



[image: image]












[image: image]
















Copyright © 2022 by Kristen Green


Cover design by Ann Kirchner


Cover images copyright © Anastasiia Guseva / Shutterstock.com; Glenn Tilley Morse Collection, Bequest of Glenn Tilley Morse, 1950; Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division


Cover copyright © 2022 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


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.


Seal Press


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.sealpress.com


@sealpress


First Edition: April 2022


Published by Seal Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Seal Press 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: Green, Kristen (Journalist), author.


Title: The devil’s half acre : the untold story of how one woman liberated the South’s most notorious slave jail / Kristen Green.


Description: First edition. | New York : Seal Press, 2022. | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2021041088 | ISBN 9781541675636 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781541675629 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Lumpkin, Mary F. | Virginia Union University (Richmond, Va.)—History—19th century. | African American women—Virginia—Richmond—Biography. | Women slaves—Virginia—Richmond—Biography. | Slave trade—Virginia—Richmond—History—19th century. | Jails—Virginia—Richmond—History—19th century.


Classification: LCC F234.R553 L864 2022 | DDC 306.3/62092 [B]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021041088


ISBNs: 9781541675636 (hardcover), 9781541675629 (ebook)


E3-20220208-JV-NF-ORI














For my parents,
Faye Patteson Green and Charles Randall Green
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Seal logo]














When they told me my new-born babe was a girl,


my heart was heavier than it had ever been before.


Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women.


—Harriet Jacobs





















[image: image]

The city of Richmond, Virginia, 1862. (Library of Congress)





















A Note from the Author



From the moment I first learned of Mary Lumpkin, I knew her story needed to be told. She had suffered unspeakable hardships as an enslaved woman, but had also accomplished incredible feats, helping to free her girls and playing a role in founding a school that improved the lives of generations of Black Americans.


But telling her story would be challenging. When I started looking in 2014 for clues about her life, I did not uncover much. Yet I was committed to finding a way to write about her. Niya Bates, who worked as a public historian at Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, was reassuring. She told me that even without a paper trail, “we can still learn quite a lot of information about enslaved people.”


Bates had helped to bring into the light Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman who had at least six of Jefferson’s children. “If we look harder at the evidence, we can put together a narrative of who she was as a person, as a mother, as a daughter,” she told me.


I spent years collecting tiny tidbits of information about Mary Lumpkin’s past—an entry in the US census, a listing in a city directory, a mention in a book. Over time I compiled more: her testimony in a court case, a will naming her and her children as beneficiaries, her burial record. I used genealogical research to trace her children and grandchildren, and I attempted to map her life from these scraps of knowledge.


I also spent years reading and thinking about the world that Mary Lumpkin inhabited. Eventually, I saw her on the pages I turned—in the stories of enslaved children sold away from their parents, of girls who learned to read and write, of girls who did not have enough to eat, of girls forced to have children with their enslavers. I could see her in women negotiating for freedom for their children and themselves. I envisioned her as I read about Black abolitionists, property and business owners, leaders of slave revolts. I pictured her laughing with friends, hugging her children, walking freely in a city of her choosing.


Over time Mary Lumpkin emerged from the shadows. As I wrote, I used the research I had conducted to imagine the spaces where she dwelled and fill the gaps in her story. Historians Daina Ramey Berry and Kali Nicole Gross suggest that such imagining is a way to “correct the erasure,” and that is what I have tried to do.


In the time I have worked to excavate her history, the American conversation about slavery has begun to change, if ever so slightly. The New York Times’s 1619 Project has worked to reframe the history of slavery, emphasizing the contributions of enslaved people in forming the new country and building on the work scholars have done for years to educate Americans. In the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder in Minneapolis, the Black Lives Matter movement has raised awareness of police brutality and racially motivated violence against Black Americans, revealing a past that had been rendered invisible, buried by white supremacists.


Perhaps the BLM movement also created more space for stories like Mary Lumpkin’s to be heard. Black women have long been viewed as disposable in this country even though their wombs allowed America to expand and grow. Learning about our treatment of them could enable Americans to confront the complex question of what it means to be a Black woman in America.


I hope the story I wove about Mary Lumpkin’s life inspires, opens minds, and motivates readers to work for racial justice. And I hope others will build upon what I have learned, expanding on Mary Lumpkin’s story, just as I built upon other scholars’ work.


I have taken care in how I present the history. I’ve chosen to use the term “Black” and to capitalize the word as a sign of my respect and recognition of the shared community and racial identity of Black Americans. I’ve chosen to keep “white” in lowercase because white people generally do not share a common culture or history or face discrimination because of their skin color. I also avoid capitalizing “white” because some hate groups have done so. I choose to capitalize “Indigenous” as well because I am using the term to identify people who belong to a group of political and historical communities with a shared experience.


I occasionally use the term “multiracial” to underscore, when important to the narrative, that a person is the child of a Black parent and a white parent or, in some cases, has Black and white grandparents or great-grandparents. I’ve also used the term in reference to laws that were meant to prevent the existence of mixed-race people and to control them. The multiracial people I refer to in this book—people like Mary Lumpkin and her children—are also Black, and when possible, I use that term instead.


I’ve chosen to use the term “enslaver” rather than “slave owner” or “slaveholder” in order to emphasize that white men and women made a choice to keep people enslaved and that there was a system in place to support them in doing so. I’ve chosen to use the phrase “enslaved person” rather than “slave” in order to recognize the humanity of these persons.


Some of the language I attribute to formerly enslaved people is imperfect. One of the best sources of interviews with formerly enslaved people is the Federal Writers’ Project, conducted in the 1930s. The interviewers, many of whom were white, were instructed to transcribe the oral interviews phonetically, but they did not have the training to do this. Their own stereotypes about the speech patterns of the Black men and women they were interviewing are sometimes reflected in the text. Given these limitations, I chose to paraphrase and shorten quotes from many of the interviews. Still, I wanted to use enslaved men’s and women’s voices as often as possible, and in instances where it seemed appropriate to retain the enslaved person’s words for their impact, I kept the imperfectly rendered language. I tried to do so sparingly and with care.


When writing about enslaved women who were forced to have the children of slave traders and later took their names, I also provide the names they were known by before they became mothers to their enslavers’ children.


As I weighed how to present the information I uncovered, I found there was often no perfect solution to such issues as these. I have carefully considered the options and, in consultation with other texts and my editor, made the best decision I could in this moment. There were some paths I could not pursue and some stories I could not tell, and for these limitations I apologize. If I have caused offense or gotten things wrong, I take responsibility. I have tried to do right by Mary Lumpkin.
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In this photo, Black laborers take a break from construction of Virginia Union University’s new campus in 1899. The school, originally known as Richmond Theological School for Freedmen, first opened on the Lumpkin’s Jail property. (Library of Congress)





















Prologue



THE COBBLESTONE STREETS OF DOWNTOWN RICHMOND, VIRGINIA, gently slope to a low-lying area where a dark history is hidden.


One of the oldest neighborhoods in the city, Shockoe Bottom, is marked by throbbing nightclubs, an advertising agency, and a smattering of cafés, hotels, and restaurants. Tobacco warehouses perched on the James River are now stylish lofts, occupied by graduate students and young professionals. Interstate 95 roars over the neighborhood, and Amtrak rails run alongside the highway, picking up and dropping off passengers at the historic Main Street Station. The neighborhood retains remnants of a bygone era. Old advertisements painted on the sides of brick buildings give it a certain charm. Cluttered with parking lots and potholed streets, the neighborhood also feels abandoned and unloved, forgotten.


Tucked on the edge of Shockoe Bottom, a lush green field near a freeway ramp seems out of place in the urban landscape. It is not just a field, however, but a reclaimed African burial ground. Crossing under the freeway, a visitor finds more history, delivered up on a dull brown sign: Lumpkin’s Slave Jail Archaeological Study Site. Three historic markers outline its significance.


This trio of metal signs next to a freeway, hemmed in by parking lots, is how the story of one of the most important chapters of the domestic slave trade in America is told. This is how the life of Mary Lumpkin, an enslaved woman who survived life inside the brutal jail, is shared.


This is exactly the way to tell a story so that no one will hear it.


In the mid-1800s, when Richmond was a hub of the domestic slave trade—the second-biggest in the South, after New Orleans—Shockoe Bottom was of ominous significance. Located down a hill from St. John’s Church, where Patrick Henry uttered his famous words “Give me liberty or give me death,” neighborhood businesses catered to the slave trade and to the people who relied on it. There were hotels where buyers could stay, taverns where they could have a drink and a meal, and stables where they could park their horses. Cobblers in the neighborhood fixed visiting enslavers’ shoes, and tailors made clothing for enslaved people to wear when they were put up for sale. Blacksmiths fixed horseshoes for enslavers who had traveled long distances to buy enslaved people, and there were repair shops for their wagons. The neighborhood had auction houses for selling enslaved people and gallows for executing criminals. It was also home to a collection of slave jails that housed thousands of enslaved people, among them a girl named Mary Lumpkin.


One of two million girls and women enslaved in the American South in the decades before the Civil War, Mary Lumpkin’s life was woven through with brutality and trauma, with family separation and abuse. But hers is also a story of resistance—and survival.


Described as “nearly white” and “fair faced,” she may have been the multiracial child of an enslaved woman and her enslaver, one of his relatives, or a white overseer. Sold away as a young girl, probably from one or both of her parents, Mary Lumpkin was purchased by the slave trader Robert Lumpkin, a violent white man twenty-seven years her senior. When she was about thirteen, she was forced to have his children. She lived in his slave jail, where he imprisoned thousands of enslaved people over decades in the business. Some were held there before sale, and others were held after sale. Nearly all were to be shipped away to the Lower South.


In this wretched place, Mary Lumpkin managed to educate her children and find a path to freedom. After the Civil War, she inherited the jail when Robert Lumpkin died and bequeathed the property to her. Two years later, she helped a white Baptist missionary turn the “Devil’s Half Acre”—a greatly feared place where countless enslaved people had long suffered—into “God’s Half Acre,” a school where dreams could be realized. The same grounds where enslaved people were imprisoned and beaten became the cornerstone for one of America’s historically Black colleges and universities (HBCU). Virginia Union University is still in existence today.


“Virginia Union… was born in the bosom of Lumpkin’s Jail,” said W. Franklyn Richardson, chairman of the university’s board and an alumnus. “The place we were sold into slavery becomes the place we are released into intellectual freedom.”


In the aftermath of the Civil War, the school, founded as Richmond Theological School for Freedmen, provided Black students with an education. For more than 150 years, it has elevated and nurtured generations of Black men and women, helping them to realize their potential. It has shaped civic, education, and business leaders and developed activists who worked to desegregate whites-only lunch counters in Richmond department stores.


It is also one of the rare historically Black colleges and universities in America that can tie its origins to a Black woman.


“For Virginia Union to have a forming story rooted in Black woman-ness… it’s a story of its own,” said Virginia Union president Hakim J. Lucas.


Yet, for many years, Mary Lumpkin was invisible, even at the school she had played a role in forming. When Lumpkin’s Jail was demolished and covered with fill dirt, her story went with it.


I first learned of Mary Lumpkin in 2011, soon after moving to Richmond. As a reporter at the local newspaper, the Richmond Times-Dispatch, I had been assigned to write about an African burial ground for free and enslaved Black people in Shockoe Bottom. A parking lot was believed to have been built over the bodies of hundreds of Black Americans buried between 1750 and 1816. Activists for years had called for the removal of a state-owned parking lot so that they could reclaim the burial ground.


Doing research for that story, I read about the nearby Lumpkin’s Jail. In 2008, a team of archaeologists had gone looking for remnants of the slave jail compound, which was demolished in 1888. Overlaying old photos and maps, archaeologist Matthew Laird pinpointed the spot where he thought Robert Lumpkin’s business had been located—now another parking lot in the shadow of Interstate 95. For eighteen weeks, his team searched for the jail’s foundation by gently scraping away layers of earth in an excavation pit. In the course of its work, the team discovered hand-painted English china, an eyeglass lens, leather and fabric, and a piece of a child’s doll. The archaeologists located the remains of a kitchen, a cobblestone courtyard, and a retaining wall that separated the upper part of the complex from the jail below. Then, during the last weeks of the dig, they uncovered the foundation of the jail down the hill eight feet from the rest of the Lumpkin compound and some fifteen feet below today’s surface level. The history had been right there all along.


Years after the dig was completed and the burial ground had been reclaimed, I found myself thinking not just about Lumpkin’s Jail and its role in American history but about the formidable woman who lived there with her enslaver, Robert Lumpkin. Mary Lumpkin had ministered to enslaved people imprisoned at the jail, and later she had made space for Black men and women to be educated. I wanted to learn more about her life and to understand why her story hadn’t been told. I knew Mary Lumpkin did not simply find freedom but seized it—for her children and herself. It seemed to me to be an essential American story of a woman who had accomplished something incredible. With my experience working as a journalist and writing about Virginia history, I felt I would be able to research and write it.


A narrative about the erasure of women—and enslaved women in particular—unfolded before me. Mary Lumpkin’s story had not been told for the same reason so many Black women’s stories have not been told in this country. White men have historically told the stories. They were the ones who were educated, who managed the businesses, and who filed the court records. As the record keepers, they determined whose stories would endure the test of time and whose would vanish. By eliminating the stories of Black women—and those of Black men and children as well—white men preserved their positions of power, ensuring that a white supremacist society would continue.


Even the most detail-oriented plantation owners omitted enslaved people’s names from plantation records or referred to them by only their first names, revealing the intentional nature of such omissions. Government records did not require full names, so when enslavers filled out shipping records for enslaved people they sent to the Lower South, they often provided only first names. The US census did not collect names of enslaved people for many years. Instead, census takers denoted them with a simple slash mark and recorded only their age and gender. This made it nearly impossible for enslaved people to find each other after separation by sale and, later, for descendants to trace their lineage. These gaps in the historical record also prevent historians and descendants from learning the details of enslaved people’s lives, including Mary Lumpkin’s.


Few enslaved people left the kinds of documents that historians use to trace and tell white people’s stories. Though Mary Lumpkin was literate, she did not leave journals or personal papers—none, anyway, that I could locate. “People who are free have the ability to give their papers to someone specific. Enslaved people didn’t have that privilege,” said Niya Bates, the former public historian at Monticello.


Even wealthy white people had trouble preserving fragile papers. Important records put in a box and buried would quickly deteriorate. Enslaved people, many of whom could not read or write, did not typically have papers. If they did, their papers rarely survived. Only precious items like hair clips could be saved, passed down from one family member to the next. Moved around frequently as they were bought and sold, enslaved people’s impermanent living conditions made it “very hard to keep track of personal belongings,” Bates said.


Most enslaved people kept everything in their minds—“the only diary in which the records of their marriages, births and deaths were registered,” wrote Henry Clay Bruce, who was born enslaved in Virginia. Oral histories were their primary means for preserving stories.


A handful of letters that Mary Lumpkin wrote to the administrators of the school now known as Virginia Union University were preserved. These letters and the court testimony she gave on behalf of a friend are the only records in her own voice. I couldn’t find any documents that show where Mary Lumpkin was born or who her parents were.


Historians have had to rely on the records created by their oppressors in order to reconstruct the lives of Black men and women. But such records were unavailable for Mary Lumpkin, as only a few pages of a ledger book from Robert Lumpkin’s renowned slave jail operation were preserved. While his will instructed that his assets be distributed to Mary Lumpkin, and then later to their children, other documents that might have revealed more about the relationship—and more about his role in the slave trade—were either lost or destroyed, perhaps intentionally.


To flesh out Mary Lumpkin’s story, I went to a Richmond courthouse, where crinkling, 150-year-old court cases were still tied in “red tape”—the ribbon that has become synonymous with government bureaucracy. I went to Ipswich, Massachusetts, a tiny seaside town, and sat in the town museum and town library, flipping through records for the school her daughters attended. Poring over old property records in a Philadelphia basement, I discovered that Mary Lumpkin had purchased a home in her own name. I visited the hillside cemetery where she was buried in New Richmond, Ohio, and learned about the abolitionist roots of the community on the banks of the Ohio River. An outline of a life began to emerge that seemed to be defined as much by the freedom that Mary Lumpkin forged in her late twenties as by her enslavement.


As I traced her movements, I discovered that in her role as the mother of Robert Lumpkin’s children she was part of a community of girls and women, hidden from view, who were chosen as sexual partners by slave traders and forced to bear their children. These women probably managed their enslaver’s household and operated some part of the business of running a slave jail. As witnesses to the slave traders’ violence and participants in the system of slavery, they were in some ways separated from other enslaved people. Yet choices were not theirs to make. They were unfree, and their lives were a paradox.


These enslaved women may have encouraged each other to seek more independence and assert themselves in the slave jails and in their relationships with the fathers of their children. Perhaps they supported each other in their quests to educate themselves and their children, and they may have bolstered each other’s attempts to move their children out of slavery. Maybe they shared not only tactics for enduring their lives of enslavement but also methods for seeking better lives.


Mary Lumpkin forged such friendships and connections, first as an enslaved woman in the Richmond slave trade district where the slave jails and slave markets were located, and then as a free person in Philadelphia, New Orleans, and, later, New Richmond. Her relationships with other enslaved women, including Lucy Ann Cheatham Hagan, Corinna Hinton Omohundro, and Ann Banks Davis, may have helped protect her in her interactions with Robert Lumpkin and must have made her daily life easier to bear.


In her relationship with Robert Lumpkin, Mary Lumpkin exercised her agency and limited authority, finding a way out of enslavement. She told him he could do with her what he wanted but required that the children be freed. She demanded that he give her money so that she could free them. She showed empathy and concern for other enslaved people who were tortured and held captive in Lumpkin’s Jail. She was highly mobile, seeking out opportunities in new places, and she would eventually make a home for herself in three American cities and a village. Not only did Mary Lumpkin ensure that her children were educated, but she helped make education available to newly free Black men in the aftermath of the Civil War and, subsequently, to generations of Black Americans.


Why, then, don’t we know her story?


While women’s stories have rarely been preserved throughout history, silence surrounds the lives of enslaved women because of what scholars call “triple constraints” or “triple invisibility.” Being Black, female, and poor, enslaved women were devalued and forgotten, in spite of evidence of their leadership, resistance, and survival of monumental hardships. The institution of slavery relied on their bodies, yet their contributions were not recognized. They were exploited in every way.


Throughout American history, Black women have been marginalized or excluded from national narratives. They are rarely given credit for their role as abolitionists. Their attempts during the suffragist movement to improve their own lives were blocked, and their contributions to the civil rights movement were overlooked. Even today, after the deaths of Breonna Taylor, Rekia Boyd, and Atatiana Jefferson at the hands of police, they are left out of the prevailing narrative about state violence against Black people.


The stories of enslaved women have traditionally been lumped together and presented as one monolithic tale, rather than as distinct stories of hardships and triumphs. But “slavery was not just one enormous act of oppression against a nameless, interchangeable mass of people,” writes the historian Annette Gordon-Reed. “It was millions of separate assassinations and attempted assassinations of individual spirits carried out over centuries.” And yet, Gordon-Reed acknowledges, “We will always know little or nothing about the vast majority of enslaved women and the scores of them who suffered rape.”


Traditionally, only the stories of the most exceptional women and their narratives of triumph have broken through. The only enslaved woman many Americans know about is Harriet Tubman, who not only fled her enslaver but returned to the South to help other enslaved people find freedom too. More recently, the story of Ona Judge, who fled her enslaver George Washington and was never caught, came to light. But her story is not yet widely known.


There are so many others whose stories need to be told. Female enslavement was more complex and varied than has been portrayed in the limited narratives to which Americans have been exposed. There are women like Harriet Jacobs, who hid in the attic of her grandmother’s home for nearly seven years while her children played below in order to escape the threat of sexual abuse by her enslaver. Jacobs was the first woman to author a narrative of escaping enslavement in the United States. Louisa Picquet, sold away from her mother and brother at age thirteen, was forced to have the children of her enslaver. After she was freed at his death, she raised funds to purchase her mother’s freedom. Reverend Hiram Mattison, an abolitionist pastor, helped her to tell her story in a question-and-answer format. Both books were published in 1861.


Telling only the stories of those who escaped slavery left out the stories of most enslaved women’s lives. Many felt that they could not run away because they had family obligations and children they would not leave. “Apparently many women concluded that permanent escape was impossible or undesirable,” writes the historian Stephanie M. H. Camp.


Instead, they fled temporarily when violence became too great to withstand. They fought back to avoid abuse, and they protested beatings. When they could not avoid rape, they attempted their own birth control and chewed cotton root to abort pregnancies. In despair and defiance, some took the lives of their own infants rather than see them grow up enslaved. A few killed their enslavers. Others slit their own throats, cut off their own hands, jumped from windows. They rescued other enslaved people, and they led slave revolts—stories that are only now coming to light.


They resisted in quiet ways too, using their agency to secure better jobs in enslavers’ households, to get education for their children, to provide their families with some security and extra food. Because historians for generations have limited the scope of storytelling about Black women to those who are better documented and those deemed exceptional, the lives of women like Mary Lumpkin have not been explored, resulting in their omission from the history books.


Mary Lumpkin’s story was even forgotten by her own family. Using public documents and newspaper stories, I built her family tree and traced the movement west of her children, followed by her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. During Reconstruction and Jim Crow, they headed farther and farther away from the land of her birth and enslavement, from her Blackness, from all that Mary Lumpkin endured and all she survived, until her descendants did not know she had existed at all.


Bringing Mary Lumpkin’s story forward not only honors her contributions but deepens our knowledge of the enslaved experience. Revealing how her life unfolded expands our vision of women’s lives and identities beyond the circumstances of their enslavement. It allows us to see their joy as wives and mothers, sisters and daughters, as living, breathing human beings. It allows us to explore the female friendships that enriched their existence.


Understanding their lives also enriches our collective humanity. With each story that is told, a more complete portrait of enslavement emerges, allowing Americans a deeper understanding of the lasting trauma of the nation’s abuse of Black bodies—and Black women’s bodies in particular. These abuses have continued throughout history. After emancipation, they took the form of lynchings and rape, which were common during Reconstruction and Jim Crow. Mass incarceration and police violence against Black Americans, which have continued for generations, are a direct outgrowth of the criminalization of their ancestors during slavery.


Sharing Black women’s stories enables us to reclaim and recenter the contributions of all Black Americans. It allows us to honor Black women for making a way forward for themselves and their descendants through sheer determination and hard work. If we can acknowledge not only their history of trauma and survival but also that they are deserving of more care and respect in this country, we can begin to address the many ways in which the legacy of structural and systemic racism still disproportionately impacts Black women and girls today.


For instance, the health of Black women is at particular risk, and there is an urgent need to reform medical care to meet their needs. They face disproportionate rates of partner violence, are two and a half times more likely to die giving birth than white women, and have a lower life expectancy than white women. Black women routinely report that doctors ignore their pain and don’t listen to them.


Nearly one in five Black women lives in poverty. They are paid 63 cents to every dollar a white man makes for full-time work, and they are less likely to get promoted. Black girls are given less support than their white peers in school and are punished more severely—they are five to six times more likely to be suspended than white girls. Black girls are sexualized at a younger age than white girls and subject to an “adultification” bias: authority figures perceive Black girls as older than they are and, rather than protect them as children, handle them violently.


As America considers its legacy of slavery in the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder and nationwide protests, the country must recognize the contributions of Black women, who have been marginalized from feminist and civil rights campaigns for generations. By making systemic changes, from reforming predatory policing to providing equity in educational opportunity, we can improve the lives of Black girls and women. America must reform mass incarceration, which disproportionately affects Black families, and create a health care system that provides high-quality care for Black women and their families. By protecting Black women, we can change the culture of violence that has long been normalized in American policy.


We can draw attention to Black women’s contributions, integral not just to their families and their communities but to the entire country. Women like Sojourner Truth, an abolitionist and author, and Rosa Parks, a civil rights activist, have given us all so much. Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, founders of the Black Lives Matter movement, and Tarana Burke, who launched the #metoo sexual abuse campaign pushing back against shame and patriarchy, are making America a better country. So, too, did Mary Lumpkin.


In tracing the contours of Mary Lumpkin’s life, I am placing her inside America’s story right where she lived—at its heart.
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This is an illustration of Lumpkin’s Jail that appeared in A History of the Richmond Theological Seminary (1895), written by its longtime leader Charles Henry Corey. The jail, known by enslaved people as the “Devil’s Half Acre,” was built at the bottom of Robert Lumpkin’s sloping Shockoe Bottom property. (Library of Virginia)
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Chosen Ones


BEFORE SHE WAS ANYTHING ELSE, MARY LUMPKIN WAS SOMEONE’S daughter. Before she was the mother of a slave trader’s children and a woman seeking freedom for herself and her descendants, she was an innocent baby girl.


Like her mother before her and most likely her grandmother and great-grandmother too, Mary Lumpkin was born enslaved. From the time she was in her mother’s womb, her mother must have feared the day they would be separated. That would have been her persistent worry, layered on top of the devastating knowledge that her child likely would experience hunger, beatings, and sexual abuse in addition to exhausting forced labor.


One enslaved mother, trying to explain to her child that they would likely be separated, put him on her knee and pointed to the bare autumn trees. She held him close, tears slipping down her face.


“My son, as yonder leaves are stripped off the trees of the forest, so are the children of slaves swept away from them by the hands of cruel tyrants,” Henry Box Brown recalled in his autobiography.


Mary Lumpkin, born around 1832, probably spent her early years with her mother on a Virginia plantation, perhaps in Hanover County north of Richmond. She may have also lived with siblings or her father. She was described as “mulatto,” raising the question of whether her father was white. It’s also possible that Mary’s father was enslaved and that her mother or grandmother was fathered by a white man.


As a young child, Mary might not have realized that she was enslaved. White and Black children were often allowed to spend their days playing together. But as she grew to a young girl, she would have been given jobs to do. Enslaved girls were put to work earlier than boys, and by age five, some were taking care of infants or removing bugs from tobacco plants in the fields. At the age of six, they were taught to cook and clean, and by the time they were ten years old, they were doing the same work as grown women. Mary’s mother knew that her daughter’s carefree days were numbered, as was their time together. The odds of children being separated from their parents increased with age, and the fear that Mary’s mother had harbored since before her daughter was born surely intensified.


As the slave trade changed from an international trade into a domestic one, the sale of children without their parents became increasingly common. By the 1820s, girls and boys were sold separately from their parents and siblings in order to feed the insatiable demand for enslaved people to work sugar and cotton fields in the Lower South and to maximize enslaver profits. From 1800 to 1860, prices for enslaved people more than tripled.


Peter Randolph, enslaved in Virginia, recalled the loss suffered by his mother when her oldest son was sold away from her and “carried where she never saw him again.”


“She went mourning for him all her days, like a bird robbed of her young—like Rachel bereft of her children, who would not be comforted, because they were not,” said Randolph, referring to the biblical story of Rachel weeping because her children were in exile.


Josephine Smith, born enslaved in Virginia, recalled being separated from her father as a toddler and “put on the block at Richmond,” where she and her mother sold for $1,000. She compared their sale to a cow being sold away from the bull.


Perhaps Mary Lumpkin’s mother had already had other children taken from her. In Richmond, an enslaved man named Pete told a visitor in 1860 that enslaved people could not tell “when our turn will come” to lose a family member to sale.


“I was sold away from my father when I was so young that I shouldn’t know him now if I was to meet him,” recalled Pete. Acknowledging the brutal realities of slavery, he added, “It may be [that] I’ll lose my children as my father lost me.”


An estimated one-third of enslaved children in Virginia were separated from their families. A child could be sold away from both her parents, sold with her mother away from her father, or left behind when her mother or father was sold away from her. “I never knew a whole family to live together, till all were grown up, in my life,” recalled Lewis Clarke of his twenty-five years enslaved in Kentucky.


When an enslaver was ready to sell enslaved people, the ties of family were typically disregarded, except when it came to mothers of very young children. Yet even that small act of grace wasn’t guaranteed, as infants were sometimes sold away from their parents. In 1854 a sleeping baby named Rachel was sold for $140 on the auction block—the platform from which enslaved people were sold—wrapped in a “coverlet,” and cradled by an enslaved man who had been ordered to bring her. Cornelia Andrews, enslaved near Smithfield, North Carolina, watched hysterical mothers being separated from their newborns. If the master heard the desperate mothers sobbing, they would be “beat black an’ blue,” she recalled.


Mary Barbour, enslaved in North Carolina, recalled that a dozen of her siblings were sold away, each as soon as they turned three years old. Chancey Spell, also enslaved in North Carolina, was sold from her mother’s arms. Harriett Hill, enslaved in Georgia, remembered being removed from her mother’s care at three years old. Mingo White of Alabama was separated from his parents and put on an auction block at the age of four or five. He recalled potential buyers feeling his arms and legs and asking him “a lot of questions.”


At the age of ten, Priscilla was taken from her enslaved parents in Virginia. Her mother, Di, wept silently as she and her husband Jim watched the girl sleep during their final night together. Was Mary Lumpkin’s mother warned that her daughter would be sold? Did she mourn the loss before it happened?


Virginia—like North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Arkansas, and Texas—did not have laws in place to prevent enslaved children from being taken from their parents, and it happened frequently. Only Louisiana passed legislation to prevent the sale of children younger than ten years old without their mother.


It’s possible that Mary was sold with her mother away from her father. If her father was also her enslaver, they may both have been sold to appease his white wife. At fifteen, Elizabeth Ramsay gave birth to a daughter by her South Carolina enslaver. When his white wife noticed that the enslaved child looked like her own baby, she became enraged.


“Mother had to be sold,” recalled Ramsay’s daughter, Louisa Picquet. The pair were sent to Georgia when Louisa was two months old.


Perhaps Robert Lumpkin purchased Mary alone, away from her family. At eight years old, children were worth more to enslavers without their mothers, though children of all ages were sold alone. She could have been sold to pay for a wedding in her enslaver’s family or separated from her family when the estate of her enslaver was liquidated. One of Robert Lumpkin’s relatives sold his farm and the people he enslaved when Mary was a girl—perhaps she had come from his property.


The sale of children to erase a debt was deemed “common and necessary” for enslavers who borrowed money using enslaved people as security. A small child could serve as a pledge on a deed of trust for a small loan. In April 1852, the sheriff in Eatonton, Georgia, sold a two-year-old girl and a pair of six-year-old girls in order to recoup borrowed money. “For the payment of unsecured debts, it was an everyday occurrence to bring suit for the seizure and sale of slaves, including little children,” the historian Frederic Bancroft writes.


Laura Clark’s mom writhed on the ground, crying, when the girl, at the age of six or seven, was taken from her in North Carolina. She was sold with other children and put in a wagon with a pair of white men. Laura watched, unsure why her mother was upset, eating the candy she had been given to keep her quiet. Did something similar happen when Mary was taken?


Mary could have been removed from her enslaver’s property while her mother was working in a field or cooking inside her enslaver’s kitchen, a common tactic of enslavers hoping to avoid a scene of a mother and child’s utter heartbreak. Sarah Gudger recalled watching the tragedy that unfolded when an enslaved mother returned to her North Carolina cabin after a day of work in the fields and realized that one of her children was missing. No one wanted to tell the panicked mother that a slave trader had taken her child, and tears rolled down her face when it dawned on her what had happened.


We don’t know the exact details of Mary Lumpkin’s beginning, but we know it must have involved separation from some or all of her family. What must it have been like for her to be led away from her home? How did she cope with leaving her family and possibly being taken from her parents and everyone she knew?


“I can’t describe the heartbreak and horror of that separation,” recalled John W. Fields, who was sold away from his mother and siblings in Kentucky at age six.


In 1840, an enslaved child was in Robert Lumpkin’s possession, and it may have been Mary, then eight years old. If she was not yet enslaved by him, she soon would be.


By 1844, when Robert Lumpkin bought the jail that would make him famous, the center of the domestic slave trade in Virginia had shifted to Richmond from Alexandria, which lacked railroad access.


Richmond had been founded more than two hundred years earlier at the site of a Powhatan Confederacy town, which had been briefly settled by white colonists from Jamestown in 1607 and then again in 1644 as a trading post. Colonel William Byrd II named Richmond in 1737 for a town in southwest London, and the Virginia Assembly passed an act establishing the town in 1742. Shockoe Creek became its northern and eastern boundary, and the James River its southern and western boundary.


After the British surrendered at Yorktown, Richmond was officially named Virginia’s new capital. By 1788, when construction of the gleaming State Capitol building designed by Thomas Jefferson was completed, Richmond had become a boomtown with a population of 3,800—2,300 white and 1,500 Black. Shockoe Bottom was also developing as free Black masons, working under the direction of the Quaker George Winston, built more than one hundred brick buildings. The city market was located at Seventeenth Street. The slope down to Shockoe Creek, “a green pasture,” was “considered a common, much used by laundresses whereon to dry the clothes which they washed in the stream.”


As the slave trade took hold in Richmond, the growing industrial and manufacturing city was home to ironworks and flour mills, and with more than forty tobacco factories, it became the world’s largest tobacco production center. Leasing out, or hiring out, enslaved people in urban areas was common by 1840, when there was not as much demand for their labor in the tobacco fields. Living away from their enslavers in rooms they rented, they had some freedom and were allowed to keep some of the money they made. Thus, leasing out led to communities of semi-free people.


The slave trade was the state’s most profitable industry, and Richmond was alive with activity. In the 1840s, Virginia was responsible for shipping nearly half of all enslaved people who were taken across state lines in America. One slave trader sold about two thousand enslaved people each year of the decade. The big trading firms were selling one hundred to one hundred twenty-five a day by the 1850s. In 1857, the sale of enslaved people in Richmond totaled $4 million annually—about $440 million in today’s dollars.


Clustered together east of the State Capitol at Eleventh and Franklin, slave jails were part of a thriving commercial district devoted primarily to businesses that served the slave trade. A visitor could walk one block south of the Capitol to Main Street, then head east, passing shops and stores, to go down the hill into Shockoe Bottom. In a three-block radius, there were churches, hotels, tobacco factories, and buildings associated with the slave trade. Many of the slave jails were clustered on or near Fifteenth Street, a narrow alley also known as Wall Street where Lumpkin’s Jail was located.


In the 1850s, the Richmond trader Silas Omohundro owned a jail near Fifteenth and Main. An auctioneer, Hector Davis, lived next door and occupied buildings just off Fifteenth, north of Franklin. Robert Lumpkin’s establishment was in a hollow to the north, between Broad and Franklin, and Shockoe Creek ran along the back of it.


Slave traders sold enslaved people to buyers directly from the slave jails, but there were also many other buildings in Shockoe Bottom that hosted sales, and Fifteenth was littered with auction houses. Odd Fellows Hall, located south of Lumpkin’s Jail at Franklin and Fifteenth, held opera performances on its stage upstairs while slave sales went on in the basement. A red flag was hung outside the basement door to signal that enslaved people were for sale. Similar flags fluttered around the neighborhood, sometimes with slips of paper attached describing the enslaved people being sold.


Sales of enslaved people were held for years at the nearby Bell’s Tavern, which was replaced in 1846 by the City Hotel, or the St. Charles. Hector Davis opened an office to conduct his slave trade business in the hotel, and livery stables and slave dealers were located behind it. The city’s auction house, a three-story building with stone walls, was located near the Exchange Hotel on Franklin and Fourteenth and hosted slave sales in the hotel’s post office.


Lumpkin’s Jail was said to be one of the most characteristic and prominent features of the neighborhood. His compound included a forty-one-foot jail located in the center of the plot. In this “low, rough, brick building” surrounded by tall fences, Robert Lumpkin imprisoned and brutally punished enslaved people.


Farmers would come from miles away to sell enslaved people in the Richmond market. Cornelia Andrews, a formerly enslaved woman, recalled one enslaver buying enslaved people from the Smithfield, North Carolina, market and marching them on foot 160 miles to Richmond to resell. The enslaver had four horses that he hooked to a cart, and he chained enslaved people behind it, making them “trot” all the way to Richmond.


In 1851, the Swedish writer Fredrika Bremer visited several of Richmond’s slave jails with a German resident of Richmond. In one jail courtyard, she encountered an enslaved man imprisoned there who had used an ax to cut off the fingers of his right hand after his enslaver separated him from his wife and children to sell him to the Lower South. In the same jail, an enslaved man greeted her in leg irons—a punishment meant to deeply shame him after he refused to work in the coal pits to which his enslaver had hired him out.


Bremer also pointed out that some of the enslaved people were light-skinned. In one jail, she noticed “a pretty little white boy of about seven years of age” waiting to be sold. “The child,” she wrote, “had light hair, the most lovely light brown eyes, and cheeks as red as roses; he was, nevertheless, the child of a slave mother, and was to be sold as a slave. His price was three hundred and fifty dollars.” Another jail Bremer visited kept “handsome fair” enslaved girls, “some of them almost white girls,” who would be marketed for sex.


In yet another jail—perhaps Lumpkin’s—she was taken to a room where enslaved men and women were flogged, a punishment known to last thirty minutes. “There were iron rings in the floor to which they are secured when they are laid down.” She saw the cowhide used to whip them, which the overseer told her caused more harm to an enslaved person because the damage could not be seen.


This was the world where Mary Lumpkin lived, watching as enslaved men, women, and children came through the doors of the slave jail. She surely heard their moans, their wails, their screams of terror. Then she watched them leave again, shipped to new lives in the Lower South, separated from everyone they knew.


As a young enslaved girl, how did she make sense of life in the jail and her place in it? How did she cope with living in a place so terrible that it was known as the “Devil’s Half Acre”?


Slave trading goes back to the early days of recorded history, to a time when Nigerian Igbos traded their people as punishment for crimes. Europeans entered this established market in the sixteenth century, when the Portuguese purchased Africans who had been taken as slaves in tribal wars. Later, the Portuguese took their own captives from the west coast of Africa and, when they realized that was inefficient, relied on sales from Benin, where kings captured people from rival tribes. As other Europeans became involved in the slave trade, they purchased the captives who had been transported from the interior of Africa to the west coast.


In the seventeenth century, these people were shipped to the Americas as demand for slave labor rose on sugar plantations in the Caribbean and tobacco plantations in Virginia. The largest number of enslaved Africans were taken to the Americas during the eighteenth century. And once they arrived, they multiplied.


The historian Frederic Bancroft writes that the “cheapness and superabundance” of enslaved people in the colonies ensured that slavery would be used in the expansion of American lands south of Virginia.


Out of the slave trade was born the position of the slave trader—the person who profited from buying and selling enslaved people. The slave trader’s role evolved in Virginia in the early 1800s, from selling enslaved people between Virginia farmers to then selling them to the Lower South. By 1820, landowners in Georgia, Tennessee, Kentucky, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Missouri were all desperate to buy enslaved people, and demand remained high for years. By the 1840s, as the United States expanded, the price of enslaved people had risen dramatically.


The job requirements of a slave trader attracted a certain kind of person: a hardworking man—or occasionally a woman—willing to sacrifice for the job, a person who viewed enslaved people as less than human and had a particular flair for cruelty. The career was a good fit for calculating men, in that it required an ability to assess market demand, evaluate commodity type and quality, and forecast prices. One such man was the builder and carpenter John B. Prentis, the son of a Virginia politician, who abandoned his career—and his moral opposition to slavery—to pursue a life as a slave trader in Richmond. Prentis had been a landlord and a jailer, selling an enslaved person here and there in order to make quick money, before he committed full-time to the slave trade. As a trader, he would evaluate the cost of sending enslaved people south on foot or by boat and decide when and how to send them.


Slave traders plied their trade by making their way down dusty, rural roads, asking farmers in financial straits if they wanted to sell any of the people they enslaved. The trader could often convince a small farmer to unload a couple of enslaved people, as the sale could bring in as much money as the farmer would otherwise make in a year. Then the trader would turn around and sell the enslaved persons for a profit.


“My thighs is all blistered riding round or within twenty miles of Richmond,” wrote the Louisiana enslaver Andrew Durnford, a rare free Black enslaver, who was looking for enslaved people to purchase during a June 1835 visit to Virginia.


A slave trader worked long hours for days on end, going to court sales, estate auctions, and slave markets. He had to be willing to separate enslaved families, to disregard family relationships between children and their parents, or between husbands and wives.


Robert Lumpkin’s father died young and did not leave much for his family. Robert, the eldest of four brothers, may have tried other careers before settling on slave trader, just as John Prentis had. He worked as an itinerant salesman, for instance, traveling from town to town in the Virginia countryside selling household items like pots, pans, and pails from a platform on his wagon. He was most likely unmarried when he started out in the slave trade, probably by 1830. Trading in enslaved people could make a man a more lucrative living than selling household goods.


Robert Lumpkin would have known about Isaac Franklin and John Armfield’s enormously successful slave trading firm. Established in Alexandria, Virginia, in 1828, the firm earned its outsized reputation by “vacuuming up people from the Virginia countryside,” as the historian Edward Ball puts it. Robert Lumpkin must have noticed that other young, white men were roaming to far-flung Virginia and Maryland farms to buy enslaved people. Some of these “slave drivers” were rounding up men, women, and children, chaining them together in a line, or coffle, then putting them on southbound boats—or marching them hundreds of miles to New Orleans, Natchez, Mississippi, and other destinations in the Lower South. During the 1830s, more than 120,000 enslaved men, women, and children would be taken out of Virginia.


When he turned twenty-one in 1827, he was old enough to access his inheritance—what little of it existed. After the death of his father, Thomas Lumpkin, when Robert was a boy, his mother Elizabeth married George Lumpkin, presumably a relative of Thomas’s. George Lumpkin became the legal guardian of Robert Lumpkin and his three brothers, Wilson, Thurston, and John. At least two of Robert’s brothers would also enter the slave trade.


George Lumpkin had also gained custody of four enslaved people owned by Thomas Lumpkin. Robert Lumpkin told the Henrico County, Virginia, chancery court judge that he was “anxious and desirous to obtain a division of the said slaves, that he may obtain his portion thereof,” and he asked the court to allow the sale of these four people, whom he had surely known since he was a boy. At the December sale, George Lumpkin bought Jordan and Peter for $854. The other two were sold—Reubin for $357 and Jenny for only $1, probably because, being either elderly or injured, she was unable to work. After the court expenses were settled, Thomas Lumpkin’s debts were paid, his widow was given her portion of the proceeds, and their sons split the remainder. Robert Lumpkin’s share amounted to $175.


Robert Lumpkin may have continued working as an itinerant salesman while also trying his hand at buying enslaved people, perhaps working as a headhunter on commission for Franklin and Armfield. At some point he began to focus exclusively on the traffic of enslaved people.


“Roaming over the country, and picking up a husband here, a wife there, a mother in one place, and an alluring maiden in another, he banded them with iron links into a coffle and sent them to the far southern market,” wrote Charles Emery Stevens, the biographer of Anthony Burns, an enslaved man who would be imprisoned at Lumpkin’s Jail.


The General Assembly of Virginia had passed an act in 1801 that enabled the governor to transport or sell out of state enslaved people condemned to die. The commonwealth then used the proceeds to reimburse enslavers for the loss of their property—a form of reparations for enslavers. Before long, Robert Lumpkin was winning bids to purchase enslaved convicts from the Commonwealth of Virginia. “Robert Lumpkin came out of nowhere,” observed Philip Schwarz, the late professor emeritus of history at Virginia Commonwealth University, who spent much of his career studying slavery in Virginia.


The legislation had come in the wake of one of the most important insurrection plots in the history of US slavery, Gabriel’s Conspiracy, which was planned for August 30, 1800. A blacksmith named Gabriel joined other enslaved men in planning to take the governor hostage with the hope of destroying slavery in Virginia. A rainstorm prevented the men from gathering as planned, and then a pair of enslaved men betrayed Gabriel and the other organizers. In the end, Gabriel was among twenty-six men who were believed to be responsible and were hung. Another eight were transported or sold out of state.


Slave traders purchased enslaved convicts and sold them for profit in the West Indies or Florida, which became a US colony in 1821, and likely did not reveal the enslaved convicts’ backgrounds. In 1834, Robert Lumpkin and his brother Thurston Lumpkin won a contract from Governor Littleton Waller Tazewell to remove an enslaved man identified only as George. The governor paid them $1,000 and did not stipulate where George was to be taken.


Three years later, Robert Lumpkin, his brother Wilson Lumpkin, and a man from Baltimore named Thomas B. Small paid $17,000 to buy sixteen enslaved people, including three women. Enslaved in localities across Virginia, they had been convicted of crimes such as murder, assault upon a white person, burglary, arson, and attempted rape. Robert Lumpkin agreed to “truly and faithfully carry out of the said United States each and all of the said slaves,” according to the purchase contract.


It’s unclear where the trio took the enslaved people they had bought, but it seems likely that they transported the prisoners to the Lower South and hid their origins, echoing the tactic used by Britain to dump convicts in colonial America. Some states complained about this practice and made it illegal, and a few years later the Washington, DC, trader William H. Williams would be arrested and tried when he took enslaved convicts to New Orleans.


Robert Lumpkin probably also bought enslaved people at public auctions and courthouse “sheriff’s sales,” which were the sites of half of all sales of enslaved people. Established traders befriended tavern owners and other “middle men” in the countryside who alerted them when they knew of enslaved people for sale, but Robert Lumpkin may not have had those kinds of connections in his early years.


Enslaved people referred to slave traders as “soul-drivers” and feared them for their brutality and ability to change the course of enslaved people’s lives by separating them from their family members and everyone they knew. W. L. Bost, enslaved in Newton, North Carolina, recalled slave traders bringing enslaved people through his town as they made their way to the Lower South. The traders stayed in the hotel his enslaver ran and put the enslaved people in slave quarters “like droves of hogs. All through the night I could hear them mourning and praying,” he recalled.


Alex Woods, born enslaved in Orange County, North Carolina, in 1858, recalled that his enslaver’s brother, John Woods, passed through with enslaved people chained together in coffles on the way to Richmond, perhaps headed to Lumpkin’s Jail. They slept by the fire at night, their chains still attached.


A child at the time, Alex Woods later recalled that the sight of the enslaved men, women, and children, separated from their families, filled him with fear. He said, “I wus afraid my mother and father would be sold away from me.”


With so many buyers and sellers of enslaved people making their way to Richmond, a young, ambitious man who had no ties and was free to travel the back roads of the state for weeks on end could earn good money in the trade. Robert Lumpkin came into the field just as it was shifting and growing in Virginia, and more widely in America, and he ran a business that was soon critical to the slave trade.


In the coming decades, he and his employees would hold thousands of enslaved people in his jail and torture and beat countless others on behalf of their enslavers. He would make a small fortune as a Virginia slave trader renowned for his brutality. And Mary Lumpkin would bear witness to the ruthless way he conducted his business.


To understand how the system of slavery forced Mary Lumpkin as a young, enslaved girl to live in the jail of a white slave trader, we need to return to the beginning of slavery in the New World.


The very nature of enslavement defined Black men and women as inferior, and this definition left enslaved girls and women vulnerable to abuse by white men. The rape of enslaved women by their enslavers resulted in children who, like Mary Lumpkin, would soon be subjected to the same kind of sexual abuse.


It is likely that the Black and white races in America mixed soon after the first recorded instance of Black men and women stepping foot on the shores of Jamestown in 1619. It may have even happened on the way to the Virginia colony. During the voyage from Africa to America, white overseers separated female captives from the kidnapped males. By the time a slave ship left on the journey from West Africa to the West Indies, known as the Middle Passage, it had become “half bedlam and half brothel,” one slave ship captain recalled.


Thus, some of the Black women who survived the treacherous two- to three-month journey from Africa walked onto the shores of the New World with swollen bellies. Soon, they would deliver the country’s first multiracial children of both Black and white heritage. At the time, the mixed children were referred to as “mulattoes,” a term that came from the Spanish word mulo—a hybrid of two animals.


Once in America, the abuse of Black women continued. White planters and overseers raped the enslaved girls and women for whom they were responsible, creating an “endless trail of mulatto children sired by white men,” writes the historian Joel Williamson. Enslavers and their sons sought sexual favors sometimes through gifts but more often by force.


If enslaved girls or women did not comply in exchange for a trinket, they would be “flogged” into submission. “Plenty of the colored women have children by the white men,” recalled W. L. Bost. The women, he said, “know better than to not do what he say.” Bost said the enslavers “take them very same children”—children they fathered —“and make slaves out of them.”


Bost pointed out that, if the enslaver’s wife found out, she raised “a revolution.” But he said she rarely learned of the enslaver’s abuse because he would never tell and the enslaved women were afraid to speak up. “They jes’ go on hopin’ that thing won’t be that way always,” Bost said.


John C. Bectom, born enslaved in 1862 in Cumberland County, North Carolina, recalled that “some of the slave holders would have some certain slave women reserved for their own use.”


“Sometimes children almost white would be born to them. I have seen many of these children,” Bectom recalled. “Sometimes the child would be said to belong to the overseer, and sometimes it would be said to belong to the master.”


Enslaved women had few options. Martha Allen, born enslaved in Craven County, North Carolina, recalled the brutality her mother faced when she rejected the “young master”—probably her enslaver’s son. When “she tells him no,” Allen recounted later, he hurled a piece of wood at her head.


Minnie Fulkes, enslaved in Virginia, recalled that her mother was whipped naked by the overseer for spurning him. Fulkes recalled seeing “th’ whelps an’ scars,” and asked her mother what she had done for him “to beat and do her so.” “Nothin’,” her mother said—except refuse to be with him.


Elisabeth Spark, enslaved in Virginia, said her enslaver, Shep Miller, whipped women the same way he did men. “Beat women naked an’ wash ’em down in brine,” she said. “Sometimes they beat ’em so bad, they jes’ couldn’t stand it an’ they run away to the woods.” The application of the salt solution was exacted as a second punishment.


William J. Anderson recalled his enslaver “divested a poor female slave of all wearing apparel, tied her down to stakes, and whipped her with a handsaw until he broke it over her naked body.” The practice of stripping enslaved women either fully or to the waist for public beatings, exposing their breasts, reinforced the image of the uncivilized Black woman who was unworthy of respect and dignity and enabled enslavers to label them as “savages.”


Even pregnant women were beaten. They were forced to dig a hole in the ground and then lie facedown with their belly in the hole, so that they could be whipped without harming the fetus, who would soon be born an enslaved person, if its mother survived the whipping.


Narratives of enslaved lives are filled with examples of sexual abuse and violence against enslaved women by enslavers. Squire Dowd, enslaved in Moore County, North Carolina, recalled that “Negro women having children by the masters was common.”


No studies exist to tell us exactly how many enslaved women were forced to have the children of their enslavers. But analysis of DNA results by Katarzyna “Kasia” Bryc, a population geneticist and senior scientist at genealogy company 23andMe, found that the average self-identifying Black American has a genetic makeup that is about 24 percent European, or white—irrefutable evidence of a long-held truth about how common sexual abuse of enslaved people was.


Even enslaved women with live-in partners could not escape sexual predation by their enslavers, who were known to visit the cabins where enslaved couples lived and make husbands sit outside while raping their wives. One Mississippi court refused to offer clemency for an enslaved husband who murdered his enslaver after the enslaver raped his wife.


State laws didn’t even allow for Black women to make a claim of rape against a white man. “No rape conviction against a white man, let alone a victim’s owner, for raping an enslaved woman has been found between at least 1700 and the Civil War,” writes the historian Sharon Block.


Enslavers had found that they could get the sexual fulfillment they desired while at the same time expanding the population of people they enslaved in the form of their own children.


Some white enslavers preferred light-skinned enslaved girls and women like Mary Lumpkin as their victims.


Colorism, the privileging of light skin over darker skin in people of the same race, stretched back to the earliest days of the colony. The most obvious way for a person to be evaluated under America’s racist hierarchy was through skin color. Louisa Picquet wrote that her mother, Elizabeth Ramsay, who was forced to have children with at least two of her enslavers, was “pretty white” but “not white enough for white people.”


Demand for light-skinned enslaved females in the slave market was high, and they sold for more money than darker-skinned enslaved girls and women. By the time Robert Lumpkin became a slave trader, girls and women like Mary were put in a separate category in the slave market: “fancy girls.” By the 1830s, the term was used to refer to girls and women marketed for their sexuality. At the peak of the market, their bodies were sold for as much as $5,000, while a strong young man, or “field hand,” would sell for $1,600.


“Traders gladly exhibited them and were proud of the high prices they commanded,” Frederic Bancroft writes.


The term “fancy” reflected the buyer’s ability to fulfill his sexual fantasies in encounters with these girls and women to which they need not consent. In this trade, slave traders were “selling buyers a fantasy” that others existed to satisfy them, writes historian Walter Johnson. “Fancy” was a double entendre, referencing the image of an educated, pretty, finely dressed, and well-mannered female. It also referred to what the enslaver desired or “fancied”—a sexual encounter with an enslaved girl or woman.


For enslavers, the price paid was “a measure not only of desire but of dominance,” writes Johnson. In buying these women and girls, enslavers showed their power to purchase a female who was off-limits in contemporary society. The man took the sexual gratification he craved while also terrorizing and controlling enslaved women.


Slave traders were known to save some of the most beautiful enslaved women for themselves. Enslavers sometimes took the same approach. “Master would not have any white overseers,” recalled Jacob Manson, enslaved in North Carolina. His enslaver, whom he referred to as Colonel Bun Eden, liked Black women too much “to have any other white man playing around them.”


With “fancy girls,” enslavers broke society’s rules on their own terms. Coercing sex from girls and women over whom they had total power gave them a freedom they couldn’t find in ordinary life. Because “fancy girls” were Black, they were off-limits to white men by law, making the taboo nature of these encounters more exciting for the men who raped them.


“Fancy girls” existed in a space of public erasure. The enslavers “sought victims, not companions,” Johnson writes. “Enslavers mapped their own forbidden desires into enslaved women’s bodies.”


In the enslaver’s estimation, women were registers for his power and for his secret desires. The abuse was hidden from anyone outside of his household—and sometimes from those within the household as well. Yet the evidence was there for anyone who wanted to see it. The children’s faces mirrored those of their white fathers, proof of what was happening behind closed doors in the lives of those pushed into the shadows.


After the ship White Lion landed in Fort Comfort, Virginia, in 1619 with the first reported arrival of kidnapped Black men and women, a system of slavery developed that defined enslaved people by race. This is how Mary Lumpkin came to be enslaved.


White indentured servants from England worked the colony’s tobacco fields alongside white convicts who had been sentenced to labor. Some Indigenous Virginians worked as servants, but most were enslaved. There were four enslaved Black people for every white servant in Virginia by the early 1690s. The passage of the Slave Code of 1705—an “act concerning Servants and Slaves”—limited the freedom of enslaved people and defined the rights of enslavers, allowing them to punish enslaved people without fear of legal repercussions.


When the United States banned the trade of enslaved people from Africa to the Americas in 1807, the decision was portrayed as a humanitarian achievement that would effectively end the slave trade. Instead, the transatlantic slave trade was quickly replaced with a larger domestic trade, which had been quietly developing for years. The domestic trade of enslaved people, termed a “second Middle Passage” by the historian Ira Berlin, would result in roughly a million enslaved people being moved from the Upper South (North Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, Kentucky, and Maryland) to the Lower South (South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas) before the end of the Civil War. Enslaved people were literally “sold down the river.”


Lobbied heavily by the Religious Society of Friends, commonly known as Quakers, some American leaders supported ending the transatlantic slave trade because they considered it immoral, but others did so to protect American investment in slavery. Farmers and plantation owners feared that an overabundance of enslaved people from Africa in the American slave market would reduce the value of the Black men, women, and children they owned. They realized that they stood to make a lot of money from selling the enslaved people already in America.


At first, the domestic slave trade was random and disorganized. By the 1820s, around the time Robert Lumpkin probably began working as a salesman, the trade had become more sophisticated, driven by surging demand for workers to pick cotton. The domestic trade of enslaved people was so widespread in Virginia that “the whole state was a slave market,” says the historian Edward Baptist.


Virginia had been supplying enslaved people to the Lower South since the 1790s, when it had more enslaved people than work for them to do. Growing tobacco depleted the soil, and many Virginia planters went into debt after spending more money buying imported goods from England than the tobacco harvest would bring in. Tobacco production had slowed beginning in the 1750s, and with its decline, demand for the labor of enslaved people waned. Some Virginia property owners simply abandoned their lands when the soils became depleted and moved to the Lower South to start over on virgin territory.


Those who stayed in the Upper South were forced by 1800 to begin planting and harvesting grain, which earned a much lower profit than tobacco but did not require as much labor. For many enslavers, supporting the enslaved people on their properties became a financial burden. Feeding, clothing, and providing medical care for dozens of enslaved people was expensive, and if landowners were not making as much money off crops, the numbers simply did not work.


Meanwhile, Eli Whitney’s invention and 1793 patent of the “saw-gin,” or cotton gin, which separated the cotton seeds from the staple, had resulted in increased demand for enslaved labor in the Lower South because areas that could only grow the labor-intensive short-staple cotton suddenly had a way to harvest it. That demand increased with the 1803 Louisiana Purchase, which opened up a vast new area of land for cotton production and, later, sugar plantations. This convergence led to a vibrant downriver slave trade that enabled Virginia farmers to make up income lost from tobacco by selling enslaved people. Enslaved children and youth would become Virginia’s most important export.


In this environment, Robert Lumpkin was positioned to make his mark as Virginia—and later Richmond in particular—became the center of the new domestic trade. Many enslavers in the Upper South traveled to this city on the fall line of the James River to buy and sell enslaved people, no questions asked. By the 1840s, Richmond held more enslaved people in jails, hosted more slave auctions, and shipped more enslaved people than any other American city, with the exception of New Orleans.


Over time, Virginia became “a nursery of slavery,” according to a Confederate official. In the three decades before the Civil War, some 300,000 enslaved people were sold in Virginia, most of them through the market in Shockoe Bottom. They were delivered to new enslavers in a new land. Many were separated from everyone they knew and subjected to harsh working conditions, picking cotton in Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. This displacement, and the trauma associated with it, would shape Black American life for centuries and is still vivid in the collective memory of Black Americans today.


The forced resettlement of enslaved people was “twenty times larger than Andrew Jackson’s ‘Indian removal’ campaigns of the 1830s,” writes Edward Ball. “It was bigger than the immigration of Jews into the United States during the 19th century, when some 500,000 arrived from Russia and Eastern Europe. It was bigger than the wagon-train migration to the West, beloved of American lore. This movement lasted longer and grabbed up more people than any other migration in North America before 1900.”


Two-thirds of the people moved to the Lower South during this time would be sold by slave traders, including Robert Lumpkin.


The most dangerous time for enslaved girls like Mary Lumpkin was the onset of puberty. Adults dreaded its arrival for their enslaved children and grandchildren. Mothers tried to protect their daughters and paid attention to their development.


Enslaved women knew that their daughters’ physical maturation would begin the cycle of abuse anew. Girls, too, learned to fear its onset, knowing it would soon lead to the separation they had feared all their lives. The value of their bodies rose when they were old enough to produce children and their sexuality could be commoditized. “A slave girl was expected to have children as soon as she became a woman. Some of them had children at the age of twelve and thirteen years old,” said Hilliard Yellerday, who was enslaved in North Carolina.


At puberty, girls’ chances of being sold away increased. Though prepubescent girls were also abused, puberty made them more vulnerable. “It marked the beginning of a period when all men could sexually assault them,” writes the historian Daina Ramey Berry.


Enslaved boys and men were also terrorized by sexual abuse. Many enslaved boys were not provided adequate clothing by their enslavers and went naked on their plantations, and white enslavers subjected them to inspections of their bodies, including their genitals. Some enslavers were known to keep an enslaved boy or man for sexual abuse, and some brothels specialized in enslaved boys. Enslaved men were paraded around from plantation to plantation, forced by enslavers to have sex with women as part of breeding programs.


Harriet Jacobs wrote that puberty was “a sad epoch in the life of a slave girl.” After a girl entered her teenage years, her mother “lives in daily expectation of troubles.” Girls were taught by their elders to hide their physical development in order to protect themselves from abuse and perhaps delay being sold. Older women “understood the connection between their bodies and the institution of slavery,” Berry wrote, and they passed down this information to their children and grandchildren.


Mary’s mother—and other female family members such as a grandmother, aunt, or older sister—probably helped her hide her developing body. But ultimately, these precautions couldn’t save enslaved girls from licentious enslavers. Nothing would save Mary from Robert Lumpkin.


The fact that Robert Lumpkin did not marry a white woman may indicate that he wasn’t considered good marriage material.


He didn’t come from a wealthy family. He spent lots of time on the road, putting in long hours but with little to show for it, as every dollar he earned was probably invested in buying more enslaved people. Certainly, any potential wives with whom he may have shared his vision of owning a slave jail would have been turned off by the idea of having to make their home in such a place. They also would have understood that slave traders had easy access to enslaved women. Besides, marriages were considered a financial arrangement between families: the parents of any white women Robert Lumpkin dated would have been looking to marry them to respected and admired men who had inherited money and owned land, homes, livestock, and enslaved people.


Perhaps Robert Lumpkin bought Mary with sexual abuse in mind as well as her future as a beautiful woman. One trader sold a “13 year old Girl, bright color, nearly a fancy,” for $1,135 in Richmond, stating he believed the girl “had potential.”


Theophilus Freeman, a New Orleans trader, refused to sell a seven- or eight-year-old girl named Emily to the enslaver who was buying her mother, Eliza, because he believed “there were heaps and piles of money to be made of her… when she was a few years older,” recounted Solomon Northup in his Twelve Years a Slave. Freeman thought that men in New Orleans would pay $5,000 for “an extra, handsome, fancy piece as Emily would be… she was a beauty—a picture—a doll.”


Robert Lumpkin may have bought Mary with the plan to market her as a “fancy girl” and then decided that he would rather keep her for himself. He needed someone to manage the household and help run the slave jail. Mary could do this, and he wouldn’t have had to answer to her the way he would have to a white wife. The simplest explanation for why he chose Mary to have his children is that he could.


Robert Lumpkin had already been trading in enslaved people for years by the time he purchased Mary. Though he had not yet bought his namesake jail, he may have already been renting the property he would eventually buy, or perhaps another nearby jail. Robert Lumpkin may have purchased Mary with the intention of sexually abusing her. If she was sold alone, separated from everyone she knew, it would have only been a matter of time before Robert Lumpkin preyed on her.


“Soon she will learn to tremble when she hears her master’s footfall. She will be compelled to realize that she is no longer a child. If God has bestowed beauty upon her, it will prove her greatest curse,” Harriet Jacobs wrote in her autobiography, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.


When Louisa Picquet was separated from her mother at thirteen and sold, her new enslaver “told me what he bought me for,” she recalled. “He said if I behave myself he’d treat me well; but, if not, he’d whip me almost to death.”


Louisa was forced to have children with her enslaver, likely the New Orleans hardware store owner John Williams. Two of the four children died in infancy. She was also required to care for him in his old age and to manage his household, which included children from his late wife.


To get Mary to comply, Robert Lumpkin may have bought her gifts, promised her a light workload, or agreed to assign enslaved people to help care for her children. He may have worked for years to encourage her to submit to sexual encounters with him, as Harriet Jacobs’s enslaver attempted, or he may have beaten her, forcing her to give in immediately.


Mary may have rebuked Robert Lumpkin. She may have resisted. She probably considered her options, weighing what compliance would mean for her future, and what it might mean for the lives of the children she would be forced to have. Perhaps she came to the decision that giving Robert Lumpkin what he wanted was her best chance to get an education and attain freedom, both for herself and for her offspring. Maybe she saw being chosen by him as a way to build a better life.


Delores McQuinn, a Virginia legislator and Black woman who has worked for more than two decades to tell the stories of the enslaved in Richmond, said that she has thought a lot about Mary Lumpkin over the years. “I’ve tried to put myself in the position she found herself in,” McQuinn said.


She believes that, as a young girl, Mary Lumpkin probably did whatever she was told to do. “But I also believe,” McQuinn added, “that… by nature, we are inclined to look at our situation and figure out, ‘how do I survive this?’”
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