



[image: Cover]














[image: Book Title Page]

















Copyright



Copyright © 2018 by Anna-Lisa Cox


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


PublicAffairs


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.publicaffairsbooks.com


@Public_Affairs


First Edition: June 2018


Published by PublicAffairs, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The PublicAffairs name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Cox, Anna-Lisa, author.


Title: The bone and sinew of the land: America’s forgotten black pioneers and the struggle for equality / Anna-Lisa Cox.


Other titles: America’s forgotten black pioneers and the struggle for equality


Description: First edition. | New York: PublicAffairs, [2018] | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2017056938| ISBN 9781610398107 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781610398114 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: African Americans—Northwest, Old—History. | African Americans—Indiana—History—19th century. | African Americans—Ohio—History—19th century. | Frontier and pioneer life—Northwest, Old. | Frontier and pioneer life—Indiana. | Frontier and pioneer life—Ohio. | African Americans—Social conditions—Northwest, Old. | Northwest, Old—History—1775-1865. | Northwest, Old—Race relations.


Classification: LCC E185.925 .C64 2018 | DDC 977/.0496073—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017056938


ISBNs: 978-1-61039-810-7 (hardcover), 978-1-61039-811-4 (ebook)


E3-20180517-JV-PC














For Leora


and


Stephan


With hope for the future















[image: Book Title Page]
















African American Farming Settlements in the Northwest Territory States, 1800–18601



[No asterisk] = Settlement with at least one African American farmer owning less than two hundred acres or with property valued at less than $2,000


* = Settlement with at least one African American farmer owning two hundred acres or more or worth $2,000 or more


** = Settlement with at least one African American farmer owning four hundred acres or more or worth $4,000 or more


*** = Settlement with at least one African American farmer owning 1,000 acres or more or with property worth $10,000 or more


Ohio




1 Painesville, Lake County


2 Bloomfield, Trumbull County


3 Mesopotamia, Trumbull County


4 Farmington, Trumbull County


5 Youngstown, Mahoning County


6 Austintown, Mahoning County


7 Goshen, Mahoning County


8 Smith, Mahoning County*


9 Knox, Columbiana County


10 Lexington, Stark County


11 Atwater, Portage County


12 Charlestown, Portage County


13 Ravenna, Portage County


14 Stow, Summit County


15 Bainbridge, Geauga County*


16 Independence, Cuyahoga County*


17 Middleburgh, Cuyahoga County


18 Grafton, Lorain County


19 Russia, Lorain County


20 Brownhelm, Lorain County**


21 Fitchville, Huron County


22 Sharon, Richland County


23 Greenfield, Huron County**


24 Perkins, Erie County


25 Sandusky, Sandusky County


26 Tiffin, Seneca County


27 Seneca, Seneca County*


28 Big Spring, Seneca County


29 Crawford, Wyandot County


30 Delaware, Hancock County


31 Perry, Allen County*


32 Bath, Allen County


33 Washington, Paulding County


34 Willshire, Van Wert County


35 Centre, Mercer County


36 Jefferson/Macon, Mercer County*


37 Butler, Mercer County


38 Granville, Mercer County


39 Carthagena, Mercer County


40 St. Marys, Auglaize County


41 Moulton, Auglaize County


42 Washington, Auglaize County


43 Van Buren, Shelby County*


44 Lake, Logan County


45 Jefferson, Logan County*


46 Perry, Logan County***


47 Monroe, Logan County


48 Thompson, Delaware County


49 Concord, Delaware County**


50 Perry, Franklin County**


51 Radnor, Delaware County


52 Peru, Morrow County


53 Harmony, Morrow County*


54 Washington, Morrow County*


55 Morris, Knox County


56 South Bloomfield, Morrow County


57 Hilliar, Knox County


58 Mount Vernon, Knox County


59 Virginia, Coshocton County


60 Cadiz, Harrison County


61 Mount Pleasant, Jefferson County*


62 Meigs, Muskingum County**


63 Roxbury, Washington County


64 Wayne, Pickaway County


65 Urbana, Champaign County


66 Spring Creek, Miami County


67 Washington, Miami County


68 German, Darke County***


69 Concord, Miami County


70 Union, Miami County


71 Xenia, Greene County


72 Sugar Creek, Greene County*


73 Wayne, Warren County*


74 Union, Warren County**


75 Caesar’s Creek, Greene County


76 Perry, Fayette County


77 Greenfield, Highland County


78 Fairfield, Highland County***


79 Hansbrough Settlement, Liberty, Highland County


80 Paint, Highland County


81 Concord, Highland County


82 Eagle, Brown County


83 Pebble, Pike County*


84 Chillicothe, Ross County


85 Jackson, Pike County**


86 Seal, Pike County


87 Liberty, Jackson County


88 Jackson, Jackson County


89 Franklin, Jackson County


90 Lick, Jackson County


91 Berlin Crossroads, Milton, Jackson County**


92 Huntington, Gallia County


93 Raccoon, Gallia County


94 Poke Patch, Lawrence/Gallia Counties


95 Decatur, Lawrence County




Indiana




96 Huggart Settlement, Union, St. Joseph County


97 Smith, Whitely County**


98 Blue Creek, Adams County


99 Mill, Grant County


100 Union, Grant County Union


101 Weaver Settlement, Liberty, Grant County


102 Greene, Grant County


103 Clay, Howard County*


104 Ervin, Howard County*


105 District 9, Carroll County


106 Honey Creek, Clinton County


107 Roberts Settlement, Jackson, Hamilton County***


108 Adams, Hamilton County


109 Marion, Boone County


110 Walnut, Montgomery County


111 Center, Marion County*


112 Warren, Marion County


113 Franklin, Marion County


114 Sugar Creek, Hancock County**


115 Brandywine, Hancock County


116 Vernon, Hancock County


117 Worth, Hancock County


118 Jackson, Hancock County


119 Ripley, Rush County***


120 Greensboro, Henry County*


121 Harrison, Henry County


122 Dudley, Henry County*


123 Jefferson, Wayne County


124 Blue River, Henry County


125 Stoney Creek, Henry County**


126 Cabin Creek Settlement, Randolph County**


127 Snow Hill, Randolph County


128 Greensfork, Randolph County*


129 Franklin, Wayne County**


130 New Garden, Wayne County


131 Wayne Township, Wayne County*


132 Clay, Wayne County**


133 Connersville, Fayette County*


134 Union, Rush County***


135 Laurel, Franklin County


136 Posey, Franklin County


137 Salt Creek, Franklin County


138 Fugit, Decatur County


139 Columbus, Bartholomew County


140 Washington, Brown County


141 Washington, Morgan County**


142 Washington, Owen County


143 Grayson/Marion, Owen County


144 Lost Creek, Vigo County**


145 Nevins, Vigo County


146 Raccoon, Parke County**


147 District 85, Parke County


148 Otter Creek, Vigo County


149 Harrison, Vigo County


150 Honey Creek, Vigo County


151 Underwood Settlement, Linton, Vigo County**


152 Busseron, Knox County*


153 Washington, Daviess County**


154 District 61, Knox County


155 Patoka, Gibson County*


156 Montgomery, Gibson County*


157 Black, Posey County*


158 Union, Vanderburgh County


159 Knight, Vanderburgh County


160 Patoka, DuBois County


161 Perry, Lawrence County


162 Marion, Lawrence County*


163 Orleans, Orange County


164 Orangeville, Orange County


165 Paoli, Orange County


166 Stampers Creek, Orange County


167 Southeast, Orange County


168 Harrison Township, Harrison County


169 Franklin, Floyd County*


170 New Albany, Floyd County**


171 Jeffersonville, Clark County


172 Charlestown, Clark County


173 Silver Creek, Clark County


174 Lafayette, Floyd County


175 Wood, Clark County


176 Washington, Washington County**


177 Driftwood, Jackson County


178 Jackson, Jackson County


179 Redding, Jackson County


180 Spencer, Jennings County


181 Geneva, Jennings County***


182 Vernon, Jennings County


183 Lancaster, Jefferson County


184 Smyrna, Jefferson County


185 Republican, Jefferson County


186 Hanover, Jefferson County**


187 York, Switzerland County**




Illinois




188 East and West Galena, Jo Daviess County


189 Wheeling, Cook County


190 Maine, Cook County


191 District 32, Iroquois County


192 New Albany, Coles County


193 Grandview and Embarrass, Edgar County**


194 Darwin, Clark County


195 Newton, Jasper County


196 Pinkstaff, Lawrence County*


197 “Not Stated,” Wabash County


198 “Not Stated,” Edwards County


199 Wabash, Gallatin County


200 Shawnee, Gallatin County


201 Cane Creek, Gallatin County


202 Equality, Gallatin County


203 Curran, Saline County*


204 Eagle, Gallatin County


205 Monroe, Saline County


206 “Not Stated,” Hardin County*


207 Miller Grove, in the Shawnee Hills, Pope County


208 “Not Stated,” Pulaski County


209 District 2, Union County**


210 District 2, Johnson County


211 Stonefort, Saline County


212 Township 8/“Not Stated,” Williamson County


213 Township 8, Jackson County


214 T6S R5W, Randolph County


215 T4S R5W, Randolph County


216 T6S R7W, Randolph County


217 T6S R8W, Randolph County


218 Prairie du Rocher, Randolph County


219 Mitchie, Monroe County


220 New Design, Monroe County


221 Turkey Hill, St. Clair County*


222 Lebanon, St. Clair County


223 Ridge Prairie, St. Clair County


224 Centreville, St. Clair County


225 American Bottom, St. Clair County


226 T3N R10W, Madison County


227 T3N R7W, Madison County


228 T4N R7W, Madison County


229 T4N R9W, Madison County*


230 T5N R9W, Madison County


231 Rocky Fork Settlement, Godfrey, Madison County


232 “Not Stated,” Bond County


233 Southwest of District 22, Montgomery County


234 “Not Stated,” Macoupin County*


235 Between Macoupin and Apple Creeks, Greene County


236 Hadley, Pike County**


237 T1S R3W, Brown County


238 Buena Vista, Schuyler County


239 Hickory, Fulton County


240 “Not Stated,” Tazewell County


241 T11 N4E, Knox County*


242 T11 N1E, Knox County


243 “Not Stated,” Hancock County




Wisconsin




244 Peshtigo, Oconto County


245 Shawano, Shawano County


246 Richmond, Shawano County


247 Freedom, Outagamie County


248 Neenah, Winnebago County


249 Rushford, Winnebago County


250 Brothertown, Calumet County*


251 Stockbridge, Calumet County


252 Stantonville, Chilton/Calumet Counties*


253 Charlestown, Calumet County


254 Hubbard, Dodge County**


255 Waukesha, Waukesha County*


256 Caledonia, Racine County**


257 Norway, Racine County*


258 Eagle, Waukesha County


259 Dunkirk, Dane County*


260 Plymouth, Rock County


261 Avon, Rock County


262 Beetown, Grant County


263 Prairie du Chien, Crawford County


264 Willow, Richland County


265 Washington, Sauk County


266 Westfield, Sauk County


267 Fort Winnebago, Columbia County


268 Woodland, Sauk County


269 Forest, Bad Ax County


270 Adrian, Monroe County


271 Newark Valley, Adams County*


272 Plainfield, Waushara County


273 El Paso, Pierce County


274 Trimbelle, Pierce County




Michigan




275 St. Clair Ward 1, St. Clair County


276 Burtchville, St. Clair County


277 North Branch, Lapeer County


278 Lapeer, Lapeer County


279 Burton, Genessee County*


280 Wheatfield, Ingham County


281 Vevay, Ingham County*


282 Unadilla, Livingston County*


283 Hamburg, Livingston County


284 Royal Oak, Oakland County*


285 Springwells, Wayne County


286 Romulus, Wayne County


287 Canton, Wayne County*


288 Superior, Washtenaw County


289 Pittsfield, Washtenaw County**


290 York, Washtenaw County**


291 Manchester, Washtenaw County


292 Woodstock, Lenawee County


293 Somerset, Hillsdale County


294 Rollin, Lenawee County


295 Amboy, Hillsdale County


296 Ovid, Branch County


297 Fawn River, St. Joseph County**


298 Sherman, St. Joseph County


299 Lockport, St. Joseph County


300 Porter, Cass County*


301 Howard, Cass County**


302 Niles, Berrien County*


303 Sodus, Berrien County


304 Pipestone, Berrien County


305 Decatur, Van Buren County


306 Volinia, Cass County


307 Penn, Cass County**


308 Calvin, Cass County**


309 Newberg, Cass County


310 Marcellus, Cass County


311 Porter, Van Buren County**


312 Lafayette, Van Buren County*


313 Lawrence, Van Buren County


314 Arlington, Van Buren County*


315 Waverly, Van Buren County


316 Almena, Van Buren County*


317 Cheshire, Allegan County


318 Pine Grove, Van Buren County


319 Alamo, Kalamazoo County


320 Oshtemo, Kalamazoo County**


321 Kalamazoo, Kalamazoo County


322 Brady, Kalamazoo County


323 Fredonia, Calhoun County*


324 Emmett, Calhoun County


325 Lee, Calhoun County*


326 Barry, Barry County


327 Hope, Barry County


328 Fulton, Gratiot County


329 Fairplain, Montcalm County


330 Otisco, Ionia County


331 Paris, Kent County*


332 Gaines, Kent County*


333 Byron, Kent County


334 Spring Lake, Ottawa County


335 Ravenna, Muskegon County


336 Bridgeton, Newaygo County


337 White River, Muskegon County


338 Ontonagon, Ontonagon County


















Author’s Note



At the front of this book is a map of a reality that no one thought existed, of a population that most have considered impossible—a population of successful African American pioneers integrating America’s first free frontier.1


The territory on this map became part of the United States in the revolutionary days of the early republic, and it was truly revolutionary, for this is the Northwest Territory—the largest piece of land in the New World to be set aside as free of slavery and to offer equal voting rights to American men regardless of the color of their skin. Before California or Texas, before Wyoming or Oregon, this territory was known as the Great West, a region of tremendous importance that shaped the nation before the Civil War. The pioneers featured in this book grew their farms and families on the frontier while also keeping alive the dream that had given birth to their new homes and their new nation, a dream of a country where all men are created equal and there could be liberty and justice for all.


The map reveals the activities inspired by this dream, but it is limited in a few ways. It does not represent all African Americans in the Northwest Territory states, only African American farming settlements, so none of the many African American urban entrepreneurs are shown. And even in the rural areas, it excludes all the African American businesspeople who were not property-owning farmers, such as blacksmiths, general store owners, and mill owners.


My definition of a successful landowning African American entrepreneurial farm is based on the following criterion: a man of any skin color owning at least two hundred acres of property would have been eligible to run for office based on the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. Having that much acreage would represent considerable economic success: Loren Schweninger points out in Black Property Owners in the South, by the mid-1800s a farmer with property worth between $2,000 and $5,000 was in the top 13 percent of wealthy landowners in the United States at that time, regardless of skin color. Many of these settlements included farmers with such wealth, and some were even wealthier.


What’s more, the number of landowning African American farming settlements on this map is conservative, and so is the value of the farms. African American farming families often did not want themselves or their farms counted on federal documents before the Civil War. This is unsurprising given the anti-immigration laws, the fugitive slave laws, and the unjust taxation policies in these states. The first African American lawyer in Ohio would not allow the federal census to record the value of his large and successful Ohio farm in the 1850s; it is recorded only in local land deeds and tax records.2


Because of settlement patterns, I drew information about Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois farms primarily from the 1850 federal census, while Michigan and Wisconsin data came from the 1860 federal census. Although some of these settlements had disappeared by 1860 and others only existed for a decade, they are still counted, for they had an impact both on the African American farmers themselves and on the white pioneers moving in and around them. Each of these pioneer farming families and each of these settlements testifies to the truth that people of African descent had the ability, courage, and perseverance to rise in America. This is the story of their rising and what happened when they rose.













Introduction



Boston, Massachusetts, 1853


William Lloyd Garrison left Boston in early October 1853 to travel to the Great West. He headed first to Albany, New York, where he would catch a train that would take him hundreds of miles west. By 1853 Garrison was one of the most widely recognized and revolutionary white abolitionists of his day, and he had been publishing his newspaper, the Liberator, in Boston for over twenty years, filling its pages with reports from the region he was now on his way to visit.1


The Great West, the Northwest territories, the frontier. Today these words conjure up images of the Rocky Mountains or the wild ranges of Texas. But the “Great West” was the name commonly given to the first territory created by the new nation of the United States, in 1787. Most of this region would become the states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin in the first half of the 1800s. Maps from the early nineteenth century show the nation ending at the Mississippi River, as if that waterway were a cliff at the end of the world.


And even as the nation expanded, this image of the Northwest Territory stayed strong in the minds of many Americans.


In 1853, Garrison did not plan on visiting all five of those states, just Ohio and Michigan. He was not getting any younger, and the new train lines now connecting the East Coast to Michigan and Ohio made travel there much easier. But he also had to be careful to visit what he deemed the safest parts of the Old Northwest Territory states. He knew of vicious attacks against abolitionists in some of these regions—he had reported on them in his newspaper for years. Of course, Boston was not exactly safe either. In the 1830s Garrison had nearly been tarred and feathered as well as lynched in his hometown of Boston. And tarring and feathering continued to be a favored means among pro-slavery men of torturing those struggling against the tyrannies of bondage and prejudice, even in the Northwest Territory states.2


Garrison wrote accounts of his journey soon after returning. He wrote of traveling around Michigan and Ohio, speaking to crowds large and small, of being barred from speaking halls in Detroit and almost attacked there. He wrote of his meetings with white and black abolitionists, as well as their enemies. He wrote with good humor of the time a young white man on a train platform in Ohio had warned him that an antislavery meeting was to be held in the area and “the nigger man from Boston was going to be there,” referring to Garrison himself. Garrison wrote, “This was really a very fine compliment, and I was as much gratified as amused by it.”3


But he devoted his first article upon his return, when his memory was freshest, to certain facts about the region that moved him and gave him hope:




Is it not on the American soil that the “Great Debate, the Conflict of the Ages,” is to be settled… as to the equality of the human race—human brotherhood—the value of man as man? Settled, not as an abstract theory, but by a practical recognition of the world-reconciling fact; settled, not with mountains or oceans intervening, but with people of every clime and race standing side by side, grouped together in one common locality, literally neighbors, daily looking each other in the face, and continually interchanging the kindnesses and courtesies of civilized life!4





As Garrison wrote about “people of every clime and race standing side by side” as neighbors, he was not envisioning some grand imagined experiment, some ideal future; he was describing a reality that he knew existed across most of the Great West. He was writing about a population in that region that most historians today do not know existed. But it did.


At the very time when the United States was forming itself, when the young nation was opening its first free frontier, there was a pioneering movement so massive and successful that it changed the legal and social landscape of our country. This movement consisted of free people of African descent.


Long before the Great Migration of the twentieth century, there had been another Great Migration, one that spanned the first half of the nineteenth century. This was a migration, in wagon trains and on foot, of tens of thousands of African American pioneers who became some of the earliest settlers of the Great West. Most of these pioneers had not come to cities; instead, they had flung themselves at the wildest edges of the frontier. Highly visible, assertive, and brave, they scattered themselves across the land in hundreds of farming settlements.


But the full scope of these pioneers’ accomplishments has been lost, for even the best historians have assumed that there were very few successful African American farming settlements across the Northwest Territory before the Civil War.5


Of course, historians have long known that by 1860 the federal census counted over 63,000 African Americans as living in the five Northwest Territory states. And as Stephen Vincent pointed out in his important work on African American farmers in antebellum Indiana, 73 percent of those counted in those five states in 1860 were living in a rural setting.6


To put this number into context, the Northwest Ordinance, completed in 1787, stipulated that a region could become a state if it had 60,000 non–Native American settlers. This meant that by 1860 more than a state’s worth of African-descended people were living in the Great West. Much has been written about the move of African Americans to the African colony of Liberia starting in the nineteenth century; yet by the early twentieth century the descendants of those American immigrants only numbered around 15,000.7


Until recently, we have known little about the lives of African American pioneers in the Great West. Some historians have argued that the frontier was too dangerous and challenging for African Americans, who faced many social and legal adversities beyond the inherent difficulty of building up a farm from nothing.8


But before William Lloyd Garrison was even born, African Americans had settled in the region, guarding its forts and homesteading their farms in the earliest days of American expansion.


Most African American pioneers faced a brutal irony. They could only enjoy some freedom and equality at the far edges of the nation, where its laws and culture lay lightly on the land. But there was also something about timing—about the fact that these pioneers were able to settle a region created at the height of the young nation’s fervor for freedom. And these earliest pioneers, some even joined by whites who continued to hold on to the ideals of liberty and equality, were able to carve out spaces in the rural Old Northwest where astonishing levels of equality were possible at a time when most of the rest of the nation—south or north—was growing hostile to those ideals.9


While some of the first African-descended people in this region had arrived before there was even a United States and lived harmoniously with Native Americans, later pioneers of African descent were sometimes different. Some were even Indian agents, taking up arms during the War of 1812 to battle Native Americans in the Northwest Territory.10


The violence on this American frontier—the brutal battles, forced removals, death marches, and genocides—is truly horrifying. This was no virgin territory free for the taking. However, African American pioneers before the Civil War did see the Northwest Territory as a place of fresh hope. They understood how dangerous it was, how violent it was, how their settlement would displace Native peoples, with whom they might even come into conflict. But they sought success, and before the Civil War that meant owning good land and farming it well. And they intended to succeed on the frontier. The Northwest Territorial Ordinance of 1787 promised that this region would not only be free of slavery but offered equal voting rights to any man who owned at least fifty acres of land.11


While free African-descended people had long owned farms from Vermont to Virginia, this movement of African Americans onto the frontier created a wholly new situation. They came to settle where they wished to, around the people they wanted to be near. Determined to be equal, these pioneers defined their own goals, working independently and with whites to further the causes of liberty and equality.


They used their position as free homesteading pioneers across this portion of the nation to assert their rights and push for change. As their numbers, their farms, and their communities grew, they refused to lie low.


And they managed to succeed in extraordinary ways. They organized successful conventions that brought pressure against state governments, helping to roll back prejudiced laws. They founded and funded successful schools open to girls and boys, black and white, in the cornfields of 1840s Indiana, when attempts to create such schools in the Northeast were being violently opposed. And it was in the rural spaces of this region that the first African American was elected to political office in a free and open election before the Civil War.


No wonder a group of African American farmers from Carthagena, Ohio, wrote to African Americans in Cleveland, urging them to leave the cities where they were being oppressed and attacked to come to the rural areas and farm. As they wrote, “Those who live in towns and follow those precarious occupations for a livelihood, which prejudice has assigned to you, would you not be serving your country and your race to more purpose, if you were to leave your present residences and employments and go into the country and become a part of the bone and sinew of the land?” Of course, these rural African Americans discovered that in some regions their very successes could cause prejudiced whites to attack them. In the years before the Civil War, the rising of African Americans in the Northwest Territory states led to incidents of legal, political, and social violence. But while achieving success may not have been a solution to prejudice, prejudice could not erase the fact that African Americans were succeeding—were rising—in much of the rural and frontier spaces of this region.12


These pioneers reflected almost all the faces of African American freedom. Some were first-generation free. But some came from families who had been free for centuries and were literate landowners in the slave South. Many of these long-free families could trace their liberty back to the seventeenth century and had fathers or other relatives who had fought as patriots in the Revolutionary War. But while some were freed, some had purchased their freedom, and some were generations free, all of these successful landowning pioneers chose to be farmers.


They understood that by colonizing the newest portion of the nation, they were laying claim to citizenship in powerful ways. Today, most Americans’ identity has little to do with land ownership, but in the early United States a man could only vote if he owned property, so ownership of land was key to being considered a full person, a full American. And as they scattered across the frontier, these propertied black farmers were keeping alive a national discussion about the meaning of freedom and equality.


These were pioneers in the purest sense, willing to risk their freedom and their lives for the chance to gain not just land but their rights. This is their story, the story of African American pioneers who became the bone and sinew of the land.
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“Life, Liberty”


Gibson County, Indiana, Spring 1818


Keziah and Charles Grier strapped their axes onto their backs before going to hitch up the oxen for their first day of plowing together. Once they got to the starting place, Charles would have adjusted the lines, glancing at Keziah, who held the team’s head up front, then called out for the team to start.


They had their axes ready, but not for trees. Those were already gone on this little patch of land that they planned to work this spring. Charles had already been clearing the trees and underbrush since he purchased his forty acres in 1815. Some trees he set alight until they crashed to the ground, smoking. Others that looked good he had felled for building the small cabin that was now their home.1


If he was lucky enough to find some chestnut trees on his land, then he had his fence wood. Once he had felled the tree, his back damp and sore from the effort, he would have to cut through the thick trunk in long lengths of roughly twelve feet. Then there was the splitting of that green wood. Making the first split was always the hardest, a task requiring patience, time, and exhausting effort. The fence was necessary to protect the kitchen garden from the deer and to keep the hogs penned before slaughter. But this work was so hard that many pioneers either paid strong young men eager for money or forced their bonded laborers to do it.2


Until recently, Charles had been one of those men forced to do this kind of labor. But this was his frontier. And now, this was his labor, his life, his land.


He must have shown Keziah his likely land as he was courting her, all forty acres of it.


It was the best land. Already it was highly prized, for it was rich river-bottom land where almost anything would grow. It was close to the Patoka and Wabash Rivers, so they could easily find transportation for themselves or anything they might want to sell. But it was also high enough to avoid the yearly flooding that struck so many other areas nearby. It was almost perfect. It had to be.3


The Griers knew that their lives depended on this land, for this soil was to grow their food and support them, and more besides. Of course, they wanted a family, but they hoped for more than mere survival. Had Charles already told Keziah that he wanted to be able to grow not only their family but their farm? He wanted to leave behind a legacy, an investment in this new nation to pass along to their children. Not just freedom but a future full of success.


But that was the future. That was their dream. First came the plowing.


The oxen were fresh, but Keziah and Charles knew that their team was tender and the land hard. For they were not just plowing, they were clearing the frontier—the first people to ever put a blade into this particular patch of earth and turn it to cultivation.


So they adjusted the axes on their backs and started walking. There would be a lot of walking that day, and every day, until the field was plowed. Even on cleared land, plowing one acre with a single-blade plow required nine miles of walking on rough mud.4


And the Griers were starting with forty acres. If they had been farming outside New York City and decided to drop their traces and set off for Boston, the plowing of that forty acres would have walked them there and back every spring. Those farmers lucky enough to have a hundred acres under cultivation might just as well have been walking from New York City past Chicago every spring. But there was no city of Chicago yet in 1818; there was just water and wilderness.


But walking behind a plow was only possible once the earth underneath had been cleared. To clear not what grew above but what grew below, however, was a different challenge. Charles and Keziah did not own long-cultivated earth; their land had been virgin forest up until recently, and everything had grown on it but crops. Trees, bushes, brambles, ferns, vines, wildflowers, and more had thrived there. And all of them, all of them, had roots.


Within a few feet the team hit the first big root. The oxen put their heads down and pulled, groaning a little. Charles would have called to them, whistling, cajoling, encouraging, until the root snapped and they jerked forward. The next root was bigger, and as the team pulled Charles would have had to call to Keziah. But she certainly already had the axe off her back, walking towards Charles as he reversed the team clear of the root, so he could dig around it. It could well have been as thick as his leg. Once he had cleared around the root Keziah would have lifted the axe high above her head and brought it down hard, hacking into the earth as shoulders strained and the blade dulled on the dark dirt.5


Once she was through the root, they started off again, knowing they did not have long before the next root, for roots lay under the earth like a second forest. In this rich, newly cleared land, they would hit a sizable root about every eight feet, or every half a minute. And each root stopped the team.


Even if all went well, after half a day of this labor they would all be in pain. The oxen’s shoulders, where the yoke lay, would be so sore that the beasts would flinch if Keziah laid her hand even gently on their tender skin. Only two creatures have the strength, patience, and courage for this labor: oxen and humans.


This work stretched ahead of Keziah and Charles, not just that year, but for years to come. It generally took at least twenty years to clear forty acres of virgin land, twenty years before most of the roots and rocks were gone. And those twenty years depended on surviving droughts, floods, infestations, and early frosts. But their farming was an act of hope.


There were other options. The white settlers pouring into their region would have been glad to hire Keziah to do their laundry or cooking. And Charles could have become a blacksmith or woodworker or set up shop in Vincennes as a barber. And there was always the river. He could have bought or built himself a boat and become a river man—they knew enough people of African descent who had done that. But this was their land, their life together, their choice.


As they turned the oxen toward home, the sun would have been high overhead. But though they were weary and warm, there was a freshness to that first spring.


Everything was fresh—their marriage, their love, their land, even their freedom.


As Keziah led the team back, the sun would have glinted on her skin, shining like the wings of the crows that clamored round them on the newly turned earth.6


Did Charles catch his breath with the wonder of her—the wonder of his wife? For this was not her first frontier. She may have been younger than he, but she had already helped found a farm in this territory.


But that farm was not hers. Keziah had been brought in bondage from South Carolina by a family of white pioneers who believed that settlement on the American frontier was impossible without the aid of forced labor.


Keziah’s owners were not unique in this belief. Many a slave-owning family was making a similar argument to the politicians back east, some of whom seemed open to their pro-slavery arguments. True, the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 clearly laid out that this was to be a free land where slavery could not take root. But there were already some loopholes. There was one for the French slave owners just up the Wabash River in Vincennes, whose cooperation the new United States desperately needed in the Great West. And there were a few other loopholes besides.7


But most slaveholders were supposed to free the people they held enslaved once they entered the Northwest Territory. Of course, they could always ask those enslaved people if they wanted to become indentured servants, to labor for a set period before being freed with some small reward for their labors. But this system quickly became rife with corruption, and enslaved people often had little choice about their indenture. Indenture bonds could last seventy years or more—long outlasting the actual lives of those they held in contract.8


And then there were families like Keziah’s owners, who assumed that there would be little oversight or interest in upholding freedom laws out there on the frontier. And for a while they were correct in this assumption.


So Keziah was forced to leave her home in South Carolina. She must have remembered the sea—the sea that separated her from everyone. She would have remembered all that she had been forced to leave behind, kin, friends, community.


And then Keziah had been forced to do frontier work as a pioneer girl in bondage. She had to learn how to hitch a massive felled tree to an ox team and drag it out of the woods to a building site. She had to learn how to notch a log with an axe so it fit snug and sure atop another and then another until a cabin was complete. She had to learn how to find the best patch of woodland in which to tether the milk cow so it could feed on oak leaves when there was no grass to be found.


All this while war waged, making this a more dangerous frontier than those to the south. The rumblings of the War of 1812 had started in 1811 in the Northwest Territory. In that year the Battle of Tippecanoe, just up the Wabash River from where Keziah was living, helped bring the nation toward war with the British and their allied Native Americans. Before she knew it, Keziah was on the front lines of the battle. She and the family who owned her may well have had to flee to nearby Fort Allison to keep from being killed.


They had all survived; they had all stayed, despite the war, even though the pioneer population on the western side of the Wabash River had plummeted during the conflict.9


But even after the war ended, there were still so many dangers.


There were always the wolves. Keziah would have heard them howling close on a winter night, those same wolves that had so terrified the English explorer William Faux, who had risked a trip to this wilderness around the same time Keziah and Charles were married. Faux had stayed in the more settled town of Evansville, close to the Ohio River. But even there the wolves “howled and prowled into town” till the explorer had shivered with fear in his bed.10


But Keziah did not have the luxury of shivering inside, in bed or anywhere else. She would have had to be up and out in the cold darkness of a winter morning to empty the chamber pots, bring in the wood, and build a fire to warm the white people who still slept under thick blankets. The others who labored with her would have been up as well, all of them people in bondage north of the Ohio River.


Of course they were supposed to be free in this free land. But they were living on the frontier, and the men responsible for upholding the ban on slavery had little interest in doing so. Many of the administrators of the Northwest Territory moving into Vincennes on the Wabash River were avid pro-slavery men. This meant that the people who held Keziah in bondage—asleep in the cabin while she worked—were bringing their own laws north with them, trampling her rights just as surely as Keziah trampled down the fresh snow to make a path to the barn.11


Oh, it was cold—colder than she could have ever imagined.


Did she remember her first glimpse of snow when she had arrived from South Carolina? Had she tried to catch the delicate flakes that first winter as they flew through the air like petals in springtime? Now they only stung her face like a swarm of frozen bees, blown so thick and fierce by the wind that she could not have seen any wolves even if they had stood just a few feet away, watching her trying to survive.


Years later, as more and more people in America who called themselves white began to make viciously prejudicial arguments about the inherently inferior nature of people from Africa, did Keziah wonder at the illogical world they seemed to inhabit? As an enslaved laborer she was considered an appropriate settler on the frontier, but as a free woman she was not. The contradiction was hard to miss.


Then again she may have shrugged her strong shoulders, not surprised at what little sense people made when driven by their baser passions—whether greed, jealousy, fear, or hate.


At least she could know that, no matter what others thought of her, she was loved by Charles.


He was her own. There was no family to introduce them, no fussing aunt or grandmother to arrange a meal after church. No cousin to vouch for his character. She only knew him after he had come north.


But she would have watched, and she saw him weather what would make most men founder.


Word must have gotten around when Charles bought his first forty acres in 1815 from the federal land agent’s office in Vincennes. That first growing season on his land may have been a good one. But then the world came to an end.


The weather had already been running cold for years, but in 1816 summer disappeared entirely. Few knew that in a place now called Indonesia a volcano had erupted, blowing ash into the upper atmosphere, shadowing the earth. The sunsets were wonderful, but then spring never came. The frost lay heavy on the ground, refusing to loosen and thaw. And then it snowed in June.


This cold was not merely uncomfortable; it was deadly. Many people in the United States were subsistence farmers like Charles, and the lost summer meant lost crops. And with no crops, people starved from New York to the frontier.12


At least there was the forest filled with animals. They too were starving, but a squirrel or pigeon could make a passable stew, seasoned with the tough wild onions that could still be found under the snow. But Charles must have been gaunt when he courted Keziah, his clothes cinched tight and bunching around his waist, his bones sharp against her hands when they first embraced.


Maybe it was the fact that he had survived that terrible year without starving or turning to despair or to drink. Maybe it was the fact that even though he had seen so much, survived so much, he still had a heart to give. And so they got married in 1818.13


Like Keziah, Charles had lived most of his life enslaved. He had been born in Virginia in 1782 to an enslaved woman. This meant that from the moment Charles took breath, he was in bondage. However, he was proud that he knew the exact day of his birth.14


Charles might have stayed an enslaved person until death but for the death of the man who owned him. The will handed Charles down, like a piece of furniture or a farm animal, to a pastor by the name of James Grier. The Reverend James Grier then made the astonishing decision to free the man given to him—a deliberate decision to sacrifice his financial gain, for Charles was walking wealth, either sold or kept. Many men did not have the courage to do this, but James did, and Charles would take his last name in recognition of the Reverend James Grier’s extraordinary act.15


But just because James Grier wanted to free Charles did not mean that he could easily do so. As early as 1691 the leaders of the Virginia colony had passed a law making the manumission of enslaved people more difficult. And while Virginia had softened some of those laws during the Revolution, by 1813 it had put back numerous legal hurdles in place to block freedom—an ironic truth during this time when the nation was trying to preserve its freedom from British bondage.16


One of the most challenging legal hurdles was an 1806 law stating that anyone freed in Virginia had to leave that state within twelve months or risk reenslavement. This was a dreadful requirement for anyone with an enslaved family, and Charles may have had to leave behind beloved kin to come to the Indiana Territorial frontier. Perhaps he was still grieving their loss when he met Keziah. And she would have been grieving losses as well, because being enslaved meant facing constant loss, not just of freedom but of family and community.


Beyond the surprise of freedom was the surprise of the location of that freeing. Most Virginians who desired to free the people they held in bondage headed due north to Ohio because it was the closest portion of the free frontier. But by 1807 Ohio had already created laws hampering the settlement of recently freed people like Charles. These Black Laws insisted that all African American settlers had to prove they were free and, worse, had to find two men on the frontier willing to deposit a bond totaling $500, supposedly to ensure that free people of African descent would not hamper the local economy. In reality, this law discouraged free African American immigration into the state, for $500 was a crippling sum.17


Whatever the reasons, in his thirty-first year Charles was brought to the western edge of the Indiana Territory to be free. And once brought, he had to survive.


Keziah had seen him do just that. And she had grown to love him.


There must have been affection, an attachment, an understanding between them. They were not forced together; they chose each other.


Even in their portion of the Great West, there were choices. This was not about blood or color; this was about the human heart and sympathetic minds. And there were certainly others of a similar mind to either Charles or Keziah. Marriage between people of different backgrounds, different colors, different languages was not unheard of out on the frontier. But Charles and Keziah had a good deal in common. The sorrow for one thing. Both had endured the hardship of being brought to the wilderness from a home place.


Now they had each other, and their church—Elder Wasson’s New Lights congregation—and there were others around them as well who shared their ancestry and some of their hardships. Everyone would have known about the Morrises, Andersons, Tanns, Goinses, Coles, Portees, Caseys, Byrds, Days, Pettifords, and others in and around Fort Allison, just across the Wabash River. They were also pioneers of African descent, but they were the earliest, and they were the freest. And they and their friends were bringing a radical vision of freedom and equality to the Northwest Territory frontier.18


This group had arrived free around 1800 to help to build Fort Allison. The Northwest Territory was a dangerous place to build anything in 1800, much less a fort. It is little wonder that this small group of Americans started gathering to pray together.19


They were only a small group of Americans living along the Wabash River, trying to lay claim to a territory where the United States was barely recognized as having dominion. Indeed, their new nation barely existed. The Revolutionary War was over, but many in the country were unsure about the break with England, and the United States was having a hard time staying united, much less laying claim to its vast new Northwest Territory. And the local peoples were none too pleased with these upstart Americans trying to take what the British and the French had previously agreed were the sovereign lands of the First Nations.


But this small band of families had made the long and difficult journey west in order to stake a personal and national claim to this frontier. Among them were the free African American brothers Sian and John Morris and their families.


Despite their endangered and uncertain lives, the families of Fort Allison held a strong belief about what America should look like. Indeed, their group symbolized their hopes for an integrated, free, and equal America.


By 1806, John Morris helped to found the Maria Creek Baptist Church. He and all the members knew that people were enslaved all along the Wabash River, their bondage legalized through loopholes in the Northwest Ordinance. But his integrated band of frontier folk was intent on making clear that the United States should be a place for freedom and justice for all. So when writing their church’s charter, John Morris and his white and black brethren included the stipulation that their congregation would grant slave owners neither membership nor communion.20


Of course, they were still intent upon fighting the Native peoples of the region to clear them from the land so that immigrants from the east could purchase and farm it. By 1818 free African American Indian scouts were already the stuff of legend. Austin Tann had worked out of Fort Allison as an Indian scout. In 1810, when only nineteen, he had watched as the Indiana territorial governor, William Henry Harrison, met with the Native American leader Tecumseh.21


However, their belief in the equality of people of African and European descent put these African-descended people at Fort Allison on the front lines not only of the new nation but of the debate that was already tearing apart the fragile fabric of the American territorial settlement. Just up the river from them was Vincennes, a town founded by the French in the eighteenth century, and many of its elite French-descended residents owned slaves. They were soon joined by the new members of the territorial government, including Governor Harrison who was appointed as governor of the Indiana Territory in 1800 at the age of twenty-seven. The Indiana Territory at that time was a region covering almost all the Northwest Territory except for a portion of what is now the state of Ohio. Harrison was a man who put his ideals into action. The young Virginia-born politician illegally brought enslaved people into the territory and forced them to support his life there while he waged his battle to make slave labor legal in the region he was governing. Harrison was determined to make his stand on the frontier to force the issue of slavery.22


Yet the Morrises, and the other families at Fort Allison, both white and black, were also determined to hold to their ideals, even if it meant angering or alienating powerful people in the settlement nearest to them.


While the Maria Creek Baptist Church would have welcomed them, Charles and Keziah belonged to a different congregation, a little outpost of the New Lights order led by Elder Wasson, an ardent abolitionist who had come from Virginia with James and Charles Grier. All these Virginians, black and white, brought with them opposing positions on slavery and the future of their new nation. But they were intent upon making their vision a reality by living it out—Governor Harrison by forcing illegally enslaved people to build him mansions while the Griers and Elder Wasson worshipped together and supported each other.23


So, Keziah and Charles were far from alone, even when they were first married.


This meant much.


Starting out as a pioneer is hard, no matter what the color of one’s skin. But doing so as a newly freed person brought its own challenges, even with friends nearby. There were no kin to come along and settle around, offering help with building a cabin or birthing a baby. There was no one back home who could hearten with letters or send support—in either money or food—when times got hard. And times always got hard.


But this was 1818, and the Griers had hope for a good harvest. It must have been hard to plant on that hard-won ground without fearing frost and famine. These were some of the hardest farming times ever known, and the recent freezes would have scared everyone. Even finding starter seeds to sow in the spring would have been challenging.


And both knew that even if everything went well, crops growing to ripeness in their fields, their work was barely begun. If they grew corn, then they had to pick each ear, making sure it was stored so that it stayed dry over the winter. True, some kept the corn in the fields, if they had a dog or two to keep the wildlife away, for the field of standing corn could become a pantry place, with the corn gathered when needed.


But grain was the hardest work of all. Some pioneers were so eager to plant on the land they had cleared that they seeded too much and watched their bounty rot in the field, unable to harvest it quickly enough. Even the strongest and most skilled men could only harvest about a quarter acre a day, using a technology that had changed little in thousands of years. When the crop was ripe and ready for harvest, Charles and Keziah would sharpen their scythes and move out into the field, swinging low and hard to cut the stalks. But cutting the stalks was not enough; the stalks then had to be raked and bundled quickly so they could dry and be protected. It took at least two people to harvest grain. Often it was considered women’s work to rake and gather the fallen stalks, but necessity would have required that Charles and Keziah trade off, as shoulders burned and arms trembled from the hard hacking.24


Yes, Keziah and Charles had strength and hope. They had created their own home and were creating their own lives rooted deep in their land. By summer the woods were full of racket, everything growing louder at twilight. As evening drew on, only the bats were quiet, flitting above the clearing Charles and Keziah had created near their cabin, while the fireflies glowed green above the growing buckwheat.


Their plow was put away near to them in the cabin, safe and enclosed, for they had learned that creatures from bears to squirrels would gnaw on the handles soaked with their sweat and salt.


They had planted in hope, and they hoped they would soon harvest.


But something else was growing to the south of them that must have been troubling. That second frontier, the Louisiana Purchase, had been opened to slavery. Some had argued that it would thin slavery out to the point that it would disappear. After all, the nation had moved to ban the international slave trade in 1808, and many had dreamed that ending the importation of enslaved people would finally drive the tyranny of slavery out of the United States.25


But it was coming back to life.


And soon, Charles and Keziah would find themselves working to assure others could also be free, for they were an African American farming family close to the border of slave states that were fast filling with misery. More people were crossing the Ohio River, refugees from bondage, willing to grow their own liberty, even if many whites in the nation seemed intent on expanding slavery.
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Interlude: “We hold these truths to be self-evident”


Why was there a space called the Northwest Territory? And how did it start out as the largest piece of land in North America to be free of slavery and to allow equal voting rights for black and white men?


It certainly did not seem like a place suited to nurturing high ideals, especially those connected to liberty and equality. The region later known as the Northwest Territory had long been a difficult frontier wracked by conflict—conflict that would lead to the birth of the United States in 1776. The French and Indian War raged there for years. The British defeated the roughly 60,000 French loyalists who lived in that region, along with their Native American allies, in 1763, allowing them to claim the French lands stretching to the Mississippi River. The British colonists had wanted to make this realm their new frontier. Already, colonists were moving in. But King George III snatched it from their grasp, setting aside a large portion of it for its rightful owners—the Native Americans. Powerful and wealthy fur companies, counselors to the king, saw the region as a source of fur rather than farmland.1


Much has been made of a Tea Party in Boston, but the loss of the Northwest Territory infuriated colonists far outside that city, leading even the most loyal British subjects to consider rebelling. And when they did rebel, winning the Northwest Territory was considered one of the Revolution’s greatest triumphs, practically doubling the size of the new nation. Almost as soon as the British gave it up in 1783, the United States made certain that it would be available for settlement, and plans were soon being made to divide the entire region into plots and sell it.2


But African-descended people had been living in this region long before the signing of the Declaration of Independence. Some of the earliest known people of African descent in this region were the enslaved people brought by the Frenchman Philip Francois Renault in 1720. Renault was well known to King Louis XV, who had given him permission to explore north up the Mississippi River. Renault hoped to make his fortune by forcing the hundreds of people he brought with him to dig lead mines in the wilderness of what would later be western Illinois. Renault may have been a sophisticated and successful French courtier, but the people he brought in chains may have also been well traveled. Renault had purchased them on the French colonial island of Saint-Domingue in the Caribbean, on his way from France to the American continent.3


The people he purchased could have been born in Europe, the New World, or various nations on the African continent, for Saint-Domingue was home to people of many cultures and backgrounds. But in 1720 the people whom Renault brought with him held a common kinship—the chains of bondage and the success of survival.


There is no record of how many of these people died or managed to escape from the mines and farms Renault tried to establish. As Renault must have found, forcing people to labor is much easier on an island flanked by weapon-wielding Europeans and surrounded by the sea. It was another situation entirely trying to keep people in bondage in the middle of a vast uncharted land that was home to various nations, many of them hostile to colonial ambitions. Philip Renault gave up in his attempts after a few years, heading back down the Mississippi and selling the last people he held enchained before heading back to France, where he must have been vague about just how many people he had lost in the New World.


But people kept bringing enslaved African-descended peoples into what would become the Northwest Territory, and the region continued to be a haven for freedom seekers. Of course, because they intended to stay free, they would not have been eager to allow themselves to be counted by French officials wandering through that wild region trying to get accurate census counts of the non-Native peoples living there. By the late eighteenth century, people of African descent were scattered across this unsettled territory, fluent in French, English, and numerous native languages, adept at surviving and flourishing, often living closely with Native Americans.4


When the first American surveyors came to plat the Northwest Territory, one even noted a settlement of free African-descended people in the Wabash River valley in today’s Indiana. The settlement was so extensive and established that he could not resist noting it—drawing a fancy curled circle around his notation with his quill pen.5


And in a shocking move, in 1787 the Northwest Ordinance, the governing document of this region, ordered, “There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory,” making the territory the largest piece of the continent ever to be set aside for freedom since colonization. This was a hard-won and difficult decision. Powerful white men knew the profits enslaved people could make in the New World, and men like them had been working people to death doing just that since the earliest colonial days. Instead, the Northwest Territory became a haven for freedom, although not in the way that many people imagine.6


The iconic traveler of African descent moving into and through the antebellum Old Northwest has long been imagined as enslaved, a refugee in rags, relying on white people for help and for liberty. But most of the African American pioneers to the Northwest Territory and states—at least those who allowed themselves to be counted on the federal census—were already free. Indeed, they likely had to prove their freedom to settle and purchase land in this territory.


True, millions of whites were joining them. The Northwest Territory states saw one of the largest movements of human beings from one region of the planet to another. Within fifty years of the territory’s opening for sale, it went from being the home to its original peoples—the Native Americans—and a few thousand immigrants from other lands to over 4 million settlers.7


But in those early years of nationhood, the land that Keziah and Charles Grier were working was part of a larger project in the nation, a project worked through with words. Words that spread ideas like roots through this young nation, words that were growing ideas of something new and strange.




From the first dawning of the human mind,


Children should be instructed to be kind:


To treat no human being with disdain,


Nor give the meanest insect useless pain.…


Our blessed Lord descended to unbind


Those chains of darkness which enslave the mind;


He draws the veil of prejudice aside,


To cure us of our selfishness and pride.…


The same eternal hopes to all are given,


One common Savior and one common heaven.


When these exalted views th’ascendant gain,


Fraternal love will form a silken chain,


Whose band, encircling all the human race,


Will join the species in one large embrace.8





These may sound like words to a nineteenth-century hymn written during the rise of a new abolitionist movement in the 1830s or during the difficult days of the Civil War, but they were written remarkably early—in 1805. They come from a poem written by a white woman, Isabella Oliver, who lived in Pennsylvania, and she was writing for an audience hungry for the themes of liberty and equality. For she was writing during a period that saw the new nation swept by a fervor for freedom.


But this fervor was born of earlier poems, earlier writings. Beautiful, clever, and funny words that had very real power. One of America’s first great poets, the African-born Phillis Wheatley, had written these words while enslaved in 1773:




No more, America, in mournful strain,


Of wrongs and grievance unredressed complain;


No longer shall thou dread the iron chain


Which wanton Tyranny, with lawless hand,


Has made, and with it meant t’enslave the land.9





Phillis Wheatley wrote those words before the Revolutionary War, and now that war was over. The colonies had managed to survive and win it. But that bloody and nasty conflict had been riddled with division and prejudice. Some may well have been fighting to preserve and grow slavery, while many others were encouraged to fight by forming a hostile bond of hatred for those of African descent and Native Americans, even as those of African descent and Native Americans fought as patriots alongside them.10


As the new nation emerged from that war, there was little solid ground left to stand on. There was not even a constitution. There was, however, the Declaration of Independence. And this was one of the most radical statements in that revolutionary document: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.”11


The men who crafted this document had been born into a world where most people assumed the exact opposite: that God had decreed that some men were born to rule and some to be ruled, that the order of the world was monarchy, not democracy, and that some people would always enslave others. While the men who actually signed the Declaration may not have had the imagination or courage to envision a nation where all men were truly free and equal, others around them were acting on these ideals, their imaginations sparked by a new way of thinking about people and societies, a movement called the Enlightenment.12


Not all these Enlightenment thinkers were antislavery, but many were. And some of these thinkers opposed not just slavery but prejudice.13


James Otis was one of the best-known and most influential American writers of the revolutionary period. He wrote formal letters of complaint to the British government that were printed and read throughout the colonies. In 1764 he wrote, “The Colonists are by the law of nature free born, as indeed all men are, white or black.… Does it follow that tis right to enslave a man because he is black?” He added with irony that people of prejudice liked to point to physical differences between Africans and Europeans as a reason for enslavement. But, he argued, “will short curl’d hair like wool, instead of Christian hair, as tis called by those, whose hearts are as hard as the nether millstone, help the argument?”14


Otis also referred to the brilliant and satirical arguments against prejudice and slavery of the French philosopher the Baron de Montesquieu, whose work from 1748 was popular and well known in revolutionary-era America. Montesquieu was already familiar with the many arguments slavers made to defend their enslavement of people from Africa. And knowing this he wrote a devastating and very funny attack on every defense of slavery they put forth.


One of Montesquieu’s arguments goes straight to the heart of a defense of slavery made by enslavers and their allies in the United States even a century after he wrote. Those prejudiced enslavers in America in the 1800s were hauntingly like their counterparts in the 1700s, arguing that slavery was not an evil but a kindness because those they enslaved were lacking in essential human traits that would enable them to care for themselves or live independently. Montesquieu addresses the argument at its face, stating that if slavery “is pretended to be beneficial” because enslaved people are at least “provided subsistence,” then it follows that only those people “incapable of earning their livelihood” should be enslaved. Montesquieu then asks why anyone would want to employ such a diminished worker. He does admit that babies could possibly fall into the category of those “benefitting” from slavery because they require assistance to live. But as he points out, “Nature” has supplied to infants “mothers with milk” for their food, so they need not become enslaved to be cared for.15


And Montesquieu criticized not only slavery but prejudice based on skin color and ancestry, which he saw as dangerous to society because “prejudices eradicate every tender disposition.” He also led his readers to see both how ridiculous and how deadly prejudice was by presenting a story about the ancient Egyptians (whom he called “the best philosophers in the world”) being so prejudiced against people with red hair that they killed them.16


In addition to these European and American writers, African-born and African-descended writers were also writing powerful critiques of slavery and prejudice. Olaudah Equiano, one of the most internationally renowned African-descended writers of the Enlightenment, wrote a moving narrative of his capture and enslavement as a child and his life in bondage. He knew that many Europeans defended enslavement of Africans on the grounds that they were “uncultivated.” But, as he wrote, “let the polished and haughty European recollect, that his ancestors were once… uncivilized, even barbarous. Did nature make them inferior to their sons? And should they too have been made slaves?”17


These were not just fine and funny words. These were powerful new ideas, and they were being used to make revolutionary changes, for Americans were acting on those ideals in a way that the Western world had never seen.18


People started to give up slavery.


When the Declaration of Independence was signed in 1776, there was no North or South. There were no slave and free states, there were just slave colonies. Every single colony allowed slavery and had enslaved people.


The Declaration voiced an almost insane hope for a different kind of government, a different kind of nation, one ruled by the people, where all would be born with the opportunity for “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Some of the writers of that document had wanted even more. They wanted to condemn slavery. They knew that creating a truly free nation would not be easy. But they believed, with many Americans at the time, that slavery must end.19


Indeed, many of the men who signed the Declaration of Independence thought that the system of slavery was evil. They may have thought it was essential but not good. Even Thomas Jefferson, already deeply prejudiced and hungry for the wealth that enslaved people could bring him, wanted to include the stain of slavery as a reason for the country to become independent. He wrote a statement later cut from the Declaration of Independence, accusing King George III of waging “cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred right of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating them and carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their transportation thither. This piratical warfare, the opprobrium of infidel powers, is the warfare of the Christian King of Great Britain, determined to keep open a market where men should be bought and sold.”20


Jefferson, like many Americans at that time, held conflicting views about slavery and equality. Unlike Jefferson, however, many Americans during these revolutionary times were moving beyond words and acting on the best ideals of the nation, moving it toward the goals of freedom and equality in concrete ways. And even before the war was won, the revolution for freedom had begun.


True, when finally signed in 1787, the Constitution included much meant to strengthen the power of enslavers to keep people in bondage—even if those people tried to run or rebel. And patriots with printing presses had done everything they could to foment hate and prejudice to rouse the fighting spirits of white men. But even before there was a constitution, the fervor for freedom had started. Enslaved people knew of the words of the Declaration of Independence, those words about the self-evident truth that all men are created equal and that all those equally created men have a right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. And their white lawyers knew those words. And their white judges knew those words. And, together, they were acting on them.21


Around 1781 an enslaved man called Quok Walker sued for his freedom in a Massachusetts court. Other enslaved people were petitioning for their freedom as well, including a woman called Mumbet. And when they won in 1783, they won freedom for their entire state. For the judge agreed that—among other things—slavery was at direct odds with the words of the Massachusetts constitution about the equality of men. As a group of enslaved people in New Hampshire argued to a judge in 1779, while the Revolutionary War still raged, “Freedom is the inherent right of the human species.”22


But it was more than the courts, it was the idea of liberty. Enslaved people had been suing for and even winning their freedom for a while, without effecting more than their own individual freedom. But that was before the Declaration of Independence. That was before the Revolution.


Some white Americans had been turning toward freedom because of their faith. Quakers, many of them from the southern slave colonies, had decided that human bondage was a sin. And they had been working to free hundreds of the people they held enslaved. The Episcopal Methodist Church, at its first conference in 1784, took a firm stand on slavery and the equality of all people, regardless of the color of their skin, stating, “Slavery is contrary to the laws of God, man, and nature, and hurtful to society; contrary to the dictates of conscience and true religion; and doing what we would not others should do unto us.” And in 1794 the general assembly of the Presbyterian Church resolved that any person who “keeps, sells or buys” a human being is a “man stealer,” which is “the highest kind of theft” and a violation of the Eighth Commandment.23
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