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INTRODUCTION


Slavery time was tough, it like looking back into de dark, like looking into de night.

—Amy Chavis Perry, former slave in Charleston, S.C.1

The slave is in chains—but how is one to eradicate his love of liberty?… How is one to blot out his intelligence, which he might possibly use to break his bonds?

—Gustave de Beaumont, 18352



ON MAY 11, 1831, two lively young aristocrats strolled down the gangway of the steamship President into the swirling chaos of lower Manhattan. Officially, Alexis de Tocqueville and Gustave de Beaumont had come to study American prison systems. Unofficially, another purpose was to keep out of a French prison themselves, after the Revolution of 1830.

For nine months, these French visitors made an intellectual tour of the American republic. Doors flew open to them everywhere. They visited most regions in the country, talked with many people, and wrote very different books on what they learned in the New World. Tocqueville published his great and hopeful treatise on democracy in America, and its future in Europe. Beaumont brought out a tragic novel on the persistence of slavery in the United States, the progress of racism in America, and its growth in the modern world.3

Both men were amazed by the contradictions they observed in the same society, and even in the same scenes. In the United States, they found that the rule of law coexisted with savage violence. They discovered throughout America a broad equality of manners and deep inequality of wealth. Most of all, they were astonished by the coexistence of freedom with slavery, and equality with racism. “Surely it is a strange fact,” Beaumont wrote, “that there is so much bondage amid so much liberty.”4

That paradox has long been near the center of American history, and it has been studied in different ways. From the early nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, six generations of American scholars were mostly Whig historians of their nation. Their work tended to center on ideas of liberty and freedom, equal rights and republican self-government. Major themes were the triumph of those ideas and institutions over tyranny and slavery.

In the United States, these Whig historians celebrated the prohibition of the foreign slave trade by Congress, which took effect on January 1, 1808, the first day when it could be forbidden under the federal Constitution. They praised Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation on September 22, 1862, five days after the Union victory at Antietam.

Whig historians also honored the abolition of slavery by the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865. They acclaimed the prohibition of racial injustice by the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868, which made citizens of all persons born or naturalized in the United States and entitled them to “equal protection of the laws” with no distinctions of race. And they praised the Fifteenth Amendment in 1869–70, which prohibited the denial or abridgment of the right to vote in the United States “on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.”

Major questions for Whig historians were about sources of strength in American values and institutions, and how they might be made stronger. Failures were closely studied, and limits were fully discussed, but the prevailing mood of America’s leading scholars tended to be optimistic from the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, with exceptions such as Henry Adams, Brooks Adams, and the later work of Charles Beard.5

Then, in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the purposes of American historians began to change. New generations of scholars continued to study the same subjects, but in a very different spirit. Their work tended to center less on American liberty, freedom, equality, and democracy. It gave more attention to American slavery, racism, inequality, injustice, and corruption. Major questions in academic discourse were increasingly about the roots of racial oppression, the corruption of capitalism, the decay of political institutions, the failure of reform movements, and the decline of American leadership. With many important exceptions, the tone of much American historical writing turned deeply negative during the early twenty-first century. It remained so as these words were written, in 2021.6


ANOTHER FRAME OF HISTORICAL THINKING: NEW USES FOR AN OLD IDEA OF HERODOTUS

This project takes yet another approach. It returns to the history of what is now the United States, but does not begin with predominantly positive or negative judgments about the main lines of American history. Instead, it starts with a different set of ethical assumptions. One is that slavery, racism, and racial oppression in many forms have long been great and persistent evils in America and the world. Another is that vibrant traditions of freedom and liberty and the rule of law have long continued to be sources of enduring strength, especially in the United States, most of all in our own time.

In that spirit, this book is an inquiry into what happened when Africans and Europeans came to North America, and the growth of race slavery collided with expansive ideas of freedom and liberty and rule of law in the European and mostly English-speaking colonies that became the United States.

The operative word is inquiry. This open-ended method has deep roots in historical scholarship, and it has been radically renewed in our time. Early practitioners were Greek historians of the oldest school on record, the school of Herodotus. He gave us a new idea of history in the fifth century before the Christian era. It appeared in the title of the book he called The Histories of Herodotus, which in his old Greek meant literally “The Inquiries of Herodotus.” Modern editions are still in print, and widely read in many languages after 2,600 years.7

In the school of Herodotus, history was not primarily a story, or an argument, or a thesis, or a polemic. In actual practice it sometimes became any or all of those things. But it tended to begin in another way, as an inquiry with a genuinely open end. It started not with answers but questions, about events that actually happened.

Herodotus tells us that he searched for “true wonders” in the world. He was well aware that such a search could miscarry in two ways at once. Some of his findings were more wonderful than true. And others were more true than wonderful. But he and his followers kept at it, and they did so by a method that the Greeks were among the first to call empirical.

From its ancient Greek root, “empirical” meant a form of open inquiry, and also a pursuit of truth that seeks to derive knowledge from the evidence of experience. In our own twenty-first century, these ancient ideas of open inquiry and empirical truth have gained a new importance, in part because of hostile assaults upon them from many directions.

We find this hostility even in our schools and universities, where strident demands for “political correctness” are frequently heard from faculty, students, and administrators. In public discourse during the twenty-first century, we have seen a growing disregard for truth, and a cultivated carelessness of fact and evidence. More extreme when these words were written in the years 2020 and 2021 are deliberate falsehoods, actively concocted and widely deployed in new forms of rhetoric and communication. And this is only one trend among many others, of willful contempt for truth and even for ideals of truthfulness in our world.

But at the same time, diametrically opposite trends also have been growing in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Old ideas of genuinely open truth-seeking by empirical inquiry have greatly expanded in recent years, often with the progress of new digital forms of knowledge, despite countermovements in the corruption of public media, and in the decay of public discourse.

As these words are written, some scholars are also learning to combine new digital methods of truth-seeking, with old-fashioned Sitzfleisch in a library chair, surrounded by stacks of books and heaps of manuscripts. In historical writing, history teaching, and many other disciplines, some of these old and new methods of open inquiry have been most effective when used together.

TOWARD AN EMPIRICAL HISTORY OF AFRICANS IN EARLY AMERICA: THE RAPID GROWTH OF HISTORICAL DATABASES IN RECENT YEARS

In historical scholarship during the early twenty-first century, some of these new methods and tools of truth-seeking have been put to work on a large scale in the history of slavery and race in America. Among the most important and useful of these tools are the careful construction of empirical databases. Increasingly, this work has been done by teams of scholars, who combine traditional sources with digital methods on a new scale.

For the history of African slavery in America, the leading example is the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, a major project of quantitative research, with free and open digital access to all who wish to use it. Its leaders are David Eltis and David Richardson. They organized and led international teams of scholars who worked together on this project for many years. By 2008, they gathered data on nearly 35,000 transatlantic slave voyages from 1501 to 1867. For each voyage they sought to establish dates, owners, vessels, captains, African visits, American destinations, numbers of slaves embarked, and numbers landed. They have been able to find much of this material for an estimated 80 percent of the entire transatlantic African slave trade.8

This online database continues to receive additions and corrections, but its creators believe that these changes are “never likely to be major.” So far that has proven to be the case. The database is now widely used around the world. It has been very helpful in this inquiry, and many others.

With corrections for missing voyages, Eltis and Richardson have estimated the entire size of the transatlantic slave trade with more comprehension, precision, and accuracy than before. They reckon that in 366 years, slaving vessels embarked about 12.5 million captives in Africa, and landed 10.7 million in the New World. A horrific discovery is a careful estimate that the Middle Passage took a toll on more than 1.8 million African lives. In this quantitative database, the numbers are people. The global scale of human suffering has become in some ways more easy to measure, but more difficult to comprehend.9

Many answers have flowed from this database, and some have become questions in their turn. For example, its data show that of approximately 10.7 million Africans who survived the Middle Passage in the Atlantic slave trade, about 4.8 million went to South America, 4.7 million to the Caribbean islands, 800,000 to Central America, and only about 400,000 to North America within the present boundaries of the United States. These differences of scale pose large questions about the diversity of slavery in different parts of the New World, and its variations in space and time.10

The success of this database has inspired other empirical projects on slavery. American historian Gregory O’Malley created another Intra-American Slave Trade Database, for voyages between American colonies, mostly from the British West Indies to other American destinations from 1619 to 1807. O’Malley found data for more than 7,600 intercolonial American voyages, which had been excluded by definition from the transatlantic database. They carried about 300,000 slaves, of which approximately 200,000 went from the British West Indies to ports outside the British empire. Another 70,000 went to mainland British colonies, and 30,000 to other British possessions.11

O’Malley’s findings have changed our understanding of early American slavery in an important way. Some American historians have long believed that many or even most slaves who came to the mainland colonies in North America had been “seasoned” in the Caribbean, or born and raised there, or were “Atlantic Creoles” who had been raised there and in other Atlantic places. There was some truth in these beliefs, during early years of the slave trade to North America. But overall, O’Malley found them to be very much mistaken. In his database of slaves shipped from the West Indies to North America, 92 percent were “new negroes” from Africa, who were quickly transshipped through West Indian ports to mainland colonies. Only about 8 percent were “seasoned” or “Creole” West Indian slaves.12

Similar findings have emerged from yet another set of three important databases, constructed by Gwendolyn Hall. Two of these databases include records of individual slaves and free people of color in Louisiana. This material shows that few “Creole” or “seasoned” slaves came to Louisiana from the West Indies, again with some important exceptions such as the large West Indian migration to Louisiana in 1809.13

Gwendolyn Hall also constructed a third database, smaller but more detailed, for slaves in Louisiana’s Pointe Coupée Parish. Some of them arrived by way of West Indian and mainland North American ports, but her sources made clear that “almost all slaves brought in by traders from St. Domingue, Jamaica, the United States, and Cuba came directly from Africa.”14

Yet another set of databases has been constructed for slavery and the slave trade to Virginia and Maryland. A recent leader is Lorena Walsh, building on earlier work by colleagues called the Chesapeake Group, including Allan Kulikoff, Lois Green Carr, Russell Menard, and many others. Major comparative studies of high importance also have been done by Philip Morgan and other scholars, who identified places of origin for Virginia and Maryland slaves, and compared them with other regions.15

By careful and comprehensive quantitative research, Lorena Walsh found that the great majority of slaves arriving by sea in the Chesapeake colonies had been born and raised in Africa. Here again, she also observed that only a small minority came from the West Indies, and they were mostly African-born slaves who had been transshipped to the mainland.

Lorena Walsh and Douglas Chambers also found evidence that within this large flow, smaller clusters of African slaves shared origins and cultures, and bonded together in the Chesapeake. Gwendolyn Hall had earlier made similar findings of African clusters in databases for Africans in Louisiana. William Piersen also found different sorts of more diverse African clusters in New England. In the works of many other scholars and also in our own inquiries, we have found other African clusters in the Hudson Valley, the Delaware Valley, coastal Carolina, lowcountry Georgia, the western frontier, southern borderlands, and maritime regions.16

Taken together, these various databases tell us that about 458,000 slaves came by sea to mainland British North American colonies, mainly from African and West Indian ports. Of that total, more than 95 percent had been born in Africa.17

Also important for the history of African slave trade to North America were earlier data sets of a different kind, which consist mainly of documentary collections published in book form. Most comprehensive is still Elizabeth Donnan’s Documents Illustrative of the History of the Slave Trade to America, published from 1930 to 1935 in four thick quarto volumes. They are still very useful, and have been put to work in this inquiry.18

Other small and more specialized data sets have also been compiled and published by scholars. An inventive example is a creative compilation by Linda Heywood and John Thornton of “names borne by the earliest African inhabitants of English and Dutch colonies in the Americas,” 1616 to 1674. Names sometimes help to identify ethnic, regional, and religious origins of Africans in North America. This is merely one of many studies by Thornton and Heywood, centering on the history of West Central Africa with much attention to American linkages.19

Yet another recent compilation of major importance is a massive project by Paul Heinegg, a genealogist who has gathered and published records for the ancestry of many thousands of free African American nuclear families, in 893 nominal lines of descent for Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, and North Carolina, from their founding to “about 1820.” Most of these lineages descended from unions of male African slaves with female servants of British, Irish, and European origin who were formally free. By law in many English colonies, the condition of their children followed the status of their mother and the children became free in early America, though their fathers had been African slaves. Heinegg added detailed evidence of migration, settlement, occupation, and more. His work has transformed our knowledge of slaves and free people of African ancestry in early America.20

THE SCALE OF THE AFRICAN SLAVE TRADE

How many slaves were sent abroad from Africa? Historians have offered many answers to this question, which included much larger numbers than the Atlantic slave trade. A careful estimate, in the middle range of the best research, is that at least 26 million men, women, and children were carried as slaves out of tropical Africa, by land and by sea, in a period of 1,300 years from 600 AD to 1900. Some scholars reckon that the true total was as high as 30 million. This great traffic flowed in three directions: north across the great African deserts; east over the Indian Ocean and Red Sea; and west beyond the Atlantic Ocean to America.

The Atlantic slave trade, large as it was, included less than half of the entire foreign slave trade from Africa. Another 14 to 16 million slaves were taken north across the Sahara, and east to the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea. Even these estimates are thought by some scholars to understate the magnitude of the entire African slave trade. Parts of it were much older than the Atlantic slave trade. For at least five thousand years, captives were carried from tropical Africa to Mediterranean and Mesopotamian regions. This commerce was suppressed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but some of it revived in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.

Some of this traffic continues today, in variant forms. Judy and I witnessed it on dusty roads in the Sahel. There we saw battered open-stake trucks, packed with young African males and females, all being driven east. We were told that they were bound for distant markets, and some of them would be put to work in conditions close to slavery.

This quasi–slave traffic in our own time is not unique to Africa. It also flows from South Asia, East Asia, South America, and Eastern Europe and is truly global in its extent. Much of it goes to the Middle East, some of it to Western Europe and sweatshops in Los Angeles, New York, and other American cities. Such is the strength and scale of demand for these workers in the twenty-first century, that many governments including the United States have been unable to suppress this latter-day global slave trade in our contemporary world.21 Some of these masters of mistreatment of contemporary people in bondage are themselves illegal immigrants who live outside the law.

THE IMPORTANCE OF GOING THERE

As empirical evidence of African origins in early America has expanded, historians in the United States have grown more interested in West and Central African cultures, societies, economies, polities, historical processes, and geographic places from whence slaves came to North America.

The American historian Francis Parkman strongly advised scholars and literati to respect three rules of historical research and writing on any given subject. His first rule was “Go There!” The second was “Do It!” And Parkman’s third rule was “Write It!” He urged the importance of free travel, careful observation, close attention to fact, a large frame of thought, and presentation of empirical findings, in an engaging style that people might genuinely wish to read. To those ends, Parkman insisted that “going there” was a vital component of historical research and writing.22

On that advice, my wife, Judy, and I agreed that an American historian with a growing interest in Africans who came to the United States might begin by going to Africa. On that assumption, we went there together, on a journey of about a month, in January 1997, between our teaching terms. It was a brief visit, by any measure. But it made a profound difference in our thinking about Africa.

Our purpose was to begin to learn about Africa at first hand, and to visit at least some of the many African regions and cultures from which slaves had come to America. We had done the same thing before, when writing Albion’s Seed, about British regional origins of British colonists in North America. We did it again for a book on New Zealand, and once more for a book on Samuel Champlain and New France, when we tried to go everywhere that Champlain went in Europe and America.

In all these projects, we found that Francis Parkman was right. Going there always makes a difference, and it does so in many ways for the framing and execution of a historical inquiry. It also makes a major difference in the teaching and learning of history. I can often identify students who at an impressionable age had been taken by their families to historical places. The difference is evident in the exercise of historical imagination, and an understanding of history as something that actually happened, and also an awareness that it is relevant to us in another historical moment.

Our travels in Africa also had other purposes. They were shaped in part by Judy’s interests as a biologist and botanist. We organized our travel with advice from many experts, and then set off on our own, traveling not only to large cities, but to rural areas and small villages in Senegal, Mali, Ghana, and Côte d’Ivoire. Other places were on our agenda, but were on the State Department watch lists, or otherwise difficult to access.

Always, we were accompanied by young African drivers, guides, soldiers, and translators whom we hired with the aid of American Express. They helped us with African languages in which we had a particular interest, so that we could talk directly with Bamana and Asante soldiers, Fulani herders, Mande farmers, Fante boatbuilders, Wolof traders, Malian musicians, village elders, and griots who were custodians of memory in different ways.

And we remember the support of African “Big Men” and “Mercedes Mamas.” One Mercedes Mama rescued us single-handed from a sticky situation with a street gang in the Côte d’Ivoire. And we especially recall conversations with bright and lively African children, and spirited teenagers who shared the creativity of their music and speech.

We went there in the late 1990s, a time of comparative peace in many parts of West Africa. In 1997 we could travel freely through many parts of the African countryside. We were welcomed almost everywhere.

To travel in Africa is to discover again and yet again the enormous scale and unimaginable beauty of this great continent. It is also to observe its vast abundance, teeming diversity, deep dynamics, and inexhaustible creativity. Individual Africans came to America from many small parts of their continent in West and Central Africa, and yet the entire area was larger than the continental United States.

As a measure of its scale, my student, teacher, and friend Richard Rath suggests that one might take a world map and extend a line from the top of Senegal south to the bottom of Angola. Then if one turns that same line 180 degrees, and runs it north from Senegal, it reaches Norway.

As an example of Africa’s abundance of life, we had an experience in northern Senegal, where we visited eighteenth-century centers of the slave trade in Dakar, and then traveled overland to the small seaport of Saint-Louis, still flourishing at the mouth of the Senegal River, on the border between Senegal and Mauritania. After we visited the coastal region, we rented a boat and explored the valley of the Senegal River, which was an important slave route to America, especially for the early Louisiana slave trade. Today a large part of the river is preserved as a national park.

The month was January when we were on the river, and the storks had returned to Africa from their rooftop nests in Europe. Unimaginable numbers of storks covered the trees for many miles along the banks of the Senegal River. It was an indelible image of indescribable beauty, and also of life’s vast abundance on this great continent.

We were surprised and instructed many times by the scale of Africa, by the complexity of its history, and by the diversity of its environments, peoples, cultures, and languages. We were also struck over and over by its intricate historical connections with other parts of the world, and most of all by the haunting beauty of this vast continent.

In the course of our travels, we also learned in a new way about large numbers of African slaves who had been taken not only west across the Atlantic Ocean, but also north across the Sahel and the Sahara to the Mediterranean, and east to the Red Sea, the Indian Ocean, and the Middle East and South Asia. Scholars in Africa, Europe, and North America have made many recent attempts to estimate the magnitude of these many trading patterns, summarized in Table 1.1.

AFRICAN ORIGINS OF SLAVES IN NORTH AMERICA: DIVERSITY AND TIGHT CLUSTERS FROM EVERY REGION

In early North America, every major colonial region imported African slaves. No two regional patterns were quite alike, and each region was unique in its timing, rhythm, size, scale, and mix of African origins. But even as these American regional patterns were never the same, they tended to be similar in several ways that are fundamental to this inquiry.

First, each American region, without exception, tended to draw slaves out of most major African regions in the Atlantic slave trade, from northern Senegal to southern Angola. In our inquiries, slaves came from Senegal and Gambia, Upper Guinea, Futa Jallon, the Windward Coast, Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast and Slave Coast, the upper Niger Valley, Benin, and Biafra to nearly every coastal North American region from New England and New Netherland to the Hudson and Delaware Valleys, the Chesapeake Bay, coastal Carolina, Florida, the Gulf Coast, and Louisiana.

Other slaves from West Central Africa also came to every American region, in much the same way. They were called by different names. They tended to be collectively called Congo in French Louisiana, Angolan in South Carolina, and were known by both names in Dutch New Netherland. All of these Central African groups were present in every slave-importing American region, with heavy concentrations in the early seventeenth century, and again in the early nineteenth century, with smaller numbers in between.

Most major American slaving regions received slaves from English trading posts in Gambia. French Louisiana drew more heavily from Senegal and Mali. Many came to every North American colony from Guinea, the Gold Coast, the Bight of Benin, and the Niger Valley.

A striking example of this diversity in most American colonies were small numbers of slaves who came to British America from East Africa and Madagascar. They were sometimes called Malagasy Africans and were often recognized as a distinct group. These East Africans were not numerous in any American colony, but some of them appeared in every major North American region without exception. This common pattern of diversity in African origins was of critical importance in every American region. Its primary effect was to create a mixture of African cultures, skills, material systems, and religious beliefs. A leading result was a stimulus to cultural creativity among Africans in many parts of North America and every major region.
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At the same time, that general rule of African diversity also coexisted with another important tendency. Within broad overall patterns in every major North American region, we also found evidence about small groups of Africans who shared similar regional, ethnic, and linguistic origins. Gwendolyn Hall was one of the first American historians to call these groups “clusters,” often with distinct African ethnic identities. William Piersen also wrote about “clusters” of African slaves in New England, but he used it in another sense to describe smaller and more mixed groups in northern colonies.

A cluster is something more than a plurality of people. In both of those meanings, it implies connections or associations of different kinds. Regional clusters of African slaves in early America were occasionally large, but more often very small. They tended to be internally connected in different ways: some by places of origin, and by languages that were mutually intelligible, common religious beliefs, cultural values, shared skills, spatial connections, historical experiences, and also by places of residence in America.

The distribution of these African clusters varied in substance and detail from one North American region to another. And within each American region, patterns of African origin tended to change through time. They tended to be stronger in some places than others. But clusters existed in most North American slaveholding regions.

All of these patterns of African origin, large and small, have been studied recently by scholars from a variety of sources. Shipping records tell us something about African regions and much about ports of departure, but little directly about ethnicity and culture. Onomastic and linguistic evidence is full of clues and has been used in systematic ways. Official entry records have been useful especially in eighteenth-century French Louisiana and Spanish Florida. It was a pleasure to use very full nineteenth-century Spanish entry records in Puerto Rico, which I was able to study in San Juan. All of those sources tell us about cultural origins. So also does onomastic evidence of names and naming processes. The testimony of traders and owners, and in some cases the writings and oral memories of slaves themselves, also help on questions of ethnicity, religion, and cultural origins.

Genomic evidence for African origins is also beginning to become available. At the date of this writing in 2020–21, it is still relatively sparse for Africa, by comparison with more abundant materials for Western Europe and North America. But it is rapidly increasing everywhere. Geneticists and genealogists have been working together on these sources, and they report that preliminary African genomic results appear to be broadly consistent with other historical sources on the Atlantic slave trade. But patterns are still very tentative, and we have made no use of African genomic evidence for this inquiry. Hopefully it will add to our knowledge in important ways.

EUROPEAN ORIGINS OF SLAVE OWNERS IN NORTH AMERICA

In the New World of North America, African slaves had to deal with a great variety of slaveholders. Within what is now the United States, European and British origins of slave owners also combined broad diversity with concentrations and clusters in major regional cultures of the United States. Those patterns are also an important part of this inquiry, which is about the interplay of European and African cultures in North America.23

Some of the most enduring cultural differences in major regions of the United States developed during the early colonial era. From 1629 to 1775, the great majority of immigrants were broadly British, but they came from different regions, held different religious beliefs, and had different purposes in mind. Most of them spoke English, but in different regional dialects. Many were Protestant, but of different denominations. They shared British traditions of liberty and freedom but understood that common heritage in profoundly different ways.

A large part of that subject was explored in Albion’s Seed, a companion volume to African Founders. New England’s Great Migration of twenty thousand Puritans and others (1629–40) introduced distinctive ideas of ordered freedom, mainly as rights of belonging to communities of free people.

Virginia’s great migrations came in the mid-seventeenth century (ca. 1640–76). They were more than double the size of New England’s Great Migration, and very different in social composition. The flow to Virginia and southern Maryland brought a small elite of high-born gentry, a minority of yeoman farmers, and many unfree servants. More than 75 percent of British migrants to colonial Virginia came to America as bound servants, compared with less than 25 percent to New England. Virginia’s leaders shared ideas of hegemonic liberty as an idea of rank, which gave many rights to planters, some rights to yeomen, a few rights to servants, and nearly no rights to slaves.
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Pennsylvania’s great Quaker migration (1675–1715) was yet another story. It brought a unique idea of reciprocal liberty and freedom, derived from Quaker preaching, founded on the Four Gospels and the Golden Rule, and inspired by the teaching of Jesus, that “what you do for the least of my brethren you do for me.”

The last, longest, and largest British colonial migration (1715–75) came mainly from the borderlands of northern England, the lowlands of Scotland, the marches of Wales, the north of Ireland, and other Irish counties. Some of them are called Scots-Irish. Throughout those contested regions, rival rulers had inflicted misery and violence on the inhabitants for a thousand years. After the Act of Union in 1707, the English Parliament increased its hegemony. Many emigrants responded by moving to the American backcountry, where they introduced a distinctive idea of natural liberty as the right to be left alone, with as little government as possible, which still prevails in some interior parts of the United States.

These British migrations founded distinct regional cultures in the New World. And in each of these English-speaking American regions, a deep diversity of British origins was further compounded by Spanish, French, and Dutch colonies in North America, and deepened by different clusters of African slaves.

Persistent evidence of the cultural consequences appeared in the mid-twentieth century, when historical linguists led by Hans Kurath carefully identified different regional dialects of American English in the United States. Cultural historians led by Henry Glassie and others also found similar regional differences in empirical patterns of material culture and vernacular architecture through the eastern United States.

Early colonial founders of these regions and their descendants also controlled patterns of immigration for many years. They shaped the flow of other immigrants in long-settled regions for as many as eight generations before a national system of immigration emerged in the United States during the nineteenth century.

These regional patterns are still evident today. In 2017, they were put to a genomic test in a large study by geneticists and genealogists on the present population of North America. They did a “fine-scale cluster analysis” of 770,000 genomes among individual American families of European origin who had at least three generations of ancestors in what is now the United States. The linkages in this inquiry comprised 500 million genetic connections, in the estimates of its authors. The results yielded a pattern of five major genomic clusters in the United States. They also observed that these clusters correlate with the four major colonial migrations as reported from historical sources in Albion’s Seed. A fifth major cluster was in coastal Carolina, which was not part of Albion’s Seed because a large majority of its population was African in origin.

Regional cluster patterns did not derive entirely from a common genetic origin in small groups of colonial founders from particular parts of England. Rather, the colonial founders established effective control of large processes of regional migration, from as early as 1607 to the gradual establishment of an effective immigration policy by a functioning federal government, mostly in the nineteenth century. Distinctively different genomic clusters in each American region descended more broadly, from regional migration processes that were created and partly controlled by founding populations, rather than solely from the founders themselves.24

Yet another dimension of regional diversity appeared in variant proportions of Africans in different parts of North America. In some northern parts of New England, African Americans were less than one percent of the population.25 In the Deep South, on Butler’s Island in coastal Georgia, African Americans were 99 percent of the inhabitants in the early nineteenth century, and 99.7 percent in the census of 1870. The range of regional and local ratios between African Americans and European Americans was as broad as the limits of possibility, and never twice the same.26

OTHER PRIMARY SOURCES FOR AFRICAN SLAVERY IN NORTH AMERICA: EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE FROM SURVIVING PLANTATION RECORDS

Another vast trove of primary sources appears in the “Records of Antebellum Southern Plantations,” as the largest collection of them is called. These materials began to be gathered by labor historian Ulrich Phillips, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and were deposited in state archives and research libraries throughout the South. The major collections have continued to grow. Many of these plantation records have been microfilmed and made available in a vast collection on more than 1,200 reels of manuscript material at last count. Sets have been acquired by major university libraries. We have used the microfilms in the Brandeis University Library.

Most of these manuscripts came from larger plantations, mainly during the last six and a half decades of slavery, from 1800 to 1865, but some were earlier. They variously included plantation accounts, lists of slaves, data on births and deaths, records of slave rations, partial descriptions of clothing, blankets, housing and punishments, crop records, harvest returns, and personal journals and diaries of plantation owners. Very often, plantation wives kept the books, wrote the journals, and managed the complex accounts of large plantations. Their records often include primary sources for other questions about the experience of bondage in America, by women both slave and free. Increasing use has also been made of unwritten sources for the study of slavery in America. The study of North American slavery through the study of vernacular archaeology and material culture greatly expanded in the late twentieth century. So also did special fields of research on music, dance, visual arts, material culture, and surviving vernacular architecture.

PRIMARY EVIDENCE FROM THE TESTIMONY OF SLAVES: PERSONAL ACCOUNTS OF INDIVIDUAL EXPERIENCES, ACTS, AND CHOICES

Scholars have also used other sources to learn about acts and thoughts among individual Americans of African descent. This evidence exists in large numbers and great variety. It allows us to study not merely broad behavioral patterns, but also the acts and thoughts of individual slaves, as people who made choices, and choices that made a difference in the world.

Of great value are oral slave narratives. Many were collected as a New Deal project during the mid-1930s, from conversations with elderly former slaves about the experience of bondage in their youth, and their lives after slavery. The Library of Congress holds about 2,300 interviews of former slaves, mostly in typescript. Nearly all have been published and are also available online for research and teaching. Less often used are more than five hundred surviving photographs of ex-slaves who were interviewed in this very large project.

Hundreds of other slave narratives from the 1930s are not in the Library of Congress. They survive in other archives, mostly of southern states. Of special value are slave narratives for Louisiana in Baton Rouge, and for Virginia in the Virginia State Library at Richmond.

The quality of these interviews is uneven. Historians led by Paul Escott have carefully assessed patterns of strength and weakness in these sources. Other historians have also learned how to use them with great care and success, as Charles Joyner creatively used the excellent interviews by Genevieve Willcox Chandler in the Waccamaw Valley of coastal South Carolina. He did so with great care and accuracy.27

Very different sets of slave narratives also survive as recordings of oral interviews. Some of them are in the American Folklore Collection at the Library of Congress. They were recorded on aluminum discs in the 1930s and 1940s, later remastered by expert technicians at the Smithsonian Institution, and made available in digital form by teams of linguists. Oral interviews in English have been edited by Ira Berlin, Marc Favreau, and Steven Miller, and issued on tape and compact disc.28

Even more valuable, but less frequently used, are other interviews of elderly slaves in Louisiana, recorded on early wax cylinders in French Creole dialects collectively called Gombo. These Creole recordings are of excellent quality and extraordinary importance. We listened to them in the American Folklore Collection, both as a record of experience in bondage, and as an expression of a unique Afro-French language in the lower Mississippi Valley, which differed both from Afro-English speech in Louisiana, and from Afro-French in the Caribbean, Africa, and the island of Mauritius in the Indian Ocean.

These oral recordings of former Louisiana slaves are important in more ways than one. Some historians have expressed skepticism about the authenticity of written transcripts. Recorded oral interviews are different that way. They have an immediacy and authenticity that is beyond cavil. For fair-minded listeners, hearing is believing. And they are consistent with written records.

Yet another important genre of individuated primary sources are hundreds of written slave narratives that have been published in large numbers and various forms. Most of these many published narratives from former slaves were collected and printed in the nineteenth century as part of the antislavery movement. Nobody has made a definitive count of them. One volume alone, Benjamin Drew’s North-Side View of Slavery (Boston, 1856), includes 113 individual narratives by slaves who escaped from the United States and reached Canada.

These many printed narratives of former slaves are of high importance, and some of them are major contributions to American literature. Frederick Douglass published three autobiographies, all centered on his experience of slavery in Maryland, each with unique strengths. A narrative by Solomon Northup of slavery in Louisiana, Twelve Years a Slave, is of especially high importance. It was published in 1853, not primarily as part of the antislavery movement (though it is profoundly hostile to slavery), but as a major American literary work. In 1968, Northup’s entire narrative was carefully researched by historians Sue Eakin and Joseph Logsdon for a scholar’s edition, with many annotations and citations. By almost every test its careful accuracy was confirmed in substance and detail.

Other written slave accounts were printed as confessional narratives as early as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Different narratives of much value also appear in records of religious conversion, and as confessional narratives by convicts, and also in military pension narratives by former slaves from the War of Independence to the Civil War. Still more appear in family histories. Altogether, by a conservative estimate, these various narratives, interviews, and memoirs survive for more than five thousand slaves in what is now the United States.

Yet more materials have been found in testimony by slaves that have been preserved in records of court cases. Philip Schwarz has set a new standard for the use of legal sources in the study of slaves and slavery in Virginia, and elsewhere.29

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF EXTREME CRUELTY AND PHYSICAL ABUSE OF SLAVES IN NORTH AMERICA

Empirical methods have recently been put to work in new ways for another fundamental source of slavery’s history in North America. Some of it has come from new and carefully controlled inquiries into the physiological impact of North American bondage on its victims. The largest project began in 1982 when excavations for a new office building in lower Manhattan unearthed an important and largely forgotten African Burial Ground in New Netherland and New York. After much debate, a team was organized and led by African Americans to study what had been found. They directed the exhumation and careful examination of remains by forensic pathologists, and reburial with care and respect.

Before these results became available, many historians (including myself) thought that we knew about the cruelty of slavery in early America. But much careful empirical inquiries yielded evidence that human bondage was worse than we had known, and in an unexpected way. Forensic pathologists found repeated evidence of the relentless destruction of human bodies by forced labor in slavery. Bodies of slaves were bent and broken in ways that would have caused constant pain and suffering. Many slaves in early America, and even in northern towns and cities, were literally worked to death. Evidence survives in the bodies of male and female slaves, old and young, both house servants and field workers, from the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries.

This New York project was the largest and most detailed of its kind in the United States. It inspired empirical inquiries in other colonies and states, with smaller numbers but similar results. In Connecticut, a family of physicians used the skeleton of a long-serving slave to teach anatomy for many generations. Pathologists studied these remains and once again found evidence of severe physical damage by overwork. Other exhumations came from small burial grounds in the Carolinas, Georgia, and Louisiana. All showed evidence of physical damage caused mainly by overwork. This fundamental fact of human bondage appeared wherever it was studied by empirical methods.30

Another empirical inquiry also found evidence of physiological damage of a different kind, deliberately inflicted in beatings and unimaginable tortures of slaves by masters and overseers. A team of my very able Brandeis students made a quantitative study of advertisements for runaway slaves in newspapers of Virginia and South Carolina, from the mid-eighteenth to mid-nineteenth century. They quantified evidence of scars, wounds, and deliberate destruction of body parts, all from descriptions written by slave owners themselves. Frequencies of extreme abuse varied by time and place, but they existed throughout the history of slavery in North America. The more we learn about the abuse of slaves in North America, the worse it appears. Horrific evidence from physical remains and other sources has been found in every North American region without exception, from New York and New England to Maryland and Virginia, lowcountry Carolina, Georgia, Louisiana, the western frontier, and even Quaker Pennsylvania.31

A contributing cause may have been the impact on slavery of libertarian masters in the United States. Some, not all or even most, but many members of slaveholding elites in a republic founded on liberty and freedom, claimed a sovereign right to practice slavery without interference, however they pleased. It might be understood as a libertarian form of laissez-faire, which became laissez-asservir, a master’s liberty to enslave. Most colonial and state governments enacted restraining laws, but some masters clearly believed they possessed a higher law to treat their slaves as severely as they pleased.


FREQUENT ACTS OF RESISTANCE BY AFRICAN SLAVES, MOSTLY IN NONVIOLENT FORMS

If we ask how many African slaves resisted their bondage, the same answer emerges from many sources. In short, approximately all slaves resisted slavery in one way or another. Their resistance took many forms, and it varied in space and time, from one American region to another.

The form of resistance was highly variable. A large proportion of violent resistance tended to recur in a small number of places: notably parts of lower New York, Southside Virginia, coastal Carolina, certain parts of Louisiana, and Maryland’s lower Eastern Shore south of the Choptank River, which H. L. Mencken called Trans-Choptankia. Violent slave resistance occurred less frequently in New England, northern Maryland, eastern Pennsylvania, and parts of North Carolina, but it occurred everywhere.

Widely distributed but comparatively rare were individual acts of violence or even homicide against masters and mistresses by poisoning, arson, and other methods. More nearly universal were acts of theft, damage, disorder, disruption, sabotage, delay, and escape.

By far the most frequent and most successful forms of resistance took an entirely different form. These were constructive and often creative efforts of slaves in every region to build complex cultures and associations among themselves by collective efforts from which the master classes were largely excluded. These actions were sometimes small but they had large consequences. They helped to create a broad array of Afro-European cultures which in turn shaped North American cultures.

In that process, they also made a difference in the values and institutions of America itself, and very much for the better. The creativity of African slaves in some ways diminished their suffering and improved the conditions of their lives. They also helped to make North American colonies more open, more creative, and more free than most British and European founders had intended them to be.

DYNAMICS OF AFRICAN CULTURES IN EARLY AMERICA: CONTINUING CREATIVITY AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

What appears in these materials are not simple patterns of replication of African or European cultures in America, but more complex and inventive processes that became a key to creativity in an open society. Much detailed work has been done on these processes of invention that flowed from particular parts of African cultures: language and speech, music and dance, religion and ethics, folklore and material culture, agriculture and industrial arts, and much more.
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Individuals and groups tended to draw upon African and European sources to create something new in local cultures throughout what became the United States. They did so in many ways. Patterns varied by individual and from one region to the next, but shared some important elements in common.

The chapters that follow study nine Afro-European regional cultures in North America. All of them were founded during the colonial era by migrants from Europe and Africa. Each was creative in its diversity, which operated in many ways to distinguish one American region from another. All of them had an impact on the culture, values, and institutions of America itself.

This is a history that flowed from the acts and choices of individual people in the midst of others. It was an open process, a story of stories, about people who made choices, and choices that made a difference in their world, for open societies everywhere.

In every American region, Africans both slave and free played a vital role in these processes. By their presence, and still more by their acts and choices, they made a difference in American history. They acted with purpose and resolve to change the ways that free and open systems worked in what is now the United States.

In that ongoing process, African people who came mostly in slavery made America more open and more free, in a long process that began with their earliest arrivals, and continues among their descendants in our own time. These many acts and consequences might be understood as among the most dynamic and most enduring African gifts to America and the world.



TABLE 1.1 Estimates of Total Foreign Slave Trade Out of Africa, 650–1900 (Total Slaves Transported from Africa)

	PERIOD

	SAHARA, SAVANNA & HORN OF AFRICA

	RED SEA & EAST AFRICA

	ATLANTIC TRADE

	TOTAL




	Source:

	Austen

	Austen, Lovejoy

	Lovejoy; Eltis @ Richardson

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	650–800

	150,000

	 

	 

	 




	801–900

	300,000

	 

	 

	 




	901–1100

	1,740,000

	 

	 

	 




	1101–1400

	1,650,000

	 

	 

	 




	1401–1500

	430,000

	 

	 

	 




	1501–1600

	550,000

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	650–1600

	 

	2,400,000

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	1450–1500

	 

	 

	81,000

	 




	1501–1600

	 

	 

	338,000

	 




	1601–1700

	700,000

	200,000

	1,876,000

	 




	1701–1800

	700,000

	600,000

	6,495,000

	 




	1801–1900

	1,506,250

	1,925,000

	4,027,000

	 




	Totals

	7,906,250

	5,125,000

	12,817,000

	25,648,250







TABLE 1.2 Estimates of the Foreign Slave Trade from Africa

	Trans-Sahara Slave Trade




	Mauny

	1400–1900

	10,000,000




	Austen (1)

	650–1900

	9,387,000




	Austen (2)

	650–1400

	4,800,000




	 

	1400–1900

	4,512,500




	Total

	 

	9,312,500




	Inikori

	900–1500

	4,813,000




	 

	1500–1880

	3,986,000




	Total

	 

	8,799,000




	Red Sea, East African Coast, and Indian Ocean




	Austen

	800–1800

	3,100,000




	 

	1801–1900

	1,925,000




	Total

	 

	5,025,000




	Lovejoy

	800–1600

	2,400,000




	 

	1600–1700

	200,000




	 

	1700–1800

	600,000




	 

	1800–1900

	1,487,000




	Total

	 

	4,787,000




	Inikori

	800–1500

	2,100,000




	 

	1500–1900

	2,900,000




	Total

	 

	5,000,000




	Total Slave Trade from Sub-Saharan Africa




	Inikori

	650–1900

	29,787,000




	 

	1500–1890

	22,256,000








PART ONE NORTHERN REGIONS







Chapter 1 NEW ENGLAND


Puritan Purposes, Akan Ethics, American Values


New-England is originally a plantation of Religion, not a plantation of Trade.

—John Higginson, The Cause of God and His People in New-England, 16631

Akan ethics and theology can stand as equals with any equivalent conceptions in European culture.

—C. A. Ackah, Akan Ethics, 19882



IN THE YEAR 1717 or thereabout, a child was born on the Gold Coast of Africa. His parents called him Kofi, an Akan day name that commemorated the day on which he was born. English speakers translated it as Friday’s Child.3 Kofi was an Asante slave. At the age of ten he was sold at least three times, first to a Fante trader, then to an agent of the British Royal African Company, and once more to a Yankee captain who carried him across the sea to Newport in Rhode Island.4

In New England, Kofi became the property of Ebenezer Slocum, perhaps as part of a wedding dowry. In 1742, Ebenezer sold him yet again for 150 pounds to his nephew John Slocum, a Quaker who had scruples about slavery and allowed Kofi to buy his liberty. The young freedman took the name of his benefactor and called himself Coffe Slocum. He married Ruth Moses, a Wampanoag Indian, and learned to read and write alongside their children. Slowly he made his way as a farmer and carpenter on the southern coast of Massachusetts.

It was a hard struggle. For many years he toiled on desolate Cuttyhunk Island, twelve miles at sea. Then he moved his family to Chilmark on Martha’s Vineyard, perhaps to be near Ruth’s Indian kin. They moved again to the mainland town of Dartmouth with its large Quaker community. There he flourished in whaling and trade and became a man of property. In 1766, he bought a handsome farm of 116 acres and paid for it with 650 Spanish silver dollars. Yankee neighbors called him Mister Coffe Slocum. The title pleased him and he used it with pride, as he also did his Akan day name.5
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We can follow the progress of Coffe Slocum in his own words because he kept a journal and saved his exercise books. They survive in manuscript at the New Bedford Library, and are truly a national treasure. Coffe Slocum’s writings are striking for their consciousness of right and wrong. He lived by a complex ethic of getting and keeping, of giving to others, and “doing good to all.” That combination ran through many passages in his writing: “Daarmouth, Chechiemark, Cullhonk, Nossnour, and Romykes and Care Dare Ere Fear Give We Heare are… good Do good all Do good to all… Give Give Give… Good Do Good at all times I lern read AbcdABBBDDJAATM Coffe Slocum Mister.”6

To study these passages is to discover that Coffe Slocum brought together several moral traditions in his thinking. Some of them derived from Puritan and Quaker beliefs that Max Weber collectively called the Protestant ethic. These were ethics of serving God in one’s calling by getting and keeping, and doing well in the world. Another part of Puritan and Quaker ethics (which Weber largely missed) was about giving to others, and “doing good to all.” Coffe Slocum engaged all of these ideas in his thinking.7

At the same time, he also engaged Fante and Asante ethics of right conduct that he had learned as an African child. Today, in Ghana’s modern universities, a large literature has developed on “Akan Ethics,” which have deep roots in West Africa and are increasingly studied by moral philosophers through the world.8

Protestant and Akan ethical and religious beliefs differed in important ways. In revealed religions such as Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, ethical systems are perceived as a product of divine revelation, in the form of sacred texts. Akan moral beliefs had another foundation. They centered on an idea of ethics as derived from the needs and customs of a people and were reinforced by the gods rather than dictated by them. Kwame Gyekye observes that “rather than regarding African ethics as religious, it would be more correct to regard African religions as ethical.”9

In some ways, Puritan-Quaker and Fante-Asante ethics were similar. Both centered on the importance of ethical action in the world. Some of Coffe Slocum’s phrases are similar to an Akan “country prayer” recorded by Anglican missionary Thomas Thompson at Cape Coast, circa 1750: “Yancumpong m’iphih meh, mah men yeh bribbe ummouh. May the Creator preserve me and grant I may do no evil.”10

In both cultures, these ethical imperatives were a philosophy of doing, and they applied to individual and collective acts. An Akan proverb taught that “when virtue founds a town, the town thrives and abides.” Three Akan proverbs were: “to possess virtue is better than gold,” and “virtue comes from character,” and “character comes from actions.”11

These ideas sought to link ethics of being and doing within individual lives, and to apply them in active engagement with others in the world. They were designed for use. Both sets of ethical traditions, Fante-Asante and Puritan-Quaker, centered on a moral and material integration of “doing well” and “doing good.”

The moral passages in Coffe Slocum’s journals were not examples of static African “survivals,” or of rote borrowing from Puritan and Quaker beliefs. They were something new in the world—another ethic that emerged when African and European traditions met in the mind of a very bright and able Akan-speaking freedman in eighteenth-century New England.

Coffe Slocum himself lived these ethical ideas. He put them to work in his own life, taught them to his many children, and passed them on to some of his twenty-two grandchildren. His descendants were taught to do well and do good in the same acts. They also learned a dual ethic of getting and keeping, and giving to others.

In the process, Coffe Slocum’s descendants enlarged the ethical traditions of their African heritage. They also expanded Puritan and Quaker beliefs by combining them, and by putting them to work for people of different origins in New England. They took pride in their African roots, New England associations, and also their American Indian ancestry. All those connections broadened the reach of their ethical beliefs.

The result was a mixed identity that inspired Coffe Slocum’s children and grandchildren to invent another naming tradition. His sons converted their father’s Akan day name into their family surname. Coffe Slocum’s sons called themselves John Cuffe and Paul Cuffe. Other children and grandchildren did the same thing in New England.12

As Coffe Slocum’s family grew into an extended Cuffe clan, they followed his example in other ways. Together they constructed an interlocking network of thriving enterprises in southeastern Massachusetts. Several sons acquired large farms in Dartmouth and neighboring towns. His daughter Ruth Cuffe and granddaughter Naomi Cuffe and their husbands ran a successful store in New Bedford. His son Paul owned a flourishing shipyard in Westport, building coastal sloops and schooners, a full-rigged ship of 268 tons, and the beautiful brig Traveller, which was his pride and joy. Paul Cuffe sailed them himself, and he began to build a fortune from trading ventures, in partnership with his brothers and sisters and leading Quaker and Puritan merchants. They tended to capitalize voyages separately to spread the risk, and traded actively along the coast of the United States.
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Captain Paul Cuffe and his beloved brig Traveller, 1812



In 1811, Paul Cuffe’s brig Traveller carried a cargo to Britain and caused a sensation. The London Times ran a piece on her arrival, and observed that she was “perhaps the first vessel that ever reached Europe, entirely owned and navigated by negroes.” Similar reports appeared in the gazettes of Dublin and Edinburgh.13

None of this came easily. Several of Paul Cuffe’s early vessels were plundered by pirates and seized by “refugees” on the south coast of New England. In one encounter, he was lucky to escape with his life. During the War of Independence he was captured at sea by the Royal Navy and barely survived his stay in a British prison. In southern Maryland, after the war, slaveholders were shocked when Paul Cuffe’s trading vessel arrived with an African American owner, captain, and crew—a dangerous moment they all survived.

Other troubles followed in New England. The Cuffe family was helped by many upright Puritans and well-meaning Quakers, but hindered by Yankee racists who resented their success. The Cuffes responded by working for the rights of Africans and others in New England. Paul Cuffe himself has been called a “one-man civil rights movement” in the new American republic.14

At the same time, he also became a world figure, a leader in an international movement to end the Atlantic slave trade, and a founder of the new African nations of Sierra Leone and Liberia as part of an effort to end slavery through the world. He actively supported the colonization movement, the antislavery struggle, and the rights of free African Americans in the United States, all at the same time, with no sense of conflict or contradiction.15

In the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries, American descendants of Kofi Slocum multiplied throughout the United States. The twelfth generation runs a family website and organizes family reunions. They continue to enlarge an African, Indian, Puritan, and Quaker heritage into a broad American ethos, which they also helped to create and expand.16

AFRICAN SLAVES AND THE NEW ENGLAND WAY

Even as Cuffe Slocum’s extended family cherished their African roots, they also worked within an Anglo-American regional tradition. It was called the New England Way as early as the seventeenth century. In our time it still preserves a strong regional identity and a creative presence in the American republic.

The New England Way is a dynamic tradition—always in motion, never at rest. It grew in large measure from the interplay of many population movements. Most important was the Puritan Great Migration of about twenty thousand people who founded the Massachusetts Bay Colony (1629–40). The dynamics that scientists in several fields variously call the founder effect were strong in New England.

Another immigrant group were the Mayflower Pilgrims who arrived in 1620. Their progeny founded Plymouth and its surrounding towns, which are still perceived as a special place called the Old Colony in Massachusetts. Other groups of radical Puritans, Seekers, Quakers, Separatists, and free spirits settled in southern Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and the Providence Plantations. More conservative Puritans founded the colonies of Hartford, New Haven, New London, and Saybrook in Connecticut. Others, both Puritans and refugees from Puritanism, moved northeast to New Hampshire, Maine, Nova Scotia, and northwest to Vermont.

After 1789, control of American immigration gradually passed from state and local leaders to the federal government, and an increasing diversity of other ethnic groups settled in New England. Four francophone flows came from the north: Quebeçois habitants, Acadien farmers, Breton fishermen, and roaming coureurs de bois (bush rangers). Each of these groups spoke its own patois, and preserved distant roots in different regions of Canada and France.17

New England later attracted large numbers of Catholic Irish, Italians, Jews, Armenians, and others. Each of these many ethnic groups cherished its own heritage. At the same time, they also became New Englanders. They lived in Yankee houses, grew accustomed to town meetings, began to talk like Yankees, and learned to play by Yankee rules.

After English Puritans and American Indians, the first of these many ethnic groups to increase and multiply in New England were African slaves. On the expanding periphery of the western world, an abundance of what Frederick Jackson Turner loosely called free land led to an insatiable demand for unfree labor. The results included servitude in Western Europe, serfdom in Eastern Europe, encomienda in New Spain, as well as African slavery in every American colony without exception. Some New Englanders tried to enslave American Indians with little success, brought servants from home, and then began to buy African slaves. Several studies have found more Africans in New England than in Virginia by 1640.18

By 1790, the first federal census found about sixteen thousand people of African descent in New England—a small number by comparison with later plantation colonies to the south. But through many generations, these Afro-Yankees had an importance beyond their numbers. By their presence, and still more by their thoughts and acts, they made a difference not only in New England, but throughout much of the United States.

Most of all, these African New Englanders began to enlarge the principles and purposes of the Puritan founders, and to extend the organizing principles of New England. The result was a constellation of expanding ideas that became fundamental to an open society in North America. Once started, these expansive ideas kept growing in ways that continue to make a profound difference in our world. That is a central theme of this book.

AFRICANS IN NEW ENGLAND BEFORE PURITANS: SLAVERY IN A STATE OF NATURE

In 1629, when the Puritans began their Great Migration to Massachusetts Bay, they discovered that a few European settlers had preceded them. Most lived outside the law, and some kept African slaves in conditions that were cruel and brutal beyond imagining.

In early America, a condition worse than slavery in an organized society was slavery in a state of nature, beyond the reach of law and government. An example was Samuel Maverick, a lawless adventurer and slaver who built his own private fort on Massachusetts Bay in 1623, before the Puritans arrived. It stood apart on Noddle’s Island, now part of Boston’s Logan Airport. Maverick held at least three African slaves, and severely abused them. An English visitor named John Josselyn observed their suffering at first hand, and tried to intervene:


The second of October, about 9 of the Clock in the morning, Mr. Maverick’s Negro woman came to my chamber window, and in her own Country language and tune sang very loud and shrill. Going out to her, she used a great deal of respect toward me, and willingly would have expressed her grief in English, but I apprehended it by her countenance and deportment, whereupon I repaired to my host, to learn of him the cause, and resolved to entreat him in her behalf, for that I had understood before, that she had been a Queen in her own Country, and observed a very humble and dutifull garb used toward her by another Negro who was her maid. Mr. Maverick was desirous to have a breed of Negroes, and therefore seeing she would not yield by perswasions to company with a Negro young man he had in his house; he commanded him, will’d she nill’d she, to go to bed to her, which was no sooner done but she kickt him out again. This she took in high disdain beyond her slavery, and this was the cause of her grief.19



That early account of African slavery in Massachusetts Bay before the Puritan Great Migration described a lawless system of extreme inhumanity. A cruel master bred his slaves as if they were animals, and did so by violence, assault, and rape that violated many canons of Christian ethics.

The Puritans judged Samuel Maverick to be “an enemy to the Reformation at hand,” and encouraged him to depart. Several of his descendants moved south and west and found a home in Texas. There another Samuel Maverick (1803–70) became infamous for grazing his cattle on the open range and refusing to brand them according to the custom. Unmarked cattle began to be called mavericks. The family name became a synonym for Americans who went their own way, in defiance of custom, law, and right conduct. For some Americans, it became a praise word.20

In New England before the Puritans, other acts of inhumanity toward Africans occurred, and some were worse than Samuel Maverick’s. At an early fishing station in Maine, John Josselyn recorded a horrific story about a “waggish lad at Cape-Porpus, who baited his hooks with the drown’d Negro’s buttocks, so for Pork and Beef.” The story was told as a joke, but it was not a joke.21

THE GROWTH OF A SLAVE TRADE FROM AFRICA TO NEW ENGLAND, 1700–1775

During the Puritan Great Migration, as early as 1638 and probably earlier, African slaves began to multiply within the “Bible Commonwealth,” slowly at first, but steadily. Governors of three Puritan colonies testified that with a few exceptions the first of these African slaves came by way of Barbados. As late as 1708, Rhode Island’s governor Samuel Cranston informed the British Board of Trade that “the whole and only supply of Negros to this colony is from the island of Barbados from whence is imported one year with another, betwixt twenty and thirty.”22

It was much the same in Connecticut, where Governor William Leete wrote in 1680, “As for Blacks, there comes sometimes three or four in a year from Barbados.”23 As late as 1709, he reported that “no voyages had come directly from Africa, and but few from any other place.”24

In Massachusetts Bay, Governor Simon Bradstreet reported in 1680 that “there hath been no company of blacks or slaves brought into the country for the space of fifty years,” except one vessel from Madagascar in 1678. “Now and then,” he wrote, “two or three Negroes are brought hither from Barbadoes, and the total are about 100 or 120.” Several historians believe that their numbers were larger, and their origins were more diverse. Some were “new Africans” who were transshipped from Barbados to Boston. But a scattering of advertisements also tell us that some of these Africans had been in the West Indies long enough to “speak pretty good English.”25

After 1700 that pattern changed. The flow of slaves to New England increased, and it came more directly from Africa.26 Boston newspapers routinely advertised the sale of slaves, both individuals and small “parcels.”


November 10, 1712

A Young negro girl born in Barbados that speaks good English, to be sold by Mr. Grove Hirst, merchant, and to be seen at his house in Tremont Street, Boston.

August 3, 1713

Three Negro men and two Women to be Sold and seen at the House of Mr. Josiah Franklin at the sign of the Blue Ball in Union-Street Boston.

September 13, 1714

To be disposed of by Mr. Samuel Sewall Merchant, at his Warehouse near the Swing-Bridge in Merchant’s Row Boston, several Irish Maid Servants… also Four or Five likely Negro boys.

November 17, 1726

Several choice Gold Coast Negroes lately arrived. To be sold at Mr. Bulfinch’s, near the Town Dock, Boston.

July 19, 1739

To be sold by John Vryling, living in Beacon Street, Two very likely young Negro Girls, and a Negro Boy, just imported from Mounserrat, and can understand and speak pretty good English, and are already very handy in a Family.

October 7, 1740

Just imported from the Coast of Africa, and to be Sold by Mr. John Jones, on board the brigantine Poultney, now lying at Clark’s Wharff, A Parcel of likely Young Negroes, Men and Women, Boys and Girls; to be seen on Board said Vessel.

November 4, 1762

Just imported from Africa. And to be Sold Cheap… a few prime Men and Boy Slaves from the Gold Coast.27



These brief notices reveal many things about New England’s slave trade. They tell us that Boston’s most eminent families engaged in it. Grove Hirst, the merchant who advertised a young girl for sale in 1712, was the son-in-law of Samuel Sewall, the leading Puritan magistrate in Massachusetts. Josiah Franklin, who sold slaves at Boston’s Blue Ball tavern, was a stepbrother of Benjamin Franklin. John Jones, who offered a “parcel” of Africans at Clark’s Wharf, was the brother-in-law of Peter Faneuil, Boston’s leading merchant.

Slave buyers were heavily concentrated in large and prosperous towns of New England. Among them were ministers, magistrates, merchants, and affluent families. Children of these elites tended to be raised at an impressionable age by African slaves.

AFRICAN REGIONAL ORIGINS IN NEW ENGLAND: THE RANGE OF DIVERSITY

New England’s African slave trade reached its peak from about 1715 to 1775. In that period of sixty years, shipping records tell us that slaves arrived from many African regions. Boston gazettes advertised new Africans for sale from Senegal and Gambia, the Grain Coast and Windward Coast, Benin and Biafra, West Central Africa, and a few from East Africa and Madagascar. The range of origins was almost as broad as Africa’s Atlantic coast, from Saint-Louis in northern Senegal to Luanda in southern Angola. Its effect was to enrich the diversity of African cultures in New England, as it did in every early American coastal region.28

The poet Phillis Wheatley wrote with pride that her African homeland was Gambia. Others said that she came to Boston from Senegal, and she bore the name of the ship Charming Phillis that brought her. Both statements may have been correct.29

In North Kingston, Rhode Island, a legendary slave named Senegambia spoke and sang of his origins in the griot tradition that is still strong in his African region. He enriched the African folkways in Rhode Island’s South County.30

Other West Africans came to New England from Dahomey, between Togo and Nigeria. In the eighteenth century they were called Paw Paw slaves, after the principal port of Popo, and they contributed elements of their culture to the mix. When New England slaves came together, they played a game of chance by throwing down four cowrie shells, and betting on the number that landed with their open side up. The name of the game was Paw Paw.31

Other New England slaves in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries came from Central Africa. In one Massachusetts list of African slaves at least five bore Bantu names, and other slaves were said to be from Congo and Angola.32

Other “Malagasy slaves,” as they were called, came to New England from Madagascar and East Africa, as they did to New York and the Chesapeake. One early runaway notice in Boston (1704) sought the return of Penelope, “about 35 years old.” Her owner described her as a “well set middle sized Maddagascar Negro Woman” who “speaks English well,” and carried “several Sorts of Apparel; one whereof is a flowered damask Gown.” She had come from what is now the Malagasy Republic in the Indian Ocean, by way of East African seaports near the Mozambique Channel, which became part of the Atlantic slave trade near the end of the seventeenth century.33



Within that broad range of diversity of African origins, several sets of New England records also show strong patterns of concentration in time and place. In the peak period from 1710 to 1775, a majority of New England’s slaves came from one African region, and many of them passed through a single African seaport.

An early set of data was compiled by Elizabeth Donnan, a pioneer in this effort. She found that most of New England’s slaves came from the Gold Coast, in the modern nation of Ghana. Further, Donnan’s research found that of eighty slave voyages from Africa to New England, fifty-five (69 percent) found their primary source of slaves at the Gold Coast port of Anomabu. Other New England slaves were also purchased at nearby Cape Coast Castle, Mouree, Great Koromantine, Little Koromantine, and Elmina, all within ten miles of Anomabu.34

The larger and more comprehensive Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database yielded similar evidence that about ten thousand arriving slaves were carried directly to New England from Africa. Of that number, it found that about 6,600 came from the Gold Coast—a pattern similar to Donnan’s findings and ours. It also identified Anomabu as the leading African port in the New England traffic, followed by Cape Coast Castle. The port of Elmina also had a sizable trade, and some of it went to New England, but most were sent in Dutch ships to Dutch Guinea and Brazil.35

Evidence for this pattern of African origin appears not only in shipping records, but also in other sources. Three sets of onomastic data on African naming patterns (discussed below) confirm the importance of the Gold Coast in New England’s slave trade from 1710 to 1775. They also indicate that this geographic concentration was also an ethnic pattern of origins from Akan-speaking cultures, mostly Fante and Asante.36
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Other slaves came to New England not directly from Africa itself, but by way of the British West Indies. Many were “new Africans,” who were transshipped to the North American mainland. In the mid-eighteenth century, these slaves also came in large proportions from the Gold Coast and Anomabu.37

In 1997, Judy and I went to Anomabu, seventy miles west of Ghana’s capital city of Accra. It was easily reached on excellent coastal roads, but our very able Asante and Fante driver and translators did not want to take us there, and for a very good reason. In that year, Anomabu’s massive eighteenth-century British slaving castle of Fort William was serving as Ghana’s high-security prison. The castle itself had a dark and sinister air. Our guides kept their distance, and urged us to do the same. We followed their advice, but explored the upper and lower town of Anomabu, the adjacent coast, and inland regions.38

The Anomabu prison was closed in 2001. An effort began to preserve the castle as a historic site, with a cultural center and a library. Architectural historians also sought to restore handsome eighteenth-century buildings in the lower town of Anomabu. The coastline itself is becoming a tourist destination with attractive beaches, palm groves, and seaside resorts that attract Ghanaian families from Accra and visitors from Europe. Anomabu itself is also part of an expanding coastal economy, long known for its boatbuilders and fishermen. It has been chosen as the home of a new Ghana College of Fisheries, which admitted its first students in the fall of 2016.39



In the mid-eighteenth century, Anomabu became for a time the most active port for the slave trade on the Gold Coast. The Dutch had planted trading “factories” there by 1640. They were followed by Swedes and Danes, and later by the British, who dominated the trade in the eighteenth century, and opened it to New England captains.40 Altogether, the magnitude of Anomabu’s Atlantic slave trade from 1652 to the nineteenth century has been reckoned at 466,000 slaves from this one port alone, based on sources and estimates in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database.41

The period of its greatest prosperity ended abruptly in 1806, when a major war began between the powerful Asante empire to the north and prosperous Fante states on the coast. On June 15–16, 1806, an Asante army attacked Anomabu and killed an estimated ten thousand of its fifteen thousand African inhabitants. Soon afterward, in 1807, the United States Congress and Britain’s Parliament abolished the Atlantic slave trade, to take effect in 1808. Asante leaders wanted to keep the trade going with other nations. It revived at Anomabu, but much reduced from its earlier scale.42

At its eighteenth-century peak, English-speaking traders dominated Anomabu’s slave trade. Most of it went to the British West Indies, especially Jamaica and the Leeward Islands. Other traffic flowed to Britain’s North American colonies. On the American mainland, the largest numbers went to South Carolina, and but greatest proportions of this regional trade were in New England.43

New England’s slave trade was shaped in no small part by the complex structure of these African markets. From Boston, Newport, Providence, Portsmouth, and Piscataqua, Yankee slavers generally cleared not for a specific African port but for “the African coast” or “the Guinea Coast” in its broad meaning. Often they called first at the Cape Verde Islands off northwest Africa to replenish water and supplies. Then they ran south along Africa’s Windward Coast, trading American rum, lumber, and foodstuffs for African palm oil, ivory, ebony, gold dust, and some slaves. But the bulk of the slave buying on these voyages was done farther south and east, at a cluster of trading castles on Africa’s Gold Coast, with Anomabu near its center.44

New England’s share of the Anomabu trade expanded rapidly in the mid-eighteenth century. In 1760, the Rhode Island ship Fox took aboard a large cargo of “choice Gold Coast slaves” at “Annamaboe Castle.” Her captain found four other New England ships riding at anchor under the guns of the new British fort.45 In 1762, another Yankee trader went to Anomabu and found six slavers from Rhode Island alone.46 In 1765, a Newport trader counted nine North American slave ships there. Five of them came from his home port, and eight from New England.47

Yankee captains also visited the large British center at Cape Coast Castle ten miles west of Anomabu, and the factories at Koromantine three miles to the east, and sometimes the old Portuguese and Dutch castles at Elmina, five miles west of Cape Coast. Elmina (Portuguese for “the mine”) had also been a traditional center of the gold trade, which gave the African Gold Coast its name.48

But the center of New England’s slave buying was Anomabu. Traders from Rhode Island and Massachusetts established close relations there with an integrated elite of African and English merchants. Their leader was Eno Baisee Kurentsie or John Corrantee to anglophones, an African trader who became the virtual ruler of Anomabu. On the coast he was renowned for his daily routine. In the morning he governed the town in palavers with Akan captains, Fante caboceers, Asante leaders, and other Abirempongi or Big Men in this region. In the afternoon he received European and American traders while seated in his bathing tub, sipping Rhode Island rum, and smoking American tobacco through “a long pipe that rested on the ground.” He made a special effort to welcome New Englanders.49

John Corrantee had a son, William Ansah Sessarakoo, “Prince of Anomabu,” who had been sent to England in the care of a slave trader who died at sea. By mistake, the prince was taken to Barbados and sold as a slave. His powerful father learned what had happened, quickly obtained his freedom, and sent him to London. There he was celebrated as “The Royal African,” and received by the royal family. His story was written in various forms by Blake, Burns, Coleridge, and Wordsworth. Something similar happened to other highborn Africans. Together they gave rise to a large, and largely forgotten English and American literature, where rank and class became more powerful than race.50


[image: Image]
Portrait of William Ansah Sessarakoo, son of Eno Baisee Kurentsie (John Corrantee) of Anomabu



As we shall see below, several sons of African leaders were also sent to eighteenth-century New England for their education. After 1746, at least two others were said to have attended Princeton, a rare and important instance of continuing cultural exchange between North America and West Africa in the eighteenth century.

NORTH AMERICAN CONNECTIONS: CAPTAIN WANTON’S TANGLED WEB

In the spring of 1758, an odd-looking vessel called the King of Prussia sailed from Newport, Rhode Island, for the coast of Africa and the port of Anomabu. She was of a mixed rig called a snow, with big square yards on two masts and long fore-and-aft booms on her mizzen for sailing close to the wind, somewhat like the mixed rig later called a bark.

Her master, Captain Joseph Wanton, was something of a mixed rig himself. He was a Quaker, so “conscientiously scrupulous” in his faith that he refused to swear an oath even when his life depended on it. Always he “affirmed” his Quaker truths. But like many another Rhode Island Friend he was also a professional slave trader.

In Newport, Captain Wanton belonged to the Fellowship Club, a fraternity of pious captains and merchants, some of them Quakers. They were forbidden to swear, and solemnly “affirmed” never to engage in gaming, quarreling, heavy drinking, and warfare. And yet they saw no contradiction between Quaker beliefs and their highly profitable career, bartering quantities of New England rum for African slaves who had been seized by violence and held by force.

On Africa’s Leeward Coast, Captain Wanton built a career by sailing against the wind in more ways than one. In April of 1758, he headed for Africa with a full cargo of rum in 144 barrels and hogsheads. It was a dangerous time to be at sea. Britain and France were then at war, and Captain Wanton hurried across the ocean, keeping outside the shipping lanes. He made a landfall on May 20 at Cape Mount (near Robertsport in Liberia) and ran down the coast, trading as he went, until he reached his destination at Anomabu. There, by the end of July, Wanton traded most of his Yankee rum for fifty-four slaves and twenty ounces of gold dust—a profitable exchange.

His business was nearly completed when a big Bordeaux privateer swooped down on his little ship at Anomabu. The French corsair had sixty guns and a crew of six hundred. Wanton had eleven men, and as a Quaker he did not believe in fighting. The French captured them all, along with two other Newport slavers, and set their crews ashore. Anomabu’s ruler, John Corrantee, protected the Americans, bought one of their ships from the French corsairs, and helped the Rhode Island slave traders get home.

Captain Wanton quickly returned to sea. After the Peace of 1763 he traded profitably with the French who had seized his ship. The Wanton family continued slave trading with John Corrantee in Anomabu until the American Revolution. In many ways the story of Captain Wanton personified New England’s slave trade at its pinnacle of prosperity in the mid-eighteenth century.51

ANOMABU’S INTERIOR SLAVE TRADE: THE LONG MARCH OF BROTEER FURRO

In Anomabu, Captain Wanton dealt with African merchants who bought captives from many sources. Some arrived by sea in a coastal commerce.52 Most came from a large hinterland that stretched hundreds of miles into the interior of West Africa. Parts of this vast region near the coast were densely forested. Some of this woodland and its great trees survive today in Ghana’s Kakum National Park, a place of incredible beauty, which we visited. It gave us a sense of the country through which many slaves were carried to the coast.53

Running inland through this wooded coastal region in the eighteenth century was a network of paths. They connected farming villages and small industrial hamlets where potters, metalsmiths, and weavers achieved levels of technical refinement that were in some ways superior to European artisans before the industrial revolution.

They are still working there today. On our travels we were fascinated by the weavers and were invited to visit their workplaces. Most were men who worked alone, weaving long strips of bright and handsome kente cloth on long narrow looms.

In this African region, many paths ran between the coast and the inland city of Kumasi, capital of the expanding Asante empire, and a major trading center through many centuries, as it is today. We went there and were amazed by the scale of Kumasi’s vast open-air market, where many things were for sale, and the traders were often highly skilled.

In the eighteenth century, a vast web of West African paths carried many slaves southward to the busy port of Anomabu. A firsthand account of this overland traffic appears in the narrative of a slave called Broteer Furro in Africa, and later known as Venture Smith in New England. He tells us that he was born about 1727, the son of a prince in a place he called “Dukandarra in Guinea.” One day, his father took a new bride without the consent of his first wife, which was “contrary to the custom.” She left him with her three children, and gave Broteer, then aged five, to a master who lived about 140 miles from Dukandarra, near a great river that flowed in a westerly direction.54

Broteer was recovered by his father, who brought him and his mother back home. When Broteer was about ten or twelve, Dukandarra was attacked by a large force of raiders “from a nation not far distant,” armed with European muskets and “instigated by some white nation.” Broteer remembered that “the very first salute I had from them was a violent blow on the head with the fore-part of a gun.”

He was made to watch as his father was tortured to death, in a vain attempt to find his hidden wealth. Then the invaders put a rope around Broteer’s neck, tied him to a coffle of other prisoners, and marched him south “about four hundred miles.” They attacked more villages, captured other Africans, and came at last to a place “contiguous to the sea, called in African Anamaboo.”

Here a larger force of Africans attacked Broteer’s captors. “I was then taken a second time,” he remembered. “All of us were then put into the castle and kept for a market.” One day Broteer was put in a canoe and delivered to the Rhode Island ship Charming Susan. He was bought by a Yankee crewman as a private venture, a common practice on the coast. The price was four gallons of rum and a piece of calico. After that transaction, Broteer Furro was renamed Venture Smith and carried to New England, where he later wrote one of the most important Afro–New England slave memoirs. We shall meet him again.55



New England captains came to Anomabu for many reasons, but one reason most of all. Their Yankee customers much preferred the slaves who were sold there. In the English jargon of the eighteenth-century slave trade, African captives on that part of the coast were called Coromantees. It was a geographic expression, related to the early coastal towns of Little and Great Kormantine (today Kormantse), three miles from Anomabu.56

Many Coromantees came to New England from what was then called Fanteland in Ghana, which included many small Fante states on the Gold Coast. Other Coromantees were from the expanding Asante empire in the interior.57 Both spoke Akan languages, in a variety of Fante and Asante dialects that were (and are) mutually intelligible.58

Many English slave traders believed that Coromantees were “the best negroes on that whole coast” and valued them highly in several ways at once.59 They were widely perceived to be physically the strongest people in West Africa. When male and female slaves of many ethnic origins were measured for height in Jamaica during the eighteenth century, “Coromantees” were the tallest of the major African groups.60

Yankee slavers also believed that Coromantees were better able to survive New England winters, often a severe test for people from tropical climates. One writer observed that “Gold Coast and Whidah Negroes… live hardily.”61

New Englanders also respected Coromantees in another way as “the most sensible negroes on the coast.”62 One described them as “the best, being cleanest limbed and more docile” slaves.63 Another writer thought them to be the “most hardy, serviceable, docile and useful.”64 In early American usage, docile meant teachable and quick to learn, after the Latin verb doceo, to teach. Coromantee slaves were thought to be docile in that sense.

They were far from docile in the twenty-first-century meaning of being easily controlled. Europeans on the coast often observed that Akan-speaking people shared a strong warrior ethic. Males in Fanteland were organized into military companies called asafo, and trained for war with elaborate regalia, rituals, dances, and huge cloth flags that were symbols of their culture and history.65

A very strong warrior tradition existed also among Asante to the north. The scale and violence of warfare increased in the eighteenth century, when a great king, Osei Tutu, founded the Asante empire. Here as elsewhere in other African regions, periods of dynastic warfare increased the flow of captives to slave markets.66

These Fante and Asante military traditions were brought to the New World. On West Indian islands where slaves were severely abused, Coromantees earned a reputation as among the most militant and violent of Africans. They led the great Jamaica slave revolt in 1690, founded major Jamaican communities of maroons or escaped slaves by 1739, and organized the Antigua independence movement of 1736. They were at the center of Tacky’s War in Jamaica, the Berbice slave war in Guyana in 1763, and Demerara’s great slave rebellion of 1823. These events were among the largest and most successful slave risings in the history of the British West Indies.

Coromantee leaders were highly respected for their honor, courage, and endurance, especially by British soldiers who fought them in repeated “Ashantee wars.” In the Leeward Islands, Governor Christopher Codrington wrote of Coromantees, “There was never a rascal or coward of that Nation. Not a man of them but will stand to be cut to pieces without a sigh or a groan.”67

Some West Indian planters felt differently. A leading slave owner, Edward Long of Jamaica, disliked and feared Coromantee slaves. He introduced a special bill to prohibit their import.68 Others who knew Coromantee slaves testified that they were formidable enemies, but responded differently to kindness, honesty, and humanity. They were said to be “ferocious if angered, unmindful of danger, unwilling to forgive a wrong, but loyal if their devotion could be captured.”69

What proportion of New England’s African slaves came from Akan-speaking Fante and Asante ethnic cultures? Shipping records from the African slave trade tell us much about the geography of African origins, but less about ethnicity. Not all captives for sale at Anomabu came from Fante and Asante ethnic groups. Ghana historian Kwasi Konadu described a “common practice of sending small vessels from Anomabu to procure captives from Benin and Lagos, and then selling them as Gold Coast captives.” But as he observed, the same reports also noted that these efforts at ethnic misrepresentation were often in vain, as “the slaves of the Gold Coast are easily distinguished.”70

For transatlantic historians, the question of ethnic origin remains difficult but not impossible. Onomastic evidence of naming patterns helps with this problem. Akan-speaking cultures in what is now western Ghana shared many distinctive naming customs that included male and female day names, birth order names, delivery names (circumstances of childbirth), twin names, and family names. Day names in particular were (and are) widely used in both Asante and Fante cultures.

At least three different onomastic data sets survive for African naming patterns in New England. Several lists supply the names of Africans who were elected “Negro governors” in Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island, from 1740 to 1845. Most had British, biblical, or classical names. Of thirty identifiable Negro governors in New England, ten had African names, of which seven were Akan, and came from Fante and Asante cultures.71

Another onomastic source in New England are military muster rolls. They include hundreds of African Americans in New England who took up arms against British forces in 1775. Here again, the names of most slaves were British, biblical, or classical. But in one set of lists, twenty militiamen “of color” on Massachusetts muster rolls had African names, of which twelve (60 percent) were Akan names, both Fante and Asante. The other names were scattered through African regions. Another sixteen militiamen were American Indians, mostly Algonkian and Iroquoian.72

The largest source of African names in New England is advertisements for runaway slaves, which yielded similar results. Once again most African names were of Akan origin.

These onomastic tests of African ethnic origin yielded very small samples, but all three found that a majority of 60 to 70 percent of African names in eighteenth-century New England came from Akan-speaking Fante and Asante cultures.73 These results are consistent with evidence of geographic ports of departure in shipping records, both in data gathered by Elizabeth Donnan, and also in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Database. They also match the testimony of traders, owners, and colonial officials.74

Taken together, this material supports three conclusions on African origins of New England slaves. First, they came from a very broad range of African regions and cultures along much of the Atlantic coast from Senegal in the north to Angola in the south, and also a few from Madagascar by way of East African ports. Second, within that very broad range, a majority of African slaves in eighteenth-century New England came from what is now Ghana, mainly from Anomabu (much the largest) with a secondary linkage to Cape Coast Castle, and other places nearby. Third, onomastic evidence finds that as many as two thirds of African slaves in eighteenth-century New England came from Fante or Asante cultures, spoke Akan languages, were given Akan day names, and shared common ethnic, cultural, and linguistic origins.

In its totality, this pattern of African regional and ethnic origins in New England differed from other major regions on the mainland of colonial North America. But it was similar in some ways to Jamaica and several of the British Leeward Islands, where the slave trade tended to have similar timing.

A PURITAN MIDDLE WAY FOR SLAVERY IN NEW ENGLAND

In New England, the institution of slavery differed in form and substance from other North American colonial regions. It was deliberately designed by Puritan masters and mistresses who shared a sense of conscience and distinctive ways of thinking about human bondage.

On slavery as a moral question, English Puritans in Britain and North America responded in different ways. Some opposed it entirely, as did Richard Baxter (1615–91), an outspoken English theologian and moralist, often imprisoned for writings that combined Puritan passion with Shakespearean prose. He became a major figure in the English Civil War, an advisor to leaders of the Commonwealth and Protectorate, and later an architect of the Stuart Restoration without diminishing his Puritan principles.

Baxter never came to New England, but his writings were said to have been read more widely there than the work of any other Puritan author. In 1673, he published a short but powerful polemic against human bondage. In a summary sentence, he asserted “the inconsistence of slavery with every right of mankind, with every feeling of humanity, and every precept of Christianity.” His indictment of slavery was one of the most comprehensive on record. And it was delivered with a fury that has few equals in antislavery literature—both in its horror of human bondage, and its empathy for the enslaved.75

Another Puritan was one of the first active abolitionists in the English-speaking world. Samuel Rishworth lived on Providence Island, a short-lived English colony off Nicaragua’s Mosquito Coast. It had the same founding dates as New England’s Great Migration, but it was a distant and very different place. Rishworth became the secretary of Providence Island. He was said to be a “godly man,” of “much esteem” for “piety and judgment,” and was described as “a gentleman of means and learning.” Historians later described him as a “Puritan of the true New England type.” Like the founders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, he also believed that “God’s people stand on a hill.” Rishworth was a man of conscience who spoke in support of “poor men” and English servants. He strongly opposed the keeping of African slaves, with no success. Providence Island was rapidly becoming a plantation colony when Spain seized it.76

In New England, other leaders were also hostile to slavery from the start. In 1642, the deputy governor of Maine, Thomas Gorges, insisted that the use of slaves in place of servants would be totally “unlawful.”77 In 1652, Roger Williams’s colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations enacted a law that forbade servitude for life, and prohibited “black mankind or white” to serve by “covenant bond or otherwise” for more than ten years, unless under the age of fourteen, in which case they must be freed at the age of twenty-four. That prohibition was repeated in 1675 and also extended to Indian slavery, but both Rhode Island laws were dead letters by 1708.78

The best remembered voice against slavery in New England was that of Puritan magistrate Samuel Sewall. In 1700, his pamphlet The Selling of Joseph was the first abolitionist tract published in North America. Sewall’s antislavery argument had deep roots in his Puritan faith.79 He reasoned from scripture that “all Men, as they are sons of Adam, are Coheirs, and have equal Right to Liberty.” Further, he insisted that the selling of Joseph as a slave to the Ishmaelites was against God’s law. He wrote that “Joseph was rightfully no more a Slave to his Brethren, than they were to him,” and “there is no proportion between Twenty Pieces of Silver, and LIBERTY.”80
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Sewall insisted that all slave trading was “manstealing” and that the rule of scripture in Exodus 21:16 was very clear: “He that stealeth a man and selleth him, or if he be found in his hand, he shall surely be put to Death.”

This strong Puritan moralist also condemned what we would call racism, a double anachronism in his time, which had nothing quite like our modern ideas of “race” or our many ideological “isms.” Samuel Sewall wrote that “black as they are, seeing they are the Sons and Daughters of the First Adam… they ought to be treated with a Respect agreeable.” He also condemned laws that forbade sexual relations and prohibited intermarriage between Africans and Europeans.

Sewall was not alone in his stand against slavery and racism. Prominent leaders in New England congratulated him on The Selling of Joseph. In 1701, the selectmen of Boston asked the Massachusetts General Court “to put a period to negroes being Slaves.” Through the years that followed, Boston’s elected leaders several times instructed their representatives in the General Court to work “for the total abolishing of slavery among us.”81

Other New Englanders went in the opposite direction, and one of them in particular became an ardent defender of slavery. John Saffin was another Boston judge, a wealthy merchant, an active slave trader, a slave owner himself, and a Puritan who “kept the Covenant,” all at the same time. He was also a literary figure, an essayist, and a poet. In the Puritan way, John Saffin thought much about slavery, wrote at length about it, and published New England’s first sustained defense of slavery as an answer to Samuel Sewall’s attack. Many scholars are familiar with that exchange. Less well known is Saffin’s poetry on what we would call race and racism. One poem was called “The Negroe’s Character.”


Cowardly and cruel are those Blacks Innate,

Prone to Revenge. Imp of inveterate hate,

He who exasperates them soon espies,

Mischief and murder in their very eyes.

Libidinous, Deceitful, False, and Rude

The spume Issue of Ingratitude.

The Premises consider’d, all may tell

How near good Joseph they are parallel.



Here was one of the first sustained American defenses of race and racism as a rationale for slavery, and also one of the first written expressions of extreme race-hatred. It surfaced in Boston as early as 1701, and appeared full blown in John Saffin’s writings. He also gave this racist idea a peculiar Puritan twist by blaming the victim—not for inferiority but for depravity, another neo-Calvinist touch.82

Ironically, Saffin himself also became one of the most depraved early masters of African slaves on record in New England. An example was Saffin’s treatment of his slave Adam, whom he had pledged to emancipate on the biblical model after seven years of faithful service.

When the time came, Saffin broke his solemn promise and refused to set Adam free. In this instance, New England ethics were stronger in the slave than in his master, and Adam sued for his freedom. Saffin outdid himself in infamy. He appointed himself the presiding judge, sat in judgment on his own case, packed the jury, and delivered angry instructions in his own favor.

Adam appealed, with success. The Massachusetts House of Representatives was appalled by Saffin’s gross miscarriage of justice. It ordered a new trial before another judge. In a landmark case, Adam was released from bondage, and became a free man.83

A MIDDLE WAY IN PURITAN LAW: SLAVES AS BIBLICAL BONDSERVANTS

Many Puritans did not go the way of either John Saffin or Samuel Sewall. Here, as elsewhere, they followed the middle way, which they applied to many subjects in sermons, customs, and laws.

A leader was William Ames, an English Puritan theologian who never came to America, but was a leading architect of the covenant theology that had a major impact in New England. Ames wrote that “Liberty is in real value next unto life.” He did not forbid slavery but argued that any master who exercised absolute power over a slave violated the teachings of Christ. Ames sought an ethical middle ground, not as a compromise, but a strong position in its own right.84

To that end, Puritan leaders in New England colonies enacted the first systems of slave law in English-speaking America. The primary model was always the Bible: not the New Testament and four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, but the Old Testament’s law books of Exodus, Deuteronomy, and Leviticus. They became the source for several slave codes in the New England colonies.

The first system of laws was written by John Cotton and called Moses His Judicials. On the subject of slavery, an early draft had only one brief passage in seven words, but it went straight to the point. It read in its entirety, “Man-stealing, to be punished by death.” Cotton, like Sewall, drew it from Exodus and Deuteronomy. As we have seen, he added an explanatory note: “He that stealeth a man and selleth him, or if he be found in his hand, he shall surely be put to death.” In that sweeping phrase, he prohibited the capture, sale, and keeping of slaves. The mandatory penalty was death. In 1639, New Haven Colony adopted Moses His Judicials as its legal code.85

The Massachusetts Bay Colony went another way. Its Body of Liberties (1641) and Lawes and Liberties of Massachusetts (1648) forbade “bond slaverie, villeinage or captivities in the colony” for all people except “lawful captives taken in just wars, and such strangers as willfully sell themselves or are sold to us.” It condemned slave raiding for profit, and made it a capital crime called “man-stealing.” But it allowed “bond slaverie” of “lawfull Captives,” and required that “these shall have all the liberties and Christian usages which the law of God established in Israel concerning such persons.”86

These double-acting rules were not mere Calvinist casuistry. They were strictly enforced in the case of Smith v. Keyser (1646). Two New Englanders had joined a British raiding party which attacked an African village, killed many people, seized several captives, and brought two of them to Massachusetts. Here they fell out over the spoils and went to law. The General Court ruled that the captives had been taken unjustly, and ordered that they be returned to Africa “by the first opportunity (at the charge of the Country for the present).” It was done. The two Africans were freed and returned to their homeland. Smith and Keyser appear not to have been punished in any other way. The verdict in this case, like the law itself, was not a judgment against slavery, but against unjust enslavement by “man-stealing.”87

The Massachusetts Body of Liberties recognized lawful forms of slavery, and justified their existence by reference to the Old Testament. At the same time, it limited the power and authority of masters on the model of Exodus, Deuteronomy, and Leviticus. Many Puritans believed that slavery in Massachusetts should not be for life, but for a term of years. African slaves throughout New England were often given their freedom after a period which variously appeared in the Bible as five or six or seven or ten years. Practices varied from one Puritan master to another. In general, the biblical rule was not meant to free a master from the support of aged slaves. Its purpose was to free slaves in the prime of life, and to establish a system of humane slavery, which New England Puritans tried to require in many ways at once, with mixed results.88

Humane slavery is a contradiction in terms. But that impossible idea had real consequences for the enslaved. Through much of the seventeenth century, slavery in Puritan Massachusetts was not entirely race-bound. An example in 1638 was a white English servant named William Andros, who assaulted his master and conspired to kill him. Andros was ordered to be “delivered up as a slave” for an indeterminate period. Later he was returned from slavery to servitude “for the rest of his time.” Another white man named Marmaduke Barton was “condemned to slavery and to be branded, and to remain in slavery till the Court take further orders about him.” Several runaway advertisements in New England explicitly referred to slaves as “indented servants.” But increasingly most African slaves served for life in New England, and the condition became hereditary, unlike the servitude of most English workers.89

But at the same time, the Puritan law codes in New England also acknowledged the humanity of African slaves in other ways that differed from bondage in the Chesapeake, the Carolinas, and the Caribbean. Through the seventeenth century, the laws and courts of Massachusetts (and of most Puritan colonies) recognized that slaves possessed many human rights. Slaves could acquire property, and could also transfer it freely, and they did so in Massachusetts. Some became landowners while remaining slaves themselves.

In the seventeenth century, African slaves in Massachusetts were allowed to intermarry with Europeans and American Indians, and they did so. Statutes forbidding intermarriage were enacted in the eighteenth century, but intermarriage continued. Slaves were permitted to enter into marriage covenants, which in some towns were encouraged, and even required.

Slaves had full access to courts of law in New England. They could sue their masters, and more than a few did so. In civil and criminal trials they had rights of due process, and also a right to trial by jury. They could challenge individual jurors, but they did not have the right to trial by their peers, as slaves were normally forbidden to sit on juries in New England.

Puritan laws required masters to treat slaves humanely and to respect their rights. Ministers preached frequently on that theme. A leading example was Cotton Mather. Like most New England clergy, Cotton Mather accepted the existence of slavery, but severely condemned abuses of a master’s power. Central to his way of thinking was the state of a slave’s soul. He urged masters to allow religious instruction, encouraged the presence of slaves at meetings, and supported prayer meetings conducted by slaves.90

With him were many Puritan divines. The Reverend John Ballantine wrote, “Masters of Negroes ought to be men of great humanity. They have arbitrary power, may correct them at pleasure, may separate them from their children, may send them out of the country.”91

A prominent example was Jonathan Edwards (1703–58), the leading Puritan theologian of his generation, and also a slave owner. He had lived with slaves in his early life, bought a slave in 1731, and continued to own them until his death in 1758. Edwards studied the ethics of slavery, looked for guidance in scripture, found a passage in Job 31:13, and copied it almost word for word: “If I despise the cause of my man or maidservant when they plead with me, and when they stand before me to be judged by me, what then shall I do when I come to stand before God to be judged by him.… I am God’s servant as they are mine, and much more inferior to God than my servant is to me.” Here was another Puritan rule from scripture: judge not, lest ye be judged.92

Edwards went farther in his own thinking on the subject of race, as well as slavery. He wrote, “We are made of the same human race, and [God] has given us the same nature.… In these two things are contained the most forceable reasons against the master’s abuse of his servant.” Edwards believed that African slaves and New England masters were of the same race, a common belief in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. In his thinking, that idea became an argument against the abuse of slaves, but not against slavery itself. Here was yet another example of the Puritan middle way, in its attachment to slavery, its intimations of humanity, and its ethical instability.93

SLAVE RESISTANCE AND NEW ENGLAND LAW

Wherever slavery existed, acts of extreme violence were committed by masters against slaves, and by slaves against masters. New England’s laws imposed severe punishments for both. Where no statute existed, New England courts applied biblical law. When all else failed they invoked the scripture rule of an eye for an eye.

A horrific case occurred in Middletown, Connecticut. Barney, the slave of Jonathan Allyn, castrated his master’s son. Barney was indicted and pleaded guilty before the Superior Court at Hartford, but the court reported that it was unable to sentence him, because Connecticut had no law explicitly against such an act.

The Superior Court referred the case to the legislature. It was unwilling to act, because Puritan colonies in general, and Connecticut in particular, strictly forbade the use of statutes that were ex post facto. The legislature instructed the court to “proceed and cause such punishment… according to their best skill and judgment.” The court searched scripture for a rule, and found it in Exodus 21:24: “An eye for an eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.” For the crime of castrating his master’s son, Barney was ordered to be castrated. Samuel Peters wrote that the sentence was carried out.94

In 1681 an African slave named Marja was indicted for burning down a building in Roxbury. She was burned at the stake. In 1755, Phillis, slave of John Codman, poisoned her master and was burned alive. Male accomplices in both cases were hanged. The women received the severe English punishment for “petty treason,” a crime not merely against a master, but against a master’s authority.95

In general, slave revolts were less common in Massachusetts than in other colonies. This was so despite the fact that Akan-speaking slaves led many of the most violent rebellions in the Caribbean. New England’s Akan slaves actively resisted their bondage, but they did so in other ways with more success.

Altogether, New England Puritans created the first system of slave law in English-speaking America, and one of the most distinctive. It was designed to give strong support to slavery, but also to respect the humanity of the enslaved. In that combination, the Puritan founders of Massachusetts created a very peculiar institution of human bondage, in their own inimitable middle way.

THE BRUTALITY OF SLAVERY IN NEW ENGLAND, AND ITS HUMAN TOLL

Historians who have studied the material condition of African slaves in early New England conclude that “a common status did not exist.” Account books and court records describe the lives of slaves who were able to move toward freedom by their own efforts. But they were a very small minority. Less than 5 percent of New England slaves became free before 1760.96

The material condition of Africans in New England was diverse and dynamic. It began that way, and grew more so through time, unlike other large plantation systems which in some cases tended to harden into orthodoxy. Small-unit slavery in New England came down to individual masters and slaves, in conditions that varied through the full range of possibility.

As always, slavery took a terrible human toll. New England had its full share of cruel, predatory, and tyrannical masters. Many slaves, probably most, suffered from hard and heavy labor. Some were literally worked to death. Clear evidence has emerged for a slave called Fortune, who belonged to Dr. Preserved Porter in Waterbury. Connecticut. Fortune died in 1798, and his remains were preserved by several generations of physicians in the Porter family. His skeleton was used for instruction at their “School of Anatomy” for many years.

In the late twentieth century, Dr. Sally Porter Law McGlannan donated the skeleton to the Mattatuck Museum, which authorized its examination by forensic pathologists. They found evidence of “multiple enthesopathies,” and of ligaments and muscles that had been torn from bones by heavy weights and burdens. Their conclusion was that Fortune had been “worked to death when enslaved by the Porter family.”

Fortune’s remains were withdrawn from public display, and he was finally laid to rest in Waterbury’s Riverside Cemetery in our century. In 2004, Connecticut’s poet laureate Marilyn Nelson wrote a cantata called “Fortune’s Bones: The Manumission Requiem.” Fortune’s remains in Connecticut told yet another story about the brutality of human bondage, much as did forensic studies in New York City’s African Burial Ground. Empirical evidence of permanent physical damage caused by extreme cruelty and relentless exploitation of slave labor has turned up in every early American region.97

SPATIAL DISTRIBUTION OF NEW ENGLAND SLAVES: CLUSTER PATTERNS

At the start of the eighteenth century, African Americans were about one percent of New England’s population, rising to 2.4 percent (about sixteen thousand), by 1774–75. In this region, as elsewhere in North America, Africans were not distributed evenly across the countryside. We find strong patterns of clustering in many forms. The largest clusters formed in seaport towns. By 1775, Afro–New Englanders were 5 percent of the population in Portsmouth, 9 percent in New London, 10 percent in Boston, and 20 percent in Newport. In 1752, the largest cluster was in Boston, with 1,514 Afro-Americans in that small town of about fifteen thousand souls.98 Clusters of another kind appeared in Rhode Island’s Narragansett country, with its large plantations, good soil, a mild climate by New England norms, and lower mortality for people of African descent. An example was rural Charlestown, Rhode Island, where Afro-Americans were 30 percent of the population.

Yet another sort of clustering was the town of Dartmouth in southeastern Massachusetts. It had at one time the largest Quaker population in the state, and a strong maritime economy with job opportunities for slaves and free Blacks. These small clusters were large enough to sustain community and comity among some Africans in New England.99

In New England generally, historian Joanne Melish found in her research that “many male slaves” had a “relatively free and independent work life,” while remaining in bondage. Joshua Hempstead had a slave named Adam who managed a farm of two hundred acres in Stonington, Connecticut, while his master lived in New London, ten miles away.100 Newport Greene was sent to sea, with instructions to find his own employment and earn money for his master, Dr. Amos Throop of Providence in Rhode Island, a common pattern.101

Yet another example was Venture Smith, a legendary character of extraordinary physical strength and high moral courage whom we have already met. He has been called an African Paul Bunyan in New England’s folk history. As a slave he was able to work both for his master and himself, acquired his own land, and operated it as a farm. Later he made enough money to buy his freedom.102

All of this evidence is important to an understanding of slavery in New England. Human bondage was a brutal business everywhere. But the human spirit of individual slaves survived and even flourished, especially when they were able to form families, and where clusters of Africans came together.

In actual practice, New England slaves were allowed more freedom of movement than slaves elsewhere. Patterns varied, with specific restraints in some towns, and general restrictions on “nightwalking” after the nine o’clock curfew, which applied to everyone in Massachusetts, but with different penalties.

Masters permitted slaves to own firearms outright, and in the seventeenth century slaves served in the “train bands,” which were New England’s town militia. Restrictions of various kinds were later imposed, but slaves continued to serve with their masters in New England’s many military campaigns, and they frequently carried arms.


SURVIVAL OF AFRICAN CUSTOMS IN NEW ENGLAND

In 1777, German Baroness von Riedesel was traveling through western New England with prisoners taken at the Battle of Saratoga. She was surprised to observe “many families of free blacks who occupy good houses, and have means, and live entirely in the style of the other inhabitants.”103

The buildings looked that way from the outside. Some survive today, and still have that appearance. But inside, something else was evident. Interesting things happened in these homes when African and English cultures met and mixed.104

In Connecticut’s Fairfield County, much recent research has been done on an old house that still stands in Newtown. It was the home of a former African slave named Cato, who was freed by his mistress sometime between 1776 and 1783. He bought a half-acre lot in 1784 and built a house which is still occupied and lovingly preserved by the owners, who call it Cato’s House.

It combines elements of two building traditions. The post-and-beam construction follows English and Anglo-American customs in many ways. But its dimensions and the placement of posts are more African. The plan is square, rather than the conventional rectangular proportions of most early Anglo-American buildings.

Interesting details survive in the stone-built basement. One stone is marked with a large chiseled X at eye level, and the upper left line is twice the length of others. Another chisel line was carved perpendicular to that line, with a circle. These elements were called spirit marks and appear on African artifacts. Some historians believe them to be African images of the cosmos, and of cosmic harmony among its elements.

At the same time that African traditions were preserved by the makers of these marks, other English elements were adopted in a creative Afro-Anglo culture among African slaves in New England. An example was another feature of Cato’s House, found in a crawl space under a kitchen lean-to. A shoe was carefully concealed beneath the kitchen floor, in a tight place that is difficult to access. The shoe was a crude and battered male brogan of a sort often worn by New England slaves. On its top side were African spirit marks similar to those on the basement stones. But the placement of the hidden shoe itself was an old English folk custom that survived from the thirteenth to the twentieth centuries. Here again, as so often in early America, African and English elements were combined.105

Many New England slaves kept these and other African customs. Material evidence has turned up in the form of carved stone gods and artifacts of many kinds—pottery, textiles, pipes, walking sticks, necklaces, bracelets, and more, often in combination with British, European, and American Indian elements. African customs also appeared in forms of worship, combined with Christian marks and symbols. Titus Kent, a slave of Reverend Ebenezer Gay of Suffield, Connecticut, was a go-to-meeting Christian. At the same time it was said that “He always carried a frog’s foot in his pocket to keep off the colic demon, for he thought there was a special imp for each disease. Around his neck he carried four rattle-snake’s buttons suspended as to hang over his lungs.”106

THE PERSISTENCE OF AFRICAN SPIRIT LIFE OF NEW ENGLAND SLAVES: CASEY’S SOUL VISITS HOME

In the town of Concord, Casey, born in Africa, was captured by raiders when he was twenty, taken from his wife and child, and held as a slave in Concord, Massachusetts. Thoreau and his Transcendentalist friends were deeply interested in Casey, and knew him well. They remembered that he “used to say he went home to Africa in the night and came back in the morning.”

Thoreau thought he was talking about a recurrent dream. But ethnographer William Piersen observes that “for Casey these night visits were more than dreams. Many West Africans believed the soul wandered from the body at night and returned to the slumberer in the morning. For them, Casey’s dreams were truly ‘soul visits’ home.”107

AFRICAN SPIRITUAL BELIEFS AND PRAYER MEETINGS IN NEW ENGLAND

Throughout New England, slaves were often required to attend church, and frequently did so, sitting apart in special seats. Sometimes they were encouraged to join in Christian prayer meetings. One such group was meeting regularly in Boston as early as 1693. It was called a “Society of Negroes,” and gathered on Sabbath evenings with much encouragement from Cotton Mather and other ministers.108

Part of the religious life in this region was the spiritual stirrings that swept through New England from the first “Awakenings” that John Cotton inspired in 1633. They continued in the spiritual movements led by Solomon Stoddard in the late seventeenth century, in the Great Awakenings of Jonathan Edwards and James Davenport in the early eighteenth, the Second Great Awakenings in the new republic, and systemic revivalism and other movements in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. All these movements reached African slaves, and they in turn had an impact on new forms of expressive worship. African women were much involved. At Newport in 1765, Susanna Anthony and Sarah Osborn led prayer meetings for large numbers of slaves, as many as three hundred in 1766, five hundred in 1767.109

At the same time, African slaves were preaching and leading prayer meetings in New England. One leader (among many) was John Quamino, who had been born in Anomabu about 1754 or 1755. His father, an African man of wealth, sent him to Rhode Island “for learning,” in the care of Captain David Lindsay, who treacherously sold him as a slave to Captain Benjamin Church.110

In Newport, John Quamino attended Sarah Osborn’s prayer meetings, and she helped him learn to read and write English in the 1760s. In 1773, he won a lottery prize, and used it to buy his freedom. He married a woman called Duchess, a prominent Newport slave who became a major figure in her own right.111

John Quamino led prayer meetings and preached to slaves in his native Fante and English, with much encouragement from Ezra Stiles and Samuel Hopkins, two eminent clergymen who became his mentors. With the help of Stiles, Quamino also became a full member of Newport’s Congregational Church. Quamino was sent to study at Princeton, in preparation for a missionary career in Africa. Before he could take up his African mission, he died at sea in 1779.112

The Afro-English missionary Philip Quaque knew John Quamino. While living in New England, Quamino managed to maintain family ties in Anomabu, a rare occurrence in eighteenth-century America, but not unique. Other Africans in New England were able to do the same thing. One of them was Bristol Yamma, an Asante freedman in Rhode Island who also was sent by Samuel Hopkins to Princeton in preparation for a missionary career. The saga of these men brings out a little known part of African slavery in New England.113

ASSOCIATION AMONG NEW ENGLAND SLAVES

African slaves in New England, living in the households of their masters, rapidly developed a distinctive pattern of association that set them apart from slaves in other cultural regions. In brief, the associational lives of Afro-Americans were individually rich but collectively impoverished.

Many sources tell us that African slaves rapidly became part of the families that owned them—not equal by any means, but closely integrated in the domestic lives of their owners. On weekdays, slaves worked alongside their masters and mistresses. Morning, noon, and night they ate the same food, often at the same table. They were catechized with the children of the household, an old New England custom by which children and servants were taught together.

At the same time, collective association with other Afro-Americans happened less frequently than in other regions, and on a smaller scale. This was partly the inexorable result of demographic patterns, and partly also the result of policy. In most early New England colonies the authorities actively discouraged gatherings of African slaves. But they never succeeded in stopping them altogether. Scattered evidence survives of secret meetings of slaves, often purely for pleasure. In Deerfield, a slave named Cato, while supposedly riding his master’s horse to a drinking pond, met secretly with other slaves, also mounted on their owners’ animals. They organized their own impromptu races. Cato was caught, and insisted that the horse had run away with him to the race grounds.114

New England slaves also met more openly together on militia training days, and holidays. Many observers also remarked on the enthusiasm with which they observed Guy Fawkes Day. They were also in trouble for making merry on the Puritan Sabbath. At every opportunity, slaves seized opportunities to come together, drink a little, tell stories, and play African gambling games with sea shells.115

In 1817, a Black ship’s steward named William Read was confined on board the ship Canton Packet in Boston Harbor, on a day when other Afro-Americans gathered in town. Young Read was so angry that he ignited two barrels of gunpowder and blew the stern off the ship.116

In most systems of slavery, the master class sought to maintain its hegemony by the discipline of time. In consequence, slaves in many places contested that practice, and found ways to pry open possibilities for control of their lives.

This happened everywhere slavery existed, but it had a special edge in New England. Puritans and Quakers gave particular attention to the discipline of time, and addressed that problem in fundamental ways that could be reconciled with African ethics. Puritan masters often allowed limited temporal liberties. Slaves responded by improvising their own temporal events and extending their boundaries.

A remarkable example occurred in the towns around Lynn, Massachusetts, in the mid-eighteenth century. In Lynn itself, Thomas Mansfield owned a famous slave called King Pompey, who was said to have been a prince among his African people. Late in his advancing years, Pompey was given his freedom, and he moved into a wooded tract on the east side of the Saugus River.

Every year, according to several accounts, “he was host, guest of honor, and master of ceremonies” for slaves in “all the neighboring towns” to celebrate their African origins. Masters gave their slaves the day off, and sometimes added spending money. On May 27, 1741, Benjamin Lynde did that for two of his slaves, Scipio and William. We know of it from a note in the master’s diary: “Scip 5s and Wm 2s 6d for a negro’s hallowday.”117

Something similar happened in Rhode Island, where the Reverend James MacSparran was a master we know well from his journals, letter books, and abstracts. MacSparran owned a prominent slave named Stepney, whom he valued and respected. Stepney became a moral leader of African Americans through much of Rhode Island and New England.

The reach of his reputation appeared after his sudden death on May 2, 1745. Stepney drowned when his boat sank in a small pond. The news spread swiftly and a funeral followed two days later. Many slaves and some free people of color in Rhode Island were able to attend. They came in large numbers from North and South Kingston, and other towns across the state. Several children of slaves born soon after the accident were named Stepney. James MacSparran himself preached a funeral sermon at King’s Chapel in Boston, before what was described as “a great assembly of negroes,” with a eulogy of Stepney as his “first, best, and most principal servant.” Many New England slaves traveled long distances on short notice, with permission of their masters, to gather together in mourning. These events demonstrated the extent to which New England slaves were able to gain some control over their time and movements within that cultural frame.118

AFRICAN SLAVES AND NEW ENGLAND HOLIDAYS

By the mid-eighteenth century, these gatherings of slaves became regular events in New England. Something similar happened in many slave systems throughout the New World, but they took different forms from one region to another. In Catholic colonies, African slaves were able to stop work and celebrate holy days at Easter and Christmas, and a great secular holiday before the beginning of Lent. Some French Catholic colonies, like France itself, had more saints than days in the year, not counting Sundays. Some of these many saint’s days created opportunities for slaves to interrupt the temporal tyranny of bondage.

Puritan New England posed a special challenge that way. Most Christian holidays, even joyous festivals of Easter and Christmas, were condemned as popish abominations, especially in Massachusetts Bay. Exceptions were towns in parts of southern Rhode Island, and eastern and western Connecticut, where Anglicans settled in larger numbers. Christmas and Easter were celebrated there by masters and slaves in traditional Christian ways, but not in the Puritan heartland of Massachusetts.

In much of Puritan New England, worldly activities were also strictly forbidden on the Sabbath. Even cooking was prohibited on the extended Puritan Sabbath which ran from sundown Saturday to sunup Monday—hence Boston’s cold baked beans. Most travel was forbidden for masters, mistresses, and slaves alike, and Sabbath breaking was punished severely.

But what the Puritans prohibited in one way they permitted in another. New England customs presented other opportunities for time off from hard labor, and African slaves were quick to seize them. In Puritan towns, Thursday was Lecture Day. It was the time when wedding banns were announced, evildoers were punished, and special thanksgiving feasts and fasts were called. All that brought a break in the labor of bondage when slaves had some time of their own.

Similar days of freedom in New England were linked to annual events such as Militia Training Days, when each town’s “train band” mustered for drill on “training fields” that still bear that name. Much of the town took the day off and came to watch. A happy time was had on Training Days by men and women, elders and children, servants and especially by slaves.119

NEW ENGLAND’S “NEGRO ELECTION DAYS”: THE GROWTH OF AN ANNUAL AFRO-PURITAN FESTIVAL

Before the end of the seventeenth century, the Puritans replaced the old Christian holy days with a new set of unique regional holidays—Thanksgiving Days and Training Days, as just mentioned, and most of all, Election Days.

On Election Days, Puritan colonies installed their governors, deputy governors, and assistants. By the mid-eighteenth century, African slaves in New England created their own version of that event, with the encouragement of their masters. After a colony celebrated its election, African slaves and freedmen held their own “Negro Election Day,” as it was called, to select officers called “Negro governors” in corporate Connecticut and Rhode Island, and “Negro kings” in the royal colonies of Massachusetts and New Hampshire. It was an annual custom, observed for more than a century from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century. Each New England colony and state chose its own dates, usually in May or June, and kept them every year.120

Celebrations continued for many days around the event—often for a week or more. The day itself began with a beating of drums. The slaves dressed elaborately for the occasion in fantastic colorful costumes. Often they were allowed to borrow the finery of their masters and mistresses. At the Negro Election Day in Derby, Connecticut, the governor-elect was described as “caparisoned with gay feathers, flowers and ribbons of red, white, and blue.”

Negro Election Days commonly began with a procession in which the assembled crowd marched behind the incumbent Negro governor to the polling place, usually beneath a great tree in an open field. There were speeches, and then the vote was taken, sometimes by ballot, sometimes by outcry or a standing count.


[image: Image]
“An Election Parade of a Negro Governor”



The results were followed by an inaugural military parade. Some slaves were allowed to carry their masters’ firearms and edged weapons on Election Days, and to make a feu de joie at its climax. Masters also allowed their slaves to use horses. In southern Rhode Island, slaves were “mounted on the best Narragansett pacers, sometimes with their master’s swords, with their ladies on pillions.”

Then came games that included old British folk sports, African stick fighting, and African wrestling. Dancing followed with music that combined elements of European, Amerindian, and African traditions.

And there was often a feast. Slaves would arrive to find chairs and tables arranged and decorated with garlands and spring flowers. Food was abundant, but drinking was strictly limited.121

Music was part of the festivities, and much of what Congregational clergyman William Bentley called “the most fatiguing dances.”

Negro Election Days were widely held, not only in provincial capitals, but also in shire towns (county seats), half-shire towns (where courts also met), major seaports, centers of inland commerce, and other communities.122

In some towns, special sites were reserved for the occasion. “Negroes in Boston were allowed to have unmolested use of the Boston Common, with an equality of rights and privileges with the white people” on Negro Election Days. Salem’s site was “the Plain.” In Hartford they gathered on “the Neck, near North Burial Ground.”123

These Negro Election Days sometimes went on for several days. William Pynchon’s slave took three days off for “the Negro Election.” In Lynn, Massachusetts, they continued through four days. Attitudes varied among New England owners, but as time passed some of them allowed their slaves to take off as much as a week’s work or more. In Warwick, Rhode Island, a frustrated master noted “8 days lost at negro election.”

Similar customs also developed on holidays in colonies throughout the West Indies, and North and South America. They often combined elements of a traditional Roman Saturnalia, when roles of masters and servants reversed for a day. There were many other parallels, but New England Election Days were unique in their totality. This was the only American region where some English colonists elected their governors before the Revolution. In New England, celebrations marked not the election itself but the report of its result—a political annunciation day.124

For African slaves and freedmen in New England, these events also had an important function. African slaves and freedmen elected one of their own men, as the ceremonial head of a celebration, and as an active leader of their community for an annual term. A formal process of nomination was followed by a contested election in which all African men could participate. They did so by voting out loud (viva voce), which had long been customary in New England elections. Similar events occurred in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Connecticut, and Rhode Island.

In Connecticut alone, twenty-eight elected Negro governors have been identified, and many more served in that office. Of that number, about a third were described as “Africans of rank and their descendants,” or by a similar phrase. Some were slaves who were thought to have descended from families of high rank in Africa, or were recognized as having African titles. Among them were King Pompey in Lynn, Massachusetts; Prince Robinson in South Kingston, Rhode Island; Tobias Pero and his son Eben Tobias in Derby, Connecticut; and the family lineage of Jubal Weston, Nelson Weston, and Wilson Weston in Seymour, Connecticut. Those who had African names were nearly all speakers of Akan languages, either Fante or Asante.125

These governors (or kings as they were sometimes called in royal colonies) were often described as physically big men. An example was Quash Freeman in Derby, Connecticut, described as “a giant six-footer,” and “a man of Herculean strength.” It was said that “he could take a bull by the horns and by the nose and at once prostrate him on the ground. No one ever dared to molest or tried to make him afraid, and when he was approaching from a distance he awakened the sense of a coming thunder cloud.” Another example was Eben Tobias, who was remembered as “of the very finest physical mold, being over six feet tall and admirably proportioned.”

Others were described as outstanding in character. It was said of Roswell Freeman that no one had “a higher standard of right, better principles, kinder instincts as a friend and neighbor, was more respected in his position, or more worthy of the good esteem of his contemporaries.”126

Occasionally an elected Negro governor proved to be unfit for service in various ways: a pathological liar or deeply dishonest; an outright thief and corrupt; a narcissist, entirely absorbed in self; a boor without manners or respect for others; a demagogue who turned people against one another; a cruel sadist who found pleasure in inflicting pain on others. When that happened, New England slaves themselves sometimes took action. Failed Negro governors were removed from office by a process similar to impeachment. The memory of their infamy was preserved in oral culture as an emblem of disgrace and an example to others.

New England’s Negro governors were given real power and responsibility through their year in office. They were expected to settle disputes among slaves, to punish crimes against other slaves, and to try cases of theft, assault, and marital infidelity. Governors organized court sessions, conducted trials, and authorized punishments such as fines, whippings, or the “bastinado, with a ‘cobbing board,’ ” which was administered by an elected slave sheriff or constable.127

African New Englanders themselves controlled these events. They did so mostly as slaves before 1780, and later as freedman into the 1850s. Something quite extraordinary was happening here. New England masters were sharing a measure of legitimate power and authority with African slaves, in a way that went beyond ceremonial practices in other parts of the New World.

Many other colonial cultures included festivals and holidays in which slaves were chosen to lead processions or preside over events. New England’s Negro governors were different. Many of them actually governed. They were chosen in Negro elections that gave power to slaves and granted a measure of control over the conditions of their life in slavery. This power-sharing also served the interest of New England masters in ways that were alien to systems of more arbitrary bondage.

The inaugural ceremonies for Negro governors included African rituals of purification, with roles for women, as in Odwira rituals in West Africa, which were symbolic of the life-force in the community. Historians have found evidence of other African customs in these New England events.128

GENDER AND RANK AMONG AFRICAN WOMEN IN NEW ENGLAND: QUAMINO OF NEWPORT

African women in New England also achieved less formal positions of substantive rank, power, and wealth. In that process, they also found ways to make this exceptionally open and permeable system of slavery yet more open and free. Often they did it by individual effort. Some became market women, as in many African cultures and most American regions. Others succeeded in excelling at different economic roles.

An example was Quamino, a Coromantee woman who worked as a kitchen slave for several families in southern New England. She gained a reputation as the “most celebrated cake baker in Rhode Island” and built a catering business in Newport. She and her husband were able to buy their freedom, acquired their own house, and every year they put on a dinner party for the three families who had owned Quamino.

She was a woman of presence and dignity, and was said to be the daughter of an African prince. The people of Rhode Island called Quamino the “Duchess of Newport”; Duchess also became a term of address. It was a testament to her manner, grace, and bearing, and described the respect that was shown to her by people of every condition in the town.129

Other slave women achieved high standing in surprising ways. In the town of Providence, Rhode Island, Mary Bernoon was a slave who flourished as an eighteenth-century smuggler—an honorable profession in old New England, if done in an appropriately civic spirit. She and her husband, Emanuel Bernoon, gained their freedom in the 1730s. In 1736, they opened a catering business, and followed it with a highly successful oyster house. By her husband’s death in 1769, the value of their estate was reckoned at 2,000 Spanish silver dollars.130

Slave women were also honored in other roles. Among them was Chloe Spear, born a slave in Africa about 1750, and brought to Boston. Even after many years in America she spoke what some heard as “broken English,” and others as an African power of spiritual expression. It was written that “white New Englanders recalled Chloe Spear precisely for her own inventive skill in conveying her ideas in metaphors that originated in her own mind.”131

Chloe remembered the agony of her early years in Boston, when she felt so alone and heartsick that she “wished for death.” In the sky over Boston, she would watch the waning of a winter moon, the coming of darkness, and then the first sliver of new moon. She dreamed of the African idea that as “a young moon would appear after the old one was gone away,” so also the first child born after the death of another would be the same spirit. And she would be carried away, and born again in her distant home.132

Others listened and learned from her. They marveled at her “gift of invention,” her “power of expression,” and her ability to convey spiritual ideas in metaphors that originated in her own mind. Chloe Spear joined African and biblical and New England images and ideas in a new genre of spiritual expression. Its creativity flowed from the fusion of languages and cultures, African and European, in early New England.133

Stories multiplied about other women like Chloe Spear. They were African slaves who became seers, and spoke to the condition of many people, women for the most part, and many others. They were everywhere in America, but something special happened in New England, where children of the Puritans had been taught to listen and learn with an intensity of mind and spirit that was unique to this region. The founders of this very special culture had been inspired by English Puritans and independents such as Oliver Cromwell, who was one of them in many ways, and almost joined them in America. He also shared with them his passionate conviction that “a seeker was the next best to a finder.”134

Many generations of Puritan preachers had taught the people of New England to be seekers in that spirit. They sought what Calvinists called signs, or clues to divine intentions wherever the evidence appeared in the world. African seers such as Chloe Spear spoke to the condition of these Puritan seekers. She added to spiritual seeking—another dimension of spiritual finding.135

AFRICAN MEN AS SPIRITUAL STRIVERS

John Jack had been born in Africa around the year 1713, and bred in old New England. He lived in Concord, Massachusetts, and learned a trade as a skilled shoemaker, but remained in bondage most of his life. In 1754, he appeared in Concord’s probate records, not as a man but human livestock, appraised in his owner’s estate as if he were an animal. But this did not discourage him. John Jack was a striver. In 1761, he was able to buy his freedom at about the age of forty-eight, acquired eight acres of arable field and meadowland, with a home of his own. He was known to drink more than a little too much, but he earned the esteem of his fellow townsmen in Concord.

Even with his drinking problem, there was something special about the character of John Jack. New Englanders were quick to notice and respond. On his passing in 1773, his friend, lawyer, executor, and town Tory Daniel Bliss celebrated his character in a poem that survives today because it was carved into his Concord tombstone. It preserved the memory of a man who was a “slave to vice” and yet became a free man of virtue. Some people in Concord still remember him that way.


God wills us free, man wills us slaves

I will as God wills, God’s will be done

Here lies the body of JOHN JACK

A native of Africa who died

March 1773 aged about 60 years

Tho’ born in a land of slavery,

He was born free

Tho’ he lived in a land of liberty,

He lived a slave.

Till by honest, tho’ stolen labors toil

He acquired the source of slavery

Which gave him his freedom

Though not long before

Death the grand tyrant

Gave him his final emancipation

And set him on a footing with kings

Tho’ a slave of vice

He practiced those virtues

Without which kings are but slaves.136



GROWING PATTERNS OF RESISTANCE BY NEW ENGLAND SLAVES

In every system of human bondage, resistance was nearly universal, and took many forms. Men and women, young and old, house slaves and field slaves, all studied their opportunities and made the most of them.

In what is now the United States, important differences developed from one region to another, both in patterns of resistance and also in responses from the master class. African cultures also made a difference, and so did regional conditions of American bondage. In England’s Caribbean colonies Akan-speaking Coromantee slaves from Fante and Asante cultures of what is now western Ghana won a reputation for organizing large armed rebellions, and also for escaping from bondage, and founding maroon communities that preserved their independence for many generations. These Coromantee leaders were held in high respect by disciplined British Regulars who were sent against them. Something similar happened in West Africa, where the British Army fought many “Ashantee wars,” and suffered major defeats.137

Altogether, Herbert Aptheker’s massive research found evidence by his own count of “approximately 250 revolts and conspiracies” by slaves in what is now the United States. Later inquiries have found many more. But there was one regional exception. By Atheker’s definition of a slave revolt as an actual armed rising of at least ten slaves with freedom as their object, he found no slave revolts in the New England colonies that became six American states, the only region in the United States where that was the case. It was not a function of numbers of slaves. Many slave revolts occurred in New York and New Jersey where numbers were not very different from New England.138

In New England, slaves actively resisted their bondage, but they chose other means. A few attempted to murder their master or mistress. In 1681, Maria the slave of Joshua Lamb in Roxbury, Massachusetts, was found guilty of setting fire to her master’s house. She was burned alive. That same year, Jack, a slave of Samuel Woolcot or Wolcott, attempted to set fire to a home in Northampton. Jack was hanged and his body was “burned to ashes” much as Maria had died—“a burning for a burning,” Cotton Mather later observed.139

In 1755, John Codman of Charlestown in Massachusetts was murdered by two of his slaves, Mark and Phillis. Mark had a family of his own across the river in Boston. He asked his master for more time to earn money for their support and was refused. Phillis had formed a relationship with a man named Quacko in Boston. They wanted to live together, and she offered to pay her master 40 pounds for permission to do so. John Codman refused yet again. Mark and Phillis joined together and killed him.

Both confessed to his murder, and testified that their goal was not freedom, but more autonomy within slavery. They had hoped to replace a hard master with one who was more accommodating. Mark acquired a deadly poison from the slave of a Boston apothecary, and Phillis served it to her master with his morning porridge. In 1755, she was burned alive for murder. Mark was hanged as her accomplice, and his body was ordered to be displayed in an iron cage on a main road to Charlestown. His remains were still there twenty years later, when Paul Revere passed them on his midnight ride in 1775 and mentioned it as a familiar landmark in his accounts. But these homicides by slaves were rare in New England.140

SLAVES WHO FREED THEMSELVES IN EARLY NEW ENGLAND

More New England slaves resisted their bondage in other ways. The courts were open to them, and they frequently sought freedom by lawful means. They also seized economic opportunities that came their way. Altogether, between 5 and 10 percent of African slaves in Massachusetts gained their freedom before 1775, in many cases by their own efforts.

An early example was Peter Swinck, the first African settler in the western town of Springfield, Massachusetts. His Dutch name suggests that he ran away from New Netherland to New England as early as 1650—a perilous trip. New Englanders took him in, to the fury of former Dutch masters. Peter Swinck was protected and welcomed by the people of Springfield, and became a servant for a fixed term of John Pynchon, the founder and leader of the town. Swinck received land on condition that he work there “till his time expired.” The town gave him a seat in the meetinghouse, and sometime before 1660 he took a wife named Mariah. They survived the destruction of King Philip’s War in 1675, and helped to rebuild their ruined town. By 1685, Peter Swinck was a freeholder with fifty-five acres of land, including a two-acre house lot and three tracts of arable farmland. Their children were given Old Testament names much favored in Puritan New England: Abraham, Susannah, and Miriam.141

Another Springfield story was the saga of Roco, a slave who was brought into the town by John Pynchon, and put to work making turpentine and tar. He got into trouble with a woman named Margaret Riley, probably an Irish servant. Roco admitted that “he had upon Riley’s tempting him the carnal knowledge of her body.” The result was not the hysteria and brutal violence that often happened in other places and later periods. Roco received a fair hearing, pleaded guilty, and got the usual Puritan punishment for fornication, which was much the same for racially mixed couples as for others. Roco was offered a choice of fifteen lashes or a fine of three pounds.

He took the lashes and saved his hard-won capital. In the years from 1685 to 1695 Roco rapidly improved his material condition. He was able to work both for his master and for himself in making naval stores. Another laborer testified in 1693 that the “burning of Pine Trees” was “such sore worke he would not doe that for 3 shillings a day.” Roco kept at it. He acquired sixty acres, leased a sawmill, and ran it while still a slave, with free men working for him. He married another Pynchon slave named Sue, and in 1695 bought the freedom of himself and his wife for “Twenty-Five barrels of good cleane pure Turpentine” and “Twenty one barrels of Good merchantable Tarr.” The purchase price required huge and heavy labor. The Pynchons drove a hard bargain, but kept their word. Roco and Sue both gained their freedom.142

THE SELF-EMANCIPATION OF JENNY SLEW, SPINSTER OF IPSWICH, AND THE AWAKENING OF JOHN ADAMS, 1765

A large number of slave women in New England played prominent roles as strivers for their own liberty. Among them was Jenny Slew of Ipswich, Massachusetts. In 1765, she went to court, and presented herself in the eyes of the law as “Jenny Slew, Spinster.” She filed an action against her master, “John Whipple, Junior, of said Ipswich, gentleman.” She accused her owner of “unlawfully taking her with force and arms,” and “holding her captive for three years against her will,” and committing “other injuries against the peace and to her person.” She demanded her freedom, with civil damages of twenty-five pounds plus costs.

In court John Whipple made a joke of Jenny Slew. He argued that there was “no such person in nature as Jenny Slew of Ipswich, aforesaid, Spinster.” One might imagine Whipple’s friends laughing in the courtroom as a gentleman of Ipswich made a mockery of Jenny Slew as a spinster and a slave. After several delays, a conservative jury found for Whipple. The judge ordered that Jenny Slew should be “remanded back into slavery,” and required to pay costs.

But Slew was just getting started. In 1766, she engaged Benjamin Kent, one of the Bay Colony’s leading barristers, who later became attorney general of Massachusetts. He carried her case on appeal to the Massachusetts Superior Court, at a session in Salem. It ordered a new trial before a jury of Salem people, who had small respect for John Whipple of Ipswich, and were not amused by his cruel attempts at humor. The Salem jury brought in a verdict for Jenny Slew, and the high court ordered her to be set free. It also required her former master to pay damages of 9 pounds, and costs of 4 pounds.

Sitting in the courtroom and paying close attention was another rising barrister, John Adams. The case was a revelation to him, and he made a special record of it in his diary. Adams wrote that he “heard the Tryall of an Action for Trespass brought by a Molatto Woman, for Damages, for restraining her of her Liberty.” He added, “This is called suing for Liberty; the first action that I ever knew, of the sort, tho’ there have been many.”

This important trial in Salem preceded other cases in London (1772), and its judgment was more sweeping. It also quickened the conscience of John Adams. Eight years later, he would be in a unique position to do something fundamental about slavery in Massachusetts.143

AFRICAN FREEDOM PETITIONS, 1773–74

As the imperial quarrel grew into a conflict between British leaders and New England colonists, African slaves joined in. They began to demand their own rights of liberty and freedom. In 1773, as the imperial conflict approached the breaking point, a group came together in Massachusetts and described themselves as “many slaves living in the Town of Boston, and other Towns in the Province.” They sent petitions to Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson, the Council, and the General Court of Massachusetts. They claimed to speak for all slaves, protested against the condition of their bondage, and demanded full rights of liberty and freedom. This was not a single act, but a sustained campaign that went on for many months, with repeated petitions, pamphlets, broadsides, and articles in newspapers.144

In May 25, 1774, another “Grate Number of Blackes of the Province,” sent another petition to Royal Governor Thomas Gage. They wrote that “we have in common with all other men a naturel right to our freedoms,” and demanded “that we may obtain our natural right, our freedoms, and our children be set at liberty at the yeare of twenty-one.” General Gage, himself with large slaveholdings in the West Indies, appears to have made no reply, at least none that we have found.

But these slave petitions reached other people. They inspired Abigail Adams to think about them—and then to think again. On September 22, 1774, she sent an account of the petition campaign to husband John, who was at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia. Abigail’s first thought had a hostile edge. She called it “a conspiracy of the negroes.” But then she thought again, and wrote to her husband, “I wish most sincerely there was not a slave in the province; it always appeared the most iniquitous scheme to me to fight ourselves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we have. You know my mind upon this Subject.”145

SLAVES IN MILITARY SERVICE DURING THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR

In 1775, more than 80 percent of Africans in Massachusetts were slaves, and probably close to 95 percent throughout British colonies in North America. When the Revolution began, and fighting spread through the thirteen colonies, slaves had hard choices to make. They went different ways, mainly by region, but always seeking their freedom.

In southern states from Maryland to Georgia, many slaves left their American Whig masters, and sought freedom by joining the British side. When British armies marched through the Carolinas and Virginia, they were followed by large numbers of fugitive slaves, who left their owners in scenes similar to what would happen with Union armies in the South during the Civil War.

In the middle states from New York to Pennsylvania, slaves went three ways. Some supported the American cause, and others turned to the British. More than a few did something else. They followed men such as the legendary Colonel Tye, an escaped New Jersey slave who organized a third force of African slaves and British servants, and led them in a struggle for their own cause.

Yet another pattern appeared in New England. In the old Puritan colonies, a large majority of African slaves supported the American Revolution. Many took up arms to fight for American independence and for their own.

In all of these ways, slaves in every region made choices which they believed most likely to lead to their own emancipation. In New England, slaves studied the question with care, and made formal inquiries of Whig leaders. During the spring of 1775, “Negroes in the counties of Bristol and Worcester” petitioned the “Committees of Correspondence convened in Worcester, to assist them in obtaining their freedom.” The slaves demanded a straight answer, and got what they asked. On June 14, 1775, the Massachusetts Revolutionary Convention in Worcester passed a resolution “that we abhor the enslaving of any of the human race, and particularly of the NEGROES in this country. And that whenever there shall be a door opened or opportunity present for anything to be done toward the emancipating the NEGROES, we shall use our Influence and Endeavour that such a thing may be effected. Attest. William Henshaw clerk.”146

Even earlier, when the fighting began at Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775, at least forty men of color from eleven Massachusetts towns, most of them slaves, joined their masters and went to war against British Regulars at Lexington and Concord. Their names appear on surviving muster lists for that day. Actual numbers were larger, and they grew. At Bunker Hill on June 17, 1775, at least 150 slaves mustered from more than fifty New England towns and fought for the American cause, which they believed to be their cause as well, and the cause of freedom for the enslaved. At Saratoga, the numbers of African Americans in New England regiments rose to four hundred on October 17, 1777. They were more than eight hundred at the Battle of Monmouth on June 28, 1778. Many others served at sea aboard New England privateers, which promised freedom and fortune, and often delivered both.147

Subsequent research on individual New England towns has found evidence of many more slaves who fought in the American Revolution. A meticulous project for the small town of Lincoln, Massachusetts, identified fourteen Afro-Yankee “patriots in arms,” a majority of slaves in that little community. Many demanded freedom for their service, and most of them received it.148

When George Washington took command of the Continental Army in Massachusetts on July 3, 1775, he was a great Virginia planter, who had long been comfortable with race slavery. He was shocked to discover that New England units had enlisted many African American soldiers in their ranks. Washington took a southern slaveholder’s approach to the question, and issued General Orders to all his officers that “you are not to enlist any deserter… stroller, negro, or vagabond, or person suspected of being an enemy to the liberty of America, nor any under eighteen.” He further ordered that slaves and freedmen should be discharged from the army forthwith.149

New England military leaders refused outright, and Washington tried compromise. He obtained authorization from the Congress that “the free negroes who have served faithfully in the army at Cambridge may be re-enlisted therein, but no others.”150

New Englanders refused again. Washington issued new General Orders: “As the General is informed, that Numbers of Free Negroes are desirous of enlisting, he gives leave to recruiting Officers, to entertain them.” The enlistments continued. On Christmas night in 1776, when Washington crossed the Delaware, more than 60 percent of his small army were New Englanders, and their units included many former slaves, serving as free men.151

By 1777, the Baroness von Riedesel observed in western Massachusetts that “the negro can take the field in place of his master, and so you do not see a regiment in which there is not a large number of blacks.”152 In 1778, after the Battle of Monmouth, the adjutant general of the Continental Army made a survey of “black troops in the army,” and counted 586 on active duty in fourteen Continental regiments. The leading units were New England regiments.

Later in the war, the First Rhode Island Regiment enlisted entire companies of African Americans, which were observed by New Englanders to be among the best units in the Continental Army, for discipline, stamina, and courage.

With these events, and much encouragement from his friend the Marquis de Lafayette, Washington’s thinking on race and slavery changed during the war. And after the war, he corresponded with antislavery leaders in Britain and Europe, received their writings and read them. He stopped the use of whipping at Mount Vernon, ceased selling slaves on principle, and ordered that all his slaves be freed at his death. Of ten slaveholding presidents, Washington was the only one to do so. His widow, Martha, tried to carry out his wishes in some ways.

The history of George Washington in the Revolution might be studied in conjunction with the revolution in George Washington on slavery and race. Both were linked to military events in the War of Independence, to his experience with New Englanders in the army, and especially to Afro-Yankees in arms during the most difficult moments of the war. Here again, Washington increasingly linked the conduct of the War of Independence to the expanding principles of the American Revolution. Agents of that expansion were often American soldiers of African ancestry.153

THE SELF-EMANCIPATION OF WALTHAM’S PRIVATE FELIX CUFF, 1780

The spirit of these Afro–New England men-at-arms appeared in the career of Private Felix Cuff, of Waltham, Massachusetts. After his military service, he fought his own private war of independence, as did many others.

In the American Revolution, military service of individual New England slaves was often followed by their emancipation, commonly with the master’s consent. But sometimes it happened in other ways. In the town of Waltham, Felix or Phelix Cuff was a slave who enlisted as a private in the regiment of Colonel Cyprian Howe. When his term of service ended in 1780, Private Cuff came home to Waltham. His master, Edward Gearfield, tried to reclaim him as a slave, seized his arms and “accoutrements,” and even tried to take Cuff’s clothing as the master’s property.

Cuff would have none of it, and insisted that he was free. With “two negro friends” he retreated to a cave on a hill called Snake Rock in Waltham, and prepared to defend his freedom. Gearfield appealed for military assistance to General William Heath, who took the master’s side. The army sent Lieutenant Eliphalet Hastings to make an arrest, and a fight followed. By all accounts, Hastings and his party met “a warm reception” and “came back empty handed.”

All the parties—Felix Cuff, his embattled friends, his former master, and the army—carried the case to the elected selectmen of Waltham. The selectmen agreed unanimously that slaveholder Gearfield had grossly falsified the material facts of the case and had “no demand in justice on the said Phelix as a slave.” Further, the selectmen reported that Felix’s arms and accoutrements belonged not to the master but to the town, and that Cuff himself had bought his clothing and possessions with his own money. His former master had falsified those facts as well.

The judgment of Waltham’s selectmen was supported by three leading citizens who comprised the town’s military committee. The town meeting also appears to have added its support. In 1780, with strong backing from many of his fellow townsmen, Private Felix Cuff became his own master. Ten years later the first manuscript U.S. Census of 1790 reported that “Felix Cuffer” was a free man who lived in his own Waltham home, with his wife and a family of three.154

SLAVERY’S END IN MASSACHUSETTS: JOHN ADAMS’S CONSTITUTION OF 1780 AS A SPUR TO SELF-EMANCIPATION

As the War of Independence approached its climax, the old Puritan Commonwealth of Massachusetts became one of the first American states to put an end to slavery within its borders. It did so not by a single decisive act, but in an extended process that was rooted in its laws and customs, and in the actions of slaves themselves.

As we have seen, from the early seventeenth century slaves in Massachusetts had full access to the courts. They could sue their masters for freedom and often did so, sometimes with success. In 1780–81, these court cases suddenly began to multiply in Massachusetts. Individual slaves went to law, seeking freedom for themselves and their families.

Slavery ended in Massachusetts through a period of ten years, from 1780 to 1790. It happened in a web of individual acts and choices. The prime movers were individual slaves themselves, male and female, young and old, acting separately or in small groups.

One such case was brought by a slave called Quaco, the Akan day name for Wednesday’s child. By the year 1781 he had become Quock Walker, a grown man about twenty-seven years of age. With his brother he was held in slavery by Nathaniel Jennison in Barre, Worcester County, Massachusetts.

Walker insisted that he was a free man, that he had been promised his freedom by a former master, and he demanded his rights. Jennison and several men seized him, beat him cruelly, and held him against his will. With help from friends, Quock Walker went to law, and sued Jennison for assault and battery in the Worcester County Court.

The jury delivered a verdict for Walker, found Jennison guilty of assault, and required him to pay damages of fifty pounds. The master appealed and more trials followed—six in all. Finally, in 1783, the case reached the new Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts, which had been created by John Adams in the Massachusetts constitution of 1780.

Chief Justice William Cushing heard Quock Walker’s case, and delivered the charge to the jury. He told them that something was new in the Massachusetts law of slavery. John Adams had drafted Article I of the Massachusetts constitution with one very long sentence: “All men are born free and equal, and have certain natural, essential, and unalienable rights; among which may be reckoned the right of enjoying and defending their lives and liberties; that of acquiring, possessing, and protecting property; in fine, that of seeking and obtaining their safety and happiness.”

Cushing summarized the operative words in his charge to the jury: in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, “all men are born free and equal and that every subject is entitled to liberty, and to have it guarded by the laws as well as his life and property.” On that basis, Cushing instructed the jurors that “the court are therefore fully of the opinion that perpetual servitude can no longer be tolerated in our government.”155

The jury agreed, and Walker went free. Dubious historians have debated the importance of his case as a precedent for the abolition of slavery in Massachusetts. But the man who lost the case was clear on what had just happened. Slaveholder Nathaniel Jennison left the courtroom, took his remaining slaves to Connecticut where slavery was still in force, and sold them. Among the victims was Quock Walker’s brother.156

THE SELF-LIBERATION OF ELIZABETH “MUMBETT” FREEMAN

In western Massachusetts, a female slave took a leading role in this process. Elizabeth “Mumbett” Freeman was born around 1742 to African parents in the Dutch town of Claverack, New York. When she was six months old, her Dutch master sold her to Colonel John Ashley of Sheffield, Massachusetts. According to a local legend she arrived in winter at “the bottom of a sleigh, covered with straw.”157

Mumbett and other slaves in the household were much abused by Colonel Ashley’s wife, Hannah. In 1781, Hannah Ashley took a hot fireplace shovel and was about to strike Mumbett’s younger sister. Mumbett interceded and took the blow herself. It fell with such force that Mumbett carried the scar for the rest of her life. She left the house, went to Theodore Sedgwick, a leading lawyer in Stockbridge, and asked if she could “claim her liberty under the law.”
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He asked what could have put such an idea into her head? She explained that she had heard men around the table talking about the Massachusetts constitution, and “the Bill o’ Rights said that all were born free and equal, and that, as she was not a dumb beast, she was certainly one of the nation.” Mumbett added that “In all they said she never heard but that all people were born free and equal, and she thought about it, and resolved that she would try whether she did not come in among them.”158

Sedgwick took her case to the Berkshire County Court in 1781. Mumbett won her freedom and became a living legend in western Massachusetts. Her story was told by Harriet Martineau, by Catharine Maria Sedgwick, and many others. She went to work as a free woman in Theodore Sedgwick’s household in Stockbridge, and the Sedgwicks thought of her as a member of their family. They had the curious custom of burying each other in a great circle called the Sedgwick Family Pye. Mumbett was buried with them, next to Theodore Sedgwick.

Mumbett also had another family of her own. Her great-grandson was W. E. B. Du Bois. In his writings, he remembered her with pride, as an inspiration for his stellar career in American and world history.159

THE CENSUS OF 1790 AND SLAVERY’S “SINGULAR” END IN MASSACHUSETTS

The first United States Census of 1790 endeavored to count slaves throughout the new republic. In Massachusetts, census takers reported that no slaves remained within its boundaries—the first and only American state without slaves in that year.

Jeremy Belknap later explained how it happened: “The following anecdote… has never been made public,” he wrote.


In 1790, a census was ordered by the General Government then newly established, and the Marshal of Massachusetts District had the care of making the survey. When inquired for slaves, most people answered none,—if anyone said he had one, the Marshal would ask whether he meant to be singular, and would tell him that no other person had given in any. The answer then was, “If none are given in, I will not be singular,” and thus the list was completed without any number in the column for slaves.160



Robert Romer searched the evidence in Massachusetts and wrote that “if any Blacks (or Indians) were held as slaves after about 1800, the practice was not overt.” His latest examples of bondage were Phillis and Sabina, slaves of James Chandler, minister in Rowley. Both were freed by 1789. A few slaves remained in bondage, and kidnappings by criminals with sales to southern states continued in the nineteenth century. But I can find no evidence of any slave who was held openly in Massachusetts after 1790. None were found by any census taker from 1800 to 1860.161

THE RAPID DECLINE OF SLAVERY IN NEW ENGLAND, 1774–1800

Every New England state ended slavery in its own way, but all were variations on a theme unique to this region. Some historians prefer to tell a tangled story of a protracted “gradual emancipation.” But they do it mainly by centering on the texts of “gradual emancipation laws,” or on the continuing process of binding out pauper children by Massachusetts towns, a practice different from slavery in that state. They do not as a rule try to count actual numbers of slaves in New England.

As late as 1774, a controlled quantitative test by historian Jackson Turner Main found that about 80 percent of African Americans in New England were slaves, perhaps more. By 1800, less than 5 percent remained slaves throughout the entire region—a sweeping revolution in status within the span of one generation. It was achieved not by gradual emancipation acts, but by the acts and choices of individual slaves and masters, on a very broad scale. And the slaves often took the initiative.162

We have seen the pace of transformation in Massachusetts. In the largest New England state, probably 80 percent of Blacks were slaves on the eve of the Revolution; by 1790 the first federal census identified 5,463 African Americans in the state and reported that they were all “free persons.”

The District of Maine was part of Massachusetts until the Missouri Compromise in 1820. Here again, in 1790, census takers in Maine’s five counties of York, Cumberland, Lincoln, Hancock, and Washington found 520 African Americans, and reported that all were free. It was the same again in every subsequent census. Probably a few may have remained in bondage, but Maine’s African Americans had moved decisively beyond slavery by 1790.

New Hampshire was broadly similar to Massachusetts. Its constitution declared in 1783 that “all men are born equal and independent,” with natural rights to “life and liberty.” Some thought it ended slavery; others disagreed. While the debates went on, most New Hampshire slaves found ways to free themselves, many by military service. In 1773, a colonial census had reported 674 slaves in New Hampshire. By 1790, the census found 158. Their numbers fell to eight in 1800, three in 1830, and one in 1840. The state did not formally abolish slavery until 1857, but slavery in New Hampshire had effectively ended fifty years earlier, once again by the individual acts of masters and slaves.163

Vermont’s first constitution in 1777 forbade any male to be held as a “servant, slave, or apprentice after he arrives at the age of twenty one years, nor any female after she arrives to the age of eighteen, unless they are bound by their own consent.”164 Vermonters remember this provision (which was reenacted in 1791 when Vermont joined the Union), as the first formal prohibition of slavery by any American state. So it was, but it allowed masters to keep young slaves, and permitted bondage by “consent,” which happened rarely.165 In 1790, the Vermont Gazette reported that the census in Bennington found twenty-one negro males and fifteen females and “to the honor of humanity, NO SLAVES.”166

Some Vermonters continued to own slaves.167 Ethan Allen kept several African “servants,” and his daughter Lucy Allen Hitchcock brought two slaves from Alabama to Vermont as late as 1835.168 A small illicit slave trade existed with New York and Canada, but it had been forbidden by law as early as 1786, and again in 1791. Slavery was not formally abolished until Vermont ratified the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865. But the great majority of African American slaves had lived free in Vermont since 1800.

Rhode Island and Connecticut were slower to end slavery, but the regional rule operated even there. The number of Rhode Island’s slaves fell from 3,761 in 1774 to 954 in 1790, and 384 in 1800, when more than 90 percent of African Americans were free. By 1840, the federal census found five slaves in Rhode Island.

In Connecticut, the Trumbull Census in 1774 reported 6,464 Blacks, more than in any other New England colony.169 Jackson Turner Main estimated from probate records and census data that 80 percent, 5,172, were slaves in that year.170 Then came the Revolution. In Connecticut the proportion of African Americans in slavery fell to 2,764 (49 percent) in 1790, 16 percent by 1800, and less than one percent by 1830.171 Rhode Island and Connecticut enacted many “gradual emancipation laws,” which have dominated some of the scholarship. But slavery itself ended in another way.

RISING RACISM IN NEW ENGLAND: FREE AFRICAN AMERICANS FIGHT BACK

A universal law has often operated through much of American history. When race slavery, or other systems of racial inequality declined, racism tended to increase, and new forms of racial violence were quick to follow. It happened in the southern states after the Civil War, again in the United States after the successes of the civil rights movement in the mid-twentieth century, and also in New England after the American Revolution.

Massachusetts was a case in point. Nearly all of its slaves were free by 1790, and some of them met a rising intensity of racism in the early republic.172 Much of the most violent racism in that era occurred in Boston. Gangs of young hoodlums drove African Americans off the Common, and chased them through the streets. In 1797, Afro-leader Prince Hall described “the daily insults you meet with in the streets of Boston, much more on public days of recreation.” Individual people of color, men and women, and even children and the elderly, were assaulted by gangs of young thugs, “twenty or thirty at a time.”

Prince Hall observed that this violence was not done by most Bostonians, and “not by the men born and bred in Boston, for they are better bred, but by a mob or horde of shameless, low-lived, envious spiteful persons.” This was the rage of an oppressed white underclass, themselves trapped by poverty and ignorance in the new republic, and very different from the anti-abolition “broadcloth” mobs that multiplied in the 1830s. Broadcloth was a fabric worn by men of means in that era.173

After the Revolution, African Americans in New England did not turn the other cheek. One of their leaders in Boston was Colonel George Middleton (1735–1815). He made a good living from his skill with horses as a hostler, coach driver, stablekeeper, breeder, and breaker of spirited mounts. His rank had been earned by military service in the Revolutionary War, by combat at Groton Heights, and service in other campaigns on the coast of New England.
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At the end of the war Middleton commanded a unit of former slaves who called themselves “The Bucks of America,” and served with strong support from Whig leaders. An account set down in 1855 noted that


at the close of the Revolutionary War, John Hancock presented the colored company, called the “Bucks of America,” with an appropriate banner, bearing his initials, as a tribute to their courage and devotion throughout the struggle. The “Bucks” under the command of Colonel Middleton, were invited to a collation in a neighboring town, and en route were requested to halt in front of the Hancock mansion, in Beacon Street, where the Governor and his son united in the above presentation.174



In 1787, George Middleton built a house at 5 Pinckney Street. It still stands there today, and is said to be the oldest surviving residence on Beacon Hill.175 After the war, he also became a leader (one of many) in Boston’s African American community. Journalist Lydia Maria Child knew him and wrote a short sketch. Middleton was a man of the Enlightenment, with many talents and skills. He was known equally for his expertise as a horse breaker, and for his virtuosity with a violin. Most of all, those who knew him spoke of his extraordinary courage.

Mrs. Child remembered an occasion when the African community in Boston held their annual celebration of freedom on the anniversary of the end of the slave trade. She watched as they were attacked by “hundreds” of young white hoodlums, and driven off the Common. As the mob crossed the crest of Beacon Hill, they suddenly met Colonel Middleton, who came out of his house with a loaded musket. He presented it at the mob, “and in a loud voice shrieked death to the first white who should approach.” He stood bravely against this howling mob of white rioters, while “clubs and brickbats were flying in all directions.” Other African Americans were quick to join Colonel Middleton. Together they faced down the mob and dispersed it.176

But the majority rallied to urban reformers, mostly conservative Federalist leaders such as Josiah Quincy Jr. and John Phillips, who had good relations with African American Bostonians. In 1822, Boston changed from a town meeting system to a city government with health regulations, professional firemen, and a police force that slowly began to enforce order. But the riots grew worse during the 1830s in Boston and many American cities. Race violence continued, but the trend was toward urban order.

Another danger in the nineteenth century was the rise of Irish militia companies who sometimes attacked African Americans in New England. The result was the organization of freedmen’s self-protection societies. An example was Springfield, where freedmen formed their own militia company by 1820. In 1850, one African American group called the United States League of Gileadites founded self-protection societies in Springfield and other towns, to keep racist mobs and slave catchers at bay. A sympathetic observer, William Wells Brown, in 1854 described “ten or fifteen” Blacks in Springfield, “all armed to the teeth,” who opposed the Irish militia and were accepted by Congregational neighbors.177

FIGHTING CRIMINAL KIDNAPPERS OF AFRICAN AMERICANS IN NEW ENGLAND

Worse than the hoodlums and street thugs were hardened criminals who preyed upon free African Americans in the North. They were professional kidnappers, funded by southern slave traders and aided by corrupt northern officials. Their business was to seize free people of color, carry them south by sea, and sell them into slavery for a large profit. Much at risk were African Americans in seaport cities such as Boston, where kidnapped men, women, and children could be spirited away in small coastal vessels.

In February 1787, three free Afro-Bostonians named Cato, Luck, and Wendham were offered jobs as stevedores aboard the sloop Ruby (Captain Solomon Babson). While they worked in the hold, the sloop suddenly sailed, and they were made prisoners. The vessel headed north to Salem, and the same thing happened. More freed men were kidnapped, and the sloop disappeared over the horizon.

One of the victims in Boston was a Freemason. Prince Hall and twenty-two members of the African lodge learned what had happened and went into action. They brought the established Boston clergy into it, and Reverend Jeremy Belknap submitted a strong petition to the Massachusetts General Court. On March 26, 1787, it passed a law “to prevent the Slave Trade, and for granting relief to the Families of such unhappy persons as may be kidnapped or decoyed away from this Commonwealth.” The Masons also asked Governor John Hancock to intervene. Hancock and the French consul in Boston sent letters to governors of many West Indian islands.

A reply came from the governor of the French island of Saint-Barthélemy. The kidnapped Bostonian Freemason had been offered for sale to a merchant who was also of that fraternity. Perhaps they recognized each other by exchanging secret Masonic signs and passwords. The merchant went directly to the governor, the victims were released, and their kidnappers went to prison. Cato, Luck, and Wendham returned to New England in triumph and freedom, and Boston leaders joined the celebration.178

That episode in 1787 marked the beginning of a long struggle for the rights of free African Americans against southern kidnappers until the Civil War. Actively involved were voluntary associations in Boston such as the African Masonic Lodge and the Africa Society. African churches and ministers in Boston took leading roles. And white leaders also joined in.

They also became more active in helping escaped slaves who fled to New England. In these cases, southern owners and slave hunters had federal law on their side, in the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, the later Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, and the U.S. Constitution. But many people in Puritan New England had always believed in a higher law. And most of the African community pitched in.

A dramatic example was the rescue of two female fugitive slaves, Eliza Small and Polly Ann Bates, who escaped in Maryland and reached Boston on July 30, 1836. The flight of two women from slavery was comparatively rare, and the news spread swiftly. Professional slave hunters tracked them down, seized them, and brought them into federal court, demanding their return under the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793.

Afro-Bostonian women turned out in large numbers, and the kidnappers lost control of events. When the case went to trial, a dramatic scene ensued. Women filled the courtroom. Suddenly a command was given. An “old black cleaning woman ‘of great size’ wrapped her arms around the chief officer of the court” and immobilized him. Other women carried the runaway slaves out of the court to a waiting coach, and the fugitives vanished.179

The rescue of Eliza Small and Polly Ann Bates was done by the African American women of Boston, much as the African American Freemasons had acted to liberate Cato and Luck and Wendham, with help from white leaders, and broad support in the town.

FORMING FREE AFRICAN COMMUNITIES IN NEW ENGLAND STATES

By 1790, the great majority of slaves throughout New England were free, and many were quick to gather in small communities. In northern Vermont, freed slaves began to settle in the town of Hinesburg east of Lake Champlain, and just south of the busy town of Burlington. There they founded a new settlement called “the Hill.” An excellent book by Elise Guyette tells their story.180

First to arrive were Shubael and Violet Clark and two small children. He was a revolutionary veteran from New Milford, Connecticut; she may have been from Massachusetts. In 1795, they came to Hinesburg and were able to buy one hundred virgin acres for ninety pounds. They chose well. The land was on a hill that averaged four hours more sun than the valleys. They built a log cabin and cleared a farm that in 1818 was taxed for sixteen improved acres and two oxen. They also raised cattle and pigs on their own woodlands.181

Other freed slaves settled nearby; by 1810, they formed a community and were living in Hinesburg. They came from Connecticut and Massachusetts, and some had major trouble on the way. The Brace and Prince families suffered much from hostile whites “pulling down their fences, destroying their crops, burning their hayricks, killing their animals, and spreading slanderous lies.”182

The Hill was different. The former slaves built a Baptist church where Blacks and whites worshipped together. There was also a busy schoolhouse at the bottom of the hill, attended by children who came from “families representing the entire social spectrum.” The schoolhouse still stands. It has been restored and is maintained as a testament to the New England idea of a common school.183

Small communities of African Americans multiplied throughout New England after 1790. Some were urban neighborhoods in large towns. Examples in Connecticut were New Guinea and New Liberia in New Haven, Hog River in Hartford, and “The Triangle” of about ten houses in Middletown. Some of these little communities such as Scott Swamp in Farmington were desperately poor. Others were more affluent, such as Bean Hill on the outskirts of Norwich. Several Negro governors lived in Bean Hill.184

Some of these settlements were segregated by race. Others were integrated for many generations. An example of the latter was Deep River, a neighborhood of Saybrook in Connecticut. Its very able historian, Katherine Harris, writes that they worshipped together in the Deep River Baptist Church, went to grammar schools and later high schools together, played on the same baseball and track teams, and worked side by side at Pratt, Read & Company, a factory that made piano keys and actions. Race conflicts were frequent in other Connecticut towns such as Hartford and New Haven, but not in Deep River. The story of race relations in New England was very mixed.185

THE GROWTH OF AFRICAN VOLUNTARY SOCIETIES

Something else happened in the cities of New England. Before the Revolution, urban slaves lived with their owners in every American city and were most numerous in the most affluent neighborhoods. Below the Mason-Dixon line, slaves often dwelled in their own small buildings on alleys behind their masters’ homes. The result in Baltimore, Richmond, and later Washington was the growth of alley communities and a web of activity that was called alley life in these cities.

Boston was different. This crowded and close-built city had less room for alleys, and cellars were another problem with the city’s water table. Slaves often lived above their owners in attics or garrets. When an earthquake struck Boston in 1727, Cotton Mather felt his house shake. His first thought was that his servants were acting up, over his head.

After the Revolution and the end of slavery in Massachusetts, residence patterns changed. From 1790 to 1860, Census returns found that Afro-Bostonians were concentrated in one part of the city. By 1860, about three quarters (1,672 of 2,261) lived on the north side of Beacon Hill and in adjacent parts of West Boston. In residence patterns, Boston was one of the most racially segregated cities in the United States.186

The north side of Beacon Hill rapidly acquired the institutions of a New England community—a sturdy brick-built African meetinghouse and African school on Smith Court, which still stand today on the Black Heritage Freedom Trail.

Even earlier, in the late eighteenth century, Black Bostonians had begun to construct something else—a set of institutions that were less a community than a society of plural groups. Among them were a great number of new voluntary associations.

A leader in Boston was Prince Hall (1735–1807), an African American slave of William Hall, perhaps manumitted in 1770. His master wrote that he was “no longer reckoned a slave, but [has] been always accounted as a free man by us.”187

He had access to books and learning at an early age, became highly literate, and was articulate in speech and writing. By occupation Prince Hall was a successful “leather dresser” who built a business in Boston, doing much specialized and highly skilled work. One document survives for the supply of leather drumheads to Massachusetts regiments in the Revolutionary War. He also ran another business as a caterer and cook, known by Bostonians as their “outstanding expert” on turtle feasts, which were much in demand in eighteenth-century America. The Reverend Jeremy Belknap knew him well, and described him as a “tall, lean Negro of great dignity,” who “always carried himself with the air of one who ruled many,” a classic example of an African Big Man in America.188

Prince Hall was also what Americans call a joiner. He became a member of a Congregational church in 1772. Soon afterward he and fourteen friends founded a Masonic Lodge in Boston. They were not at first welcomed by established American lodges, but British regiments stationed in Boston had their own “travelling lodges.” One of them, in the 38th Foot, strongly supported the African lodge, which was recognized by the London Grand Lodge after the war. Other African lodges appeared in Rhode Island and Pennsylvania in 1787. They also were not accepted by American Freemasons, but were recognized in London.

In 1791, Boston’s African American Freemasons also organized the Prince Hall Grand Lodge, which rapidly recognized other table lodges throughout the United States, in the face of strong racist opposition especially in the South. The founder, leader, and namesake of this movement was Prince Hall himself, working with an original group of African Masons in Boston. The movement kept growing, to a peak in the twentieth century. At its height, circa 1955–60, African lodges of “Prince Hall Freemasonry” had 300,000 members, a large part of middle-class African Americans in the United States. Many African American women also belonged to the Masonic Order of the Eastern Star.189

Prince Hall believed deeply in the American republic, even as he spoke strongly against its racist flaws. To his friend and colleague Jeremy Belknap, he wrote in 1795, “Harmony in general prevails between us as citizens, for the good law of the land does oblige everyone to live peaceably with all his fellow citizens.… There is a great number of worthy good men and good citizens, that are not ashamed to take an African by the hand; but yet there are to be seen the weeds of pride, envy, tyranny, and scorn, in this garden of peace, liberty and equality.”190

Other African voluntary associations multiplied rapidly in New England after the Revolution. In 1789, they were invited to use Fanueil Hall for religious services on Tuesday and Friday afternoons. Soon they founded their own churches, which by 1860 comprised six denominations. Other institutions, such as the Free Church and Tremont Temple, were integrated in Boston from the start.191

AFRICAN AMERICANS AND THE RIGHT TO VOTE IN NEW ENGLAND

Another challenge arose in 1780, when the new Massachusetts constitution took effect. The rights of citizenship that it extended to the people of the “commonwealth” were not as broad as the promise of the American Revolution or the rights in the U.S. Constitution. Here again, New Englanders of African descent took the lead in expanding another fundamental principle of the American republic.

We have met two of the drivers, who were sons of African slave Coffe Slocum: Paul and John Cuffe, whose long campaign for suffrage we have noted. They recruited supporters in other towns, approached legislators one by one, and suffered many defeats through three years of effort. Finally, in 1783, the Massachusetts legislature enacted a new statute “rendering all free persons of color liable to taxation, according to the established ratio for white men, and granting them all the privileges, belonging to the other citizens,” including the right to vote.192

The Cuffe family and many African Americans worked within the system to change it. Others remembered the passage of the new law as “a day equally honorable to the petitioners and the legislature—a day which ought to be gratefully remembered by every person of color, within the boundaries of Massachusetts.”193

Their success was larger even than that. The sons of an African slave persuaded the citizens of Massachusetts to enlarge one of the founding principles of a free republic in the United States. They also persuaded the Massachusetts General Court to grant voting rights to all free male citizens without restriction of race. It was a major step forward, not only for African Americans, but for the American republic itself, for democracy, and the rights of all humanity.

Suffrage reform also became an instrument of other reforms. Paul Cuffe became active in the politics of the new nation and gave his support to the Federalist Party, as did their children, and most politically active African Americans. Others later became Whigs and Republicans, strongly supported the Union cause in the Civil War, and worked for the enactment of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments.

Maine, Vermont, and New Hampshire also enfranchised adult males without restrictions of race. Connecticut allowed African Americans to vote in the early republic. These voters also tended to support Federalist-Republicans and strongly opposed the Democratic-Republican Party of Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe. In the elections of 1818, Democrats gained control of the state, gave Connecticut a new constitution, and disfranchised African Americans.

For many years Rhode Island also denied the vote to most African Americans and to poor people of all ethnic groups. Its charter of 1663 enfranchised only freeholders and eldest sons. For many years it excluded more than half of adult males in the colony, including African Americans, until after the Dorr Rebellion in 1842, when they finally gained the vote.

From the start, schooling was a compulsory part of the New England Way. As early as 1642, the Massachusetts General Court required every family to educate its children. By 1647, every town was ordered to maintain common schools for that purpose. By the early nineteenth century, free children in Connecticut attended common schools for ten years on average—the highest in the world.

But New England’s common schools were not at first open to the children of African slaves. More than a few Massachusetts masters punished slaves who tried to learn how to read and write. In Boston, Chloe Spear’s master put her “under penalty of being suspended by two thumbs, and severely whipped. He said it made negroes saucy to know how to read.”194

But other New England masters went a different way. Some encouraged their slaves to read and study the Bible for the sake of their souls. At the same time, literacy increased a slave’s value in the region, as did a basic command of arithmetic.

Slaves who learned to read and write and cipher were often self-taught. An example was Prince Richards, of East Bridgewater, Massachusetts, who “learned to write by using a charred stick.” Many slaves learned to read and write in childhood by asking free children to teach them.195

By the early eighteenth century, private schools for African slaves were beginning to appear in New England. In 1718, Cotton Mather founded a “night charity school” in Boston for African and Indian children. It has received much attention. Historian Alice Earle also found evidence of a “Negro Day School” in Boston by 1728.196

Some teaching occurred in families and churches, with Congregational clergy in the lead. Minister Benjamin Colman kept note of the “many hours he spent teaching the African slaves.” Reverend William Bentley used the catechism as a way of teaching African children to read and write, as did others.197

By the late eighteenth century, a few African American children were able to attend New England town schools. In Rhode Island, William Brown remembered that his grandfather was “an uneducated teamster,” but his four children all went to winter schools in Providence.198

Jeremy Belknap wrote that by 1788 African children were permitted to attend town schools in Boston, but he knew of none who did so. He testified that many were literate, and they had learned to write and read at home, or in private schools.199

In other parts of Massachusetts, when district schools began to be required in the 1790s, town school committees excluded children of color. That happened in the town of Westport. There, as we have seen, descendants of Coffe Slocum, led by his son Paul, responded by building a handsome school of their own. They called it Cuff’s School, made it one of the best schoolhouses around, and offered it to the town on the condition that all children could attend together, without restriction by color. The town agreed. Cuff’s School has been called the first fully integrated town school in New England. Certainly it was one of the first.200

The establishing of Cuff’s School was not the end, but the beginning of a long struggle for equality of educational opportunity in Massachusetts that continues to our time. It was fought town by town in the Commonwealth, and many of these battles were won by African Americans. By 1845, large towns such as Salem, Lowell, Worcester, and New Bedford admitted children to public schools without restriction of race.201

The major test was Boston. African American leader William C. Nell was raised on the back side of Beacon Hill, and followed his father as a founder and leader of movements against slavery and for equal rights. Nell was a student in a segregated school. His record as a superb student entitled him to the Franklin Medal, but the honor was denied because of his race.

Later William Nell led a campaign for the integration of town schools in Boston, with annual appeals to the School Committee, year after year, with no success. Later they went to law and carried the case to the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts. The deeply conservative Justice Lemuel Shaw heard the case, and supported segregation. To that end he espoused and may have invented the bizarre doctrine of “separate but equal.” In 1855, William Nell and other African American leaders lobbied the Massachusetts state legislature, and won a great victory: the legislature enacted a law integrating public schools throughout Massachusetts.

CAMPAIGN AGAINST SLAVERY AND RACISM: INSPIRED BY AFRICAN NEW ENGLANDERS

Through the long struggle against slavery and racism, New Englanders supplied most of the leaders in the American antislavery movement. James McPherson studied the regional origins of major antislavery leaders during the critical period from 1830 to 1860. He was able to identify the roots of 567 antislavery leaders throughout the United States, and found that 63 percent were New England born.202

Quakers had taken the lead in the antislavery movement from 1750 to 1830 through much of the United States and Britain. But from 1830 to 1860 that pattern changed. In terms of religious affiliation, McPherson also discovered that 47 percent were Congregationalists or Unitarians, and 20 percent were Quakers. The rest belonged to a variety of denominations.203

After 1830, the national center of the American movement against race slavery and racism migrated to New England. How did it happen? For many antislavery leaders in New England, a major reason was personal. They turned against slavery in part because their lives and thoughts and feelings had been touched directly by people of African descent.

An example was the New England abolitionist leader Henry B. Stanton. He wrote, “In my childhood we had a negro slave whose voice was attuned to the sweetest cadence. Many a time did she lull me to slumber by singing this touching lament. It sank deep into my breast, and moulded my advancing years. Before I reached manhood I resolved that I would become the champion of the oppressed colored races of my country.”204

Harriet Beecher Stowe also “grew up under the tutelage of old black slaves.” She testified in her preface to Uncle Tom’s Cabin that much of this great antislavery work flowed from “personal knowledge” of African Americans in her life.205 Catharine Maria Sedgwick wrote a piece about Mumbett, who looked after her as a child and inspired her support of the antislavery movement.206

James McPherson also made another discovery about these antislavery New Englanders. Contrary to some iconoclastic writing about abolitionists, he found strong evidence that most of them also worked actively against racism, as well as against race slavery. They were often inspired by African slaves they had known.207

PHILLIS WHEATLEY AND EXPANDING IDEAS OF HUMANITY

The presence in New England of African slaves and their descendants changed the culture and values of others in this region, in ways that were more consequential than their numbers might suggest.

In the New World African Americans built on some of the ways of English Puritans and American Yankees but did not merely copy them. The descendants of Africans transformed those regional traditions in many of their major parts. Most of all, they enlarged their ethical values and purposes.

A leading example was a young African child, about seven or eight years old, who was brought to Boston aboard the slave brig Phillis on July 11, 1761. Phillis Wheatley later wrote of her New England mistress, “I was a poor little outcast & a stranger when she took me in; not only into her house but I presently became a sharer in her most tender affections. I was treated by her more like her child than her servant; no opportunity was left unimprov’d.”208

Her mistress, Susannah Wheatley, taught young Phillis to read. John Wheatley remembered that “she in sixteen months time from her arrival attained the English language… to such a degree as to read any, the most difficult parts of the Sacred Writings, to the great astonishment of all who heard her.” She also taught herself to write with pieces of chalk and charcoal on the walls of the house.209

Her early learning centered on religion. Her owners belonged to the New South Church. But they baptized her in 1771 at the Old South Church.210 It was more open, more evangelical, and more supportive of the great transatlantic evangelist George Whitefield, who preached there three times. Phillis Wheatley may have heard him, and she rejoiced in the reach of his ecumenical message. In one of her best poems, “On The death of the Rev. Mr. George Whitefield,” she rejoiced in “the music of thy tongue,” and celebrated his universal message for all humanity:
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Take him my dear Americans, he said

Be your complaints on his kind bosom laid:

Take him ye Africans, he longs for you,

Impartial Saviour is his title due.211



With this message in mind, Wheatley turned to literature, and found her inspiration in the English poets of the Augustan school. Alexander Pope was a model for poetic language in its form, structure, and elaborate construction of rhyme and meter. She mastered it with incredible speed, and composed a stunning virtuoso piece, addressed to the undergraduates of Harvard College as early as 1767, six years after she had arrived in a slave ship. She was about fourteen.212

After Pope, her most important poetry model was Thomas Gray, best known for “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard.” It was an inspiration, not in form but substance. It was at once an elegy, literally, a lament for death, loss, and suffering of individual people everywhere, and at the same time a celebration of their human spirit and humanity itself. More than half of Wheatley’s poems were elegies, often explicitly so. They embraced the Africans, Americans, British, and classical figures she admired.

Her elegies were strengthened by the suffering that she had known: separation by brute force from her African family, and the mortality of the Middle Passage, which was far worse on her voyage than most slave ships. At the age of seven or eight she witnessed the deaths of many slaves, and saw the dead and even the dying thrown overboard to the sharks that followed slave ships. In America she witnessed more loss and suffering by people she loved, and who loved her. And she wrote about it in a poem on “fair freedom” in another key:


Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song,

Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung,

Whence flow these wishes for the common good,

By feeling hearts alone best understood.

I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate

Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat;

What pangs excruciating must molest,

What sorrows labour in my parent’s breast?

Steel’d was that soul and by no misery mov’d

That from a father seiz’d his babe belov’d:

Such, such my case. And can I then but pray

Others may never feel tyrannic sway?213



Readers were astonished by her command of language. And many more were inspired by the meaning of her poetry, which spoke more to their condition than to ours.

Most of all, her verse was a large-spirited celebration of a common spirit in all people everywhere. Here was a vision that reached far beyond the Puritan idea of a small elect. A leading example was “An Hymn to Humanity,” a vision of Christ’s universal mission:


Each human heart inspire

To act in bounties unconfin’d,

Enlarge the close contracted mind,

And fill it with thy fire.214



Phillis Wheatley was widely read and celebrated in New England. In 1773, her poems were sent to London for publication in a single volume. With it went an “attestation, addressed to the Publick” that “the poems


were (as we verily believe) written by PHILLIS, a young Negro Girl, who was but a few years since, brought an uncultivated Barbarian from Africa, and has ever since been, and now is, under the Disadvantage of serving as a Slave in a Family in this Town. She has been examined by some of the best Judges, and is thought qualified to write them.



It was signed by eighteen eminent men in Boston: Governor Thomas Hutchinson and Lieutenant Governor Andrew Oliver, John Hancock and James Bowdoin, six wealthy merchants, and seven senior ministers. They were New England men of different politics and many Christian beliefs. Phillis Wheatley’s work reached a large public in Britain and Europe: members of the aristocracy and the royal family, and leaders of the Enlightenment such as Voltaire and Franklin, and many more.

In 1776, when Thomas Jefferson wrote his ringing declaration of human equality, a German scholar also published the first elaborate argument for racial inequality, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach’s doctoral dissertation, On the Natural Variety of Humanity. He argued at length that humanity is divided into five races, and was the first to name them Caucasian, Mongolian, Malayan, African, and American. He asserted as empirical fact that these races could be distinguished by skin color and skull size, which correlated with differences in intelligence and moral judgment.215

Among the first Americans to adopt this theory of racial inequality was Thomas Jefferson, in his only full-length book, Notes on the State of Virginia, written in 1781, and published anonymously in 1785. In a discussion of race slavery in Virginia he asserted that Blacks are “in reason much inferior” and “in imagination dull, tasteless and anomalous.” This was offered as a judgment on all Africans he had known, with no exceptions. “Never yet could I find that a black had uttered a thought above the level of plain narration.”

Jefferson’s leading example was the highly praised poetry of Phillis Wheatley. He asserted that “the compositions published under her name are below the dignity of criticism,” which relieved him of the burden of a critical test. To his disgrace, Jefferson added the deceitful insinuation that her poems were not only flawed but fraudulent. Jefferson also did the same thing when he similarly attacked the Black mathematician Benjamin Banneker.216

Very different was the response of George Washington. In 1775, during the siege of Boston, Wheatley was a refugee in Providence. Washington had recently taken command of the Continental Army. She wrote a long poem of praise, celebrating his many merits, and most of all the moral strength of his leadership:


Fam’d for thy valour, for thy virtues more

Hear every tongue thy guardian aid implore!



Busy running the Boston campaign, Washington was slow to respond, but when he did, it was with grace, generosity, kindness, and praise for Wheatley’s talent. He wrote, “I thank you most sincerely for your polite notice of me, in the elegant lines you enclosed, and however undeserving I may be of such encomium and panegyrick, the style and manner exhibit a striking proof of your great poetical Talents.”

Washington invited her to visit his headquarters and added, “I shall be happy to see a person so favoured by the Muses, and to whom nature has been so liberal and beneficent in her dispensations.” In his letter Washington made no reference to race, but only to her “great poetical talents.” Probably they met at Cambridge, in March of 1776.217

Wheatley’s other admirers included General James Wolfe, who took Quebec from the French, and American naval hero John Paul Jones, who called Wheatley “the Celebrated Phillis, the African Favorite of the Nine [Muses] and of Apollo.” Before Jones joined the U.S. Navy, he had been a mate aboard slave ships in African trade. He had come a long way.218

Wheatley even seems to have influenced German scientist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach. He began to have second thoughts about his work on race. In 1806, he modified his racist model from fixed law to a statistical tendency, changed it yet again and began to argue for the unity of all humanity. In support he offered evidence of Blacks who excelled at poetry, “above all those of Phillis Wheatley of Boston who is justly famous.”219

Racist attacks and arguments over Phillis Wheatley continued with attacks by Black nationalists who hated and despised her. They were offended by one short poem, “On being Brought from Africa to America.”


’TWAS mercy brought me from my Pagan land,

Taught my benighted soul to understand

That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:

Once I redemption neither sought nor knew.

Some view our sable race with scornful eye,

“Their colour is a diabolic die,”

Remember, Christians: Negros, black as Cain,

May be refin’d and join th’ angelic train.220



A common complaint was that Wheatley’s poetry was “too white,” and the poet herself had a “white mind.” These Black nationalist critics accused her of “the Uncle Tom syndrome,” and called her “early Boston Aunt Jemima,” and much more.221 Other Black nationalists asserted that she never wrote against slavery or the slave trade or racism, which is false—she wrote often and eloquently against them. Ironically these Black nationalist attacks were disturbingly close to those of racist Thomas Jefferson.

Historian and literary critic Henry Louis Gates Jr. studied the many assaults on her from the late nineteenth century to the late twentieth century and offered another perspective. On her poetry, Gates observes that “our task, as readers” is “to learn to read Wheatley anew unblinkered by the anxieties of her time and ours.… The challenge isn’t to read white or read black; it is to read. If Wheatley stood for anything it was the creed that culture was, could be, the equal possession of all humanity. It was a lesson she was swift to teach, and that we have been slow to learn. But the learning has begun.”222

But on the subject of race Wheatley also rose to a refinement of thought that reached far beyond her critics. Her purpose was not to elevate one race above another, but to aim higher, and to frame an idea of humanity that embraced all people equally. Phillis Wheatley did not work alone toward that goal. It was an idea and a purpose that came to many Africans who arrived as slaves in New England.

These Africans in New England sought their own freedom and something more. Many of them in different ways joined actively in an effort to enact a larger idea of a free and open society than would have existed without them. They also joined elements of their own African cultures to the purposes and goals that Europeans had brought to New England and America. In that process they played a major role in creating something new in the world—an expansive idea of freedom and justice, truly for all humanity to share.




Chapter 2 HUDSON VALLEY


Dutch Capitalists, Angolan Entrepreneurs, American Strivers


Our national character is well known. We delight in commerce. It is apparent in our habits.

—Adriaen van der Donck on the Dutch people of Old and New Netherland, 16551

The market [was] the cornerstone of the socioeconomic edifice in the Kongo… internal trade was open to everyone without exception.

—Georges Balandier, quoting travelers on the people of Congo and Angola, 1595–16762



IN THE SPRING OF 1613, the Dutch ship Jonge Tobias anchored in the lower Hudson River. Captain Thijs Mossel was having trouble with an enterprising “black Mulatto” named Juan Rodriguez, who liked the look of Manhattan Island and asked permission to leave the ship. The captain refused, and Rodriguez threatened to “jump overboard” if “not allowed to depart.”

The two men struck a bargain. Rodriguez renounced all claims on his Dutch employers, and the captain gave him “80 hatchets and some knives” for trade goods, with weapons for his own defense. Juan Rodriguez went ashore alone, and this “black Mulatto” became the first documented non-native settler on record to seek his fortune in what is now the city of New York.3

A few months later, the Dutch trading ship Fortuyn arrived. Her captain, Hendrick Christiaensen, met Rodriguez, and together they went into the fur business.4 The two of them were doing well when Captain Mossel returned with a sinister Dutch official named Hans Hontom. They were not pleased to find a former associate making money with a rival, and told him that he was “bound” to their service.5 Rodriguez insisted that he was “a free man.” They called him a “black rascal” and tried to enslave him.6
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Rodriguez fought for his freedom, suffered a serious wound, and was rescued by Manhattan Indians. They drove off his attackers, and helped him recover.7 He remained on the island, married an Indian wife, fathered a family, and built a successful business in bearskins and beaver pelts.8 Several scholars have called him “Manhattan’s first merchant.”9

Rodriguez also succeeded in another way, as an intermediary between American Indians and European traders in the Hudson Valley. Many had failed in that role. Early contacts were often unimaginably brutal, and the worst violence came from the Europeans. Earlier in 1609, Henry Hudson’s Anglo-Dutch crew had anchored in the river that bears his name. They began to fight the Indians on their first day of contact.10

Later, Rodriguez’s mortal enemy Hans Hontom made major trouble with the Mohawks near Albany. He seized a Mohawk chief on the river and held him for ransom. Even after the ransom was paid, Hontom attacked his victim with insane violence, and “cut off the male organs of the chief, causing his death.”11 The infuriated Mohawks tracked Hontom to Albany, attacked the Dutch post, destroyed a ship in the river, killed cattle in the fields, and threatened the ruin of the colony.12

Other conflicts between the Dutch and Indians grew even more violent. In 1640, Dutch director-general Willem Kieft demanded that the Indians along the river must pay Dutch taxes. When they refused, Kieft started a major war and caused many atrocities.13

Between those violent events, Manhattan Island enjoyed a brief interval of peace that coincided with Rodriguez’s time there. It allowed the Dutch to plant the small town of New Amsterdam in 1624. One of the first female Dutch colonists, Catelyn Trico, remembered that founding moment as a happy time when “Indians made covenants of friendship” and “were all as quiet as Lambs, and came and traded with all the freedom imaginable.”14

Juan Rodriguez is thought to have had a hand in helping to build good relations. Today, New York’s large Dominican community happily remembers him as a founder of their adopted city. In 2012, they led a campaign to name a street in his honor. From 159th to 218th Streets, upper Broadway is now Juan Rodriguez Way.15

Rodriguez’s American career was not unique. Many Africans worked as intermediaries between Indians and Europeans in early years of contact.16 These African “go-betweens” had a flair for languages and a gift for dealing with strangers whose cultures were unlike their own. In many parts of Africa, young people became polylingual by necessity and multicultural by choice. Arab sources tell us that they had been doing so long before the first Europeans appeared on the Atlantic coast.

In the New World, Africans continued those roles from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. Their talents as linguists and intermediaries were among the first of Africa’s many gifts to the New World. That same flair for languages has continued to flourish in the linguistic creativity of rap and hip hop to our time.17

NEW NETHERLAND

On Manhattan, Juan Rodriguez also played another role. As a trader who got on with Indians and some Europeans, he helped to open the way for the founding of New Netherland.

This Dutch colony lasted barely four decades, from 1624 to 1664. But in that short span, Europeans and Africans invented new ways of coexisting in America, much to their mutual gain. At the same time, they also invented a creative calculus of plural ethnicity in an important region that is now a major part of the United States. Elements of ethnic diversity and creativity persisted for many generations in the Hudson Valley. As we shall see, that legacy survives in the distinctive regional culture of metropolitan New York, and it has become fundamental to American culture in our time.
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“Nieu Amsterdam,” Dutch image, ca. 1624–99, with an affluent woman of mixed origins, a Dutch trader with a weapon in reach, and a very small cross buried in his trade goods. Near their feet, four African slaves bear the burden of the Dutch enterprise.



More than most North American colonies, New Netherland began with one central purpose in mind. It was wholly owned by a profit-seeking Dutch business corporation and dedicated entirely to the pursuit of wealth through capital investment and colonial trade. The result was an intensity of material striving that was widely shared among rich and poor alike, and also evident in entrepreneurial rivalry among different ethnic groups. Something of that spirit also appeared in American regions such as New England, but it was tempered by other purposes. Dutch founders of New Netherland were quick to notice the difference. One of them wrote that New Englanders “call themselves Puritans because they seek after purity in the Orthodox Religion. They wished not to live in England, desiring not wealth, but merely necessaries and a moderate condition.”18

New Netherland’s founders from top to bottom shared an exceptionally strong passion for the pursuit of wealth. Dutch historian Johan Huizinga observed similar attitudes in European Netherlands through many centuries and most ranks. He wrote that “whether we fly high or low, we Dutchmen are all bourgeois—lawyer and poet, baron and labourer alike.”19

In America, this Dutch pursuit of material gain took a variety of forms. Prince Maurice of Nassau and his ministers promoted American colonies as a source of global wealth for the Dutch Republic and the ruling House of Orange.20 Another material purpose appeared among Dutch investors in the West India Company, the corporate monopoly that owned and ran New Netherland.21 Their inspiration was the Dutch East India Company, which in 1609 declared a dividend of 329 percent, a capitalist’s dream. In 1628, the West India Company’s Vice Admiral Piet Heyn captured a Spanish silver fleet and the directors paid a dividend of 50 percent.22

Other material motives were strong among individual migrants who came to New Netherland. Many of them arrived with no capital and few possessions. They staked their lives on the pursuit of personal wealth in a dangerous new world. These adventurers were very mixed in their origins. The first colonists spoke the dialects of every Dutch province.23 Others were Belgian Flemings and Walloons, French Huguenots and German Lutherans, English Puritans, Scottish Presbyterians, Swiss Calvinists, Welsh Quakers, Irish Catholics, and Iberian Jews.24

In 1642, Director-General Willem Kieft told a visiting Jesuit that “four or five hundred men” in New Netherland spoke “eighteen different languages.”25 Anyone was welcome in the colony who could boost the profits of the West India Company. The Dutch directors were happy to receive Augustine Herrman, a Bohemian entrepreneur who joined the Council and acquired baronial estates in America. They tolerated Anthony van Salee, variously called “Salee the Turk” and the “Black Mohammedan.” An Islamic son of an African mother and a Dutch pirate, he acquired a large estate near Coney Island.26

Other colonies in North America were also diverse, but New Netherland was unique in the character of its diversity. Dutch corporate leaders followed the example of the Netherlands itself. The company issued an “Order of Government” (1629), which placed the colony and New Amsterdam firmly in the hands of a company director and council of Dutch businessmen. They rejected elections and assemblies, but allowed individuals and groups to make frequent use of petitions.

This customary Dutch right of petition became important to the colony, and also to our story. In the words of one historian, it became “a most effective form of popular influence,” and not only by European colonists. Clusters of African slaves were quick to make the most of it, as we shall see.27

This Dutch governing system also allowed self-rule in small settlements, subject to oversight by the Council and director-general. By 1664, New Netherland had eighteen towns and villages, plus many trading posts on the Delaware River in the south, the Connecticut River to the east, and the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers in the north.28

On the Dutch model, the company guaranteed “freedom of conscience” to its colonists. But on orders from home it allowed only the Calvinist “Reformed Religion” to be practiced openly. This limited form of toleration was granted freely to anyone who increased the prosperity of the colony. It was good for business and promoted a dynamic culture of high creativity. But it did little for harmony and peace.29

From the start, visitors observed that New Netherland was “unruly” from top to bottom. In 1633, a visiting English sea captain was invited to dine with the Dutchmen who ran the colony. He wrote that even these men at the top “became intoxicated and got into such words that [he] could not understand how… there should be such unruliness among the officers of the Company, and that a governor should have no more control over them.” He added that he was not accustomed to it among his own countrymen.30

The material-minded Dutch colony was also “unruly” in other ways. Its entrepreneurial culture made officers, colonists, servants, and even slaves into business rivals. In 1638, the company’s directors in Europe complained that “many self-seeking persons” have “spoiled the commerce of the Company” by “buying more cheaply, and selling for less” in “clandestine trade” to “the great and immense damage and loss of the Company.” Directors enacted strict “ordinances against clandestine trade,” with small success.31

Yet another sort of unruliness grew from collisions among ethnic groups, which was a problem from the start. It reached a climax under Peter Stuyvesant, the last Dutch director-general. His angry clashes with Jewish colonists are well remembered. Less familiar were his conflicts with Lutherans, Calvinists, Anabaptists, Mennonites, Quakers, Puritans, and Anglicans. This strife has been blamed on Stuyvesant himself, but it began before his time and continued after New Amsterdam became New York City, even to our time.

And yet always, amid much ethnic conflict there were surprising exceptions. Governing directors Willem Kieft and Peter Stuyvesant quarreled with many groups, but they got on with Africans, slave and free. More to the point of this inquiry, Africans invented ingenious ways of getting on with them, and thereby hangs a tale.

NEW NETHERLAND’S AFRICAN SLAVES: THE ANGOLA-CONGO WAVE OF 1626–54

After the Dutch, the second-largest ethnic group in early New Netherland were African slaves. Their numbers were small at the start, but the West India Company was desperately short of labor, and African slavery rapidly increased.32

In 1625, the Dutch Republic was at war with Spain and Portugal, and the West India Company did not have reliable access to the African coast. It dealt with the problem by ordering captains to attack Portuguese and Spanish slave ships on the high seas, and seize their human cargo as a spoil of war, and bring them to New Netherland.

It was a dirty business, even by the abysmal standards of the Atlantic slave trade. In 1628, a Dutch squadron tried to seize an Iberian slaver in the Caribbean, and “accidentally sank it with all its cargo.” Its cargo were living slaves. One cannot even imagine the concentrated cruelty, violence, and horror of that scene.33

As early as 1625 or 1626, a Dutch private armed vessel brought a dozen captured Africans to New Netherland.34 Other slaves followed in growing numbers. In 1628, the privateer Bruin Visch took two dozen Angolan slaves out of a Portuguese vessel and carried them to New Amsterdam. Two years later Bruin Visch stopped another Portuguese ship from Angola and seized fifty slaves. About thirty were female, and New Netherland’s African population began to grow by natural increase. Most of these early slaves had been African born. A few came by way of Caribbean and South American colonies.35

A question of growing interest to historians is about the African origins of these slaves. Two different answers have been suggested, and both are correct. Many historians have stressed a diversity of African origins. That judgment is accurate in substance and detail for the entire span of slave trading in the Hudson Valley and North America.36

Within that larger frame, historians have also found other patterns. The flow of slaves across the Atlantic tended to move in strong wavelike movements. Individual waves were often highly concentrated in time and place of African origin. Even mixed shiploads often included smaller clusters of African slaves who shared languages, cultures, skills, and experiences.

It was that way in New Netherland from 1626 to 1655, a pivotal period for the peopling of this colony. African scholars have described that era as the time of a large “Angolan Wave” in the entire Atlantic slave trade. John Thornton and Linda Heywood observe from deep research and long experience that it was a moment when “the vast majority of Africans crossing to the Americas… came from West Central Africa.” Other inquiries have confirmed their judgment.37 From 1620 to 1650, Africans from Angola and Congo were estimated to be 90 percent of the entire Portuguese slave trade to America.38

It was much the same among Dutch traders. As early as 1644, the West India Company’s own historian, Johannes de Laet, compiled data from captains’ records for sixteen company slave ships. From 1624 to 1636, they delivered 2,356 slaves to Dutch colonies in America. Six of these ships left no record of African origins. Of the rest, nine out of ten acquired their slaves in “Angola.” Heywood and Thornton found that “the same 90 percent ratio” also appeared in Spanish documents for those years. Similar patterns are evident in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database.39

So dominant was the Angolan wave in this period that similar patterns of origin appeared among slaves who were bought in Africa, or captured at sea, or purchased by interlopers, or shipped from one American colony to another.40

In New Netherland itself, evidence of West Central African origins comes not only from shipping records but also from naming patterns. Slaves in this colony were given forenames of Christian saints, and surnames that often identified a place of origin. A striking example was the first recorded marriage of Africans in New Amsterdam’s Dutch Reformed Church, on May 5, 1641. It joined “Anthony van Angola, widower of Catalina van Angola, to Lucie d’Angola, widow of Laurens van Angola.”41

Heywood and Thornton searched New Amsterdam’s surviving records from 1626 to 1664, and found a total of 172 recorded names in a slave population that numbered about 375 at the end of that period. Overall, “approximately 70 percent” of these names referred to Angola or Congo or Loango in West Central Africa. Heywood and Thornton ran similar tests for other colonies. They observed that this Angolan wave was evident in most colonies during that same period in the mid-seventeenth century, but they also concluded that “in no English or Dutch American colony does the central African origin of naming show up more than in New Netherland.”42

Among all of New Netherland’s slaves on record from 1626 to 1664, only five African place names did not refer to Angola, Congo, or Loango. Two were from the Cape Verde Islands, and three from the Isle of São Tomé (“Santomee”). Both were Portuguese possessions at that time, closely linked to the Atlantic trade with West Central Africa.

Other slaves bore surnames such as “Portugee,” “Negro,” “Negritto,” “Negrinne,” or variants on “Creole,” such as “Crioel” or “Hilary Criolyo,” which suggested American birth. But some of these other names were combined with African places. Anna Negrinne was also called Anna van Angola. Francisco Bastien Negro was also recorded as Bastien van Angola Negro. Altogether, the evidence of names in New Netherland before 1650 shows that the great majority of slaves had homelands in West Central Africa. Most came from Angola, many from Congo, and a few from Loango.43

SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ANGOLA AND CONGO: AFRICAN PLACES IN TIME

West Central Africa is a large equatorial region, with an Atlantic coast of seven hundred nautical miles, from Pointe-Noire near the equator to Benguela at 12 degrees south latitude. In American equivalents, the length of its coastline equals the distance between New England and Florida. But it is only 20 percent of Africa’s entire Atlantic slave coast.44

Writers in seventeenth-century Europe sometimes used “Angola” or “Kongo” for all of West Central Africa. Dutch leaders in New Netherland tended to refer to the entire region as Angola. French leaders in Louisiana called all of it Congo or Kongo. But people who lived there tended to give these place names more specific meanings. Loango referred to a northern kingdom and its coastal region of open bays.45 The mid-coast was called Kongo, which was also the name of the great river (which is now the Zaire), and of a densely settled region, much of which is today’s Republic of the Congo.46 Farther south was Angola, a third area included the Kwanza Valley, and also an area ruled by kings with the title of Ngola, and inhabited by the people called Mbundu.

The Kwanza River and two other streams meet the sea near the Bay of Luanda, which became a major center for the Atlantic slave trade. Luanda (not to be confused with Loango five hundred miles to the north) is now the name of a great metropolis of five million people, the capital of modern Angola.47

All these Central African regions of Angola, Congo, and Loango were very large. Each had its own mix of cultures and history, but they also shared important elements. In all of them, most people spoke one of two large families of western Bantu languages: Ki-kongo to the North, and Ki-mbundu in the Angolan South. These speechways were closely related. Europeans observed that native speakers of one tongue could quickly pick up another without instruction—which meant that many slaves from these regions were able to talk to each other. This African pattern had important American consequences, especially in New Netherland.48

The people of Loango, Congo, and Angola also shared similar religious beliefs. Throughout those great regions, religions flourished in great variety, but many possessed a common core. They tended to be deeply spiritual faiths. Like other world religions, but more than most, they shared a belief in the profound importance of spirits, and the reality of the spirit world. People in Central Africa believed in a multitude of nature spirits, water spirits, and earth spirits. They also believed in spiritual souls—invisible, animate, powerful, and often immortal entities that inhabited the bodies of people, animals, and objects. Many (not all) Central Africans also believed in transmigration of souls from one body to another. They venerated the souls of ancestors through shrines and rituals which had powers of their own. And they worshipped many gods, which they understood not in anthropomorphic terms but as spirits called nzambi. These divine spirits were often led by the spirit of the one great god, Nzambi Mpungu, who was thought to be the Creator of the Universe.49

The history of these African religions was long, varied, and ever-changing. After 1490, they began to change in a new way. At about that date, Roman Catholic missionaries came to West Central Africa, and were welcomed by rulers who were among their first converts. In the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, many Central Africans adopted Christianity.50

The evidence of names and baptisms shows that slaves who came to New Netherland from this region were often Christians before they crossed the Atlantic. They had tended to become Christian without giving up indigenous African faiths. Physical evidence of burials, artifacts, emblems, and signs all show that African religious beliefs were brought to New Netherland, and combined with Christianity for many generations. These religious traditions interacted to create new Afro-European cultures in America. They have had a continuing impact in our time, in religious beliefs and secular applications.51

Another common element in West Central Africa was the material culture of this region. It was highly developed before the first Portuguese ships arrived, and expanded rapidly in the sixteenth century. Agricultural output was revolutionized by the global flow of new crops in this era, on a scale much larger than a transatlantic “Columbian exchange.” By the early sixteenth century, bananas, yams, and taro were introduced to Africa from India and Malaysia. Productive varieties of beans and cowpeas and other crops arrived from other parts of Africa. Maize, sweet potatoes, and ground nuts were carried from America to Congo between 1548 and 1583. Manioc was brought from the New World to Luanda by 1600. These crops spread rapidly through Central Africa. Agricultural productivity rapidly increased and rates of population growth rose in West Central Africa—even after the expansion of warfare and the slave trade took a heavy toll.52

Industrial production also developed in this region before European contact. Skilled African ironworkers met a large domestic demand for products that matched European iron in quality. Small superheated African blast furnaces made steel that was thought superior to most European technologies before the seventeenth century.53 Textiles throughout West Central Africa were distinguished by variety of fibers, quality of weaving, beauty of fabrics, quantity of production, and extent of markets. In 1611, Congo weavers exported more than sixty-five thousand feet of cloth to Angola, and other woven goods were sent to Europe.54

The economies of West Central Africa were remarkable for the range and density of their markets before European contact. Historian Jan Vansina has creatively used archaeological evidence to reconstruct trade routes in early Central Africa. He did it by mapping the distribution of complex African manufactures such as flange-welded clapperless bells, and exquisitely balanced throwing knives.55

Central African monetary systems supported exchange networks over long distances. Shell coins and fabric currency were widely used on the Atlantic coast and in the interior of Central Africa. European visitors in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were surprised by the size of commercial cities, and amazed by dense networks of trading villages. People of many ranks and conditions participated actively in African markets. Women often played leading roles—then and now. In the late twentieth century, Judy and I met them throughout West Africa, where they were called Mercedes Mamas. Angolan, Congolese, and Luandan slaves brought to America this African experience of market relations. They also brought an entrepreneurial spirit that flourished in New Netherland during the seventeenth century.56

Political cultures and social systems also were highly developed in West Central Africa. The kingdoms of Congo, Loango, and Ngola were strong independent states in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. They were divided into districts, and districts into villages, and villages into large households of ten to forty people, each collectively called “the House.” A House was commonly led by its “Big Man,” who was expected to command respect and obedience not only by power and wealth, but also by wisdom and justice, by dignity and gravitas, and by a largeness of spirit.57 These extended Houses also had Big Mamas, senior women whose pathways to power and leadership flowed through the household, family, and commerce. When Africans were brought as slaves to New Netherland, Big Men and Big Mamas emerged among them. Europeans learned to treat them with respect.58

People who lived in Angola, Congo, and Loango early in the seventeenth century shared a dynamic heritage of language and religion, politics and economics, comity and society. They carried much of it to America, where it became even more dynamic. In New Netherland from 1625 to 1650, a large majority of African slaves had roots in Bantu-speaking regions of Angola and Congo. They could communicate with each other in related African languages. And they also had much experience in Africa of complex market economies, highly developed African communities, and extended households.

These were small beginnings, and patterns in the slave trade with the Hudson Valley would change in later generations. But as we often find, small beginnings made a large difference in the history of great nations.

The people of West Central Africa also shared something else: a dynamic history of violent conflict and rapid change. The kingdoms of this region were often at war with each other. That continuing strife was compounded by other conflicts that grew more violent and destructive in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A leading cause was a double invasion of Central Africa. Portuguese seamen were trading along the coast of Congo and Angola as early as 1480, before Columbus came to America. By 1516 the king of Ndongo sent ambassadors to the Portuguese court, and affluent Angolan and Congolese families sent their sons to school at Lisbon. Catholic missionaries were invited into Central Africa, and they converted Central Africans to Christianity in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Even in the interior of Congo and Angola, many native people met Europeans from the early sixteenth century on.59

By 1575 Portuguese soldiers had begun to conquer parts of Angola. Their leader was Banha Cardoso, a malign figure, cruelly maimed in imperial warfare. He became the Portuguese governor of Angola, and sent wealth home to Lisbon from the mines of Africa, and from a large expansion of the slave trade.

He was able to do so in part because the heartlands of Angola and Congo also suffered another invasion from the highlands of Central Africa, by aggressive groups sometimes known as Imbangala and Jaga. Firsthand accounts survive from Andrew Battell, an English seaman who soldiered with Portuguese forces through eighteen years of warfare in Angola and Congo.60 His account of horrors he had seen as a captive of the Imbangala would scarcely be credible if they were not confirmed by another Portuguese eyewitness, Duarte Lopes, and other primary sources.61

The Imbangala, as we shall call them, appear in this hostile evidence as a predatory people who worshipped dark spirits, engaged in sorcery, practiced cannibalism, and made a virtue of violence. They moved into a country of sedentary villages, lived apart in stone forts perched high on rocky hills, and attacked peaceable people who were unable to resist them. The Imbangala raided villages, hunted people with man-killing animals, murdered infant children, enslaved young adults, and wrecked fields and forests.62 In 1611, Portuguese governor Banha Cardoso made an alliance with the Imbangala and they went into the slave trade together. From 1611 to 1641, the Imbangala captured slaves on a large scale and sold them to the Portuguese, who carried them to America. The captives were Angolan and Congolese farmers, artisans, and villagers. The victims were often prosperous, industrious, entrepreneurial people, with strong families and communities. Many had been converted to Christianity, and were hated for their faith by the Imbangala, who killed and captured them in large numbers.

That pattern differed from the African slave trade in other times and places. Throughout a long history, African slavers bought many people who were already captives, prisoners, or slaves. The Imbangala reversed that usual pattern. Historian Jan Vansina observes that the Imbangala enslaved their social betters and sold them to the Portuguese, “a revolt of the have-nots against the haves.”63 The Imbangala were also said to have had a particular hostility to Christian converts. Many thousands of these Angolan and Congolese captives were shipped to the New World. Most went to South America and the Caribbean. Others were carried as slaves to New Netherland.

DUTCH SLAVERY IN NEW NETHERLAND

As Africans began to multiply in New Netherland, Dutch leaders at home were troubled by slavery. Among them was Hugo Grotius, a major founder of modern international law and leading advocate of “natural law” in world affairs. In 1625, he wrote that “slavery is against nature. Mankind by nature is free.” But then he thought again, and came to the conclusion that slavery was lawful where captives would otherwise be executed in a “just war,” and also where slaves were treated humanely. On those grounds, Grotius wrote a qualified defense of slavery and the slave trade. Leaders of the Dutch West India Company were quick to follow his judgment. Willem Usselincx argued in 1627 that it was “better to enslave captives than to kill them,” if the slaves were treated justly.64

Dutch theologians debated slavery in another way. Their Synod of Dort in 1619 approved the taking of slaves in just wars, but forbade the enslavement of Christians. Other clergy urged that slavery should be limited to a fixed number of years, on biblical models in Deuteronomy and Leviticus. A few affirmed that slaves were “fellow human beings,” and invented a new application of the Golden Rule—that slaves should not be given tasks which masters would reject for themselves, on the grounds that they are “fellow human beings.” These moral scruples did not end Dutch slavery, but changed the way it worked in some cases.65

In New Netherland, Africans were called slaven from the start, unlike as in some early English colonies. In 1628, first minister Jonas Michaelius referred collectively to all Africans in New Netherland as “Angoolischen slavinnen,” Angolan slaves.66

Further, the word slaven (slaves) was used interchangeably with swarten (Blacks)—a proto-racial idea from the start. Dutch courts and councils in New Netherland acted on the assumption that swarten were slaven unless proof positive existed to the contrary.67 In 1642, for example, the French privateer La Garce arrived at New Amsterdam with Africans who had been taken out of a Spanish ship.68 The Africans insisted they had been free, but Dutch authorities in New Netherland decreed that “negroes” were presumed to be slaves by reason of their negritude, unless they had proof of their freedom.69

Also in Dutch New Netherland slavery was a hereditary status from the start. Every slave was assumed to be in bondage until explicitly released by masters or company officers. Slaves were required to do the will of their owners. In all these ways, Dutch bondage was like many systems of slavery.70

But in other ways, slavery in New Netherland was sui generis. In the beginning it was primarily a system of corporate bondage. Most slaves were owned by the West India Company, and they were forced to work on company projects.71 Others were leased to high company officials such as Director-General Wouter van Twiller, who operated a tobacco farm with six slaves. The last director-general, Peter Stuyvesant, used his office to acquire more than forty slaves for his own use, the largest individual holding in the colony.72


[image: Image]
Margaretha van Raephorst, wife of Cornelius Tromp, with slave child



On orders from home, company officers began to sell slaves to individual purchasers, often at a discount to encourage the market, and to attract Dutch settlers. Slaves were offered as an inducement for investment to landed patroons in the Hudson Valley, ironmakers in East Jersey, and fur traders on the Delaware and Connecticut Rivers. Like retailers in our time, the Dutch West India Company sold slaves with something like a money-back guarantee. It allowed buyers to return slaves who were unsatisfactory, or to exchange them.73 But in New Netherland the West India Company itself remained the largest slave owner.74

THE DARK REALITY OF DUTCH SLAVERY: HEAVY LABOR AND HARD TREATMENT

Historians have written that bondage in New Netherland was “mild” by comparison with other colonies. Not so. Here as elsewhere slavery was a hereditary status of forced labor for the material gain of masters. “Force” and “labor” and “material gain” were fundamental. Dutch slavery in the Hudson Valley was a cruel and brutal business, as bondage was in most times and places. The more we learn empirically about slavery everywhere, the worse it appears. Dutch slavery was no exception to this rule.75

In 1639, for example, Jacob Stoffelsen was “overseer over the negroes belonging to the Company” at New Amsterdam. He wrote proudly of the forced labor that he had extracted from “the said negroes.” By his own account, he drove the company slaves relentlessly in “building Fort Amsterdam, which was completed in the year 1635, and also in cutting building-timber and firewood for the Large House as well as the Guardhouse, splitting palisades, clearing land, burning lime, and helping to bring in the grain in harvest time, together with many other labors, which we have done with the negroes.”76

That long list was not the half of it, and “we” was hardly the word. Company slaves also dredged docks and built wharfs in New Amsterdam, working in foul tidal waters, day after day. They graded roads on rocky ground, cleaned filthy streets, built windmills, and carried heavy timbers on their backs. They maintained the Dutch church building, kept the fort in repair, and raised food for the garrison. They did the same thing at Fort Orange near Albany, and Oyster Bay on Long Island, and other Dutch settlements.

In early years these African men and boys lived in barracks and some of them appear to have labored in chains with European convicts chained beside them. The Provincial Council tried a white felon who had wounded two of the “company’s negroes” and sentenced him to “take their place in chains.” Dutch slaves also suffered heavy corporal punishment. Some were severely flogged and maimed by ear cropping.77
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