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“A story of extraordinary grit.” —PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Dear Reader,

I am delighted that your eyes have met these words! You are about to encounter a story of bravery and heroism that will make you think differently about everything you have learned regarding American history. This is a book about a young woman who, in the face of great difficulty, did what no one imagined possible. You are about to meet Ona Judge, a young enslaved woman who was the human property of two of the most well-known people in the history of the United States. Ona was enslaved by George and Martha Washington.

I use the word “enslaved” a lot throughout this book. It is a word that reminds us that millions of people were brought to America against their will from Africa and, later, the Caribbean. These people were “enslaved.” That is, they were forced to become slaves. It was an act that was placed upon them by others. When you look up the word “slave” in the dictionary, it says the following: “a person who is the legal property of another and is forced to obey them.” To be a slave in the United States usually meant that you would spend your entire life in bondage. Enslaved men and women were not allowed to legally marry. (But they did fall in love and pick their own husbands and wives.) It was illegal to teach southern slaves how to read or write, and for hundreds of years, millions of black people were sold away from their families, beaten, whipped, and sometimes killed.

There’s no way to ease into the topic of American slavery. Slavery was brutal. Slavery was immoral. Slavery was an unjust system that kept black people at the bottom of society’s social ladder. While all of this can be uncomfortable to read about and discuss, we must do so. If we want to build a better present and future, we must recognize and understand the problems of the past. Young readers are exactly the people who need to know this history. This book is for readers who are in elementary and middle school, and it will prepare them for history in high school and beyond. I also wrote this book for teachers. Teachers are champions! It is my wish that more historians will write for young readers so that teachers can have a variety of books for their classrooms.

Ona’s story tells us what it was like to be enslaved when this nation was first founded. Her life begins as a slave on the Washingtons’ Mount Vernon estate in Virginia and ends with her living as a free woman in New Hampshire. Ona lived a long life and experienced many tragedies. But she also found love and joy in the midst of great despair.

Ona was a survivor.

It gives me great pride to introduce Ona Maria Judge to a world of younger readers. I hope that everyone who reads these pages will find strength in Ona’s courage.

Erica Armstrong Dunbar

Please note: There were many documents used in the writing of this book. These documents, called primary sources, often include words that are spelled incorrectly and phrases that are grammatically incorrect. I have decided to alter some of the quotes so that they are easier to read.



TIME LINE





	June 2, 1731

	Martha Washington is born in Virginia.




	February 22, 1732

	George Washington is born in Virginia.




	circa 1738

	Betty (Ona’s mother) is born.




	circa 1757

	Austin (Ona’s half brother) is born in Virginia.




	January 6, 1759

	George and Martha Washington are married at Mount Vernon.




	circa 1769

	Tom Davis (Ona’s half brother) is born at Mount Vernon.




	circa 1771

	Betty Davis (Ona’s half sister) is born at Mount Vernon.




	circa 1773–74

	Ona Judge is born at Mount Vernon.




	September–October 1774

	First Continental Congress meets in Philadelphia.




	April 19, 1775

	The Battles of Lexington and Concord (first battles of the American Revolution) occur.




	May 1775

	Second Continental Congress meets in Philadelphia.




	June 15, 1775

	General George Washington is appointed commander in chief of the Continental Army.




	July 1776

	Declaration of Independence is created in Philadelphia.




	circa 178O

	Philadelphia (Ona’s half sister) is born at Mount Vernon.




	March 1, 178O

	Gradual Abolition Act is passed in Pennsylvania.




	September 3, 1783

	Treaty of Paris is signed and ratified, ending the war between Great Britain and America and recognizing American independence.




	1783–1784

	Ona is called up to the mansion house to work.




	May–September

	




	1787

	Constitutional Convention is held in Philadelphia.




	April 3O, 1789

	George Washington is inaugurated in New York as the first president of the United States of America.




	May 1789

	Ona accompanies Martha Washington to New York.




	November 179O

	Ona accompanies the Washingtons to Philadelphia.




	February 1793

	Congress enacts the Fugitive Slave Law.




	December 1794

	Austin dies in Harford, Maryland.




	January 1795

	Betty (Ona’s mother) dies at Mount Vernon.




	March 1796

	Eliza Parke Custis marries Thomas Law.




	May 21, 1796

	Ona Judge escapes from Philadelphia.




	Fall 1796

	Joseph Whipple tries to convince Ona to return to the Washingtons.




	January 1797

	Ona marries Jack Staines in New Hampshire.




	March 1797

	George Washington steps down from office.




	circa 1798

	Ona gives birth to Eliza Staines.




	Fall 1799

	Burwell Bassett Jr. tries to kidnap Ona.




	December 1799

	George Washington dies at Mount Vernon.




	circa 18OO

	Ona gives birth to William Staines.




	circa 18O2

	Ona gives birth to Nancy Staines.




	May 18O2

	Martha Washington dies at Mount Vernon.




	18O3

	Jack Staines dies.




	June 18O7

	Philadelphia (Ona’s half sister) is emancipated.




	May 1845

	The interview with Ona appears in the Granite Freeman.




	January 1847

	The interview with Ona appears in the Liberator.




	February 25, 1848

	Ona Maria Judge Staines dies in Greenland, New Hampshire.







INTRODUCTION




THE ESCAPE

ONA MARIA JUDGE, A SLAVE since birth to George and Martha Washington, didn’t typically serve dinner to her owners. It was the one time of day when she didn’t have to worry whether she was quiet enough or helpful enough or invisible enough; the kitchen staff dealt with meals, not her. Usually Ona was upstairs or outside or in the back kitchen, treasuring her moments away from her 24/7 life of slavery.

On Saturday, May 21, 1796, this changes. Watching the dining room from the hallway of the President’s House in Philadelphia, Ona’s eyes flit back and forth between George and Martha, perhaps eating their salt fish, drinking their wine, discussing things she can’t hear. It is time. Now or never: she has made a decision, and now the only question is whether she will have the guts to go through with it.

Escape.

She takes a deep breath. A force inside her compels her to move down the hallway, toward the back of the house. Each step she takes brings clarity and strength. Just move, Ona. Just move.

She reaches the back door. Maybe the enslaved chef, Hercules, gives her a slight nod; maybe he knows what she’s about to do. Then again, maybe he doesn’t notice her at all. Ona does not stop. She keeps moving, her breath fast, her vision startlingly clear. Pull the door open. Go outside. Head to the docks. Move!

If she is caught . . . If she is caught . . .

No. She can’t let herself think about that. Not now.

She starts to walk. Or does she run? Does she look back? Does she grimace or frown or smile? We can’t know. Security cameras are still hundreds of years in the future. All Ona knows for sure is that she is taking the biggest risk of her life and needs to move quickly to get to the nearby docks built against the banks of the Delaware River. For five city blocks, her head down, her heart probably beating faster than it ever has before, she walks and walks until she ends up on board a ship called the Nancy, headed far away.

Ona has no idea where she is going. She has lived with the Washingtons for her entire life. Yet soon, there she is against the ship’s railing, alone, wind skimming her face. She is trusting blindly in the white ship captain and her free black friends who have helped her escape. Fear of being caught, of being whipped, of being a slave for the remainder of her life must make her feel like she is wearing a blanket of fire around her neck.

Looking out at the turbulent waves of the Atlantic Ocean, Ona Maria Judge, this brave, trailblazing young woman, has one thought above all else flaming through her mind.

I am free.



CHAPTER ONE




AMERICA’S DAUGHTER

ONA’S STORY BEGINS IN VIRGINIA around 1773, when the United States is not yet the United States, and slavery is considered acceptable by many of the white people who live in what comprises the first thirteen colonies. Strangely enough, the American colonies and the American slaves were engaged in a similar quest for freedom. In 1773 the colonists in America—those people who lived in what would be the original thirteen states of the US—decided they wanted to be free from the British government making all their laws. The enslaved people of America, who had been brought over from Africa and the Caribbean as part of the slave trade, wanted to be free to live as they chose. These fights for freedom as a country and as a race of people would become as much a part of Ona’s life as waking up in the morning and breathing.

But first Ona needs to be born.

Ona’s parents were Betty, a woman born into slavery in Virginia, and Andrew Judge, a white indentured servant from England whose labor had been bought by George Washington for forty-five dollars. (An indenture agreement meant that in return for Andrew’s transport to America, as well as food, clothing, shelter, and a small cash allowance, Andrew’s labor was owned for the next four years of his life by whoever purchased his agreement. Still, Andrew had small freedoms as an indentured servant that the enslaved population did not share.) Betty and Andrew were not married. It was illegal for a black person to marry a white person. In fact, it was illegal for slaves to be married at all.

Betty had originally been owned by Daniel Parke Custis, Martha Washington’s first husband, who died after only seven years of marriage. By this point in America, slavery was as entrenched as the roots of the biggest, oldest tree. Like the Custises, Martha’s family (the Dandridges) owned slaves, as did Martha’s second husband’s family, the Washingtons. When Daniel died, his property was split three ways between Martha and their children. This property included both land and the humans owned by the Custises—one of whom was Betty, Ona’s mother. (This is the reason why Betty was always classified as a “dower” slave—meaning that she would always be the property of Martha Washington and her heirs, no matter whom Martha married after Daniel.)

After Martha married George Washington, she brought at least eighty-four slaves with her to Mount Vernon, about one hundred miles away from the main Custis estate. Betty was chosen to go and was allowed to take her two-year-old son, Austin. This was a big deal, because slave families were often split up after the death of the original owner. It may have also indicated that Betty had already established herself as one of Martha’s more valued slaves. Certainly by 1773 she had become an important part of Martha Washington’s team of seamstresses.

Betty was the person whom many other seamstresses in the Washington household went to when they needed to learn how to hem a skirt or weave a certain fabric. She was also known as the person who could take a piece of expensive material from London and dye it the exact color Martha wanted without ruining the garment. The creation of clothing was an important job for anyone during colonial times, when fabric, not finished clothes, was what was available at a store, and every household needed someone who could use a needle and thread to stitch together garments for everyone—black and white—to wear. Betty’s expertise at sewing and spinning kept her out of the fields of George Washington’s five working farms. Instead she earned a place working in the spinning house. The spinning house was a building near the mansion where George and Martha lived, where the enslaved seamstresses did their work. Martha herself liked to sew, so sometimes Betty was a part of a larger sewing circle in the mansion, alongside her owner.

Andrew Judge, Ona’s father, was also an expert at sewing. Usually George Washington did not prefer white indentured servants. He complained that they were unreliable and lazy, yet George seemed to like and trust Andrew. He was one of George Washington’s preferred tailors, eventually creating the blue uniform George wore when he was named commander in chief of the American forces in 1775.

In 1773, however, George would have been surprised to learn that soon he would be leading the American military forces against the British. Although he was a well-known colonel and respected military man, George would have said his main occupation was farming. He was well aware of the political events that were stirring up the anger of the American colonists; he too felt strongly that Americans should not be ruled across an ocean by King George III of England. He knew that many colonists wanted to form a new country with their own form of democratic government. Yet like many of his friends and acquaintances, George had protected British control of American land. Like his father and grandfather, George was also a member of the colonial government in Virginia. Turning publicly against his ancestors and the reigning monarch would be a massive and dangerous step.

Neither George nor the country was quite ready to take such a step. But change was in the air, and it was Mother Nature herself who, by throwing a snowball, got the attention of not only George, but Betty, too.

In June 1773 the unimaginable happened. It snowed in Virginia. Farmers like George Washington needed to rely on familiar weather patterns, but it was anything but familiar for snow to fall this far south in June. Mount Vernon’s crops were at risk, and the people on the plantation were confused. Many of the enslaved saw the late snow as an omen bringing something bad upon the people of Mount Vernon. Other enslaved people believed the snow meant that something good was about to happen. Both turned out to be right.

Eight days after the snow fell, Patsy, the daughter of Martha Washington and her first husband, became terribly ill. Only seventeen, Patsy had been plagued by seizures that had begun during her teenage years. There was no effective treatment for Patsy’s condition. Instead the doctors who cared for Patsy would treat her with bloodletting—drawing out her blood as a way to stop the seizures. It never worked.

It was shortly after four o’clock on June 19 when Patsy excused herself after dinner to get a letter from her bedroom. When she didn’t come back, her soon-to-be sister-in-law, Eleanor Calvert, went to check on her. Patsy lay on the floor of her room, in the middle of a violent seizure. Though Eleanor called for help immediately, there was very little anyone could do. Within two minutes Patsy was dead.

George Washington, Patsy’s stepfather, was devastated. Martha Washington was almost destroyed. When she had been married to her first husband, Martha had borne four children: Daniel, Frances, Jacky, and Patsy. The oldest two children had died when they were toddlers. To lose another child was pushing Martha off an emotional cliff.

In a letter written to his nephew, George Washington stated, “I scarce need add [that Patsy’s death] has almost reduced my poor Wife to the lowest ebb of Misery.”

Everyone at Mount Vernon was aware of Martha’s pain, especially the enslaved women whom she had chosen to work near her in the mansion. Betty, Ona’s mother, was one of these women.

Only seven years younger than Martha, Betty had already watched Martha as she’d endured the deaths of her first husband and first two children. She understood how painful it was for Martha to lose another child, especially because by this time Betty had two other children besides Austin, and she knew how desperate she would have been if any of them had died.

She may have stood near Martha’s bedside, comforting her in her terrible grief while at the same time helping the household prepare for Patsy’s funeral. It would not have been relevant to Martha that Betty was pregnant at this time; the fact that she and Andrew Judge were going to have a baby was not and could not be Betty’s priority.

We do not know what kind of relationship Andrew and Betty had. They may have fallen in love. They may have had the kind of relationship that is the opposite of love, the kind of nonconsensual encounter where a man uses his strength and privilege to overpower the woman. The truth is that Andrew Judge could have raped Betty, and she would have been unable to do anything about it. His status as a white man would have protected him, just as it did the white male owners who commonly raped the women they owned.

Still, it is also possible that Betty entered into this relationship with aims of her own besides romantic love. Perhaps she believed that having a relationship with Andrew could lead to her own freedom and that of her children, because she knew that in a few years Andrew would become a free man. At that time he could potentially offer to buy all of them from the Washingtons. We will never know Betty’s feelings. All we do know is that Andrew Judge did eventually claim his freedom, but he did not take Betty and his child with him. If he loved Betty, it was not enough to keep him from leaving.

Still, in 1773, Andrew was living at Mount Vernon. And sometime during or close to that year, after the strange snowfall and after Patsy’s funeral, Betty gave birth to their daughter. They named her Ona Maria Judge. While there are few records about the births and deaths of slaves, this girl child, of mixed race, would, as a young woman, walk that tightrope of freedom for African Americans long before her bold descendants-in-spirit, Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass, made their own escapes from slavery.

Like her mother, Betty, Ona learned how to persevere in the face of extreme hardship. Like her father, Ona would eventually free herself no matter who she left behind. Finally, like America itself, Ona would risk everything so that she, too, could achieve those rights written in the Declaration of Independence: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.



CHAPTER TWO



MOUNT VERNON

THE PLACE WHERE ONA GREW up—Mount Vernon—was actually an estate owned by George Washington that covered almost eight thousand acres of property in eastern Virginia. George Washington’s family had lived in America for four generations; his ancestor John had arrived in America in 1657. The British government believed that since their explorers had landed on the coast of this colony, the British were now the owners of the land, to do whatever they wanted with it. This was news to the Native Americans, who had lived in America for thousands of years, and who had very different ideas about what it meant to “own” land. Still, once the Europeans arrived, the drive to claim more and more land only grew more intense, and soon European countries such as France and England began to fight over which country would control which area in the Americas.

George Washington, like his father and his grandfather, fought for the British government in its quest to claim more land. This is important because when George was a British soldier during the seven-year French and Indian War in the 1750s, he became known to people in England as a worthy military man. He was unafraid to take the lead in battles, and while he experienced hard times—like losing a battle against the French and continuing to fight despite “four bullets through my coat and two horses shot under me”—he also established a reputation for strong, unemotional leadership.

One of the reasons why historians believe George was a good leader in military battles was because of his difficult times growing up. His father died when he was eleven, and he did not get along well with his mother, Mary, who had given birth to five other children. By the time he was sixteen, he was basically living like a grown-up. He never went to college, and he left America only once, in 1751, when he went to Barbados with his older brother Lawrence because it was thought that Lawrence’s being in a hotter climate would cure his tuberculosis. It didn’t help him, and in fact, while George was in Barbados, he contracted smallpox. When they returned to Virginia, Lawrence died.

Besides his military battles, George spent most of his time during his thirties and forties building up Mount Vernon. He formed five farms within the one property, growing tobacco, wheat, and flax. The farms were spread across the property—meaning that if you needed to get from one farm to another, you would sometimes have to walk as many as five miles (or go on horseback).

Historians agree that George Washington loved being at Mount Vernon more than any other place on earth. It had become a massive, self-sustaining property. This took much organization and extensive planning. Besides the crops, he had fisheries on the Potomac River, and he had a whiskey distillery near the water. He designed the flower and vegetable gardens throughout the estate; he created a sixteen-sided treading barn to more effectively sweep the wheat berries off the wheat stalks. The wheat berries were then ground up for flour in the gristmill, also on the property. There were farm animals to be raised and used for food, animals like chickens and pigs and cows. There were mules and oxen that were used in the field to pull the heavy plows. George even built a “dung repository,” a place where the slaves piled the dung from all the animals so he could experiment with it as fertilizer.

George kept detailed records of all his plantation business and was determined to make Mount Vernon a success, completely apart from either his military or his political undertakings. Like all plantation owners in the South, George knew if he exploited the labor of slaves, he would make more money.

George’s entire life had been dunked in the miserable water of slavery; he had inherited ten slaves when he was just eleven, when his father died. This number got larger as George grew older and the amount of land he owned spread farther and farther. When he married Martha, who was a widow, he increased his landholdings—and his ownership of the enslaved. By 1773 there were close to two hundred slaves living at Mount Vernon. (Slave owners, including the Washingtons, referred to their human property as “servants,” not slaves. Perhaps even way back then, among people who supported slavery wholeheartedly, this choice of words implied that somewhere, deep in their conscience, they knew it was wrong.)

If George wanted to create a gravel pathway in his gardens, he used the enslaved to move the earth and crush the gravel. If he wanted fabric made from linen, he used the enslaved to cut the flax, pull it through steel-nail combs, and eventually spin it to create the thread. If he wanted barrels to be made, or laundry to be washed, or vegetables to be picked, or tools to be forged, he used the enslaved. Mount Vernon became a showplace, for sure, a mansion with a fancy red roof and black iron weather vane that visitors could see from miles away. George was immensely proud of his home and his lands. But if he hadn’t owned humans and forced them to do what he wanted, he would not have been as wealthy. George owed his riches to the marginalized enslaved.

Slave owners had the responsibility of building shelters for their slaves. At Mount Vernon these homes were spread throughout George’s lands. For slaves like Betty who worked in the mansion, there was a two-story building near the blacksmith’s forge called the Quarters or the House for Families. There, up to sixty-seven slaves lived in one building, sleeping in wooden bunk beds on mattresses made of straw and covered with burlap. Children often slept on the floor. Slaves who worked in the fields of the different farms lived in shoddy one- or two-room log cabins. The major difference between the Quarters and the log cabins was that the Quarters was comparatively well made and had a fireplace to generate warmth. The drawback to the Quarters was that for the dozens of slaves who lived there, it was impossible to have any privacy. In the log cabins you suffered through having thin walls that let rain and snow inside, but at least you didn’t have to share your bedroom with thirty or forty other people.

George Washington and all other slave owners also had to feed and clothe their slaves. The enslaved who worked in the fields wore clothes made of shabby material. Slaves who worked in the mansion would have more clothing of a slightly better quality (perhaps a patterned dress if you were female, or a colorful jacket if you were male), but only because George was so obsessive about appearance. Excavations at Mount Vernon near the slave quarters have shown a root cellar, where slaves stored their vegetables after the harvest. They used utensils and dinnerware that were hand-me-downs from the Washingtons. Adult slaves received one pair of shoes. Children often went barefoot.
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