning to love Black women and Black communities, which I hope this book has the affective capacity to inspire, America can dismantle the structural foundations of forbidden Black love and the unnatural loneliness and heartbreak of so many Black women across our nation.














CHAPTER 1


Jumping the Broom


Racial Slavery and America’s Roots of Forbidden Black Love


“Never marry again in slavery.” A peculiar piece of advice. Poetic in its brevity and clarity. No other arrangement of five common words could better reveal the contradictions confining enslaved Black women’s options for sustained romantic love and marriage during their years of bondage in this country. When twenty-four-year-old Margaret “Peggy” Garner uttered these words to her husband, Robert, on her deathbed, she certainly was not the first among Black women in America to change her mind about the benefits of marriage while legally enslaved.1


The institution of marriage assumes a degree of sovereignty for the individuals involved to exercise responsibility for one another and the children they are likely to produce. By her early twenties, however, Margaret Garner had come to know better than any that slavery granted no such liberty. Married bondpersons were mere property in the eyes of the law, and they had no rights over the destinies of their children. They could never know with certainty what the future held for them, their families, and their marriage vows because they answered to the legal authority of their captors. As Margaret came to understand, marriage under the condition of chattel slavery invited only an intensification of the system’s most horrific rituals and psychological assaults. And this is what prompted the young bondwoman, moribund from typhoid fever, to forewarn her husband of something he in fact already knew.2 The privileges and responsibilities of marriage were jeopardized daily by slavery’s solicited and unsolicited intimacies.


Endless studies examine racial slavery in America as a reverberating assault upon Black people’s historic and contemporary liberties in perhaps every arena of life but one: romantic love and marriage. The difficulties Black people, and particularly Black women, face today establishing romantic relationships leading to marriage are explained often without causal reference to slavery. Yet from its very beginnings, the transatlantic trade in human cargo, which set the American institution of African bondage in motion, required the disruption of intimate relationships and marriages. Since the average age range of Africans destined for slave markets was fifteen to thirty, the majority of female captives aboard slave vessels were married with children. “These women were not only daughters and sisters.… [T]hey were also wives and mothers leaving husbands and young children behind, or seeing them embark on another ship.”3 In 1669 one such “Angolan” woman, Hagar Blackmore, told the Massachusetts Middlesex County Court how she was “stolen away from her husband and the infant that nursed on her breast”—her enduring trauma of capture punctuated by the dissolution of love and life nurtured through familial bonds.4


Blackmore’s bondage in America sundered her from more than just her conjugal family. Captivity permanently ruptured her ties to a robust kin group, the source of her social wealth and personal meaning. Marriage would have been the social glue holding together Blackmore’s family and clan. Whether polygynous, polyandrous, or monogamous, marriage in Africa was a rite of passage that regulated social life and the care of children and elders. It prescribed rules for inheritance and was the structure through which one’s lineage and clan proliferated.


The geography of African marriage was vast during Blackmore’s time, as it is today. However, owing to shared cultural orientations across diverse regions of the continent, we can safely assume that Blackmore had many mothers, fathers, and senior and junior siblings, but probably no cousins. She would not have entered into marriage because of romantic love and affection, though this is not to say that love and affection were necessarily absent in her conjugal relationship. Seminal as it was for the children it produced, the conjugal union was an aperture to a wider marital arrangement. Blackmore was indeed married to her husband’s family members, too; however, her entire identity did not melt into her husband’s. Although her culture would have given her permission to tie her wrapper differently around her waist or adorn herself in some way to signal her new social status, Blackmore, whose aboriginal name enslavement erased, would not have relinquished any of her personal names to assume her husband’s family name. Nor would marriage terminate her inheritance rights in her biological family lineage or her right and responsibility to participate in the agricultural economy to provide for herself and her family.


Blackmore and her husband had entered marriage because parents and family elders recognized advantages for both kin groups. Their marriage would unify two kin groups to ensure lineage continuity. And Blackmore likely derived a momentous sense of accomplishment and satisfaction when she sacralized her marriage through a series of ceremonies. Involving gifts and other signs of investment, acknowledgment of new kin alliances, pledges, and agreements, not solely or primarily between Blackmore and her husband, but between their kin groups, the rituals involved would have confirmed the sanction of ancestors, elders, and parents. Once married, Blackmore’s experience of biological motherhood was further spiritual confirmation that her marriage was “meant to be,” and so the calamity of being severed from her family and clan had to have imposed an exile upon her soul that was just as intolerable as the physical disruption and treacherous voyage across the Atlantic. Blackmore’s capture and absence also meant that the two kin groups she connected like a linchpin were torn asunder. Thus, she was not the only victim of the transatlantic trade. The people she united through marriage suffered as well and paid a heavy cost because of her capture.5


American slavery exploited the marital and familial disruptions that began in Africa for women such as Blackmore, and advanced a host of other intimate intrusions pioneered by the transatlantic slave trade. Slavery’s racial logic brought Blackness into existence as a human identity at the same time it brought forbidden Black love to the African captives and their descendants exclusively adorned by its chains and whips. When we examine the status of Black women under the purview of this nation’s founding legislative decisions, for example, we find that as early as 1643 the Virginia General Assembly ratified laws that levied taxes on African-descended women’s labor, slave or free. Similar taxes were placed on men as heads of their households and on those who worked in agriculture. However, women were not previously taxed until African women alone were identified as a source of revenue for the colonies. The African female labor tax priced many free African descendants out of the marriage market, for if a free Black woman was married, her husband was responsible for paying the tax. It also placed an undue economic burden upon single women of African descent who had to finance the tax without spousal support.6 Historians might caution that no causal relationship ensues between this practice and the circumstances that have hindered Black women’s opportunities to find marriage partners in later centuries. But the larger context of twentieth-century federal and state welfare laws that adversely impacted Black women’s marriageability is redolent with seventeenth-century precursors.


Experiences of prohibited love are indeed legion across America’s temporal and geographic landscapes of slavery, reminding us that, for nearly 250 years, enslaved African descendants in America, whom Whites bought, sold, mortgaged, gifted, and inherited as movable property, had no legal rights, essentially—and certainly no right to pursue love, coupledom, and marriage based upon their own somatic desires. As disclosed through the accounts of the women’s lives examined in this chapter, love for them and their kinfolk was directly or indirectly forbidden through the often combined factors of sexual and reproductive violence and control, “misogynoir” jurisprudence and legal transactions, and the domestic slave trade and family separation.7 In Bound in Wedlock, historian Tera Hunter insists, “The character and nature of slave marriages and families depended in large degree on regional, demographic, and temporal shifts in slavery during the antebellum era.… And yet there was a great deal of consistency in the challenges slaves faced and the strategies they used to adjust.” This chapter’s preoccupation is with the “great deal of consistency in the challenges slaves faced,” challenges that fostered patterns of prohibition and expectations of fracture regarding love, coupling, and marriage among enslaved African descendants in this country.


Scholars attribute the low rates of heterosexual marriage among Black women and men today to a range of complicated factors that have regulated post-1960s Black life, including shifts in modes of production and socioeconomic institutions as well as mass incarceration and relaxed cultural norms and attitudes about marriage, sex, and divorce. Notwithstanding these explanations, sexual and reproductive violence, “misogynoir” legislation, and separation of families during the slave period have had both a rippling effect and an epiphenomenal impact on Black women’s postemancipation episodes with romantic love and marriage in this country. These interlocking pillars of forbidden Black love reappear in the scope of abuses women of African descent have suffered since slavery, whether during Reconstruction, the Great Migration, Black women’s entry into the welfare system, or mass incarceration. To understand fully their reappearance and the historical consciousness many Black women today have regarding the circumstances provoking their romantic dilemmas, it is essential to begin our narrative in slavery.


Across two and a half centuries in America, the psychic and emotional trauma married bondpersons endured at the hands of slaveholders and their surrogates was incalculable. What went through the mind of a bondman who had to leave his wife and marriage bed when the slave master or overseer showed up at night? How did married bondpersons manage the threat the domestic slave trade posed to their families or cope with the dissolution of married life when one spouse was sold separately? If granted the privilege of remaining together or in the same vicinity, what did enslaved parents do when the master or his sons began violating their pubescent daughters?


The narratives in this chapter explore each of these questions, illustrating the incompatibility between the sovereignty of slavery and the sovereignty of marriage. Laws and customs designed to uphold and protect slavery trivialized, punished, and forbade Black love and marriage, making it hazardous or impossible for couples in abroad marriages to spend quality time together. Slavery’s culture of forbidden Black love likewise deprived individuals of selecting their marriage partners and wedding rituals. The authority of slave owners nullified the authority of the enslaved to protect their spouses and children from the clutches of the domestic slave trade and from sexual, physical, and mental abuse. Even the physical labor enslaved women and girls performed left them vulnerable to sexual advances of any White person with access to their bodies. There was nowhere to hide, practically no way to escape the White gaze, the White penis, and White America’s stratification of beauty by phenotype. Categorically, slavery’s scale of sexual valuation made Black girls and women of all phenotypes sexual prey in the eyes of their owners.8 However, Whites’ preferential treatment of mixed-race persons created a color-caste system that endured across the centuries and remains influential in today’s Black marriage market.


Only by sifting through interviews, letters, poetry, legal documents, and court records of the slave period can we behold the tangled roots of forbidden Black love that nourished these and other conditions of American slavery. The nature and structure of this nation’s practice of bondage left Black captives with virtually no weapons to defend themselves against its war on Black love and marriage, and each story to follow illustrates this predicament acutely, penetratingly, horrifyingly, to say the least. The singular message gleaned from the initial 250-year period of Black involuntary presence in this country is that slavery constituted the first battlefield in America’s war on African American marriage, making marriage unstable and unworkable for millions of African descendants. This fact must be tempered, however, by testaments of bondpersons’ inscrutable capacity to “make a way out of no way.”9 In the thick of their daily battle for love, not all vanquished by slavery succumbed to the forces bent on destroying their bonds of affection. The ensuing accounts of Black love and marriage also feature enslaved persons’ aggressive and affective resistance to slavery’s encroachment upon their romantic relationships and marital unions. Undeniably, a good number accommodated the spoken and unspoken rules of forbidden Black love. But some fled north to pursue Black love, some chose enslavement over manumission to preserve Black love, others sacrificed their lives for Black love, and some, like Margaret Garner, killed in the name of Black love.


KILLING THEM AT ONCE RATHER THAN BY PIECEMEAL: MARGARET’S STORY


Margaret initially began her northward quest not to kill but to pursue unfettered Black love—self-love, love of her husband, Robert “Simon Jr.,” of her family, and of course, of freedom. On January 27, 1856, after fleeing bondage in northern Kentucky, the Garners; their four children; Robert’s parents, Simon Sr. and Mary; and nine friends from neighboring farms traversed a frozen Ohio River and separated into smaller units. The three generations of the Garner family remained together and sought refuge at the home of Margaret’s uncle Joe Kite.


Within hours, their hopes of securing freedom farther north were thwarted, as slave catchers and US marshals hunted them down and surrounded the house with reinforcements. Robert, however, not only had left Kentucky with his master’s horses, but also had taken his gun and used it in the showdown with authorities. Defending his family’s liberty, Robert discharged his weapon and wounded one or more of his opponents, while his pregnant wife killed their two-year-old daughter and injured their other children as she attempted to kill them and herself.10 At this critical crossroads Margaret was forced to choose between surrendering her children to a world of unending horrors or fleeing from it eternally. Although outnumbered and overpowered by their opponents, Margaret achieved a measure of victory in sparing at least one of her children from returning to slavery’s stranglehold.


Margaret’s Black maternal actions can be understood only through the prism of slave life. One contemporary newspaper reported that Margaret “and the others complain of cruel treatment on the part of their master, and allege that as the cause of their attempted escape.”11 Margaret certainly had revealing scars to this effect. “White man struck me” was all she said in response to inquiries about what had to have been flesh wounds that left such glaring imprints on her left cheek and temple.12


Convincing evidence, if not outright proof, also suggests that Margaret endured repeated sexual violation at the hands of her master, Archibald Gaines (or another White man), and her two fair-skinned children were believed to be sired by Gaines, the man with the most access to Margaret, even more than her husband, who lived about a mile away from Gaines’s Maplewood farm. Although identified as chestnut brown (Margaret) and a Negro (Robert), their children Mary and Cilla were described as near white in complexion. That Gaines insisted to deputies dispatched to recover his human property that “no harm whatsoever should be done the little children” conveys an emotional investment in their well-being atypical of a slaveholder with no blood ties to the fugitive children he owned.13 While we may never know for certain whether Gaines sexually assaulted Margaret, we do know that, with only seconds to act decisively and successfully, Margaret zeroed in on slaughtering her girl child first. Cutting her throat five inches long and three inches deep, from ear to ear, Margaret ensured that two-year-old Mary would not return to the physical, sexual, and reproductive violation awaiting her at the Maplewood farm.14


Margaret had apparently attempted to kill all four of her children on that dreadful day of reckoning. After the family was apprehended, her sons, Tommy and Sammy, ages six and four, respectively, were found with knife wounds across their backs and shoulders, and her infant daughter Cilla had sustained a blow to the head from a shovel.15 However, something telling remains with Margaret’s infanticidal wishes and filicidal act concerning her two girl children. A local minister, Reverend P. C. Bassett from Cincinnati’s Fairmount Theological Seminary, interviewed Margaret after Mary’s death, during which she denied any mention that she was temporarily insane.16 “I was as cool as I now am; and would much rather kill them at once, and thus end their sufferings than have them taken back to slavery and be murdered by piecemeal.” According to Bassett, “She then told the story of her wrongs. She spoke of her days of unmitigated toil, of her nights of suffering, while the bitter tears coursed their way down her cheeks.”17 Another curious detail about Margaret’s daughters might help answer the question of how Margaret suffered under cover of night. Her two near-white girls and the baby she was carrying at the time of her recapture were conceived during the exact periods when Gaines’s wife, Elizabeth, was pregnant and unable to engage in sexual relations with her husband without endangering her and her unborn baby’s health.18


In the aftermath of the family’s recapture, Margaret’s remaining daughter, nine-month-old Cilla, would drown during a boat accident while en route to New Orleans. Her master, Archibald Gaines, had shipped the entire family south to avoid having to return Margaret to Ohio to stand trial for the murder and likely secure a more sanguine future with the backing of local sympathetic abolitionists than what he had in store for her on his Maplewood farm. Cilla had been seated on her mother’s lap when their steamboat collided with another vessel, and as mother and child rushed overboard, Margaret’s hands were actually in cuffs, preventing her from preserving her own life or that of Cilla. When pulled from the water, still in handcuffs, Margaret “exhibited no other feeling than joy at the loss of her child.”19


Two years after the Garner family’s dreadful episode, tuberculosis finally granted Margaret the death she had long preferred to enslavement. She was survived by her husband and two sons.20 Married bondpersons like Robert and Margaret experienced a peculiar type of spousal abuse at the hands of the slaveocracy, forced to suffer as powerless bystanders at scenes of their wives and husbands being beaten, raped, verbally threatened, and subjected to other unforgettable injuries. In an interview, Robert’s mother, Mary, who described herself as a “mother of eight children, most of whom have been separated from her,” confessed “that her husband was once separated from her twenty-five years, during which time she did not see him,” and “could she have prevented it, she would never have permitted him to return, as she did not wish him to witness her sufferings, or be exposed to the brutal treatment that he would receive.” The emasculating shame Simon Sr. and Robert suffered while married to women they could not defend against the humiliating and torturous assaults they witnessed undoubtedly led Robert to the same conclusion his wife expressed: never marry again in slavery. When Robert did remarry, it was not until after emancipation.21


Birthed by the kind of psychic pain her mother-in-law described, Margaret Garner’s 1858 circumspective caution regarding slave marriage is a portal to America’s story of forbidden Black love. Slavery tortured and killed Black love, compelling women such as Margaret to kill their own kin in the very name of Black love. During this same period, slavery would force another young bondwoman, close in age to Margaret, to kill in defense of Black love, though in this case someone other than kin would have to die.


“I STRUCK HIM WITH A STICK UNTIL HE WAS DEAD”: CELIA’S STORY


The privilege of autonomy and self-ownership will not allow many readers to imagine how nineteen-year-old bondwoman Celia must have felt when ushered into the Callaway County, Missouri, circuit court on October 10, 1855, to face charges for killing her serial rapist. Perhaps her mind rested upon her first uninvited sexual encounter with Robert Newsom, the then sixty-year-old Virginia transplant and recent widower. Newsom had traveled about a day’s distance from his Missouri homestead in Callaway County to Audrain County to purchase her, and already, on the forty-mile ride back to his farm, Newsom raped the fourteen-year-old adolescent. It was the first of many such episodes that would plague her five years of bondage on his estate.


Confronted by accusers in the courtroom, Celia must have centered her thoughts on both her living and her expected offspring, each of whom shared the same blood with her rapist. She was pregnant with her third child, and she could only guess what future her other two children had in store. She probably agonized a thousand times or more about whether it was the act of disposing of her sixty-five-year-old abuser’s body by fire that had been her fatal error. Under questioning, she reportedly confessed that “as soon as I struck him the Devil got into me, and I struck him with a stick until he was dead and then rolled him in the fire and burnt him up.”22


Truth be told, it was Black love that had gotten into her. She had found neither sympathy nor support from the members of the Newsom family she had approached for help. Following her boyfriend George’s refusal to share her with their master, Celia warned Newsom not to force himself upon her anymore. It seems Black love had finally inspired Celia with the courage to resist her rapist’s assaults at any cost, including his life and inevitably her own.


To the all-White male jury, her act of self-defense was no different from murder. The fact that she was sick and expecting to bear Newsom’s third child when he insisted on violating her for the umpteenth time on that dreadful night of June 23, 1855, mattered not one iota. It was further adjudicated that Celia had no right to defend herself at all. Within a day, twelve citizens of the state of Missouri, many slaveholders themselves, sentenced Celia to be “hanged by the neck until dead on the sixteenth day of November 1855.”23


Following a November 11 escape from the jail where she awaited her state execution, Celia was returned to state custody several weeks later to face punishment. She was hanged to death in Fulton, Missouri, on the twenty-first day of December 1855 at 2:30 p.m. Her lover, George, was not there to see it; having come under tremendous suspicion of aiding Celia in Newsom’s killing and the disposal of his body, he had fled the Newsom estate in the aftermath of Celia’s imprisonment.24


Celia’s story is central to understanding the foundations of forbidden Black love in America. Her experience as a victim of ritual slave rape who acted in self-defense is incomplete without accounting for her true love and desire for George. She was an enslaved Black woman who harbored the ambition to freely choose a Black man as her lover and life partner. Although thwarted by the role the culture and psychology of rape played in American slavery’s prohibition and prosecution of Black love, that she decided to eliminate her owner and violator places on record the length to which at least one enslaved Black woman was willing to go in order to experience love and satisfaction with a Black man of her choosing.


“YOU HAD TO COURT ON DE SLY IN DAT DAY EN TIME”


Most Black women were not as sensationally heroic as Celia or as tragic as Margaret, though almost all suffered sexual and reproductive assaults of some kind, whether physical, psychological, emotional, or verbal. From the dawn of colonial settlement, Black enslaved women were valued for their “increase” potential. Their childbearing bodies fueled the industries and wealth of White slaveholders who conceived short- and long-term investment plans based upon the expectation that natural increase would swell their slaveholdings. This was true even when the slaveholder himself fathered children with his Black female chattel. Partus sequitur ventrum (progeny follows the womb) declared all children of enslaved mothers the chattel property of their owners as early as 1662, protecting the right of White slaveholding fathers to keep in bondage the mixed-race children they sired with enslaved Black women and girls.25


Ultimately, it didn’t matter who impregnated her; the enslaved woman’s womb was a “capital asset” that the slaveholder could rely on in his wealth-building plans.26 Virginia planter William Geddy’s 1816 last will and testament discloses the value slave owners placed on bondwomen’s fertile wombs and how those wombs actually dictated gender-based patterns of separation among enslaved couples and families:


I loan to my beloved wife during her natural life, a yellow girl sister and twin to the yellow girl now in the possession of Henry Smith; also a negro man by the name of Charles, a black smith and the smiths tools, also Charles’s wife by the name of Eliza and at the death of my wife, said Charles the aforesaid black smith is to go free, but his wife Eliza and her increase to be sold and the money arising from the sales to be equally divided into three parts, my son Edward Geddys children to have one part, and my daughter Sally Smiths children another part, and Elizabeth Lindsey’s children the other part.27


Besides the forced work of “increase,” enslaved women faced long days of backbreaking labor. As one woman put it, “I had to do everythin’ dey was to do on de outside. Work in de field, chop wood, hoe corn, till sometime I feels like my back surely break.”28 Her recollection is no exaggeration. Across centuries of a changing economy Black women in bondage cultivated and processed crops and dairy and tended cattle and other livestock. They also found themselves clearing land of shrubs and bushes, especially during the early days of colonial settlement.29


The hoe became the symbol of their attachment to the tobacco, corn, wheat, and rice fields they tilled, and until mechanized milling of rice developed after the mid-eighteenth century, the mortar and pestle also belonged to enslaved women. With this heavy dual-component technology, they engaged their entire bodies—from fingers to toes. Grinding rice in this way was such “a hard and severe operation” that it reportedly “[cost] every planter the lives of several slaves annually.”30


Scholars have distinguished rice cultivation from other cultivation methods for its reliance on African women’s knowledge systems and organizational skills. Lowcountry planters succeeded in harvesting the crop only because women from rice-growing regions of West Africa possessed the expertise to ensure bountiful outcomes. Enslaved women of African descent governed the task system essential to the production of edible rice, often without interference from White planters. Rice cultivation, then, arguably allowed Black women spaces of sovereignty within the suffocating confines of chattel slavery.31 However, “in the accounting of rice and women’s lives, the balance should tip toward misery” because the “work was grueling, the tasks stretched the workday out until well into the night, and the toll that the pounding of rice took on the bodies of the enslaved was so extensive that slaveholders took careful notice of the destruction of their human property.”32


When they worked inside the homes of their slaveholders, enslaved women also executed physically demanding tasks of laundering, providing child care, preparing food, and cleaning. Across such a wide range of labor assignments, monotonous and exhausting movement choreographed their regimented lives. Pushing, tugging, chopping, lifting, carrying, scrubbing—all these actions positioned enslaved women at risk for further exploitation.


Subjected to these conditions, enslaved black women could never achieve respectable womanhood in the White American imagination. In fact, White people’s irreverent views of Black women first took shape when European travelers to Africa discovered that African women cultivated crops, produced food for their families, and marketed their harvests. Since very few European women performed similar work, European travelers, alienated from norms and traditions of the peoples they observed, often described African women as beasts of burdens, oppressed by onerous agricultural labor, even slavishly so under the brutish authority of African men. They likewise submitted commentary about African women’s perceived physical abnormalities and assumed ability to bear children and execute arduous agricultural tasks without feeling pain. These fantasies about African women’s laboring bodies had circulated across the Atlantic world through an extensive collection of tales and hearsay, and they undoubtedly impacted the crude manner in which African women were subjected to the gang system of labor under the actual slavish authority of White men on America’s slaveholding estates.33 By Euro-Western standards, African women were ontologically and irredeemably unfeminine, and their status as chattel slaves only widened the chasm between them and the White women who owned them.34


Although both Northern and Southern standards that defined ideal womanhood accommodated new trends and beliefs across the centuries, some expectations remained constant regarding feminine etiquette and decorum. What women wore, the labor they performed, and the spaces they occupied determined their value as respectable or scandalous women. Associated with domesticity and the privacy of the home, women were expected to be chaste and clothed in public, with very little to no skin exposed. Within this arrangement, Black women embodied the antithesis of everything desirable in a woman.


As they labored in fields, farms, and domestic spaces, enslaved women had to lift or tie up their long skirts and dresses to work efficiently and effectively. The actual labor they performed required them to bend at the waist, kneel on the ground, and spread their legs liberally, to weed fields, pick crops, scrub floors, cook, and wash. Thus, they manipulated the clothes they wore to accommodate the exigencies of work life. By the standards of the day, many enslaved women were inadequately and shabbily clothed, and when they were whipped, they were almost always stripped naked.35


Enslaved women lived, worked, and suffered the sting of the whip under watchful eyes. Even domestic bondwomen, laboring in close proximity to their taskmasters, did not escape the rigorous scrutiny of the slaveholding family that micromanaged their every word, gesture, and deed. It is true that some enslaved women were afforded the unsupervised privilege of working and marketing their produce in urban spaces, especially in cities such as Charleston and Savannah.36 However, the typical surveillance of the slave state made most enslaved women’s affairs public.


Perhaps no ritual of exposure was more public for Black bondwomen than slave auctions—a quintessential site of the denuded Black female body.37 These social gatherings attracted hordes across Southern cities and rural villages, and “when young women were advertised,” as one Missouri resident recalled, “‘crowds would flock to the court to see the sight.’”38 What they saw when they gazed at the Black bondwoman on parade, in countless compromised positions, they took as confirmation that Black women were inherently socially unacceptable. Black women, enslaved or free, were assumed to be promiscuous and lecherous, yet unfeminine and grotesque. They remained objects of the White pornographic gaze, which could turn sadistic, especially when peering through the spectacles of medical experimentation and scientific study.39


Even as they valued Black “increase,” many slaveholders simultaneously circulated myths about Black female promiscuity and sexual deviancy.40 While stigmatizing Black women for their perceived hypersexuality, Southern slave owners also relied upon and required the Black adolescent girls and women they held in bondage to increase their human holdings. Thus, in best-case scenarios, they allowed and encouraged them to find mates of their choosing. This was not always easy, as the average bondwoman on the US mainland did not find herself on large plantations with hundreds of male counterparts. The majority of enslaved women lived on smaller farms or properties with just a few other enslaved persons. Less than 1 percent of slaveholders in the South held more than one hundred persons in bondage, and by 1860 enslaved persons in the South, on average, lived in groups of ten.41 For this reason, enslaved women such as Celia were fortunate if they found romantic partners residing on the same properties with them. Like Margaret Garner, most had no choice but to seek romantic companionship with partners living on different estates.


Even on large estates, when bondwomen formed romantic relationships and marriage unions with men enslaved on the same property, agricultural seasons coupled with gendered labor assignments often demanded separate living quarters for husbands and wives. George Washington, America’s first president and most prodigious slaveholder in Fairfax County, Virginia, established these kinds of distant living arrangements for close to two-thirds of the enslaved couples working on his twelve-square-mile Mount Vernon estate. Washington saw to it that enslaved laborers lived near their workplaces to avoid losing valuable work hours to the long distances some would have to walk to arrive at their work stations. Consequently, most enslaved fathers at Mount Vernon had infrequent contact with their children, who were raised in the women’s quarters.42 Beyond the inconvenience of physical distance, enslaved women and their consorts could never anticipate how and when decisions from on high would eternally sever the shared intimate bonds they endeavored to preserve. Such an existence under the incessant threat of family fracture could drive thousands of Margarets and Celias to flirt with ideas of escape by surreptitious or violent means.


Among the dozens of bondwomen the Washingtons owned, Ona (a.k.a. Oney) Judge, a personal attendant to Martha Washington, actually absconded from the president’s Philadelphia mansion in 1796. Ona’s entire existence revolved around waiting on the first lady and fulfilling her every need and comfort. She had no time to even think of pursuing love and coupling until after she made her escape to a life of fugitive freedom. Settling in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, Ona eventually married and had three children with her husband, a free Black man named John Staines. After discovering Ona’s calculated absence, the president of the United States stopped at nothing to track her down, even illegally exploiting federal resources to pursue and recapture his property. All of Washington’s years-long efforts to recover Ona by persuasion and even by ambush ultimately failed. Staying one step ahead of him, Ona managed to protect her fragile liberty, though not without fear that the Washingtons or other claimants would one day succeed in reenslaving her and her offspring and destroying the marriage and family she had forged as a fugitive from slavery.43


Margaret’s, Celia’s, and Ona’s stories illustrate how irreconcilable their Black female slave status was with the social freedom necessary to actualize a truly healthy love and marriage. Many bondwomen knew and dreaded the outcomes they would certainly face if they adopted the strategies of these brazen young women. Instead, they delayed marriage or abandoned the idea altogether, preferring to minimize the wounds of slavery upon their hearts. They knew all too well that they would remain married “until,” in the words of a former Georgia governor, “it is the pleasure of their owner to separate them.”44


To spouses who toiled for different masters, the stress of managing marriage while separated could be overwhelming. Over the smallest infractions, White authorities often scarred their victims for life with brutal beatings that seared bodies and souls. At eighty years old, and approximately seventy years after slavery, Manda Walker of Winnsboro, South Carolina, described one such instance in detail when her father, Jeff, had overstayed his visit with his wife, Phoebe, and their children. Jeff had to become skilled at assessing how long he could stay with his family during visitations, allowing enough time to traverse a creek, which was difficult to navigate when the water rose above the bank, and return to his owner’s plantation before his travel pass expired.


On one occasion, Jeff had already struggled to cross the creek and had arrived at Phoebe’s cabin “all wet and drenched wid water.” When patrollers discovered that Jeff’s pass had expired, they “tied him up, pulled down his breeches, and whupped him right befo’ mammy and us chillum,” even ignoring the pleas of Phoebe’s owners to stop since “de crick [sic] was still up and dangerous to cross.” The patrollers, Manda recalled, “make pappy git on de mule and follow him down to de crick and watch him swim dat swif’ muddly crick to de other side.” What seemed most indelible to her, however, was that “low-down white men” were “always… doin’ de patarollin’ and a strippin’ de clothes off men, lak pappy, right befo’ de wives and chillun and beatin’ de blood out of [them].”45


The treacherous paths carved by muddy creeks and other prohibitive landscapes, which married bondmen such as Jeff risked to reach the safety of their wives and children, were constant reminders of the equally dangerous penalties slave patrollers meted out to those lacking legitimate visitation permits or those in violation of their time limits. Julia Woodberry of Marion, South Carolina, shared similar recollections, passed down from her mother and others in her community, about the jeopardies traveling spouses confronted:


De nigger men would want to go to see dey wives en dey would have to get a ’mit [permit] from dey Massa to visit dem. Cose dey wouldn’ live together cause dey wives would be here, dere en yonder. It been like dis, sometimes de white folks would sell de wife of one of dey niggers way from dey husband en den another time, dey would sell de husband way from dey wife. Yes, mam, white folks had dese guard, call patroller, all bout de country to catch en whip dem niggers dat been prowl bout widout dat strip from dey Massa.46


Selling husbands away from wives and separating families became a common feature of the domestic slave trade in America, especially after the Revolutionary War. As a result, “One third of first marriages were disrupted by the interstate slave trade, and many more were broken apart by temporary loans and long-term hiring out.”47 Julia Brown’s uncle, for example, “wus married but he wus owned by one master and his wife wus owned by another.” With spousal visitation privileges limited to two weekdays (“the onlist time he could git off”), the unfortunate week finally arrived when he made his typical Wednesday visit, “and when he went back on Saturday his wife had been bought by the speculator and he never did know where she wuz.”48


Intensifying the grief, couples were given little to no warning that their unions were about to be ruptured. As a son privy to one such instance, an elder William Moore testified decades after his father was sent away during slavery, “My paw is the first picture I got in my mind. I was settin’ on maw’s lap and paw come in and say Marse Tom loaned him out to work on a dam they’s buildin’ in Houston and he has to go.”49


Such hurried separation announcements were usual business for enslaved couples, “incapable of the civil rights annexed” to marriage, as the prominent eighteenth-century Maryland slaveholder and lawyer Daniel Dulany put it.50 But Moore was one of the luckier fatherless children among enslaved communities, for at least he was able to learn of the freak accident that prematurely ended his father’s life. “One day word come he was haulin’ a load of rocks through the swamps and a low-hangin’ grapevine cotched him under the neck and jerked him off the seat and the wagon rolled over him and kilt him dead. They buried him down there somewheres.”51


In other circumstances, fathers tried to defy the auction block, but inescapably suffered the same undesired result of permanent separation from their wives and children. At eighty-four years old, George Bollinger of Cape, Missouri, described how his father avoided the domestic slave trade but still managed to disappear from his life:


Yes, de’ nigger buyers ust’a cum roun’ our place. It was sight to see! Dere ’ud be mebbe five ’or six men a’ridin’ fine hosses an a-drivin’ a whole flock ’er slaves along de rode; jes’ like stock, all chained togedder. On time dere wuz Pete Smith, ’Ole Tom Johnson, an’ Fred an’ Sam Daughery; all niggar buyers—dey wuz at our place an’ dey wud all sit dar, an’ us slaves had to stan’ up in front o’ em, an’ dey’d bid on us. I ’members I wuz full chested an’ dey laid a stick across my chest to see how straight I cud stan’. “Ole Pete” Smith wuz gonna’ buy me; but my young folks begged “Massa” not to sell me, ’cause we’d all played togedder—so he didden’ sell me. But dey wuz gonna buy my “pappy” an take him way off, but, my “pappy” was smart. He had made baskets at night an’ sold ’em when he cud, ’en saved de money—dat night he goes to de fireplace an’ lifts up a stone; an’ out o’ de hole he pulls out a bag a’ money an’ he runs away. I ain’t never seed my “pappy” since.52


George’s “pappy” apparently fashioned a narrow escape from an explosive interstate trade in human cargo. Fueled in large part by the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade to the United States, the domestic slave trade ensured that roughly 650,000 bondpersons were transported from the Upper South to the Lower South between the 1790s and the 1860s. In addition, more than twice as many were sold in local transactions throughout slaveholding states.53 The opposite was true for many Northern states that gradually abolished slavery after the Revolutionary War.54 During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, children, especially adolescent boys, were sold away from their parents with some regularity in the New England colonies. And enslaved (and even free) family members could find themselves divided across a variety of households and orphanages—for children of deceased, absent, or destitute parents. Before the war, it was common for New England slaveholders to sell not only enslaved children but also infants. In fact, infants, even unweaned babies, were sometimes advertised as available free of charge to anyone willing to relieve their owners of them.


In the 1740s, Massachusetts newspapers revealed eighteen instances of such sales due to economic distress. A 1774 petition issued by enslaved fathers conveys the emotional turmoil these separations caused them and presumably the enslaved mothers who gave birth to their vendible offspring. “Our children are also taken from us by force and sent maney miles from us wear we seldom or ever see them again there to be made slaves of for Life which sumtimes is very short by Reson of Being dragged from their mothers Breest.”55 With rare exceptions, New England slaveholders, who had little room in their budgets and on their modest farms for additional mouths to feed, found themselves struggling to provide for the offspring of the adults they held in bondage.


The sale of women and girls, especially in the South, commonly invited sexual humiliation and abuse. In the nineteenth-century South, Black female bodies were poked, pulled, and penetrated at every orifice when examined by speculators and slave traders.56 Even worse, Southern slave traders habitually raped the adolescents and young women they trafficked.57 No matter the place or time, any moment devoted to the sale of a Black adolescent girl or woman was a likely occasion for sexual violation and humiliation. Auctioneers established a welcoming atmosphere for the sexual gaze of their White male audiences with vulgar jokes and lewd comments that reinforced the wide social gap between White male slaveholders and Black female chattel. Consumers had the right to ensure that their purchased goods were up to standard, and in order to verify that they were free of venereal disease or the commonly experienced prolapsed uterus, potential buyers felt no shame in subjecting adolescent girls and women to genital examinations.58 Indeed, White handlers of Black bondwomen on the slave market exercised all senses—sight, touch, smell, hearing, and taste—to invade the most intimate areas of their bodies normally reserved for spousal access.59


Across all slaveholding states, the master and his surrogates assumed the role of husband or patriarch (or both) in the social lives of bondpersons, regardless of whether they were single or married. Slavery, indeed, trumped marriage as the ultimate domestic arrangement, dictating interpersonal relations among bondpersons that satisfied slaveholders’ most whimsical desires as well as the bottom line.60 The disruptions of married life that enslaved African descendants constantly navigated amounted to nothing less than spousal and child abuse, and many who were children during the last decades of slavery would later convey how deeply the injuries of slavery’s culture of forbidden Black love wounded them and, especially, their parents. At eighty-five years old, former bondwoman Mary Bell of St. Louis, Missouri, relayed how her parents’ forbidden love caused pain and fracture that far outdistanced anything she had experienced:


I so often think of de hard times my parents had in dere slave days, more than I feel my own hard times, because my father was not allowed to come to see my mother but two nights a week. Dat was Wednesday and Saturday. So often he came home all bloody from beatings his old nigger overseer would give him. My mother would take those bloody clothes off of him, bathe de sore places and grease them good and wash and iron his clothes, so he could go back clean.61


Yet Bell’s memory of her mother’s love language also recovers the healing work slavery assigned to Black love. Under conditions of bondage, marital intimacies were forged to mitigate not only the physical and psychic effects of captivity but also the ontological effects. Caring for a captive spouse required mastering discretion not so much as a quality but as an affective state that made room for couples to access and transmit their humanity to one another and others in their communities despite the public degradation they experienced daily as the movable property of others.


This mutual “lovework” was typical of married life among the majority of enslaved persons who were fortunate enough to select their mates. In the South, it was not uncommon for some to choose spouses who lived on a different estate rather than risk marrying someone who could in actuality be an unknown close relative.62 In these cases, couples termed their relationships “abroad marriages.” The uncertainties of slave life also led some to define such marriages as “trial.”63 The terminology alone is enough indication that slavery and marriage were oxymoronic, for if properly executed, one social status necessarily annulled the other. Former bondwoman Julia Woodberry from Marion, South Carolina, explained it best in a 1937 Works Progress Administration interview. “No, mam, I ain’ never marry cause you had to court on de sly in dat day en time. I tell you, I come through de devil day when I come along. I was learned to work by de old, old slavery way.”64


Julia’s refusal to marry while enslaved echoes Margaret Garner’s perspective. Remaining single certainly came with its emotional costs, but it likely protected her from emotional entanglements that could have been challenging to negotiate given the precarious environments in which bondwomen lived and worked unprotected against incessant intimate violations. Julia apparently made a deliberate choice not to marry, but others like her were forced to surrender to arranged “marriages” that suited the desires and objectives of slaveholders. In Louisa Everett’s case,


Marce Jim called me and Sam ter him and ordered Sam to pull off his shirt… and he said to me: Nor, “do you think you can stand this big nigger?” He had that old bull whip flung acrost his shoulder, and Lawd, that man could hit so hard: So I jes said “yas-sur, I guess so,” and tried to hide my face so I couldn’t see Sam’s nakedness, but he made me look at him anyhow. Well he told us what we must git busy and do in his presence, and we had to do it. After that we were considered man and wife.


Since Louisa and Sam “was a healthy pair and had fine, big babies,” she “never had another man forced on” her. Louisa eventually “learnt to love” Sam on account of his kindness toward her.65


Another enslaved woman, Rilla McCullough, was not so fortunate. Although she eventually married the love of her life, it was not before experiencing repeated instances of sexual and reproductive assault on the South Carolinian plantation that held her in bondage. According to her son William McCullough,


Mother tole me that when she became a woman at the age of sixteen years her marster went to a slave owner near by and got a six-foot nigger man, almost an entire stranger to her, and told her she must marry him. Her marster read a paper to them, told them they were man and wife and told this negro he could take her to a certain cabin and go to bed. This was done without getting her consent or even asking her about it. Grandmother said that several different men were put to her just about the same as if she had been a cow or sow.66


Despite such intimate abuses, Rilla eventually gave her heart to the man of her choosing and married him by her own volition. The sovereignty that her love and marriage union symbolized constituted a radical departure from a slave past of serial sexual intrusion. Thus, the urgency with which Rilla and her husband, Marion, sought to formalize their bond on their own terms was not lost on their son William, who further testified, “Mother said she loved my father before the surrender and just as soon as they were free they married.”67


For other women such as Mary Gaffney, an exit from arranged slave marriages never materialized after emancipation. “When I married it was just home wedding, fact is, I just hated the man I married but it was what Maser said do.” Gaffney describes how her owner planned to “get rich” off of her presumed fecundity. “He put another negro man with my mother, then he put one [Paul Gaffney] with me. I would not let that negro touch me and he told Maser and Maser gave me a real good whipping, so that night I let that negro have his way.… Then when slavery was over I just kept on living with that Negro.”68


“THERE WAS A WORLD OF YELLOW PEOPLE THEN”


Among enslaved females, rituals of intimate violence marked all the seasons of their wombs and womanhood—puberty, pregnancy, parturition, and child rearing. Beyond the sexual encounters with Black males that slaveholders orchestrated, we can be sure that many enslaved women and girls confronted Black male predatory behavior and sexual assault. However, they were most vulnerable and powerless when the perpetrator was White—especially during adolescent years.


If the pedophilic practices of White men in the style of a Thomas Jefferson, a Robert Newsom, or even a James Henry Hammond had not invaded them before their breasts began to fill out what meager clothing they were rationed, most Black girls, by their adolescent years, would be forced to submit to White male penetration.69 “No matter whether the slave girl be as black as ebony or as fair as her mistress,” Harriet Jacobs explained in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, “in either case, there is no shadow of law to protect her from insult, from violence, or even from death.”70 Fearing at every turn her master’s “whisper of foul words in [her] ear,” the average Black girl “learn[ed] to tremble when she hear[d] her master’s footfall.” After delivering her second child, Jacobs confessed harboring immediate feelings of apprehension over the news of her newborn’s female sex. “Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women,” she insisted. “Superadded to the burden common to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, and mortifications peculiarly their own.”71


Personal correspondence from the pen of a prominent slaveholding sexual abuser provides corroborating evidence for the ordeal Jacobs painfully describes. James Henry Hammond (1804–1864), a South Carolina attorney, planter, and politician whose term in the Senate failed to overshadow his scandalous personal legacy, made concubines of his enslaved female property Sally Johnson and her daughter Louisa at the ages of eighteen and twelve, respectively. In a letter dated February 19, 1856, the future senator bequeathed the pair to his “legitimate” son, Harry, and laid out his wishes for his Black-mixed-raced slaves, both of whom likely mothered several of his children in bondage and one of whom apparently had children with Harry. Hammond’s confusion about which children he and his son fathered with the mother-daughter pair is enough indication of the sexual liberties they enjoyed as a bonus for investing in Black female slaves:


My Dear Harry,


In the last Will I made I left to you… Sally Johnson the mother of Louisa and all the children of both. Sally says Henderson is my child. It is possible, but I do not believe it. Yet act on her’s [sic] rather than my opinion. Louisa’s first child may be mine. I think not. Her second I believe is mine. Take care of her and her children who are both of your blood if not of mine & Henderson.… I cannot free these people and send them North. It would be cruelty to them. Nor would I like that any but my own blood should own as Slaves my own blood or Louisa. I leave them to your charge, believing that you will best appreciate & most independently carry out my wishes in regard to them. Do not let Louisa or any of my children or possible children be the slaves of Strangers. Slavery in the family will be their happiest earthly condition.


Ever affectionately, J.H.H.72


The common Black female predicament of sexual slavery is perhaps why seventy-eight-year-old Josh Miles could tell the bittersweet story of an elderly bondwoman who protested so desperately at the sale of her daughters that her owner decided to let her go with them. When he was still a young boy, Miles’s owner had traveled from Virginia to Texas with his entire household, to escape being in “de thick of de war,” conveniently selling some of his human chattel at major auction houses along the way. “I seed de old mammy and her two boys and gals sold,” Miles recounted in his elder years. “One man buys de boys and old mammy cry, but it don’t do no good. ’Nother man bids de two gals and mammy throw such a fit her old massa throws her in, ’cause she too old to be much ’count.”73


Similar stories of violation and enslaved mothers’ efforts to shield their daughters from sexual abuse are less easy to detect in the North. However, they are not totally absent from the written record. Recent scholarship has tied a name that many have come to associate with heroic Black feminism and abolitionism to the sexual abuse bondwomen and girls suffered in the North. Born in 1797, Isabella Van Wagenen (a.k.a. Sojourner Truth) was enslaved in Ulster County, New York, before leaving her slaveholders’ home with her baby daughter in tow in late 1826. Since innuendo serves as evidence of sexual impropriety in this case, there is some disagreement among scholars as to the nature of Isabella’s sexual encounters with one of her owners. Nell Painter concludes in Sojourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol that Sally Dumont, Isabella’s fourth owner’s wife, was an unexposed sexual violator, explaining that Truth hid Sally’s identity from her audiences because she “feared that… what happened to her was ‘so unaccountable, so unreasonable, and what is usually called so unnatural,’ readers who were ‘uninitiated’ would not believe her.” Truth also acknowledged that “her assailant had died, and she did not want to distress the innocent who were still living.” At the time that she narrated her story, Sally Dumont, whom Isabella “despised,” had passed away, while John Dumont, Sally’s widower, was still living.74


Since euphemisms can veil documented instances of White men’s sexual exploits involving Black bondwomen,75 unambiguous cases such as Joanna Negro’s warrant special scrutiny for what they suggest about White men’s lack of boundaries even with Black women they did not own. In 1686 Joanna Negro of Woburn, Massachusetts, revealed in court testimony that her owner’s neighbor, a White man named Joseph Carter, had seized upon the opportune absence of his wife to impregnate her, apparently by force:


He gott her with child in the dyke nere the well and it was when… his wife was gon to Reading and as soone as he had dun he bid her laye it to Samson Captain Carters Negro man and about two months after… he brought Savin [an abortifacient] to her and said she might take that and it wold kill the child… and further he bid her smother the child as soone as it was borne and that she might smother it when she was in extremity.… [I]f she layed it to him he wold sett the divel to worke upon her and… she should never have a quiet life againe.76


Carter’s desperate attempts to conceal his crime bring to the surface the possibility that some enslaved women aborted their babies under pressure from Whites who wished to remain anonymous. White men who raped Black women, even enslaved Black women, were not technically above the law in colonial New England,77 and court records do contain evidence of such exploits. Although he died before his trial, Zebulon Thorp was indicted for the rape of an “Ethiopian” (Black) woman in 1717, and James Studley was the first White man in New England to be tried and convicted of attempted rape of an African-descended woman in 1758. These two cases occurred in Plymouth, Massachusetts, where “justice prevailed” for Black female victims relative to other Northern colonies. In a third 1786 case, this time in Lynn, Massachusetts, Calvin Newhall was whipped twenty times for assaulting a Black woman named Deborah Sarker. While this was no small victory for an eighteenth-century Black female victim, the jury, in fact, ruled lightly, choosing to convict Newhall, a White forty-one-year-old married veteran, of the lesser charge of “assault” rather than “intent to ravish,” which was punishable by death.78


One aspect of Black women’s compounded quandary of love loss, unmarriageability, and marital neglect in the present is a color-caste system that can be traced back to the slave period. Reflecting on the ordinariness of the sexual trauma enslaved girls and women endured during the days of slavery, Rachel Fairley of Little Rock, Arkansas, simultaneously designated yellowness as the phenotypic feature that often coded children of White slaveholders and Black enslaved mothers differently than those typically born of two Black parents. “There was a world of yellow people then,” she recalled during her Federal Writers’ Project interview. “My mother said her sister had two yellow children; they were her master’s. I know of plenty of light people who were living at that time.”79


Mary Reynolds’s account of her days of slavery in Louisiana fills in Fairley’s sketch of the slavocracy’s most open secret: White male paternity was the source of color consciousness among enslaved persons. Reynolds remembers how the “Kilpatrick chillun” made it their duty to warn two fair-skinned bondchildren of the limits of their entitlements on their estate. When the latter attempted to join the Kilpatrick children in the dollhouse where they were playing, they protested, saying, “That’s for white chillum.” The bondchildren immediately retorted, “We ain’t no niggers, ’cause we got the same daddy you has, and he comes to see us near every day and fetches us clothes and things from town.… He is our daddy and we call him daddy when he comes to our house to see our mama.” Reynolds apparently worked within the slave master’s home or in close proximity because she reported that Mrs. Kilpatrick had overheard her children and her husband’s chattel children’s discussion.


The identity descriptors Reynolds places in the mouth of Mrs. Kilpatrick underscore how phenotypic and social stratification were interwoven. According to Reynolds, Mrs. Kilpatrick was unusually quiet when her husband returned home that evening. When he asked her what was wrong, she responded: “I’m studyin’ in my mind ’bout them white young’uns of that yaller nigger wench from Baton Rouge.… [T]hey got the same kind of hair and eyes as my chillun and they got a nose looks like yours.” Reynolds describes a cool relationship between the couple as time went along, noting that “[Mrs. Kilpatrick] don’t never have no more chillun and she ain’t so cordial with the massa,” while “Margaret, that yallow gal, has more white young’uns, but they don’t never go down the hill no more to the big house.”


If Margaret had reconciled herself to concubinage or some illicit sexual arrangement with the White man who owned her, Aunt Cheney was just the opposite. Reynolds describes her failed escape attempt, implying that her choice to “run away” when she was “jus’ out of bed with a sucklin’ baby” was inspired by the trauma of giving birth to “’nother baby of massa’s breedin.’” Aunt Cheney couldn’t outrun the “nigger hounds” on her trail. “They gits near her and she grabs a limb and tries to hist herself in a tree, but them dogs grab her and pull her down. The men hollers them onto her, and the dogs tore her naked and et the breasts plumb off her body. She got well and lived to be a old woman, but ’nother woman has to suck her baby and she ain’t got no sign of breasts no more.” Reynold’s master seemed to have only one thing on his mind when it came to the black women and girls he owned: breeding children personally or by arrangement. When Reynolds was hired out and had been beaten herself within an inch of her life by “some ornery white trash name of Kidd,” she recalled, “Massa looks me over good and says I’ll git well, but I’m ruint for breedin’ chillum.”80


Reynolds and Fairley did not have to give birth to “yellow children” personally to know that a range of social privileges often accrued to them within the slave economy. Perhaps this is why Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826), who served as America’s third president from 1801 to 1809, selected a racially mixed girl as his concubine. Jefferson’s aesthetic valuation of Black and White phenotypic attributes exemplifies the Eurocentric ideological foundations of color stratification not only between Blacks and Whites but also among Blacks of distinguishable skin shades. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson pondered, “Whether the black of the negro resides in the reticular membrane between the skin and scarf-skin… in the scarf-skin itself” or “whether it proceeds from the colour of the blood, the colour of the bile, or from that of some other secretion.” African people’s “black” skin was none other than a deviant “foundation of a greater or less share of beauty in the two races.” “Are not the fine mixtures of red and white, the expressions of every passion by greater or less suffusions of colour in the one,” Jefferson fancied, “preferable to that eternal monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immovable veil of black which covers all the emotions of the other race?”


Yet he did not conclude there. Assuming the authority to register Black people’s supposed complicity with the Eurocentric imaginative project of racializing beauty and desire, he persisted: “Add to these, flowing hair, a more elegant symmetry of form, their own judgment in favour of the whites, declared by their preference of them, as uniformly as is the preference of the Oran-utan [orangutan] for the black women over those of his own species.”81 In actuality, Jefferson’s preposterous and baseless attempt to animalize Black people places on record his own self-incrimination. It is common knowledge, after all, that Jefferson, like so many of his White male counterparts, acted on his own “preference” for Black females, most famously with Sally Hemings; even though the forty-four-year-old Jefferson commenced a sexual relationship with his Black–racially mixed adolescent possession when she is believed to have been fourteen, we might gracefully decline the invitation to classify him as an orangutan.82


Jefferson’s notes and reflections illustrate all too clearly how “colorism” and phenotypic stratification are the afterlife of White people’s impressions of Black people and White men’s sexual exploitation of the Black women and girls they held captive during slavery.83 Despite their insufferable existential condition, the “yellow” children of White slaveholding fathers and Black enslaved mothers, with their light skin shades, straight hair, and European facial features, enjoyed advantages denied most enslaved laborers of darker hues. Even within the confines of their communities, during and after slavery, the stereotypic European features of mixed-race persons conferred upon them undeniable social capital. The rewards light skin and loose tresses afforded some Blacks, along with the repugnance associated with stereotypic African features, had lasting effects on the psychology of beauty and desire in African American culture and the wider American society, coding dark-complexioned Blacks as least desirable for romantic coupling and marriage.


THE ENDURANCE OF REVOLUTIONARY BLACK LOVE


While most spouses would comply, some bondwomen, once overpowered by sexually violent slave owners and overseers, had husbands who were willing to defend them. After Charlotte was raped by her overseer, Coleman, her husband, Alfred, killed him and stood trial in Mississippi for his actions. Alfred’s defense fell on deaf ears, as the court ruled, “Adultery with a slave’s wife [is] no defense to a charge of murder.—A slave charged with the murder of his overseer cannot introduce as evidence in his defense, the fact that the deceased, a few hours, before the killing had forced the prisoner’s wife to submit to sexual intercourse with him, and that this had been communicated to him before the killing.” For his crime, Alfred was sentenced to death by hanging in 1859.84


The internal anguish that enslaved men could experience when the institution of slavery violated the institution of marriage in the most personal dimensions of their lives was rarely expressed in their own words. In 1861, however, the Weekly Anglo-African got wind of a bondman’s untimely end, publishing a revealing poem he authored under the most agonizing circumstances. Vulnerable and haunted by his own pending doom, Mingo’s poem offered prescriptions for self-appreciation and self-repossession despite the hopelessness of bondage. If the cruelties of slavery that dissected families upon a whim meant he could no longer touch and see his beloved spouse, Mingo would keep their flame of love and connection alive through texts that were devised to reach not just his wife’s hands but also her heart. While imprisoned and awaiting sale away from his family, Mingo scratched the following verses on a beam within the walls of his cell:


Good God! and must I leave them now,


My wife, my children, in their woe?


’Tis mockery to say I’m sold!


But I forget these chains so cold,


Which goad my bleeding limbs; though high


My reason mounts above the sky.


Dear wife, they cannot sell the rose


Of love that in my bosom glows.


Remember, as your tears may start,


They cannot sell the immortal part.85


After archiving these thoughts, Mingo took his chances and mustered an escape from his slave prison cell. He was tracked down by slave catchers and mangled so badly by their bloodhounds that he succumbed to his wounds without knowing whether his wife would ever read his enduring confession of love.


A dictated letter from the last days of slavery also reveals the emotional turmoil that plagued husbands and fathers who yearned to no avail for reunification with their wives and children. James Tate’s correspondence to his “dear Wife” portrays the infrangible emotional ligatures that survive physical separation. Tate’s family had been owned by a different master and had been sent over 250 miles away from West Point, Georgia, where he still lived, to Mobile, Alabama. In his letter dated February 4, 1863, he insisted his “dear wife… must kiss Jimmie and little Mary Olivia for me and tell them their Papa would give any thing he had in this world to see them both.” Tate also assured her that, contrary to the wishes of his owner, he “would be a very unhappy man to be married to another woman and to always be thinking and studying about my dear wife and dear little children that are in Mobiel.” However, after pining over the loss of physical connection with his family and devising unworkable plans to see his wife and children, Tate eventually seemed less convinced that he would never marry again, as his master had encouraged him to do soon after his wife’s departure. Signing his letter with, “Your devoted husband. James Tate,” he confessed, “If I ever do take a notion to marry again my dear wife I shall write and let you know all about it but I do not think I shall ever take such a notion again directly not if I always feel like I do now, for I can not think of any other woman nor love any other but you my dear wife.”86


Sharing the same depth of love and loyalty for his wife that James Tate possessed, Stephen Lytle, a former Tennessee bondman, preferred to be reenslaved if enslavement was the only means of keeping his family together. After purchasing his and his wife’s freedom from two different slave owners, Lytle was informed that unless “they shall immediately remove from the State of Tennessee,” “the Second Section of the act of 1831, Session acts, page 121.2 prohibits his emancipation & that of his wife & child.” Lytle, who had toiled long hours to purchase not just the flesh he repossessed and the flesh he loved but also the land upon which they would establish a homestead, was unwilling to abandon “the spot where he… lived, for nearly fifty years.” Even if he could turn his back on Tennessee “by promising that he would never return,” Lytle had “no hope that for his wife and his child he could get such security” and “believe[d]” they were “wholly unable to do it.” Instead, he successfully petitioned the Tennessee General Assembly to guarantee their freedom and right to remain in the state, declaring in no uncertain terms, “Before he would leave the State and separate himself from his wife & child, dear as liberty is to him, and galling as are the chains of bondage, he would remain a slave.”87


As a preponderance of laws was passed during the 1850s to control the presence and movement of free Blacks across slaveholding states, “voluntary slavery” became a legal option for free persons attempting to circumvent expulsion laws that would separate them from their spouses and children. Free persons with enslaved consorts forced to move to a distant location could also enter or reenter a life of bondage so as to remain connected with their families. In 1862 C. A. Featherston filed a petition in Gaston County, North Carolina, on behalf of a free man seeking such an arrangement: “A free negro boy [sic] named Wyat about 35 years of age tired out of being buffeted about from place to place with no settled home has made application to me to become my slave. The said Boy had taken up with my negro girl and lived with me several years in South Carolina unmolested.” When Featherston moved his family and enslaved property to North Carolina, Wyat “came with me not knowing it was contrary to law.” Once Featherston became aware that he “violated the law in bringing [Wyat] hither,” he “sent him back to South Carolina.” Featherston conveyed, however, that “the Said boy prefer[ed] a life of slavery with the master of his choice & with the woman he had taken up with & his children to the life of a free negro” and requested “your Honorable Body to take the matter into consideration & allow me to own the said negro and make me a bona fide Deed for the same.”88


If some free persons in mixed-status marriages and relationships were willing to forgo their circumscribed liberty for love under bondage, others already in bondage would risk their lives for love and marriage in freedom. The astounding psychological and physical deaths resulting from the incompatible institutions of marriage and slavery gave some bondpersons the courage to flee their condition. And some even lived to write about it.


William and Ellen Craft’s narrative of their 1848 escape from slavery indicates just how determined this couple was to avoid the added torture that marriage in bondage would undoubtedly introduce. As William explains, freedom from bondage was a necessary condition for the couple’s desired marriage. The victim of mother-child separation during her childhood years, and a witness to “so many other children separated from their parents in this cruel manner,” Ellen was determined not to marry “under the wretched system of American slavery.”


Sensitive to her trauma, and no stranger to family separation himself, William initially decided to delay the idea of marriage until after he and Ellen could devise a strategy to deliver themselves from slavery. Nothing they conceived at the time, however, was worth the risk. The Crafts considered numerous options, but “all seemed crowded with insurmountable difficulties,” including the threat of “professional slave-hunters” capturing and sending them back to a fate of sure separation, grueling labor assignments, or even torturous executions “in order to strike terror into the hearts of others, and thereby prevent them from even attempting to escape from their cruel taskmasters.”89 The two reconciled themselves to marrying while in slavery but revisited the idea of fugitive freedom for fear that their future offspring would be parted from them one way or another. Following a risky and circuitous escape from slavery, the Crafts made their way from Georgia to Massachusetts, but they had to flee to England before they experienced any reliable sense of security for the life they had hoped to build as a wedded couple.


JUMPING THE BROOM BY FORCE AND BY CHOICE


If the Crafts had waited to hold their nuptials in the North as originally planned, they would have succeeded in exchanging their vows without the presence of White slave owners. Despite slavery’s power to impede Black love and marriage, one would expect the wedding ceremony itself to have provided enslaved couples a space of refuge and momentary triumph over the despair that separation and subordination caused them daily. But the stark truth is we still don’t know enough about enslaved couples’ matrimonial rites, and many have incorrectly presumed a generic African heritage as the source of the one ritual most have come to associate with enslaved weddings—“jumping the broom.” Since the airing of the 1977 television miniseries Roots, which featured Kunta Kinte and Belle’s broomstick wedding in episode two, African Americans have attached sentimental value to the ritual, considering it a dignifying African tradition that their ancestors preserved to sanctify their nuptials.


A good number of enslaved persons, when permitted to marry, did indeed submit to jumping the broom with pledges of everlasting love until slave owner–induced separation would tear them asunder. In doing so, however, they were upholding European rather than African customs.90 Pre-Christian Roma and Celtic communities in the British Isles were notorious for jumping the broom to seal their wedding vows.91 Accounts from the 1880s describe multiple instances among these groups in which jumping over a broomstick was the central legitimating act in the marriage ceremony.92 Rural Anglo-Saxons were known to embrace the practice as well. The Welsh, in particular, sustained the ritual at least until the 1840s and likely carried the tradition to the American South, where so many of them settled throughout the slave period. In fact, the United States is the only region beyond the British Isles with a preponderance of analogous broomstick marriage customs.93


Some former bondpersons’ memories of this wedding ritual unveil the less salutary intentions of White slave owners who could impose the foreign custom upon couples desiring symbolic “documentation” of their marriage ceremonies as the next best thing to an official wedding. At times, they “used the broomstick not merely to mark slave marriage as transitory and unimportant but also to assert authority over black households.”94 Other recollections of slave weddings suggest that enslaved communities often did exhibit control and agency over their varied wedding ceremonies, including those involving the broomstick ritual.95 In fact, slaveholders, who supported the marriage requests of their enslaved laborers, generally consented to encourage reproduction and deter desertion.96 Some even took enough interest in Black marriage ceremonies to publish accounts of them in local newspapers. One such 1860 report describing a Georgia ceremony was republished by outlets in the South and the North.97


For some African Americans, it is of little significance whether jumping the broom was imposed to remind those present of the slave owner’s authority over any degree of sovereignty the ceremony might have inspired as enslaved couples took vows of responsibility for and fidelity to one another. Nor does it matter if the slave owner intended to trivialize the marriage ceremonies of their human property or found amusement in the use of an old pagan custom to acknowledge marriages of enslaved African descendants.98 Inspired by Roots, jumping the broom resurfaced in the marriage ceremonies of countless African American couples over the past half century. The ritual has become a source of pride and connection to what many Blacks believe is an ancestral custom that honors their enslaved foreparents. For others, any evidence of belittlement from slaveholders and the mere fact that the ritual’s origins have been traced to Europe rather than Africa will be unsettling.


Given the historical association of the broomstick ritual with marginalized groups and lower classes in Europe and the United States, it’s not surprising to learn that some bondpersons willingly adopted the practice from the poor Whites who surrounded them and adapted the ritual to suit their needs. Class dynamics among enslaved communities might have played a role in such decisions because, as one bondman summed it up, “De fiel’ han’s am willin’ t’ jump de broomstick, but when de house sarvans gwine t’ marry, dey wants a white preacher.”99 Aware of the social stigma matrimonial broomsticks elicited, some apparently expressed disdain for the practice or preference for a “real” or “true” wedding, and though not always by choice, they lined up by the hundreds to have their marriages or renewed vows officially registered by licensed ministers and government agents in the aftermath of slavery.


MARITAL AND FAMILIAL REUNIFICATION


As the Civil War came to a close in 1865, the federal government encouraged and even mandated newly emancipated couples, whether previously married during slavery or not, to present themselves before an approved authority for their official exchange of marriage vows. To do so, thousands would have to locate their spouses, lovers, and children who were separated from them during slavery. Such efforts were widespread from the immediate aftermath of slavery to the first decade of the twentieth century.100 When the professor and poet George Marion McClellan lauded Charles Chestnut as “the best delineator of Negro life and character,” he referenced the fiction writer’s attention to African Americans’ postemancipation preoccupation with finding lost family members and poignantly asked: “Who has not sat at some time in a Negro church and heard read the pitiful inquiry for a mother, or a child, or a father, husband or wife, all lost in the sales and separations of slavery times—loved ones as completely swallowed up in the past (yet in this life they still live) as if the grave had received them.”101


Fortunately, for Nettie Henry, the grave did not receive her father, who was plucked from her family during the Civil War and could return to his loved ones only when he was freed from bondage. “My pappy didn’ go wid us to Mer-ree-dian. He b’longed to one set o’ white people, you see, an’ my mammy b’longed to another. He’d come to see us till de War started, den his folks jus’kinda went to Texas… an’ took my pappy wid’em. But after de War he come back to us, walked mos’ all de way frum Texas.”102


Nettie’s “pappy” was not alone. Numerous other emancipated women and men walked hundreds of miles, faced the elements, swallowed their hunger, and confronted obstacle after obstacle to reclaim loved ones lost in slavery. In one case a former bondwoman, Marie Johnson, received transportation from the Raleigh, North Carolina, Freedmen’s Bureau to travel the remaining distance of just two counties after an exhausting trip across several Southern states in search of her long-lost husband. The power of enduring love that motivated Johnson’s sojourn must have touched the agent on site in some measure: “This woman states that about fifteen years before the War she was living with her husband at Tarboro NC. Each were the property of a different slaveholder. The one that she belonged to moved to Miss. She states that her husband is living in Tarboro that she has walked, worked and scuffled from West Point, Miss to this city and has now neither strength nor means to go further.” After explaining her story of marital separation and her desperate struggle to reunite with her spouse, the bureau granted Johnson’s wish and paid the minimal fare for her remaining journey.103


African Americans also used the press to advertise their search for lost spouses and family members, sometimes decades after their separations had occurred.104 In rarer cases the press published astonishing stories of reunification, as in the 1891 case of Alexander Foley, a bondman from Natchez, Mississippi, who returned to his old owner in Carrollton, Kentucky, to inquire after the whereabouts of his wife. Surprisingly, she was still residing in Carrollton, and the couple was soon reunited after decades of separation.


The Foleys’ reunification demonstrates that Black love and marriage could prevail against the odds.105 But for every marital reunification such as this one, many more former bondwomen died without seeing the faces and financial support of the spouses they lost to slavery. The pension petitions of Black widows of Civil War veterans tell this story well, and the story of love and marriage after Reconstruction will illustrate that freedom from enslavement did not necessarily guarantee Black women the freedom to enjoy the comforts and benefits associated with love and marriage.


Still, slavery had a lasting effect on Black love. The testimonies, letters, and wider records of the slave period suggest that very few bondwomen had the good fortune of remaining with their spouses for the duration of their married lives. Practically none could have been as lucky as Aunon, an enslaved Kalabari woman who, in her bad fortune of exile from her West African homeland to French Guiana, was accompanied by her husband, Quambon. Their love and union withstood the Middle Passage, the auction block, and the horrors of enslavement, for they remained married while condemned to work on the Remire estate in Cayenne (the modern-day capital of French Guiana). Estate manager Jean Groupy des Marets recorded them as having the same forty-two years of age in 1690 and, referencing Aunon, remarked, “She came, was bought and sold with her husband, and has never left him up to the present day.”106


Slavery delivered a very different romantic outcome for so many of Aunon’s sisters in North America and their daughters across the generations. Undeniably, powerful legacies tie the impoverished options for love, coupling, and marriage among African American women to factors dating back to the 1960s.107 However, if we rely on statistical data alone, we apprehend only a fraction of what historical narratives and other contextual sources reveal about what can only be described as America’s heritage of oppressing and terrorizing Black people and Black love. Such oppression and terrorism have thrived through intersecting socioeconomic and cultural structures that were designed to protect White supremacy, structures that have either directly or resultantly impacted African American hearts and romantic affections beginning more than three centuries ago. Celia knew it. Margaret Garner knew it. And that is why her marriage advice transcended her own experience and spoke to African Americans collectively.
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