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The Day of Jubilee


We had a grand time at Boston, on the first of January. . .We all seemed to be about of onecolor that day.—Frederick Douglass



The promise was made in September, the second September of the war. The President wrote it out in the formal language of government for all theworld to read. A preliminary Emancipation Proclamation. If the Southern states continued in their rebellion against the United States, then on January 1,1863, their slaves would be declared free.

There were four million slaves in the South. One eighth of the country’s entire population was inbondage. Now the President was promising themfreedom in one hundred days. It wasn’t a long timeto wait for men and women who had waited two hundred and fifty years. But it was long enough.

They brought in the com from the fields. They hung the floppy tobacco leaves in the sheds and the hams in the smokehouses. They picked the burstingbolls of cotton.

Pumpkins ripened on the vines. Scarlet and gold leaves dropped from the trees. Birds winged their wayto sunny Southern hedgerows. Men died in battle.Slaves, listening to the promise on the grapevine telegraph, flocked to the Union lines.

The long, anxious days dragged on. Eighty more days, sixty.

“Mr. President, they say you are not going to keep your promise to give us the Emancipation Proclamation, that it is your intention to withdraw it.”

“Mr. President, the Proclamation is fraught with evil, and evil only.”

“Mr. President, I have a petition here . . . Mr. President, I represent five hundred men in my district . . .”

Forty days, twenty days. Would he do it? Dare he?

Ten days. “The border state pressure on the President to withdraw the Emancipation Proclamation grows intense,” the Cincinnati Gazette informed itsreaders.

Nine days. “There is reason both for hope and fear,” Frederick Douglass, newspaper editor andformer slave, wrote. “Alas, no man can tell which willprevail—and we are compelled to wait, hope, laborand pray.”

Four days. “You will be glad to know that the President is firm,” Senator Charles Sumner assured a friend.

The President is weak. The President is firm. As clocks ticked off the final hours, the rumors spread,the pressures mounted, the prayers grew louder.

On New Year’s Eve churches in every city in the North held Watch Night services. “I don’t want anyone to pray standing up,” a Washington ministerwarned his congregation. “Nobody sitting down, withbended neck praying; and no brother kneeling on oneknee, because his pants are too tight for him. Getdown on both knees to thank Almighty God for yourfreedom, and President Lincoln too.”

When city bells rang at midnight men and women jumped to their feet to shout, to kiss, to sing, “Whata Happy New Year.” At last the hundred days wereat an end.

But what would the hundred and first day bring?

Snow and rain drove the celebrators from the streets. All along the Atlantic seaboard early risersfaced a bleak dawn. Bundling up in shawls andscarves, they tramped through slush to the newspaper offices. No news yet of the President’s Proclamation. Some said that the announcement would bemade at noon. Others, looking at the overcast sky,predicted that it would never come at all.

Despite the uncertainty, friends of freedom went ahead with their plans to celebrate the day. Down inSouth Carolina where the Union Army held a narrow strip of coast, soldiers and ex-slaves joined forces for a barbecue. In Norfolk, Virginia, five thousand newlyfreed men paraded through the streets to the homeof the military governor. From Maine to Michiganpeople were crowding into churches and meetinghalls.

In Boston the Music Hall filled up early for a grand jubilee concert. Everyone who was anyone in literaryNew England was there—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, John Greenleaf Whittier, Oliver WendellHolmes. As they waited for the orchestra to tune up,Ralph Waldo Emerson climbed up to the stage toread “a string of verses, a sort of Boston hymn” thathe had written that morning.

Hearts beat faster and gloved hands clapped as he read:

“I break your bonds and masterships

And I unchain the slave:

Free be his heart and hand henceforth

As wind and wandering wave.”

Then came the music. It was a program carefully chosen to suit the joyful occasion: Beethoven’s FifthSymphony, Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus, Mendelssohn’s Hymn of Praise.

“Watchman, will the night soon pass?” a wailing voice sang.

“The night is departing. The day is approaching,” the grand chorus boomed the answer.

But was there cause for joy? People were beginning to stir uneasily, to look questioningly around the auditorium. Noon had come and gone. The afternoon shadows were lengthening—and there was still nonews from the White House.

In Tremont Temple, a few squares away, Frederick Douglass and other Negro and white abolitionists hadbeen meeting since morning. As speaker followedspeaker to the platform, the audience grew restless.“It wasn’t logic,” Douglass said, “but the trump ofjubilee which everybody wanted to hear.”

Would they hear it?

At seven lanterns were lit and someone carried a giant candle to the speakers’ table. Outside, messengers lined the streets between the telegraph office andthe Temple, stamping their feet in the snow andswinging their arms in order to keep warm. Theywaited—hopefully, fearfully.

Eight o’clock, nine o’clock. By ten the crowded hall was plunged in gloom and the speakers soundedless confident. What was happening in Washington?Would word never come?

There was only one man who knew the answer. He rose early that New Year’s morning to sit in his officeon the second floor of the White House. The wholecountry had offered him advice. Some of it he hadtaken. All of it he had listened to patiently. Now healone had to decide.

He chewed on the wooden tip of his pen as he looked over the changes in the Proclamation that Cabinet members had suggested a day earlier. Then, taking a clean sheet of paper from his desk, he started to write.

“I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States . . .”

Before he had finished, servants on the floor below were arranging chairs and setting out bowls of punchand eggnog in the East Room. He scarcely had timeto dress before the first of the New Year’s Day callersarrived—beribboned diplomats, bonneted society matrons, booted generals, congressmen from the Westwho looked as awkward as the President in their rustyblack tail coats.

For the next hours the tall man greeted an endless procession of visitors, stooping to shake hands, bowing to the ladies, smiling his tired smile. He heardnothing but “Happy New Year,” “How do you do?”said nothing but “The same to you, ma’am,” “Thankyou for your kind wishes.”

Late in the afternoon, when the last caller had taken his leave, Secretary of State Seward climbedthe White House stairs. In his hand he carried the paper that Lincoln had written that morning. It wasan official document now, with the great seal of theUnited States properly affixed. All that it needed wasthe President’s signature.

Lincoln laid it on his desk and reached for his pen. Pen in mid-air, he hesitated.

“I never in my life felt more certain that I was doing right than I do in signing this paper,” he told Seward. “But I have been shaking hands since nine o’clock this morning, till my arm is stiff and numb. This signature is one that will be closely examined,and if they find my hand trembled they will say, ‘Hehad some compunctions.’ But”—he flexed his achingfingers—“it is going to be done.”

Dipping his pen in the inkstand, wiping it carefully so that no blot would mar the page, he slowly wroteAbraham Lincoln at the bottom of the EmancipationProclamation.

Eight o’clock, nine o’clock, ten. Suddenly a man in formal clothes walked across the stage of the MusicHall. A breathless messenger pushed his way downthe crowded aisle of Tremont Temple.

“It’s coming! Over the wires—it’s coming over the wires—now!”

The Music Hall audience sprang to its feet, waving hats and handkerchiefs. Dignified men whooped andladies who had never before raised their voices joinedin giving three mighty cheers, and three more, andthree again, for President Lincoln. Pioneer abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison and Harriet BeecherStowe, author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, were spotted inthe gallery. Mrs. Stowe stood up—“the little womanwho started this great war,” Lincoln had called her—her bonnet crooked, her eyes damp. The roar of applause could be heard all the way to Boston Common.

At Tremont Temple the scene was even wilder. Tears mingled with cheers, sobs with shouts of praise.All speeches stopped, all voices joined in song:

“Sound the loud timbrel o’er Egypt’s dark sea, Jehovah hath triumphed, his people are free.”

When the room quieted, a member of the Massachusetts legislature read the President’s message.

“‘Whereas, on the twenty-second day of September, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-two, a proclamation was issued by the President of the United States, containing, amongother things, the following, to wit:

“‘That on the first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within any State, ordesignated part of a State, the people whereof shallthen be in rebellion against the United States, shallbe then, thenceforward and forever free. . . .”’

“Forever free!” A woman sitting in the front row crooned the phrase.

Smiling down at her, the speaker went on.

“‘Now, therefore I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, by virtue of the power in me vestedas commander-in-chief of the army and navy of theUnited States in time of actual armed rebellionagainst authority and government of the UnitedStates, and as a fit and necessary war measure for suppressing said rebellion, do, on this first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three . . . order and declare that allpersons held as slaves within said designated States,and parts of States are and henceforward shall befree. . . .

“‘And I hereby enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from all violence, unless in necessary self-defense; and I recommend to them that,in all cases when allowed, they labor faithfully forreasonable wages.

‘“And I further declare and make known that such persons of suitable condition will be received intothe armed service of the United States, to garrisonforts, positions, stations, and other places, and to manvessels of all sorts in said service.

“‘And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice warranted by the Constitution uponmilitary necessity, I invoke the considerate judgmentof mankind and the gracious favor of AlmightyGod. . . /”

There was a storm of cheers and “Amens.” Frederick Douglass stepped to the front of the platform to lead the audience in another hymn:

“Blow ye the trumpet, blow

 The gladly solemn sound;

Let all the nations know,

To earth’s remotest bound,

The year of jubilee is come!”

With tear-stained cheeks, men and women jammed the aisle, hugging friend and stranger. When TremontTemple closed at midnight no one wanted to go home.They tramped through the frosty streets to theTwelfth Baptist Church, packing the small buildingfrom doors to pulpit. “We got into such a state of enthusiasm,” Douglass said, “that almost everything seemed to be witty and appropriate.” The first rays of sun were streaking Boston Harbor when the rejoicing came to an end.

Forever Free. One-hundred-gun salutes greeted the news in Washington, Pittsburgh, Buffalo, New York.In Salem the artillery paraded across the Common.At Dartmouth College students rang the chapel bell,tugging at the rope for three joyful hours.

“A beautiful day,” Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote in his diary. “A day for poetry and song, a newsong,” Frederick Douglass said.
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The Beginning

Speaking of dragon’s teeth, 1 think they were sown when the first cargo of Negroes were brought into Jamestown. You believe in Providence—will you tell me why He allowed the African to be made a slave in this country?
—Abraham Lincoln

The new day and its new song slowly traveled through the South.

“A Yankee soldier told someone in Williamsburg that Marse Lincoln done signed the ’Mancipation.Was winter time and mighty cold that night, but everybody commence gettin’ ready to leave. Didn’tcare nothin’ ’bout Missus—was goin’ to the Unionlines. An’ all that night the Negroes danced an’ sangright out in the cold. Next mornin’ at day-break weall started out with blankets an’ clothes an’ pots an’pans an’ chickens piled on our backs. An’ as the suncome up over the trees the Negroes all started tosingin’.”

“Them Freedom Days! Never was no time like ’em before or since. Negroes shoutin’ and clappin’ hands and singin’! Children runnin’ all over the place heatin’tins and yellin’. Everybody happy. Sure did some celebratin’. Run to the kitchen and shout in the window:

“Mammy, don’t you cook no mo’.

You’s free! You’s free!

Rim to the henhouse an’ shout:

“Rooster, don’t you crow no mo’.

 You’s free! You’s free!

Go to the pigpen an’ tell the pig:

“Ol pig, don’t you grunt no mo’.

 You’s free! You’s free!

Tell the cows:

“Ol cow, don’t you give no mo’ milk.

 You’s free! You’s free!

An’ some smart alec boys sneaked up under Miss Sara Ann’s window and shouted:

“Ain’t got to slave no mo’.

We’s free! We’s free!”

Wherever the Union Army marched, “shouting the battle cry of freedom,” slaves dropped their hoes andrushed to join it. Even before the Emancipation Proclamation was signed slaves had been swarming toFortress Monroe at Old Point Comfort in Virginia.

They drifted down the James River on rafts, using faded flannel blankets for sails. They crossed Chesapeake Bay at night in “borrowed” oyster boats or they paddled up to the gates of the high-walled brick fortress in hollowed-out log canoes.

So many thousands came that Fortress Monroe was known as “the Freedom Fort.”

The Freedom Fort at Old Point Comfort. If the slaves, paddling eagerly toward liberty in their homemade boats, had searched the length and breadth ofthe continent they could not have found a more dramatic spot at which to land. For it was here, on thispeninsula at the mouth of the James River, that theirlong bondage had begun.

The year was 1619, sixteen months before the Mayflower dropped anchor in Plymouth Harbor. John Rolfe, onetime husband of Pocahontas and secretaryof the Virginia Company, told the story:

“About the latter end of August, a Dutch man of Warr of the burden of a 160 tons arrived at PointComfort, the commanders name Capt. Jope, his pilottfor the West Indyes, one Mr. Marmaduke an Englishman. He brought not anything but 20 and odd Ne-gars which the Governor and Cape Marchant boughtfor victualle at the best and easiest rates they could.”A Dutch ship with an Englishman for a pilot hadbeen cruising in West Indian waters. The Dutch hadcaptured a Spanish frigate with a load of Africans inits hold. In the best piratical tradition of the time,they had hijacked the Spaniards’ cargo. As they sailedup the North American coast they were beset bystorms. When their food and water ran low they put in at Jamestown to trade their booty for venison and Indian com.

The Virginia colonists welcomed them. Many of the settlers were impoverished gentlemen, younger sonsof dukes and lords whose hands grew blistered whenthey grasped an ax or hoe. They were glad to buythe sturdy, dark-skinned prisoners, no questionsasked, “at the best and easiest rates.”

Only the Africans saw anything wrong in the transaction.

The Emancipation Proclamation had its beginnings on that fateful August day in 1619 when twenty menand women huddled on the beach at Point Comfort.Antonio, Pedro, Angelo, Isabella, Michaela—for theirSpanish captors had renamed them—were the first tocome in chains.

Others followed. A score, twoscore Africans trickled into the colony in succeeding years. By 1650 three hundred Negroes were working on the plantations ofVirginia. Antonio became Anthony, Pedro Peter, andtheir children answered to the good English namesof William, Mary, John.

Up and down the Atlantic coast the trickle slowly became a stream. In 1626 the Dutch West India Company brought eleven Negroes to New Amsterdam. In1639 a Salem sea captain unloaded a cargo of salt,tobacco, and black men on the wharf at Boston. In1670 Carolina’s proprietors planted their first settlement at Charleston with the help of a trio of Africans.

By the end of the century the stream was a swelling tide. Twenty-five thousand unwilling immigrants were being carried to the New World each year.Wherever there were settlers, there were slaves.Wherever there were slaves, the long struggle for freedom was under way.
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Before the Beginning

Savages we call them because their manners differ from ours, which we think the perfection of civility. They think the same of theirs.—Benjamin Franklin

Fifty years before Columbus crossed the Atlantic, Portuguese and Spanish sailors explored the west coast of Africa. As traders followed the explorers,Europeans caught a glimpse of the riches of the DarkContinent. Peanuts and palm oil, ivory and gold—and men.

The first Africans brought to Europe were curiosities. People came to see them almost as if they were animals in a zoo. Princes and noblemen bid againsteach other for the possession of a dark-skinned pageboy or a dusky handmaiden.

No one knew what to call these strange exotic creatures. The Spanish spoke of them as Negros after their word for “black.” The English referred to them as “blackamoors” or “Ethiopians.” In the freewheeling spelling of those days, the words might be written as “Negars,” “blackamores,” “Aethiops,” or simply“Moors.”

To the men and women of Europe, all of the Africans seemed alike. They were heathens, naked savages—cannibals, perhaps—and they lacked the advantages of the Christian religion and European culture and know-how.

Had the Europeans looked more closely they would have seen that their captives were not alike,even in appearance. The Africans were tall, short,middling. Their hair was closely curled or straight,their noses narrow or broad. The color of their skinsranged from yellow-brown and copper to chocolateand to a deep black that was almost purple. Theylooked no more alike than the tall blond Swedes ofthe North Sea and the short, swarthy Italians wholived along the shores of the Mediterranean.

The Negroes of Africa were not one people but many. They spoke different languages, had differentcustoms and long, proud histories. Some lived in jungle villages, raising rice and millet, cotton and wheat,or tending herds of cows, goats, and sheep. Otherslived in cities with palm-lined streets, busy marketplaces, and stone palaces for their kings.

Leo Africanus, an African slave brought to the court of Pope Leo X, described the kingdom of Song-hay (now the Republic of Mali) around the timeof Columbus.

“Come, cattle, milke, and butter this region yeeldeth in great abundance: but salt is verie scarce here. I saw one camels loade of salt sold for 80 ducates.The rich king of Timbuktu hath many plates andsceptres of gold, and he keepes a magnificent andwell-furnished court. Here are great store of doctors,judges, priests and other learned men, that are bountifully maintained at the kings cost and charges. Andhither are brought divers manuscripts or written booksout of Barbary, which are sold for more money thanany other merchandise.”

Naked savages? Hardly. African climate didn’t permit the silk knee breeches, brocaded gowns, and foot-high hairdresses that were the mark of their civilized captors. But they wore robes draped over one shoulder in the manner of Roman togas, or smocks andheadcloths that were brilliant in color and pattern.

Wherever they lived, whatever they wore, these dark-skinned peoples were craftsmen. When Europeans were still dwelling in caves and using crudestone tools, African blacksmiths knew how to smeltiron over charcoal fires and forge knives and axes thatwere ornamental as well as useful. Long before thetime of Columbus, Africans wove cotton and linencloth and a remarkable rich velvet made from theleaves of banana plants. Later workmen carved ivoryand wood in intricate designs and fashioned the beautiful bronzes of Benin which are now in museums allover the world.

The Europeans were correct about one thing, however. The Africans were not Christians. Some were Mohammedans, turning their faces toward Mecca to pray, but most worshiped many gods, the sky god, the earth god, the moon, as well as the spirits of theirancestors. Clearly it was the duty of the Portugueseand Spanish to convert them to Christianity—by making them slaves.

Actually the holy war that Europe waged against Africa was only a halfhearted one. It might have cometo an end in the sixteenth century if it had not beenfor the discovery and settlement of America. As theplantations of the West Indies and the colonies onthe mainland increased in size and importance therewas an enormous need for labor. Cheap, steady labor to clear the forests, build the houses, plant thefields.

The Indians wouldn’t do. The colonists tried them first, but they died of white men’s diseases, refusedto work, ran away. Nor were the poor of Europe theanswer to the problem. In the same year that “twentyNegars” landed in Virginia, one hundred homelesschildren were sent there from London to serve as indentured servants until they were twenty-five. English prisons were raided, men and women kidnapedfrom the streets, children spirited away from theirparents. But there were not enough homeless, helpless people in all of Europe to do the work thatneeded to be done.

That left the Africans.

To fill the huge demand for labor, a new kind of business enterprise came into being—the slave trade.Traders built settlements along a 5000-mile expanse of shore, from the Senegal River in the north to the mouth of the Congo, below the equator. These settlements were called factories. At the heart of eachfactory was a massive stone castle with slitted windows for gun emplacements, barracks for soldiers, offices for bookkeepers and clerks. In the shadow ofthe castles’ guns stood warehouses for the storage oftrading goods and pens, known as barracoons, wherethe slaves were herded before shipment.

People of almost every country in Europe took part in the slave trade—the Portuguese, the Dutch, French,Swedes, Danes, Germans. But the English and theircousins in New England gradually became its masters.

Shipbuilding boomed along the Thames. New industries sprang up in Manchester and Birmingham to manufacture the goods needed for trading: cheapcalicoes, bright-colored beads, brass pans, nun, andgunpowder. In Liverpool, waterfront shops displayed an ingenious instrument known as a speculum oris, used to pry open the closed jaws of Africanswho preferred starvation to slavery. To say nothingof leg shackles, handcuffs, thumbscrews, and cat-o’-nine-tails, which were standard tools of the trade.

Some Africans became businessmen too. Natives along the coast whose spears had been shattered bythe white men’s guns recognized an old saying: Ifyou can’t lick ’em, join ’em. They delivered captivesto the barracoons and were given cotton cloth andbrass pans and rum in payment. Lacking the advantages of European culture and knowhow, they seldom grew rich, however. The cloth they received was farinferior to the product of local weavers and as for therum ... A Rhode Island merchant wrote to thecaptain of his ship: “Make yr Cheaf Trade with theBlacks. Worter yr Rum as much as possible and sellas much by the short mesuer as you can.”

Africa had known slavery before the white men came. Prisoners captured in battle were enslaved. Sowere men who had shown disrespect to their rulers,or women suspected of witchcraft, or debtors forcedto work off their debts. The slaves, like those inGreece a thousand years earlier, were usually welltreated. Sometimes they married their captors’daughters or won their freedom after years in bondage.

But Africa had never known modem slavery. Prisoners of war, debtors, witches couldn’t begin to fill the ships that dropped anchor off Cape Coast Castleand Fort Louis and Castle Christianborg. Manstealinghad to take place on a large scale. Whole villageswere kidnaped, whole cities wiped out of existence.And the slaves could no longer hope to marry theircaptors’ daughters or win freedom someday.

Modern slavery was different. It was a big business, the biggest business in the world before it was over. Operating between the continents of Europe,Africa, and the New World, it was efficiently organized, immensely profitable—and unspeakably brutal.
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A Story

I asked “What had induced them to mutiny?” They answered “I was a great Rogue to buy them, inorder to carry them away from their own Country,and that they were resolved to regain their liberty.”

—Captain William Snelgrave, 1754

Kamba—his name could have been Kisimi, Kai-Kai, Ibrahim—was in the rice field, half a league from the village.

“Eiye! Eiye!” He ran between the rows, shouting and waving his arms. It was his job to scare the birdsaway from the ripening grain.

“Eiye—” A hand was clamped over his mouth. His wrists were tied behind his back and he foundhimself on the path that led to the river.

“Eiye!” Kamba tried to shout again, but only the birds, circling overhead, could hear him. Then it wasquiet in the field. The birds slowly dropped to theground to feast undisturbed on the plump kernels ofgrain.

Kamba stumbled on, heart thumping loudly, eyes blinded by tears. Along the riverbank, past the spotwhere he bathed each morning, farther and fartheraway from the village. Downstream, hidden at firstby a clump of cottonwood trees, a crowd of peoplehad gathered. Some were strange beings with fighthair and pale faces and guns. Others were captives,boys like himself, women with babies on their backs,grown men.

Soon Kamba found himself lying in the bottom of a canoe with another boy almost on top of him.Hours passed. As the canoe slid through the water,all Kamba could see was the sky. Once it rained, atorrential African rain, and he closed eyes and mouth,gasping for breath. With the dusk, mosquitoes came.He struggled to free his hands so that he could slapthem, but the tough grass rope only cut into hiswrists. Kamba, twelve years old and big for his age,lay in the water-soaked canoe and cried.

All that night they traveled downstream, farther and farther away from home. Kamba cried and prayedand thought about his mother. In the morning he wasdone with crying.

The boy above him, talking in a dialect that Kamba could barely understand, said that they were headedfor the ocean. Kamba had heard about the ocean,many days away. His father had once made a tradingtrip there, selling casks of palm oil and returning tothe village with salt. His father had returned homesafely. Perhaps he could too.

At midday the canoes pulled over to shore and the captives were ordered to get out. Kamba slowlyclimbed up the bank, shoulders stiff, legs aching,wrists sore. His blue smock was dripping wet and heshook himself as if he were a dog at a water hole.

Someone untied his hands and motioned him toward a large iron pot filled with beans. Kamba ate carefully, picking up the beans between thumb andforefinger, as his mother had taught him to. In spiteof the lump that kept rising in his throat he was hungry.

When the meal was over he looked longingly at the gray-green river, wishing he could bathe and feelclean. But there was no time for baths.

“Up!” Guards ordered them to their feet, tying them together, neck to neck, with a long strap ofleather. A man who tried to run away had chainsfastened to his ankles—not grass rope, but heavy ironchains that clanked when he walked. Turning theirbacks on the river, they marched single file on a narrow twisting path through the jungle.

The sun rose and set, but Kamba lost all track of time. His feet were blistered, his muddy armsscratched, and the leather thong pressed against hiswindpipe. In front of him, a woman stumbled andfell. Guards lashed her with their whips. When shefailed to rise they cut her out of the line and marchedon.

A day, a night, a day of walking. Then the trees thinned out and Kamba could see through them toa stretch of sandy beach. Gray rocks, yellow beach, blue water—endless blue water, just as his father haddescribed it. But there was a huge white fortress onthe rocks, armed men on the sand, and ships a hundred times as big as any African canoe rocking on theblue water.

In the slave pen on the beach they took away his tattered smock and left him to he naked, his ankletied to a post driven into the sand. Kamba thoughtof the village sheep, tethered to bushes at the edgeof the clearing so that they wouldn’t stray. In themorning he was reminded of the sheep again. Guardsshaved his head, scrubbed him down with wet sand,and rubbed him with palm oil until his skin shone.It was like market day at home when the sheep andthe pigs were made ready for sale.

After the baths were over a white man entered the barracoon. Everyone was ordered to jump up anddown while he listened to noises in their chests,looked at their teeth, and prodded and poked allparts of their bodies. Kamba seemed to have passedthis test, for then, two guards held him face down inthe sand while a third pressed a searing-hot iron between his shoulder blades. Tethered, shorn, brandedas if he were a yearling lamb, Kamba was now a partof the white man’s herd.

The branding over, he listened to the rumors that flew around the barracoon. . . . Tonight, tomorrowfor sure, we are going to be sacrificed to the whitemen’s gods or sent far across the sea. . . . With theblazing sun beating down on his bare body, Kambashivered.

What could he do? He knew how to braid grass rope into mats for the floor of his mother’s hut, howto chase the birds and mind the sheep and climb thetall palm trees when the coconuts were ripe. He knewthe stories of his gods and the songs of his peopleand he was learning the complicated language of thetalking drum which carried messages to the villagesup and down the river. If only he had a drum nowso that he could call for help. Then his father and hisuncles and the brave men of his tribe would cometo rescue him.

But this was a dream and twelve-year-old Kamba knew that it would not come true. His chin sank downon his chest and he stretched his arm over his shoulder, feeling the sore place where the white man’sbrand had blistered his skin. There was nothing hecould do against the whips and guns of the guards.No one could hear his call for help.

Another long day passed. Looking over the mud wall of the barracoon, Kamba watched a fleet of canoes putting out for the squat black schooner offshore. First, casks and barrels, the supplies for thevoyage, were loaded. Then it was time for the humancargo.

Men, women, children, they were lined up at the gate of the barracoon, the men and older boyschained together with iron collars that snappedaround their necks. Still naked, except for the rustylinks of chain, they marched to the shore. Before theystepped into the canoes a priest sprinkled sand overtheir shaven heads and chanted a prayer to keep theevil spirits away.

It was Kamba’s last word from Africa.

As the canoes cut through the choppy surf two women leaped over the side. One was tom to piecesby a shark before the guards could get to her. Kambaclosed his eyes so that he wouldn’t see the streaksof red in the blue water.

“Better to look,” the man next to him said. “And remember.”

In the next days Kamba looked, but there were things he tried not to remember. Placed in the holdwith the men, he had to lie on his side, with hisnose pressed against his neighbor’s back. “Not somuch space as a man in a coffin,” someone grunted.

In fair weather the portholes were left open, but when a storm threatened a sailor crawled over theirsweating bodies to close them. Then the hot stale airwas overpowering. Many fainted. Many came downwith dread diseases—plague and dysentery and asickness of the eyes called ophthalmia. Many died.

In the mornings, weather permitting, they were allowed up on deck. Their chains were removed and Kamba turned his head and flexed his legs and swunghis arms around. Even breathing had become a special treat.

They were fed in groups of ten, arranged in a circle around a wooden tub. Some mornings Kamba was too seasick to eat. On others, he plunged bothhands into the tub, his table manners all but forgotten.

After the meal was over they were ordered to exercise. While one prisoner kept time by thumping on the bottom of an empty tub, the others went throughthe motions of a joyless dance. A sailor with a cat-o’-nine-tails brought it down on the bare back of anyone who was slow to join in.

On their second day at sea, when the African coast was still a faint dark line on the horizon, there was asudden scuffle on deck. Before Kamba understoodwhat was happening, a tall slave had attacked thecaptain with a chunk of iron tom from the forecastledoor. One of his companions wrestled with the mate,forcing him toward the rail, while others struck atthe sailors with their food tubs.

For a few minutes the ship was in an uproar. A sailor and a slave went overboard, still locked in angry embrace when the sharks caught up with them.Then the mutiny was over. Men, no matter how desperate, could not fight barehanded for long againstguns and cutlasses.

During the rest of the trip they were kept in leg shackles, day and night. While they ate, members ofthe crew stood on guard with loaded guns. When theydanced, the rattling of their chains added a curiousmournful note to the music of the upturned tub.

Although there were no more mutinies, the struggle between captive and captor still continued.

Women with babies in their arms threw themselves over the side of the ship to dance triumphantly on thewaves until they disappeared from view. Men sat infront of the tubs of food with folded arms and lips firmly closed, refusing to eat. If they were fed forcibly, they had still another way to resist. They simplystopped breathing, holding their breaths until theytoppled onto the deck. The sharks Kamba had seenin African waters followed the schooner across theAtlantic. They did not lack for food.

For days at a time, when gale winds rocked the ship, Kamba lay on his side in the stifling hold, listening to the screams of men who had lost theirminds, to the shouts of the defiant ones and themoans of the dying. The voyage lasted two monthsand eleven days. One hundred and ninety-two menand women out of a cargo of four hundred died during the trip.

Kamba lived.

He was thin, with bony elbows and knobby knees, when he planted his feet on dry land again. He hadsores on his ankles where the chains had rubbedthem, and a brand between his shoulder blades. Hewas cut off from his past and he had no notion ofwhat the future held in store for him.

But he was alive and with life there was hope.
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Of Horses and Men

Captain Ball was a Yankee slaver,

Blow, blow, blow the man down

He traded in Negroes and loved his Saviour,

Give me some time to blow the old man down

—Old Sea Chanty

Kamba’s story is no different from the story of millions of Africans who were kidnaped from theirhomes and sold into slavery in the lands across thesea. The horrors of the middle passage between Africaand the Americas have been described by innumerable eyewitnesses:

Complaint of a ship’s captain, 1693: “The Negroes are so wilful and loth to leave their own country thatthey have often leap’d out of the canoos, boat andship, into the sea, and kept under water till they weredrowned.”

Account by a ship’s doctor, 1788: “I have seen coals of fire, glowing hot, put on a shovel and placedso near their lips as to scorch and bum them, withthreats of forcing them to swallow the coals if theypersisted in refusing to eat.”

Report to the House of Lords, 1789: “It was the business of the chief mate to make the men danceand the second mate danced the women; but thiswas only done by means of a frequent use of thecat. The men could only jump up and rattle theirchains.”

Testimony before a committee of the House of Commons, 1791: “The Negroes were chained to eachother hand and foot, and stowed so close that theywere not allowed above a foot and a half for each inbreadth. Thus rammed together like herrings in a barrel, they contracted putrid and fatal disorders.”

Diary of a twelve-year-old boy traveling from Africa to Guadeloupe, 1819: “The Captain is in thebest temper in the world; he walks the deck, rubbinghis hands and humming a tune. He says he has sixdozen slaves on board, men, women and children,and all in prime marketable condition. I have not seenthem, however, since we set sail. Their cries are soterrible that I do not like to go and look down in thehold. . . .

“Today, word was brot to the Captain that two of the slaves were dead, suffocated, as was supposed,by the closeness of the hold; and he immediately ordered the rest should be brot up to the forecastleto give them air. . . .

“They had no sooner reached the ship’s side than first one, then another, then a third, sprang up on thegunwale and darted into the sea. Many more madethe attempt, but without success; they were allknocked flat to the deck and the crew kept watchover them with handspikes and cutlasses. . . .

“When the Captain came up on deck and was told of the revolt, his face grew pale, and he gnashed histeeth. ‘We must make an example’ said he. He thenordered the whole of the slaves in the ship to be tiedtogether, and having selected six, he caused three ofthem to be shot, and the other three hanged, beforethe eyes of their comrades.

“Last night I could not sleep. I thot the six Negroes were passing to and fro through the cabin and looking in at the door of the Captain’s stateroom. Atlast I began to pray so loud that I awoke him, andhe asked me, what was the matter. ‘I am saying myprayers,’ said I. ‘That is a good boy,’ replied he, andin an instant he was as sound asleep as before.”

Fifteen million Africans were transported to America in the years between 1492 and 1863. Perhapsan equal number perished on the way, their bonesbleaching on the paths through the jungle, or theirflesh devoured by sharks. These were not the weaklings of African society, but the youngest, the strongest, the most able. With their departure civilizationover a large part of the continent was set back forcenturies. Yet the leaders of the slave trade were notcriminals but respected gentlemen.

John Hawkins, the first Englishman of note to sail to Africa, was famous for his piety. His crew was instructed to “serve God daily” and to “love oneanother” while they chained men to the decks of thegood ships Jesus, Angel, and Grace of God. Hawkinscarefully selected his victims, preferring the nativesof the Cape Verde Islands, “of a nature very gentleand loving,” to their more rebellious neighbors on themainland. Queen Elizabeth was one of Hawkins’backers. When she knighted him for his services hechose a coat of arms consisting of “a demi-Moorbound and captive.”

Hawkins was followed by the Company of Royal Adventurers of England Trading to Africa—a company that included members of the royal family,three dukes, eight earls, seven lords, and twenty-seven knights! Later, royalty shared the business withmiddle-class merchants who were leaders in theircommunities and pillars of their church.

How could these men turn from their Bibles to read the bloody records of the slave trade? Howcould they sleep at night with the knowledge ofwholesale kidnappings and mass murders on theirconsciences?

Part of the answer lay in the enormous profits of the business. A slave purchased for fifty dollars inAfrica could be sold in America for four hundred.The slave trade not only lined the pockets ofindividual merchants. Its demand for ships and trading goods made it one of the mainstays of British industry and New England commerce.

“Tho’ to traffic in human creatures, may at first sight appear barbarous, inhuman, and unnatural,from this trade proceed benefits far outweighing allreal or pretended mischiefs and inconveniences,” onemerchant said.

“The slave trade is certainly not an amiable trade,” another agreed. “Neither is that of a butcher.Yet it is a very necessary one.”

The slave trade was profitable. The slave trade was necessary. Still one more excuse was needed toput uneasy consciences at rest.

In 1783 the captain of the Zong threw one hundred and thirty-two slaves into the sea when his supply of water ran low. An English judge ruled that he was entitled to insurance money for the men andwomen he had drowned because “The case of slaveswas the same as if horses had been thrown overboard.”

The judge had found the best excuse of all. The dark-skinned people of Africa were different fromEuropeans. They were something less than human.Therefore they could be treated as if they werehorses or cows and no one had to worry about theteachings of Christ and the Golden Rule.

Charles Montesquieu, a French philosopher, was one of the few men of his time to speak against theslave trade. He summed up this excuse in a singlebitter sentence:

“It would not do to suppose that Negroes were men, lest it should turn out that whites were not.”
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Making of an American

Give me your tired, your poor,


Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed, to me.

—Inscription on Statue of Liberty

Twelve-year-old Kamba disembarked at Charleston, South Carolina, sometime around the year 1700. Still chained to his companions, he walked tothe slave jail. The narrow streets seemed to pitchand roll and he had a hard time keeping his balance.Soon he was in a crowded room with high barredwindows. A succession of white men barked commands. If only he could understand their strangeclipped speech so that he could find out what washappening.

Dazed, frightened, he submitted numbly to a bath and a haircut. His chains were removed and he wasgiven oil for his roughened skin and a bowl of steamyrice to put flesh back on his bony body. A white mantossed him a shirt and a pair of pants.
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Kamba had to watch one of the other slaves dress before he knew what to do. Then he stepped intothe pants, thrust his arms into the sleeves of theskirt, and awkwardly struggled to button them.They weren’t as comfortable as his blue smock.
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The pants rubbed against his sore ankles and the scratchy cloth of the shirt made his back itch. But aftermonths of nakedness he was glad to be wearingclothes.

One morning the slaves were led from the jail to a courtyard outside. Kamba blinked in the sunlight. A man turned him around, forcing his mouth open,pulling up his shirt. After grunting approvingly, hemotioned Kamba to a wooden platform in the centerof the yard.

Kamba looked down at a sea of strange white faces. Suddenly his legs trembled and tears filled hiseyes.

The man who had examined his teeth began to frown. “Smile, boy, smile!” he commanded.

Kamba did his best to obey. He jumped up and down, hoping that he was following the white man’sorder. The tears rolled down his cheeks.

“Smile!” the white man shouted.

Kamba raised his hands above his head. Perhaps this was what the man wanted. Now he was reallycrying, sobbing as if he were a little boy back in hismother’s hut.

Growing red with anger, the man lifted his arm threateningly.

“Smile.” A Negro pushed his way through the crowd to talk to Kamba in his own language. “Hewants you to look happy.”

His body still racked by sobs, Kamba managed to turn up the corners of his mouth and flash his teeth.It was no more than a grimace, but it seemed tosatisfy. After a brief discussion among the whitemen, a jerk of a thumb sent him to the comer of theyard. Along with other men and women from theship, he had been sold to a rice planter.

They set out that afternoon, walking past Charleston’s homes and gardens to a sandy road that led to the plantation. The land was fair. Blue skies, tall treeswith shiny leaves, swampy meadows where many ofthe plants looked familiar. Every once in a while theypassed a house, a big house painted white, with glasswindows that reflected the long rays of the settingsun.

In spite of the rope around his neck, Kamba’s spirits rose. It was good to walk after the long confinement of ship and jail. He practiced the word he’dlearned, saying it silently and then out loud.

“Smile.” Kamba had had his first English lesson.

There were many more lessons to be learned in the next months. A “salt-water Negro,” he was put in acabin with seasoned slaves whose job it was to breakhim in. There would be no more chasing birds awayfrom the grain. From now on he must work like aman.

The overseer’s horn awakened him each morning while it was still dark. On his way to the field hegrabbed a handful of rice. By sunrise he was wadingalong the rows of plants, hoeing, weeding, reaping,binding. Sunset found him still stooping over, hisback aching, his bare feet muddy and cold. Afterthat there was supper to cook over the open fire inthe cabin.

“We work from can to can’t,” one of the older slaves told him.

His first night on the plantation, Kamba couldn’t sleep. He played a little game, pretending that hewas at home in the cone-shaped hut in which hehad been bom, that he was lying on a sweet-smellinggrass mat instead of the bare dirt floor. His motherwas singing a lullaby, or his father was telling a storyin his deep grave voice. When morning came hewould bathe in the cool water of the river and runafter the emerald-green lizards that skittered overthe rocks.

The second night he couldn’t stay awake. As soon as his head touched the ground he sank into an exhausted sleep. His cabin mates had to shake him inthe morning so that he would get to the field ontime. Sometimes in those first weeks he slept standing up, his chin bobbing on his chest until the overseer’s whip lashed him back to wakefulness.

As time passed he stopped playing the game about home. He forgot about his daily bath in the river,counting himself lucky if he had chance for one eachweek in a nearby stream. He forgot African soundsand smells. He could no longer picture his mother’sface or recall his father’s voice.

He even stopped praying to his gods. Those spirits of his ancestors who used to watch over him wereclearly too far away to do any good. The sky god,the earth god, the moon god were here, but in thiscountry they seemed to listen only to the white man.

Forgetting Africa, he learned America. He learned the ways of the plantation. How to work when theoverseer was looking and rest on the hoe when hisback was turned. How to get enough to eat by catching master’s chickens or raiding master’s vegetablepatch in the dark of night.

“Stealing is a crime,” the overseer warned. “Punishment, one hundred lashes on the bare back.”

“Stealing’s no crime,” the Negroes whispered. “Less’n you steal from another slave. Or get caught.Eating master’s chicken is just taking—taking out ofone of master’s pots and putting it in another.”

He learned the strange harsh language of the white man. Single syllables at first: eat, drink, sleep, work,whip, hoe, yes, no. Then longer words: master, mistress, overseer—and freedom.

By the time Kamba had passed his thirteenth birthday his mother would scarcely have recognizedhim. He was still big for his age and growing bigger.His pants barely covered his knees and his muscledarms split the seams of his ragged shirt. He wasn’tan African boy any more, or a salt-water greenhorn.

He was a Negro slave. His children, slave or free, would be Americans.
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They Called Out Liberty

In dark fens of the Dismal Swamp

The hunted Negro lay;

He saw the fire of the midnight camp,

And heard at times a horse’s tramp 


And a bloodhound’s distant bay.

Where hardly a human foot could pass,

Or a human heart would dare,

On the quaking turf of the green morass

 He crouched in the rank and tangledgrass,

Like a wild beast in his lair.

—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

The life of a slave in the years around 1700 varied according to where he lived and who ownedhim. If he was sold on the wharf in Boston or Newport he became a servant, working alongside mistressin the kitchen or sweeping floors and building firesin master’s shop. In the Middle Colonies, he mightwork on a farm in the Hudson Valley, learning Dutchinstead of English, or in the homes and countingrooms of Philadelphia and New York.

In Northern cities, slaves wore their owners’ castoff clothes, slept in the attics of their homes, and ate leftovers from their tables. Often they learned toread and write so that they could become master sclerk or messenger. Some Puritan masters read morning prayers to their slaves. In Quaker Pennsylvaniathey were taught the Gospels and taken to meetingon First Days.

Slavery was harsher in the South, where hundreds of men and women worked side by side on the tobacco plantations and in Carolina’s rice and indigofields. There, Negro and white lived apart, theslaves in ramshackle cabins far from “the big houses.”Except for those who worked as servants, they hadlittle contact with their owners and less opportunityfor education than Northern slaves.

Yet, North or South, kind master or cruel one, there was one subject on which all slaves agreed.Whether he spoke Dutch, the cultivated accents ofBoston, or the pidgin English of a Carolina fieldhand, every slave wanted to be free.

For the struggle that began on the slave ships didn’t end when Africans breathed the fresh air ofthe New World. Fifty men and women waded intoshallow water off the Carolina coast and drownedwhile their ship was tying up at the dock. Twelvehanged themselves from the branches of a live oakafter they reached the plantation. A man threw himself into a stream when he was threatened with awhipping. A woman smothered her newborn babyso that he wouldn’t grow up to be a slave.

In the religion of Africa, death meant a return to the land of one’s ancestors. Suicide, then, was oneway of going home. But as beliefs in African godsand memories of jungle villages began to fade, slavesturned away from self-destruction. Bitter and resentful, many sought revenge.

In 1695 a Connecticut slave put arsenic in his mistress’ milk. A Boston girl blew up her master’s house by dropping a burning coal into a keg of gunpowder.Two New Yorkers—a Negro woman and an Indianman—were burned at the stake for murdering master, mistress, and five children. Two Jersey slaves received similar punishment for burning seven Hackensack bams. White Virginians trembled when aseries of fires broke out. Carolinians, living in “greatfear and terror,” complained of “the hellish practiceof poisoning.”

Desperate men who felt that they had nothing to lose banded together and fought for their freedom.Like the mutinies on the slave ships, the story ofthese revolts was almost always the same. An attack—a defeat—followed by swift and terrible punishment. Yet they continued year after year, for twolong centuries.

Virginia, 1663. Slaves and white indentured servants were caught planning an uprising. Their ringleaders were drawn and quartered and their heads stuck up on posts in public places.

New York, 1712. Twenty-three slaves met at midnight in an orchard near the center of town. Early the next morning they set fire to a bam. As their masters approached, the slaves attacked with guns,knives, hatchets. After nine citizens were killed thegovernor ordered out a detachment of soldiers. Whenthe slaves were finally captured, “some were burnt,others hanged, one broke on the wheele, and onehung alive in chains. . . . There has been the most exemplary punishment inflicted that could be possiblythought of,” the governor reported.

New Orleans, 1730. When a slave woman was struck by a soldier she shouted angrily, “The Frenchshall not long insult Negroes.” Because her shoutaroused suspicion, eight slaves, including one namedSamba, were arrested. “They were put to the tortureof burning matches; which, though several times repeated, could not bring them to make any confession,” the director of plantations wrote. “In themeantime I learnt that Samba had in his own countrybeen at the head of the revolt by which the Frenchlost Fort Arguin. On his passage he had laid ascheme to murder the crew, in order to become master of the ship; but that being discovered, he wasput in irons.” Samba and his companions were “brokenalive on the wheel,” the slave woman hanged.

South Carolina, 1739. On a Sunday in September a score of slaves fled from a plantation near Charleston. Attacking an arsenal, they killed the guards andarmed themselves with guns and powder. “SeveralNegroes joyned them,” an eyewitness wrote. “Theycalled out liberty, marched on with colours displayed and two drums beating. The Country thereabout was full of flames.” Every white man along theway was shot, except for an innkeeper who was “agood man and kind to his slaves.”

They were eighty strong by the time the militia caught up with them. “An engagement ensuedwherein one fought for Liberty & Life the other fortheir Country & everything that was Dear to them.”Outnumbered, the slaves “fought stoutly for sometime.” Some were shot, “some hang’d, and someGibbeted alive.” Not all of them were captured however. “Some are out yet, but we hope will soon betaken,” the lieutenant governor said. Months later,ten slaves were still “out.” They were never returnedto captivity.

In the first years of the eighteenth century the slaves in the South had one big advantage over their Northern brothers. Geography was on their side. In thepopulous colonies of New England and New Yorkit was hard to find a place to hide. Runaways sometimes concealed themselves on ships or set out onfoot for the distant wilderness of French-heldCanada. In 1705 New York’s General Assemblypassed a law prohibiting slaves from “traveling 40miles above the city of Albany, at or above a placecalled Sarachtoge (Saratoga) on pain of death.”

In the South a slave could find freedom almost in his own back yard. Once he had passed the string ofsettlements along the coast, he had nothing in frontof him but woods and swamp and stream. A slavecould hide for years in the forests of the frontierwhere no white man had ever trod.

Many did.

From Great Dismal Swamp in Virginia to the Louisiana bayous and the Everglades of Florida, thedark, trackless places of the continent offered refugeto the brave. Some ran away for only a few weeks.One slave remembered how his mother “hid us allin the woods, to prevent master selling us. When wewanted water, she sought for it in any hole or puddle; it was often full of tadpoles and insects. Shestrained it and give it round to each of us in thehollow of her hand. For food, she gathered berries inthe woods, got potatoes, raw com, and so forth. Aftera time the master would send word to her to comein, promising he would not sell us.”

Others remained in the swamps and glades all their lives. Great Dismal and its tributaries, LittleDismal, Alligator, and Catfish, covering a vast areain Virginia and North Carolina, sheltered thousandsof fugitives. Children were bom in the swamp, grewup there, bore children of their own, without evercatching a glimpse of the white world. They werecalled maroons, from the Spanish word cimarron,meaning outlaw.
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Osman, a maroon. Source: Digital Collections, New York Public Library


These black Robin Hoods lived off the countryside, hunting, fishing, trading with small farmers on the fringes of the swamp, stealing from outlyingplantations and lumber camps. They stopped partiesof horsemen who ventured into their territory andsallied forth occasionally to hold up country stores.In the back places they built huts, cleared land forplanting, and raised cows and goats. One outlawcommunity, surprised by a group of South Carolinians, was described in a local newspaper:

“A trail, winding about much, conducted the party to a knoll in the swamp on which com,squashes and peas were growing. Continuing thesearch, another patch of com, etc. was found and acamp from which several Negroes fled. The campseemed well provided with meal, cooking utensils,blankets.”

Throughout their lives the maroons could never be free from fear. The snapping of a twig, a vine swaying on a windless day, a dog baying in the distance—any of these might mean ambush and attack. Forthere were prices on their heads, dead or alive, andhunters eager to win the rewards. Even Indianswere sometimes persuaded to join the chase. An “Account of expenditures attending the dispersing theFugitive Slaves near Purrysburg, South Carolina,”tells of a payment of forty pounds to the Catawbasfor scalps that they had taken.

Still men and women ran away to the woods. “Some of ’em would rather be shot than be took,” aslave in Virginia said. Besides, not all of the dangerwas on one side. Colonists were often hesitant totrack down fugitives who shared forest and mudholewith wildcats, snakes, and alligators. One Virginiadeputy, armed with a warrant for the arrest of arunaway, trailed him through the tangled underbrush of Great Dismal At last he sighted his quarry—on the far side of a stretch of treacherous blackwaters. The deputy returned to the courthouse alone,to scratch a message across the face of his warrant:“See-able but not come-at-able.”

Most of the accounts of maroon leaders are tantalizingly brief. The “General of the Swamps” led nighttime raids on North Carolina plantations. AVirginia store was held up “by a maroon banditti ofNegroes” led by “the noted Andey, alias Billy James,better known by the name of Abellino.”

Only occasionally there are descriptions of these men who, in another time and place, might havebeen hailed as heroes. Such a man was Joe, who tookthe name of Forest when he fled. “He was so cunningand artful as to elude pursuit and so daring andbold as to put everything at defiance,” South Carolinaplanters complained. “Most of the runaways flew tohis Camp and he soon became their head and theirlife. He had the art and the address to inspireenthusiasm. Such was his cunning that but few ofthe enterprises for mischief planned by himselffailed of success. Nearly four years have nowelapsed, the whole of which time was marked byCrimes, by Mischiefs and by the desemination of notions the most dangerous among the blacks in ourSections of the County (such as were calculated inthe end to produce insubordination and insurrection).”

Several companies of infantry failed to dislodge Joe from his forest camp. He was trapped at last bythe treachery of a fellow slave who led him into anambush. “Soon perceiving their mistake, they instantly attempted to defend themselves with well-charged musquets but at a single well-directed firefrom the party of whites Joe with three of his partyfell dead. The rest of the gang of runaways were subsequently either killed in pursuit, hung for attemptsto murder or were frightened to their respectivehomes.”

As a reward for his cunning, the grateful state of South Carolina purchased Joe’s betrayer and set himfree.
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Way Down upon 
the Suwanee River



Torn from their native land, they were sold in the markets of Carolina and Georgia . . . they fled to Florida, and under Spanish laws, became free. At a time of profound peace, our army ... invaded Florida, murdered many of these free men, and brought others to the United States and consigned them to slavery. An expensive and bloody war followed.

—Congressman Joshua R. Giddings, 1858

The most permanent of all the maroon camps were those in Florida. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Spanish governor welcomed fugitives from the English colonies and granted themfreedom. The maroons built farming villages alongthe bottom lands of the Apalachicola and Suwaneerivers. They were joined by Indians who had brokenaway from the Creek tribe and were also seeking refuge. These Indians called themselves Seminoles, aword in their language which meant “runaways.” Formore than a hundred years the two groups of runaways—the red-skinned hunters and the black-skinnedfarmers—lived as allies, trading, intermarrying, andfighting side by side against a common foe.

The soil was rich, the climate warm, and the first maroon settlements flourished. Herds of cows grazedalong the riverbanks, horses foraged in the woods,and the black farmers tilled their land in common asthey had done in Africa. By the end of the eighteenth century the Florida maroons were scarcely entitled to their name, for they were living not as outlaws but as peaceful farmers and free men.

As the news of their prosperity traveled north across the border more and more slaves ran off tojoin them. From time to time Georgia and Carolinaplanters invaded the Spanish colony hunting for runaways. There was no serious trouble, however, untilafter the War of 1812. An English fleet anchored inApalachicola Bay had sent troops upriver to builda fort in the heart of Negro farm country. When theywithdrew at the end of the war they left the fortand its military stores in the hands of the maroonsand Indians.

The Negroes continued to plow the soil and harvest their crops, happily unaware that they had become the subject of a series of dispatches between General Gaines, commander of the U. S. Army onGeorgia’s southern frontier, and the War Departmentin Washington. “Certain Negroes and outlaws havetaken possession of a fort on the Apalachicola River,in the Territory of Florida,” the general informedthe Secretary of War. Throughout a year of correspondence about the “Negro Fort” and the “pirates” who occupied it, the maroons were never chargedwith crimes or hostile acts. It was sufficient that theywere Negroes, descendants of slaves, cultivating therichest lands in Florida. Their very existence was athreat to Southern slaveowners and a standing invitation to runaways.

In spite of the fact that the Negro fort was sixty miles from the U.S. border, on land belonging to HisMajesty the King of Spain, General Gaines was givena go-ahead signal from no less a person than GeneralAndrew Jackson. “I have little doubt,” Jacksonwrote, “that this fort has been established by somevillains for the purpose of rapine and plunder andthat it ought to be blown up, regardless of theground on which it stands; and if your mind shallhave formed the same conclusion, destroy it and return the stolen Negroes and property to their rightful owners.”

By midsummer of 1816 a full-scale expedition was under way. Two U.S. gunboats sailed up the Apalachicola River from the Gulf of Mexico while a regiment of soldiers, accompanied by five hundredCreeks, marched south from Georgia. Warned inplenty of time, the farmers along the river collectedtheir families and fled to the fort for protection.

For days they held out against the cannonading. Shells whistled overhead, killing and wounding therefugees, but the strong fortress walls could not bebreached. It wasn’t until a freak shot struck thefort’s gunpowder supply that the siege came to anend. In the tremendous explosion that followed,four fifths of the fort’s inmates, women and childrenas well as men, died instantly. Only three escapedwithout some injury. The handful of survivors, whohad been free farmers for two and three generations,were taken to Georgia and sold as slaves.

The maroons’ peaceful days were at an end. Farmers from the Suwanee and other areas became outlaws and warriors. Joining with the Seminoles, they attacked U.S. forces wherever they could find them.General Jackson himself took the field with threethousand men and invaded Spanish Florida to wagewhat history books call the First Seminole War. Itwas full-scale warfare, with disciplined troops fighting on both sides. Negroes and Indians made a gallant, last-ditch stand on their farms along the Suwanee River but were defeated. General Jackson andhis men burned their homes and cornfields and withdrew.

In 1819 the United States purchased Florida from Spain. Settlers from Georgia and South Carolina began to pour across the border and the maroons andSeminoles were forced to move. They gave up theirbottom lands along the rivers and retreated to thehammocks and saw-grass swamps of the Everglades.There they built thatched huts, ate turtle and broiledfish, and gathered oranges and limes from trees thatthe Spanish had planted.

But even in the Everglades white planters considered them a threat. “The maroon Negroes fear being again made slaves,” one observer explained,“and will omit nothing to increase or keep alive mistrust among the Indians, whom they, in fact, govern.It will be necessary to remove from the Floridas thisgroup of freebooters, among whom runaway Negroes will always find a refuge.”

General Jackson, then Florida’s territorial governor, agreed. For more than twenty years, through a Second and a Third Seminole War, the UnitedStates Government fought to re-enslave the maroonsand transport the Seminoles to lands west of theMississippi.

Although the Negroes did not govern the Indians, who far outnumbered them, they were in the forefront of the struggle. Negro leaders visited the settlers’ plantations at night—and slaves ran off by thehundreds to the Seminole camps. Negro warriorstook the field, tomahawks in hand and war paint ontheir faces. Negro spies slipped back and forththrough enemy lines with information and arms.

When Major Francis Dade was assigned to lead troops through the forest to Fort King, he hired aTampa slave, Louis Pacheco, as his guide. Owned bya Florida widow, Louis was “good-looking and intelligent, able to read and write.” He spoke English,French, Spanish, and Seminole. Intelligent Louis immediately sent word to the Indians that he plannedto lead the soldiers past Great Wahoo Swamp.

By the time the troops reached Great Wahoo, Indians and maroons were hiding behind every tree along the trail. Dade and his company were wipedout. Louis, who had thrown himself to the ground atthe first burst of fire, lay in the tall grass until thebattle was over and it was safe to identify himself.That evening he translated the papers found on theofficers’ bodies, giving the Indians valuable knowledge of United States plans.

During the next years Louis fought with the Seminoles. When he was finally forced to emigrate tothe West, Mrs. Pacheco, his former owner, steppedforward to claim him as her slave. The army thoughthim too dangerous to return, however. “It would bebetter to pay any price for such a man and leavehim in Arkansas, or hang him, than return him to theborders of Florida,” one officer testified.

Abraham was another well-known “Indian Negro” who had run away to the Seminoles when he was aboy. He became “sense-bearer” to Chief Micanopy—a combination of secretary and chief counselor—andmarried the widow of another chief. Over six feettall, with a slight mustache, he was called Yoblyby the Indians. “He always smiles and his wordsflow like oil,” a United States soldier said. “His conversation is soft and low but very distinct.”

During the many treaty negotiations—treaties which were signed and broken by both sides—Abraham was Micanopy’s spokesman and interpreter. In1826 he headed a Seminole delegation to Washington. Six years later he visited Arkansas to look overthe proposed Indian territory. Throughout the waryears he took the lead in urging resistance to theU.S. forces. But in 1837, when it was clear that theSeminoles could not hold out much longer, he madea dramatic appearance in the enemy camp, carryinga white flag on a stick and walking to the tent ofGeneral Jessup “with perfect dignity and composure.”

“He is the Negro chief,” Jessup said, “and the most cunning and intelligent Negro we have here.He claims to be free.”

It was a claim which the general felt bound to respect. When an agreement was signed later in theyear one section read: “Major General Jessup, in behalf of the United States, agrees that the Seminolesand their allies who come in and emigrate West shallbe secure in their lives and property.”

The costly Seminole Wars seemed to be over. Twenty-six ships gathered at Tampa Bay to transportthe emigrants to New Orleans and beyond. Sevenhundred maroons and Indians surrendered and morewere trickling in every day.

Then the news that Jessup had agreed to ship the Negroes to Indian territory reached the planters.They stormed the general’s camp, demanding thathe return the maroons who were descendants ofslaves who had run away from their fathers andgrandfathers.

Jessup threw up his hands. “If the citizens of the territory be prudent the war may be considered atan end,” he wrote to the governor of Florida. “Butany attempt to interfere with the Indian Negroeswould cause an immediate resort to arms. The arrival of two or three citizens of Florida, said to bein search of Negroes, caused them to disperse, andI doubt whether they will come in again; at all eventsthe emigration will be delayed a month in consequence of this alarm among the Negroes.”

But the citizens refused to be prudent. Soon Jessup was writing, “All is lost, and principally I fear by the influence of the Negroes.” The war, whichhad taken the lives of thousands of men, was startingall over again.

Pushing farther and farther into Indian country, United States soldiers floundered in the black muckof the swamps and fell dead in the waving saw grassof the glades. Indian chiefs were captured and carried off to prison in Charleston. So many Negroeswere held under guard at Tampa Bay that the townbegan to resemble an African slave factory. Morethan five hundred, most of them freeborn, were soldinto slavery. Hundreds of others were transported toCherokee lands in the West, to wander from there,always a day or two ahead of slave dealers, untilthey found freedom in Mexico.

The war continued. The last federal troops withdrew from Florida in 1843, but there were still bands of Seminoles and maroons hiding in the Everglades.Some of their descendants live there today, proud ofthe fact that they never surrendered to the Army ofthe United States.
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A Declaration of Independence

Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course other may take but give me liberty or death!

—Patrick Henry

By the middle of the eighteenth century the slaves in British America were not alone in “callingout liberty.” Their masters used the word too. Atfirst it was liberty of the pocketbook that interestedthe colonists. They wanted freedom to trade withother countries besides England, freedom to manufacture their own goods instead of buying at highprices from London merchants. They wanted freedom from unfair taxes, from Sugar and Stamp actsand the hateful duty on tea.

Sons of Liberty burned stamps on the streets of New York and dumped chests of tea into BostonHarbor. Daughters of Liberty wore homespun gownsinstead of “Gewgaws and exuberant Fineries” fromabroad, and brewed coffee over their kitchen fires.In South Carolina colonists raided the homes of HisMajesty’s agents and solemnly renounced the wearing of wigs. In conservative Philadelphia a lawyercomposed America’s first patriotic song:

In Freedom we’re born and in Freedom we’ll live.

Our purses are ready.

Steady, Friends, steady.

Not as Slaves but as Free men our money we’ll give.

For ten tumultuous years the colonists rioted, boycotted, argued, and sang. The fight against the King’s laws took shape as a fight against the King. Slowlythe talk in the coffeehouses turned from free trade tofree men.

“Every man is individually independent,” James Otis declared. “His right to his life, his liberty, andhis property no created being can rightfully contest.”

“Among the natural rights of the colonists are these,” Samuel Adams explained. “First, a right tolife, secondly to liberty, thirdly to property.”

“We are all bom free,” young Thomas Jefferson wrote.

The slaves listened. Did the Boston patriots and the Virginia gentleman mean that all men were bomfree? Was a slave a man?

When the commander of the British forces in New York declared that he would cram stamps down thethroats of the colonists with his sword, slaves joinedthe Sons of Liberty in an attack on his garrison.When British troops were sent to Boston to keeporder, a runaway slave led the fight against the hated “lobsterbacks.”
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In an advertisement in a Boston newspaper, Crispus Attucks’ master had described him as “6 Feet 2 Inches high, short curl’d Hair, his knees nearer together than common. Whoever shall take up saidRun-away, shall have ten Pounds Reward, and allnecessary Charges paid.” But Attucks was nevertaken up. For twenty years he had shipped on Nantucket whalers, living the life of a free man. The winter of 1770 found him on shore leave in Boston.

Tension in the town was at a boiling point. Colonists and British soldiers were engaged in daily brawls. On the evening of March 5 a soldier strucka boy with the butt end of a musket and angry colonists retaliated by pelting the redcoats with snowballs.

Crispus Attucks mounted a box in Dock Square. “The way to get rid of these soldiers is to attack themain guard,” he shouted.

“To the main guard!”

All along the street men echoed his cry. Someone climbed through the window of the Old Brick Meetinghouse and rang the bell. Crowds poured fromnearby homes, following Attucks around the cornerto the guard’s headquarters on King Street. For anelectric moment they faced each other—His Majesty’s soldiers, trim in their scarlet uniforms, musketsprimed, His Majesty’s subjects with sticks and snowballs in their hands.

“Why do you hesitate?” Attacks rallied his followers. “They dare not lire.”

Sticks struck against bayonets. “Fire and be damned,” the crowd challenged.

“Fire!” The redcoats took up the challenge and the tall, knock-kneed sailor pitched forward onto thecobblestoned street. When the smoke cleared fourAmericans were dead.

British troops were hastily withdrawn from Boston, while Crispus Attacks lay in state in Faneuil Hall. “The Shops in Town were shut, all the Bellswere ordered to toll a solemn Peal,” and “an immense Concourse of People, so numerous as to beobliged to follow in Ranks of six,” accompanied himto his grave.

The Boston Massacre helped to rally the colonists against their British rulers. “Not the Battle of Lexington or Bunker Hill, not the surrender of Burgoyneor Cornwallis were more important events in American history,” John Adams said, “than the battle ofKing Street on the 5th of March, 1770.”

All along the Atlantic seaboard patriot leaders began to stir uncomfortably in the presence of their brown-skinned bondsmen. When slaves in Charleston joined the struggle against the Stamp Act andechoed their masters’ cries of “Liberty!” from Britishrule, South Carolinians were terrified. The militiawas called out, strict curfews enforced, and slavesthrown into jail.

“I wish most sincerely there was not a slave in the province,” Abigail Adams wrote to her husband. “It always appeared a most iniquitous scheme to me tofight ourselves for what we are daily robbing andplundering from those who have as good a right tofreedom as we have.”

John Adams read her letter in Philadelphia as he took his seat in the country’s first Continental Congress. Slavery was not the burning issue of the day—except to the slaves—but the slave trade had a placeon the long list of grievances against the Englishcrown. In Carpenters Hall in the fall of 1774 theUnited Colonies decided to boycott British goods:sugar, pimentos, wine, tea—and Negro slaves. In thehope of injuring British business, they announced:

“We will neither import, nor purchase any Slave imported after the First Day of December next; afterwhich Time, we will wholly discontinue the SlaveTrade, and will neither be concerned in it ourselves,nor will we hire our Vessels, nor sell our Commodities or Manufactures to those who are concerned init.”

The slaves listened, pulses quickening. This was not an end to bondage, but it was a giant step inthat direction.

The United Colonies kept their agreement—for a while. In South Carolina “a cargo of near threehundred slaves was sent out of the Colony by theconsignee.” In Virginia, Norfolk’s Vigilance Committee held up “for your just indignation Mr. JohnBrown, Merchant,” who had imported slaves, “to the end that all such foes to the rights of British America may be publickly known as the enemies of American Liberty.”

The Battle of Lexington was fought and Paul Revere made his famous ride, but colonists still spoke of “British America.” The majority of delegates tothe Continental Congress thought of themselves asloyal subjects of His Majesty engaged in a temporaryquarrel that would soon come to an end. Only ahandful of radicals favored independence.

In a curious, backward sort of way, the issue of slavery helped to bring about the final break betweenthe colonies and England. It began when Lord Dunmore, Virginia’s royal governor, issued an emancipation proclamation!

“I do hereby declare,” he announced in the fall of 1775, “all indented servants, Negroes or others (appertaining to the Rebels) free, that are able and willing to bear arms, they joining His Majesty’s troops,as soon as may be, for the more speedily reducingthis Colony to a proper sense of their duty to HisMajesty’s Crown and dignity.”

As slaves flocked to him by the thousands, wild rumors spread through all the Southern colonies.Lord Dunmore was arming the slaves “for the glorious purpose of enticing them to cut their masters’throats,” one newspaper reported. The King hadpromised that every Negro who murdered his ownerwould receive his plantation as a reward, angryplanters said.

At the headquarters of the Continental Army, General Washington worried about Lord Dunmore’s“diabolical scheme.” “If that man is not crushed before spring, he will become the most formidableenemy America has,” he wrote to his friend RichardHenry Lee.

By spring Southern conservatives and Northern radicals were close to agreement. In the State Housein Philadelphia, Richard Henry Lee rose to hisfeet to offer a resolution in the name of Virginia’sdelegation:

“That these United Colonies are and of right ought to be, free and Independent States.”

Before a vote was taken Congress gave Thomas Jefferson the job of putting down on paper their reasons for wanting independence. Jefferson’s assignment, he later explained, was “not to find out newprinciples, or new arguments, but to place beforemankind the common sense of the subject. It wasintended to be an expression of the Americanmind.”

The young lawyer from Virginia climbed the narrow stairs to his rooms on Market Street, pondering the problem. With his writing box open on his table,he set to work. First, a general statement concerningthe rights of all men. Then a careful listing of theKing’s tyrannous acts.

Running his fingers through his red hair, Jefferson wrote slowly. Each word was weighed, each phrasepolished, to give the statement “the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion.” When his final draft was finished he had fisted more than two dozencharges against the King. The last of these said:

“He has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating and carrying them intoslavery in another hemisphere. . . . This piraticalwarfare ... is the warfare of the Christian king ofGreat Britain. Determined to keep open a marketwhere men should be bought and sold ... he isnow exciting these very people to rise in arms againstus. . . .

Were slaves men? In this first “expression of the American mind,” Jefferson, owner of almost twohundred slaves on his Virginia plantation, had decided that they were.

Congress thought otherwise. On the third and fourth of July 1776 delegates from the thirteen colonies met to discuss Jefferson’s statement. Theychanged a phrase here and there, but there were noreal objections until the secretary read the finalcharge against the King. Then tempers flared andthe white-paneled walls of the State House echoedwith angry arguments.

In the end the entire paragraph about slavery was cut out, “in complaisance to South Carolina andGeorgia,” Jefferson noted. “Our Northern brethrenalso I believe felt a little tender under these censures; for though their people have very few slaves themselves yet they had been pretty considerable carriers of them to others.”

It was late on the afternoon of the fourth when the last changes were agreed on. The secretarycalled the roll and one by one the delegates rose tocast their vote. The Declaration of Independencewas adopted unanimously.

Four days later the Declaration was read to the citizens of the new United States. A crowd jammedthe yard behind the State House—shopkeepers, farmers, mechanics, sailors, Indians, and Negro slaves.

“. . . We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed bytheir Creator with certain inalienable rights, thatamong these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit ofHappiness. That to secure these rights, Governmentsare instituted among Men, deriving their just powersfrom the consent of the governed. That wheneverany Form of Government becomes destructive ofthese ends, it is the Right of the People to alter orto abolish it, and to institute new Government. . . .”Even without the section on slavery, these werestirring words. For the first time in the history of theworld a nation was founded on the principles of freedom and equality. Cannon boomed, bells rang, andpeople paraded through the streets cheering andshouting. In the evening they set off fireworks andbuilt bonfires to burn the King’s flags and arms.

The slaves listened, hearts swelling with hope. In that summer of ’76 they learned to whistle “YankeeDoodle.”
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Revolution!

In the cause of my black brethren I feel myself warmly interested. Whatever be the complexionof the enslaved, it does not, in my opinion, alterthe complexion of the crime which the enslavercommits, a crime much blacker than any Africanface.

—Marquis de Lafayette

It was one thing to declare independence, another to win it by force of arms from the strongest military and naval power in the world. For seven desperate years Americans fought for their freedom. Allkinds of Americans fought.

There were Negro Minute Men at Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill. Negro Green Mountain Boys fought at Fort Ticonderoga with Ethan Allen. Negrosoldiers crossed the icy Delaware Biver with GeorgeWashington and bled and died in the snow at ValleyForge.

Men with brown skins were not always welcomed in the American Army. When General Washingtonfirst took command he told recruiting officers not toenlist “any stroller, Negro, or vagabond.” This order stood until Lord Dunmore issued his emancipation proclamation. Then, alarmed by the likelihood ofNegroes joining forces with the British, Washingtondecided to enlist free Negroes “but no others.” Theban on “others” lasted for only a short time. Connecticut was soon enrolling “slaves of good life andconversation” and Rhode Island, Massachusetts, andNew York raised Negro battalions with the promisethat slaves who passed muster would be “absolutelymade free.”

Negro soldiers fought in almost every battle of the war, from the Battle of Rhode Island where theythree times turned back the Hessians, to the siegeof Savannah where black men from Haiti tried to rescue the city. There were Negro sailors on Americangunboats and even a woman who served for seventeen months with a Massachusetts regiment and wascommended for her “extraordinary instance of femaleheroism.”

Most dramatic of all were the exploits of Negro spies. In 1779 Washington sent General AnthonyWayne to capture the British garrison at Stony Point,New York. The British had built breastworks highabove the Hudson River. They called their position“Little Gibraltar.” It would be impossible to takeStony Point by storm, Wayne informed Washington.“But perhaps a surprise may be effected.”

The surprise was arranged by Pompey, a slave from a nearby farm. He paid daily visits to the garrison, making friends with the soldiers and peddling strawberries and cherries to the officers’ mess. When he had won their confidence he regretfully informedthem that his master had forbidden daytime visitsbecause it was the season for hoeing corn. Ratherthan lose his fruit and company, the British taughthim their countersign and ordered the sentries topass him at night.

One warm summer evening Pompey arrived as usual with his basket of fruit slung over his arm. Whilehe chatted with a sentry two of Wayne’s soldiersseized and gagged the red-coated guard. After asecond sentinel was disposed of in the same way theAmericans captured the garrison and its six hundredmen. Congress gave a gold medal to General Wayne;Pompey received freedom and a horse.

Another slave, James Armistead, played the dangerous role of counterspy. When the Marquis de Lafayette faced Cornwallis in Virginia, Armisteadvolunteered to visit the British camp to learn theirplans. While there, he so impressed Cornwallis thatthe British general enlisted him to spy on Lafayette.Shuttling back and forth between the two camps,he carried correct information to the Americans andfalse to the British.

One day he gave Cornwallis some tom pieces of paper which he said he had picked up in Lafayette’scamp. Putting the scraps together, Cornwallis wassurprised to read of an increase in American strength.Because of this paper he called off a planned attack—which was exactly what Lafayette had hoped he would do! When the Revolution was over the Virginia legislature gave Armistead “as full freedom as if he had been born free” and the ex-slave changedhis name to James Lafayette.

Of all of the states, only South Carolina and Georgia refused to enlist Negro soldiers. With morethan half of its population slave, South Carolina hadtrouble raising its share of troops. But when ColonelJohn Laurens, a slaveowner from Charleston, proposed to form Negro regiments, his plan was angrilyrejected.

By 1779 the need for troops in the South was so pressing that Congress urged Georgia and SouthCarolina to enlist three thousand slaves who wouldbe freed at the end of the war. They even offered topay a thousand dollars to the owner of each slavesoldier out of the slender federal treasury.

Rice and indigo planters who, for a century, had maintained armed patrols to guard their slaves werenot going to put guns in black men’s hands. Noteven if American independence was at stake. Someplanters were so disturbed by Congress’ resolutionthat they sent a flag of truce to the nearest Britishgarrison and proposed that South Carolina remainneutral for the rest of the war.

Nevertheless, Laurens continued to battle for his “black project.” “I was outvoted,” he wrote twoyears later, “having only reason on my side and beingopposed by avarice, prejudice, and pusillanimity.”

“I must confess that I am not at all astonished at the failure of your plan,” General Washington commented. “That spirit of freedom which at the commencement of this contest would have gladly sacrificed everything, has long since subsided, and every selfish passion has taken its place.”

The British were quick to take advantage of South Carolina’s weakness. Charleston fell in 1780, withscarcely a shot fired in its defense, and the royal colors flew over the city until the war ended. Georgiashared the same fate, despite a gallant attempt onthe part of French and Northern troops to liberateSavannah.

Forbidden to shoulder arms, the slaves ran away. Georgians complained that three fourths of theirslave property disappeared during the Revolution.South Carolinians estimated their losses at more thantwenty-five thousand. Many of these slaves hid inmaroon camps in the back country or made theirway to Florida. Others fought on the side of theBritish. As late as 1786 bands of former slaves, calling themselves the King of England’s Soldiers, wereraiding plantations along the Savannah River.

By the time the Treaty of Paris recognized the United States as an independent nation, its slave system was thoroughly shaken. Five thousand Negroeshad fought in the army and navy. Thousands ofothers had served as spies, wagoners, workers on fortifications.

One fifth of all the slaves in the country had run away from their masters. Thirty of Thomas Jefferson’s slaves joined Cornwallis when he invaded Virginia. Several of George Washington’s men fled to British ships in New York Harbor. Richard HenryLee wrote that two neighbors had “lost every slavethey had in the world. This has been the generalcase of all those who were near the enemy.” Even inupstate New York, far from the front lines, therewere mass flights of slaves to Canada.

The idea of liberty and equality for all was beginning to conquer “that monstrous popular prejudice” against men with dark skins. All Negroes were no longer salt-water Africans like Kamba. Some oftheir ancestors had lived in America for one hundredand fifty years. In spite of cruel oppression and limited opportunity for education, more and more ofthem were commanding the respect of the citizensof the new Republic.

Benjamin Banneker was an American. The grandson of an African chief who had gained his freedom, Banneker astonished his Maryland neighbors bybuilding the first clock in the colony. Later he builtan observatory with a window in his cabin roof sothat he could study the stars even on the coldestnights. When a Quaker friend loaned him books onmathematics and astronomy he mastered them sothoroughly that he was able to predict both localweather and eclipses of the sun.

As the news of his mathematical ability spread, he was asked to be a member of the team of surveyors who laid out the new federal city of Washington. When he was in his sixties he edited a series of popular almanacs which contained weather forecasts, tide tables, essays, and verse.

“To make an Almanac is not so easy a matter as some people think,” his publisher announced. “Towhom do you think you are indebted for this entertainment? Why to a Black Man—Strange! Is a Blackcapable of compiling an Almanac? Indeed it is noless strange than true; and a clever, wise longheaded Black he is.”

Banneker sent his first almanac to Thomas Jefferson, boldly pointing out that his achievement contradicted the notion that Negroes were “brutish” rather than human. Jefferson forwarded it to the Academy of Sciences in Paris so that scientists could seeproof “that nature has given to our black brethrentalents equal to those of other colours of men.”Phillis Wheatley was an American. Born in Africa,she was sold on the streets of Boston when she waseight years old. Her master and mistress were kindand she was treated almost as a member of theirfamily. Taught by their daughter, she surprised theNew England colonists by learning Latin and writing poetry. Her first book of poems was publishedin London when she was twenty. At the beginningof the Revolution she addressed a poem to “His Excellency General Washington”:

. . . Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side, Thy ev’ry action let the goddess guide.

A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine, With gold unfading, Washington! be thine.

Praising her “poetical talents,” the general invited “Miss Phillis” to pay him a visit. In the winter of ’76the slave girl and the Commander-in-Chief met fora half hour’s talk at Continental Army headquartersin Cambridge.

Paul Cuffe was an American. The son of an African father and an Indian mother, he spent his boyhood on New Bedford whaling ships. From a small open boat which he built himself, he became theowner of a fleet of sailing vessels that crisscrossedthe ocean. During the Revolution he joined other freeNegroes in a protest against taxation without representation. They refused to pay taxes because “We arenot allowed the Privilage of freemen of the Statehaving no vote or Influence in the Election of thosethat Tax us.” Recognizing the justice of the complaint, the Massachusetts General Court gave Negrotaxpayers the same rights as their white fellow citizens.

John Chavis was an American. When he was a boy in North Carolina, two white men had an argument.One claimed that Negroes could not be educated.The other was equally sure that they could. To settletheir wager, Chavis was sent to Princeton, thenthe College of New Jersey. After he returned hometrained as a minister and teacher, his backer gleefullycollected his bet.

For almost thirty years John Chavis headed the best-known school in North Carolina. His pupils included future judges, lawyers, doctors, and one state governor. During the daytime hours he taught white children. At night he gave lessons to the sons anddaughters of freed slaves.

By the end of the Revolution, many Americans believed that Negroes were entitled to their freedom. Pennsylvania Quakers had formed a Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery with Benjamin Franklin as its president and Thomas Paine and Lafayetteamong its prominent members. Chief Justice John Jayheaded a similar society in New York and anti-slaverygroups were organizing in almost every state.

When the first United States census was taken in 1790, Massachusetts was able to write a proud “none”in the column headed “Number of Slaves.” All of herNorthern neighbors were passing laws for the gradualemancipation of their human property. Some of theselaws were very gradual indeed. New York had slavesuntil 1827, New Jersey as late as 1846. But slaveryas an institution was clearly on its last legs in theNorth.

In the Middle States, too, it seemed to be tottering. One after another, Delaware, Virginia, Maryland,North Carolina prohibited the importation of slavesfrom Africa and considered bills for emancipation.The Black Codes—laws governing the conduct ofslaves—became more lenient, and masters who wishedto give their slaves freedom were permitted to do so.

In 1785 Jefferson hoped that Virginia would be “the next state to which we may turn our eyes forthe interesting spectacle of justice in conflict with avarice and oppression.” He looked toward the young men who had “sucked in the principles of liberty asit were with their mother’s milk to turn the fate ofthe question.”

In those first heady years of independence the Revolutionary dream of freedom for all men seemedabout to come true. Then the dream collided withharsh reality.


11

To Form a More Perfect Union

The states were divided into different interests, not by their difference of size, but by other considerations the most material of which resultedpartly from climate, but principally from the effects of their having or not having slaves.

—James Madison

In 1787 the nation’s leaders traveled to Philadelphia to draw up a constitution for their new country. Their business now was not revolution but the organization of a strong central government. None ofthe radicals of the first Continental Congress werepresent. The delegates to the Constitutional Convention were hardheaded men of affairs—lawyers, planters, merchants, bankers.

Meeting in the same room in which the Declaration of Independence had been signed, they electedGeorge Washington as their presiding officer. Sessionswere held in secret, with armed sentries posted at thedoor. Delegates pledged themselves not to give outinformation on the proceedings and tried to keep an eye on talkative Benjamin Franklin to make sure that he told no state secrets at his evening dinner parties.To complete the hush-hush atmosphere, the pavement in front of the State House was spread withloose earth, so that squeaking cartwheels and horses’hoofbeats would not disturb the deliberations.

For three sweltering summer months the delegates tackled the problem of welding thirteen separate colonies into a truly United States. There were thornyquestions to be settled. Should Congress have twohouses or one? Should large states be given morepower than small? How should a President be chosen?Should the states or the nation regulate taxes, tariffs,trade? Even a motion to open the daily sessions withprayer was vigorously debated and finally voted down.

Whether it was right or wrong to own slaves was never a part of the Convention’s business. No delegate proposed that slavery be abolished, even at somedistant future date. Yet slavery was present at eachConvention session like a ghost at the feast.

Take taxes, for instance. Early in the war Congress had decided to tax each state according to the number of its inhabitants. Should slaves be counted asinhabitants?

“No,” said the representative from South Carolina. “Our slaves are property. They are no more to betaxed than sheep.”

Peering over the top of his spectacles, Benjamin Franklin begged to disagree. “There is some difference between them and sheep,” he slyly pointed out.“Sheep will never make any insurrections.”

Slaves had not been counted for the purpose of wartime taxation, but the issue arose again now. Howmany congressmen was each state entitled to? Delegates readily agreed that the number of representatives must depend on a state’s population. Shouldslaves be counted as people?

This time South Carolina and Georgia said, “Yes.” If their slaves were counted they would have morerepresentatives in Congress and a louder voice in thefederal government.

There was an uproar from the North. “Upon what principle is it that the slaves shall be computed in therepresentation?” Gouvemeur Morris of Pennsylvaniademanded to know. “Are they men? Then make themcitizens and let them vote. Are they property? Why,then, is no other property included? The houses inthis city are worth more than all the wretched slavesthat cover the rice swamps of South Carolina.”

Delegates from Massachusetts and New Jersey backed him up. “In a meeting the slaves would notbe allowed to vote. Why then should they be represented?”

But the South stood firm until a fateful compromise put an end to the argument. A census would be taken to learn the population of each state, in orderto determine both taxes and representation in Congress. In this census, every slave would be counted—as three fifths of a man!

Next came a bitter wrangle over the question of the importation of slaves from Africa. In 1774 theUnited Colonies had agreed to end the slave trade. In 1776 the Continental Congress resolved that “no slave be imported into any of the United States.” Nowdelegates from South Carolina and Georgia flatlystated that they would “not be parties to the Unionunless their right to import slaves be untouched.”

“Religion and humanity have nothing to do with this question,” John Rutledge of South Carolina said.“If the Northern states consult their interest they willnot oppose the increase of slaves, which will increasethe commodities of which they will become the carriers.”

“South Carolina and Georgia cannot do without slaves,” his colleagues added. “If the Conventionthought” that they would agree to end importations“the expectation is vain.”

One by one, delegates from the Middle and Northern states rose to denounce the slave trade. “Infernal,” said Mason of Virginia. “Dishonorable,” said Martinof Maryland. “Nefarious,” said Morris of Pennsylvania. “Iniquitous,” said Sherman of Connecticut.

Then, one by one, they sat down to listen thoughtfully to what the South had to say.

We are opposed to government “meddling with the importation of Negroes,” Charles Pinckney explained.But, he added, “if the states be all left at liberty onthis subject, South Carolina may perhaps by degreesdo of herself what is wished.”

This sounded hopeful. “Let us not intermeddle,” Ellsworth of Connecticut prudently advised. “The morality or wisdom of slavery are considerations belonging to the states.”

All over the chamber, heads nodded. “It’s better to let the Southern states import slaves than to part withthem,” Roger Sherman pointed out.

Soon a committee was organized to work out another compromise. It didn’t take long to strike a bargain. A portion of the navigation acts that New England merchants disliked was cut out. In return, the Constitution forbade Congress to “meddle” with theslave trade for twenty years. The question could noteven be discussed again until 1807.

Three days later, when a section requiring the return of runaway slaves to their owners was proposed, there were scarcely any objections from Northern delegates. Only one small nicety remained to be settled.

The preamble to the Constitution spoke of establishing justice and securing “the blessings of liberty.” It was jarring to speak of justice, liberty, and slaveryin the same breath. Expressing the embarrassmentthat many of his fellow delegates felt, James Madison of Virginia “thought it wrong to admit in theConstitution the idea of property in men.”

Nothing could be simpler to arrange. “Slavery” and “slave” were carefully erased from the document andvague phrases put in their place. The Constitutionspoke of counting “three-fifths of all other persons,”of importing “Such persons as any of the States . . .shall think proper to admit.” A runaway slave wascalled a “person held to Service or Labour” His master was “the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due.” The words were changed, but everyone understood their meaning.

The first leaves were falling from the mulberry tree in Benjamin Franklin’s back yard when the delegatessigned their names to the parchment scroll and setout for home. In succeeding months a majority ofstates approved the Constitution and in the spring of1789 George Washington traveled to New York totake office as the first President of the United States.

Until the Constitution was drawn up, slavery could be blamed on English merchants and the English King. Now it was recognized in the law of theland. It was established as a thoroughly American institution.

Almost to a man, the founding fathers of the new Republic opposed slavery. Only months before theConvention Washington had wished “to see someplan adopted by which slavery may be abolished byslow, sure and imperceptible degrees.”

“This abomination must have an end,” Jefferson was writing at the same time. “There is a superior benchreserved in heaven for those who hasten it.”

Yet almost to a man, the founding fathers were slaveowners. Of the first seven Presidents, only the Adamses could say, “I have never owned a Negro.”Jefferson’s “people,” living in brick homes on hisMonticello estate, were perhaps the best-cared-forslaves in the country. But even the author of the Declaration of Independence did not hesitate to sell them when he needed money to pay pressing debts.

Close to three hundred slaves worked on Washington’s farm at Mount Vernon. He was a strict taskmaster who advertised for runaways and sold rebellious field hands to planters in the West Indies. In his lastyears he resolved not to buy or sell slaves, “unlesssome particular circumstance should compel me toit . . . because I am principled against this kind oftraffic in the human species.” In his will he providedfor his slaves’ gradual emancipation and education“to some useful occupation.”

Patrick Henry also expressed an uneasy conscience about slavery. “Every thinking man rejects it in Speculation, how few in practice?” he asked. “Wouldanyone believe that I am Master of slaves of my ownpurchase? I am drawn along by ye general Inconvenience of Living without them. I will not, I cannotjustify it.”

In the first years of the Republic, scarcely anyone attempted to justify slavery. But the need for aunited prosperous country, as well as the “generalinconvenience” of living without slave labor, came before questions of conscience. These could be taken upagain in 1807. Then, when the African slave tradewas ended, surely slavery would disappear.

Emancipation of the slaves had not been forgotten by the men who signed the Declaration of Independence. It had merely been postponed for twenty years.

Twenty years turned out to be too long.
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A Positive Good

FOR SALE, a wench and four female children.

CASH will be given far 12 or 15 boys, from 7  to 15 yearsold.

1 wish to purchase 50 Negroes of both sexes from 6 to 30years of age.

A good bargain may be had for cash. She is in her 7thyear, well grown, healthyand strong.

—Advertisements in Southern Newspapers

On New Year’s Day in 1809, Negroes in the North held a Jubilee of Liberty. In New York Citya grand marshal on a milk-white horse led a paradedown Broadway. Horns tooted, bands played, banners waved. Thousands of men and women, dressedin their Sunday best, marched through the streets toLiberty Hall. At the end of the procession two mencarried a life-size portrait of a slave with a legend asking AM I NOT A MAN AND A BROTHER?

The paraders were celebrating the end of the African slave trade. A year earlier Congress had passed a law forbidding the importation of slaves into any United States port. When the British Parliamentpassed a similar law, anti-slavery men everywhere metfor speeches and song.

But it was too late for a Jubilee of Liberty—or too soon. Many things had changed in the years sincethe Constitutional Convention. The purchase of theLouisiana Territory had doubled the area of theUnited States. The new country was beginning toplay an important part in world affairs. Its ambassadors were in every European court. Its industrieswere growing and its merchant vessels sailing theseven seas.

Perhaps the greatest change of all had taken place in the South, where a Yankee schoolteacher’s invention of the cotton gin altered the face of the land.Until Eli Whitney spent a winter on a Georgia plantation, Southerners depended on tobacco and rice fora poor livelihood. Only a handful of men raised cotton because it was too expensive to separate the seedsfrom the fluffy white fibers. After Whitney’s cottongin took over this time-consuming work a new roadto riches was suddenly opened.

Cotton was easy to grow in the warm climate of the South. It needed only land and laborers. Each yearplanters bought more cotton acres. From the coast,they spilled over into the back country of the Caro-linas, across the piny woods of Georgia and Alabamato the rich black soil of the Louisiana Territory. Eachyear they bought more slaves. Black hands plowedthe soil and planted the seeds, weeded, picked,ginned, and baled the precious fibers.

Cotton was easy to grow and easy to sell. In England and New England, factories were springing up on every riverbank. As water power and steam wereharnessed to machines, cotton could be transformedinto cloth for people all over the world. In 1776 theSouth raised a million pounds of cotton. In 1809 thefigure was eighty-six million, and this was only thebeginning. Cotton prices soared—and so did the priceof slaves.

While planters dreamed of a never ending pyramid of cotton bales, it is not surprising that the law endingthe African slave trade was a halfhearted law, enforced halfheartedly. Tens of thousands of Africanswere smuggled into the country through Florida andGulf Coast ports. In Southern cities they were openlyadvertised for sale as “Negroes who never learnedto talk English.” Sometimes pirates flying black flagslanded their booty on islands near the Southerncoast. More often, respectable shipmasters from NewEngland and wealthy New York merchants conspiredwith planters to evade the law.

Most of the recruits in the growing slave army did not come from Africa, however. While planters in theDeep South raised cotton, planters in the MiddleStates raised slaves. In Virginia and Maryland a cropof dark-skinned children was more profitable than tobacco or corn. Expenses were low—only eight or ninedollars a year for food and clothing—and prices high.

A Virginia planter, pleased because his slave girls were “uncommonly good breeders,” said that each one oftheir babies “was worth two hundred dollars the moment it drew breath.”

Slaves had been sold from plantation to plantation before when masters needed money, but this wasnew. This was an organized business of breeding, buying, shipping, selling, which wiped out Negro familylife. It was an everyday occurrence for husbands tobe sold away from wives, and children away fromparents.

A practical preacher in Kentucky married slave couples, “until death or distance do you part.” A slavefrom Mississippi said, “Most folks can’t remembermany things happened to ’em when they only eightyears old, but that was when I was took away frommy own mammy and pappy and sent off and boundout to another man, ’way off two-three hundred milesaway. And that’s the last time I ever see either one ofthem, or any my own kinfolks!”

Throughout the Middle States planters offered prizes to slave mothers who had the most children.Buyers with Cash for Negroes signs on their hatstoured the countryside looking for bargains. Therewas scarcely a town without its slave market and jail,“well supplied with thumbscrews and gags and ornamented with cowskins and other whips,” a newspaper editor wrote.

As soon as the buyers assembled a likely-looking collection of slaves they headed South. The largesttrading firms owned fleets of ships, sailing fortnightlyfrom Baltimore or Norfolk with men bolted to thedecks or stowed two deep in the hold. Others senttheir merchandise overland, on foot.

Long lines of slaves shuffled along the highways, women and children fastened to rope halters, menhandcuffed to long chains. When they passed throughtowns the trader ordered them to “step lively” or senta slave fiddler to the head of the line to lead in a song.Some were sold along the way, but for most the longmarch ended on the auction block in Memphis orNew Orleans.

The auctioneer mounted the platform, cracking jokes as he praised his produce. “Did you all eversee a finer lot’n this here boy? He’s only twelve yearsold. In four years he’ll be bigger’n me. He kin hoecotton or com, drive, wait, run errands, learn anytrade. . . . Will you make it five-fifty? . . . Say six,make it six hundred. . . . Here, boy, show them gentlemen how you kin mn. . . . Seven hundred? . . .Once-twice-third and last call. Going, going . . .” Hisright hand struck the palm of his left and the boywas “sold to Mr. Jenks for $700.”

The twelve-year-old Virginian sold to Mr. Jenks of Mississippi was scarcely any better off than Kambahad been a century earlier. True, he could speak English, but he was separated forever from family andhome and sentenced to a lifetime of hard labor.

“The conch shell bio wed afore daylight,” a slave recalled, “and all hands better git out for roll call,or Solomon bust the door down and git them out. Itwas work hard, git beatings, and half-fed. They brungthe victuals and water to the fields on a slidepulled by a old mule. Plenty times they was only ahalf barrel water and it stale and hot, for all us Negroes on the hottest days. Mostly we ate pickled porkand corn bread and peas and beans and ’taters. Theynever was as much as we needed.”

Boys and girls were considered particularly good buys at the slave auctions because they were easierto break in. Usually they were sent to the fields whenthey were five or six.

“Had to go round sticking slabs and branches in the fences where the hogs done pushed their headsthrough, till I was ’bout six years old. After that theyput me in the field ’cause I was big an’ strong for myage. Used to plow ’fore I could reach up to the handles. Would stick my head under the cross bar an’wrap my arms roun’ the sides whilst another boy ledthe mule.”

By ten, children were hoeing and picking cotton. At twelve, they were veteran workers, doing a man-sized job from dawn until after dark. Mississippi lawspermitted an eighteen-hour workday for slaves, Georgia and Alabama nineteen. Mr. Jenks did not have toworry about supporting his slaves when they were tooold to work, for statistics showed that the averageMississippi slave had a life expectancy of seventeenand a half years!

During the Constitutional Convention, only South Carolina and Georgia had fought for the right to own slaves. As the slave army came to represent billionsof dollars’ worth of property, leaders in every Southern state stopped apologizing for slavery and beganto justify it.

College professors “proved” that “The Negro is not equal to the white man.” Ministers called slaverythe Lord s doing and marvelous in our eyes.” Politicians dismissed the Declaration of Independence asa collection of “glittering generalities.”

“I repudiate as ridiculously absurd that much lauded but nowhere accredited motto of Mr. Jefferson that ‘all men are born free and equal,’ ” GovernorHammond of South Carolina declared.

“Slavery is a positive good,” John Calhoun told the U. S. Senate. “Many once believed that it was amoral and political evil, but that folly and delusionare gone.”
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The Thunder Rolled

From a small spark kindled in America a flame has arisen, not to he extinguished.

—Thomas Paine

While the South tried to forget the Declaration of Independence, sparks from this revolutionary document spread to other parts of the world. GeorgeWashington had been President for only a fewmonths when revolution broke out in France. In theFrench colony of San Domingo, slaves who listenedto their masters talk of “liberty, equality, and fraternity” declared themselves free. Led by ToussaintL’Ouverture, a slave coachman, they fought for adozen bloody years until they had abolished slaveryand established the free Black Republic of Haiti.

The revolution in Haiti was only a thousand miles from the South Carolina coast. Boatloads of Haitianplanters sought refuge in Charleston and Richmond.

Black men were slaughtering whites. Black men were defeating European-trained armies and forming agovernment of their own. If it could happen in Haiti,why not in the United States?

Frightened slaveowners tried frantically to keep the spark from spreading to their shores. Although theslave trade was still legal at that time, the Carolinasand Georgia promptly closed their ports to slave ships,and Congress passed a law banning trade with Haiti.Even when the Southern states began importing slavesagain they refused to buy Negroes from the WestIndian islands for fear that they might purchase ablack revolutionary.

It was easier, however, to quarantine men than ideas. The slave who went to town for mail in themorning, the slave who drove his master’s carriage,waited on table, or dusted the parlor of the BigHouse knew what was going on in the world. He nolonger had the talking drums of Africa to carry thenews, but he was part of a speedy and efficient grapevine. A Virginia slave explained the workings of thegrapevine on her plantation:

“Was serving girl for Missus. Used to have to stand behind her at the table an reach her the salt ansyrup an anything else she called for. Ole Marsa wouldspell out real fast anything he don’t want me to know’bout. One day was raving ’bout the crops, an taxesan the trifling Negroes he got to feed. ‘Gonna sell’em, I swear before Christ,’ he says. Then ole Missusasks which ones he gonna sell and tell him quick to spell it. Then he spell out G-A-B-E and R-U-F-U-S.

“Course I stood there without batting an eye, an making believe I didn’t even hear him, but I waspacking them letters up in my head all the time. Ansoon’s I finished dishes I rushed down to my fatherand says ’em to him just like Marsa say ’em. Fathersays quiet-like, ‘Gabe and Rufus’ an tole me to go onback to the house. The next day Gabe and Rufus wasgone. They had run away. Marsa nearly died, got tocussing and raving so he took sick, but they nevercould find those two slaves.”

Masters could spell from morning until night, but the name of Toussaint and the story of the Haitianrevolution was known in every slave cabin from NewJersey to New Orleans.

Gabriel Prosser heard it while he was driving his master along the country roads of Virginia. Like Toussaint, Gabriel was a coachman, a giant of a man, withboundless courage and energy. Stirred by the reportsfrom overseas, he conceived a daring plan for the deliverance of Virginia slaves.

Every Sunday for months he used his free hours to travel to Richmond. He mapped the roads that led tothe state capital and noted the location of the arsenaland powder house. Slave blacksmiths began to turnscythe blades into swords. Slave carpenters madeclubs from fence posts and Gabriel ordered a silkflag bearing the legend Death or Liberty.

On the night of August 30, 1800, more than a thousand slaves, many of them on horseback, met at a brook six miles from Richmond. With General Gabriel at their head, three columns planned to march on the city. After capturing the arsenal, they wouldfan out until all of Richmond was theirs. In a daythey expected to call on “their fellow Negroes andthe friends of humanity throughout the continent” tojoin them. “If the white people agreed to their freedom they would then hoist a white flag.”

With fifty thousand slaves in neighboring counties, they had every right to hope for success. But theyfailed.

“Upon that very evening, just about Sunset,” an eyewitness said, “there came on the most terrible thunder, accompanied with an enormous rain, that I everwitnessed in this State.” Hurricane winds blew downhouses, rivers overflowed, bridges washed away. Gabriel’s army, floundering in knee-deep mud, decidedto postpone their attack for a day. By then it was toolate. Two timid slaves confessed the plan to their master and James Monroe, Virginia’s governor, called infederal troops.
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Gabriel Prosser


The next weeks saw a desperate slave hunt throughout the state. Gabriel, described in newspaper advertisements as a “fellow of courage and intellect above his rank in life,” escaped by boat to Norfolk.After a month of freedom he was recognized and takenback to Richmond to be hanged. Thirty-five slaveswere executed, but other suspects were pardoned,“owing to the immense numbers who are interestedin the plot, whose death will nearly produce the annihilation of the blacks in this part of the country.”
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One prisoner who was asked if he had anything to say in his defense replied with pride, “I have nothingmore to offer than what General Washington wouldhave had to offer, had he been taken by the Britishofficers. I have ventured my life in endeavoring to obtain the liberty of my countrymen, and am a willingsacrifice to their cause; and I beg, as a favor, that Imay be immediately led to execution.”

In the same year that Gabriel organized his rebellion a South Carolina slave held the winning ticket in a lottery. With his $1500 prize money he bought hisfreedom. African-born Denmark Vesey was thirty-four years old when he went to work as a carpenterin the port city of Charleston. Energetic and thrifty,he prospered and became a man of substance in thecommunity.

In his spare hours Vesey began to read and think and talk. Sometime around the year 1820 he decidedto “see what he could do for his fellow-creatures.”Getting in touch with groups of slaves in Charlestonand on nearby plantations, he held secret meetingsin his home. He told the slaves the story of Toussaint and “read from the Bible, how the Children ofIsrael were delivered out of Egypt from bondage.”“If a colored man bowed to a white person,” one ofVesey’s comrades recalled, “he would rebuke him andobserve that all men were born equal, and that he wassurprised that anyone would degrade himself by suchconduct.”

It wasn’t long before Vesey and his followers were making plans for a revolt. Thousands of slaves armedwith homemade pikes and bayonets organized themselves into military companies. Coachmen and draymen promised to supply their masters’ horses and aslave barber made wigs to disguise the leaders ofthe rebellion. With the help of a Negro sailor, Veseysmuggled out two letters to Haiti, asking the President of the black republic for assistance.

The uprising was scheduled for a Sunday in June in 1822. Weeks before, as word was passed along tosubleaders, one of Vesey’s lieutenants warned, “Takecare and don’t mention it to those men who receivepresents of old coats from their masters, or they’ll betray us.” Despite this caution, a “favorite and confidential slave” learned of the plans and informed hismaster. One hundred and thirty-one Negroes andfour white men were arrested. When red-hot wireswere driven under their fingernails, a handful of theconspirators confessed. Most followed the advice oftheir leaders, who said, “Do not open your bps. Diesilent.”

With troops patrolling the streets of Charleston, the rebels were “strung up with as little ceremonyas they string up fish in the Fulton Market,” a NewYork newspaper wrote. Denmark Vesey’s last wordswere a shout to the slaves to continue their struggleuntil they had won.

Slave unrest continued. The spark of freedom was hard to stamp out. Succeeding years saw revolts in Georgia, Alabama, Louisiana, Maryland, Kentucky—and the most frightening of them all in Virginia.

Even as a child there was something about Nat Turner that made people believe that he “was intended for some great purpose.” His mother, whohad tried to kill him at birth rather than see him growup in bondage, thought he “had too much sense tobe raised and would never be of any service to anyone as a slave.”

Nat was a prodigy who taught himself to read and whose unusual memory astonished black and whitealike. “Whenever an opportunity occurred of lookingat a book, when the schoolchildren were gettingtheir lessons,” he recalled, “I would find many thingsthat the fertility of my own imagination had depictedto me before. All my time, not devoted to my master’s service, was spent in making experiments in casting different things in moulds made of earth, in attempting to make paper, gunpowder, and many otherexperiments.”

As he grew older, his interests turned from science to religion. A careful reading of the Bible convincedhim that he was destined to lead the slaves to freedom. In a dream he saw “white spirits and black spirits engaged in battle, and the sun was darkened—thethunder rolled in the heavens and blood flowed instreams—and I heard a voice saying, ‘Such is yourluck, such you are called to see; and let it comerough or smooth, you must surely bear it.’”

Preaching to the slaves, baptizing them in the river “when the white people would not let us be baptizedby the church,” he fasted and prayed for guidance.Like Joan of Arc, Nat Turner began to hear voices.Hers had counseled her to buckle on a sword andlead the army of France to victory. His told him that“Christ had laid down the yoke he had borne forthe sins of men and that I should take it on. I shouldarise and prepare myself, and slay my enemies withtheir own weapons.”

On a summer night in 1831, Nat Turner met with five disciples to plan a march on the nearby town ofJerusalem. Traveling from plantation to plantation,they killed slaveowners and collected axes, guns, andnew recruits. By sunset on the following day morethan seventy Negroes were on the march and sixtywhites were dead.
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There could be only one ending to Nat Turner’s terrible crusade. Before he reached Jerusalem militiamen and cavalry from all over the state galloped tothe planters’ rescue. With the odds against them overwhelming, the slaves scattered to the woods.

When the massacre of the whites was over, the massacre of Negroes began. Scores of men who hadnothing to do with the uprising were tortured andburned, their heads impaled on fences as a grislywarning. Fifty-five Negroes were brought to trial, butNat Turner was still at large and no slaveowner inthe South could rest. Every footstep breaking the silence of the night, every branch whipping against acurtained window seemed to threaten destruction.

While a thousand armed men combed the countryside looking for Nat, he hid only a few miles from home in a hole that he had dug out with his sword.For two months he remained in his homemade cave,coming out at night to forage for food. Betrayed bya barking dog who sniffed meat he had hidden, Natmanaged to escape capture for still another fortnight.With a posse at his heels, he concealed himself inhaystacks and under fallen trees. Weary and starved,he was forced at last to surrender his rusty sword.Seventy days after his crusade for freedom had begunhe reached Jerusalem—in chains.

Even his capture brought panic to neighboring communities. When horsemen rode through thestreets shouting, “Nat is caught,” frightened whitepeople ran for the swamps. They thought that theyhad heard “Nat is coming.”

Crowds traveled from every county in Virginia to watch Nat Turner swing from the limb of a tree inJerusalem’s square. After the hanging his body wasturned over to a surgeon for dissection. His flesh wasboiled down for grease and bits of his skin and bonesgiven away as souvenirs to members of the posse. NatTurner was dead, his body systematically destroyed.But his spirit remained to haunt the South for thirtymore years.

To the slaves, he became a legend, a Black Prophet who had risen once and might return. In the quartersthey told stories about “ole Nat” or softly sang:

“You mought be rich as cream

And drive you a coach and four-horse team.

But you can’t keep the world from moverin’ around

And Nat Turner back from the gaining ground.

And your name it mought be Caesar sure,

And got you cannon can shoot a mile or more,

But you can’t keep the world from moverin’ around

And Nat Turner back from the gaining ground.”

In the Big Houses slaveowners’ voices trembled as they talked of Gabriel and Vesey and the preacherwho had headed an avenging army. Now there was“a suspicion that a Nat Turner might be in every family, that the same bloody deed might be acted overat any time, that the materials for it were spreadthrough the land and were always ready for a like explosion.”

Each rebellion was followed by a wave of fear that was close by hysteria. In Virginia, “some have died,others have become deranged from apprehension.”In North Carolina, the townspeople of Windsor heardthat nearby Winton had been burned to the ground.Winton believed the same rumor about Windsor until messengers from the two communities met midway on the highway and compared notes.

Alabamians built pens in the woods where they planned to hide in case of slave rebellion. South Carolinians packed precious possessions in bags, “readyto tote, if we heard they were coming our way.” Inone village gunfire “alarmed the people very much.They at once thought that the slaves had risen tomurder the white people. Many immediately left theirhouses and fled to the woods. It was afterwards ascertained that it was a false alarm.” “It is a disagreeablestate of living to be ever suspicious of those withwhom we live,” a Tennesseean complained.

It was indeed disagreeable—for all concerned. In Macon, Georgia, when citizens were awakened by rumors of a midnight attack, slaves were tied to treesand hacked to death. Suspected rebels were torturedin Mississippi, whipped in Texas, and hanged in Louisiana. In South Carolina the attorney general cautioned against too many executions. “I am afraid youwill hang half the country,” he said. “You must takecare and save Negroes enough for the rice crop.”

What could be done to restore peace to the embattled Southern countryside? “If we will keep a ferocious monster in our country, we must keep him in chains,” a Virginia slaveholder said.

The Black Codes, which had been liberalized after the American Revolution, were tightened again.Armed men patrolled the roads at night, breaking intoslave cabins to search for weapons. Slaves were forbidden to leave plantations without a written passfrom their masters, or to hold meetings unless a whiteman was present. They could not own guns, beatdrums, blow horns.

Denmark Vesey had been free. Therefore slaves could not visit free Negroes or entertain them in theirquarters. Denmark Vesey had talked with Negro sailors from abroad. Therefore Negro crewmen must bejailed while their ships remained in South Carolina’sports.

Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner had used the Bible as a handbook for rebellion. Therefore Negropreachers and Negro churches were outlawed. NatTurner was educated. Therefore no slaves could betaught to read and write. The punishment for studying was twenty lashes on the bare back. Even JohnChavis, whose school had been in existence for aquarter of a century, was forced to abandon his nightclasses for Negroes.

Would these harsh measures work? When the Virginia Assembly met a month after Nat Turner’s execution, one lawmaker expressed doubts. “Pass as severe laws as you will to keep these unfortunate creatures in ignorance, it is in vain unless you canextinguish that spark of intellect which God has giventhem,” he warned. “I am not certain we would notdo it if we could find out the necessary process. Butthis is impossible. Can man be in the midst of freedom and not know what freedom is?”
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Oppressed So Hard

We raise the wheat, they give us the corn;

We bake the bread, they give us the crust;

We sift the meal, they give us the husk;

We peel the meat, they give us the skin;

And that’s the way they take us in.

—Slave Song

As the South became an armed camp, there was little hope for successful rebellion. Weaponless andoutnumbered, slaves looked for new paths to freedom.

In the cities, blacksmiths and barbers, cooks and carpenters were sometimes permitted to “hire theirown time.” As Frederick Douglass explained it: “Iwas to be allowed to find my own employment, andto collect my own wages. In return for this liberty, Iwas required to pay three dollars at the end of eachweek, and to board and clothe myself, and buy myown tools. Rain or shine, work or no work, at the endof each week the money must be forthcoming.”Although “this was a hard bargain,” men andwomen willingly accepted it whenever their mastersand state laws permitted. For by backbreaking work—days, nights, Sundays, holidays—they could slowlyscrape together the money to buy their liberty.

Charles White, a blacksmith in Virginia, hired his time for fifteen years until he had saved enough for“freedom papers.” Aletheia Turner, who belonged toThomas Jefferson, managed to buy herself in 1810. By1828 she had bought her ten children, five grandchildren, and a sister. In the next ten years she freed twomore women and their four children. A Georgiawoman remained in slavery herself but used her earnings to purchase freedom for her five sons and daughters.

Even in the North former slaves devoted their lives to buying their families. A visitor to Cincinnati in1834 “found one man who had just finished payingfor his wife and five children. Another man and wifehad bought themselves some years ago, and havebeen working day and night to purchase their children; they had just redeemed the last and had paidfor themselves and children 1400 dollars! Anotherwoman had recently paid the last installment of thepurchase money for her husband. She had purchasedhim by taking in washing, and working late at night,after going out and performing as help at hard labor.”

Only a few thousand slaves ever had the chance to win their liberty in this way. In the cotton fieldsand the sugar mills, where a man never saw a dollarfrom one end of the year to the other, he had to huntfor other ways to lighten his heavy load. Sometimeshe had to be satisfied with a kind of freedom of thespirit, if only for an horn.

Master wanted work. He wanted cotton picked and corn planted and hogs fed. Master had whips andguns, police and patrollers. But the slave had himself. With a smiling face and a nodding head, he couldmisunderstand orders and take the longest time forthe simplest task.

To prevent being driven beyond the limits of physical endurance, many slaves became “eye servants.” They worked only when they were watched. “Theoverseer rode among them carrying in his hand a raw-hide whip,” a traveler in South Carolina reported. “Asoften as he visited one end of the line of operations,the hands at the other end would discontinue theirlabor.” “They will never do more than just enough tosave themselves from being punished,” a Virginianagreed.

A cook in a South Carolina Big House won a small victory. “Alcey resolved that she would not cook anymore. She systematically disobeyed orders and stoleor destroyed the greater part of the provisions givento her for the table. Instead of getting the chickensfor the dinner from the coop, she unearthed fromsome corner an old hen that had been setting for sixweeks, and served her up as a fricassee! We had company to dinner that day; that would have deterredmost of the servants, but not Alcey. She achieved herobject, for she was sent to the field the next day.”

Masters could never be sure whether a slave was ignorant or was deliberately sabotaging his work. “Leta hundred men shew him how to hoe, or drive awheelbarrow, he’ll still take the one by the Bottomand the other by the Wheel,” a planter complained.“It always seems as if they took pains to break all thetools and spoil all the cattle that they possibly can,”another said.

Careless slaves could forget to pour water on the coals over which they cooked, thereby setting fire tonearby bams and woods. There were so many plantation “accidents” that in 1820 the American Fire Insurance Company of Philadelphia refused “making insurances in any of the slave states.”

On a Georgia plantation women were constantly “shamming themselves into the family-way in orderto obtain a diminution of their labor,” an overseersaid. One mother-to-be enjoyed months of increasedfood rations “till she finally had to disappoint and receive a flogging.” A slave who escaped work for yearsby pretending to be blind became “one of the bestfarmers in the country” after the Civil War.

Some of these “first-rate tricks to dodge work” show a grim determination. Slaves ate herbs from the woods,knowing that they would produce rashes and fever.A girl rubbed dirt into a cut to cause infection. Awoman was given time off because of painful “swellings in her arms.” It was weeks before her owner discovered that the swellings occurred when she plungedher arms into a beehive!

Even stories helped to remind the slave that, one way or another, he could still be his own man. Animal tales told by African ancestors took new formsin the cotton fields. Brother Rabbit, the most defenseless of all the animals, was always the hero. BrotherFox and Brother Lion might be bigger and stronger,but clever Brother Rabbit triumphed over them inthe end. Another group of stories dealt directly withslave life. These were the tales of John, “a naturalman,” who matched wits with Old Master, the patrollers, and even the Devil. Sometimes John got intotrouble, but more often than not his ready tonguesaved him from punishment.

Above all, the slaves sang. Nonsense rhymes such as:

I fooled Old Master seven years,

Fooled the overseer three.

Hand me down my banjo,

And I’ll tickle your bel-lee,

broke the dull routine of work in the fields. Sorrow songs and spirituals:

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen,

Nobody knows but Jesus,

or 
Swing low, sweet chariot,

Coming for to carry me home.



I looked over Jordan and what did I see?



A band of angels coming after me,

Coming for to carry me home,

offered still another way of escaping slavery’s burdens.

Christianity came late to the “black and unknown bards” who composed this music. In Kamba’s daymost masters forbade the teaching of religion ontheir plantations. They were afraid that a Christianslave would consider himself the equal of his ownerand demand his freedom. In 1800 only one slave intwenty-five was a church member. But as the cottonkingdom grew, Southern ministers began to read carefully selected Bible passages to prove that “God upin the sky had made black people to be slaves andwhite people to be masters.”

A slave remembered these Sunday services. “He’d just say, ‘Serve your masters. Don’t steal your master’sturkey. Don’t steal your master’s chickens. Don’t stealyour master’s hogs. Do whatsoever your master tellyou to do.’ Same old thing all the time.”

Although some Negroes accepted the idea that “God required them to wear their chains with meekness and humility,” others who “could entertain nosuch nonsense” worked out their own version of Christianity. Slave preachers, black men who had somehowlearned to read the Bible, told of a Jesus who hadsuffered oppression crueler than their own and a justGod who led His people from bondage. Slaves darednot speak openly of freedom but they could sing:

Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel

And why not every man?

He deliver’d Daniel from the lion’s den,

Jonah from the belly of the whale,

And the Hebrew children from the fiery furnace,

And why not every man?

or the challenging verses of:

Go down, Moses,

Way down in Egyptland.



Tell old Pharaoh

To let my people go.

After Nat Turner’s rebellion, even these songs were banned. Like the early Christians in Rome, the slavesmet secretly at night to worship God in their ownway. Being caught at one of these “hush-harbor meetings” could mean a whipping, or worse.

“When we’s coming back from that praying, I thunk I heared the Negro dogs and somebody on horseback.I say, ‘Maw, it’s them Negro hounds and they’ll eat usup.’ You could hear them old hounds a-baying. Mawlistens and say, ‘Sure ’nough, them dogs am runningand God help us!’ Then she and Paw take us to afence corner and stands us up ’gainst the rails andsay don’t move. They went to the woods, so thehounds chase them and not git us. We hears thehounds come nearer. They goes after Paw and Maw,but they circles round to the cabins and gits in. Mawsay it the power of God.”

Sometimes a slave learned a patroller’s plans and whispered a warning. “Patterollers is ridin’ tonight.Watch out!” In the fields the warning was workedinto a song:

Ain’t gwine to be no meeting here tonight.

Don’t you know, don’t you know?

Creeks all muddy and the pond all dry.

Warn’t for the tadpole, the fish all die.

So lie low, Lizzie, He low.

In the Big House, where Mistress might overhear, the servants used double-talk. “Howdy, Mary,”Jerry the footman said. “Did you know they was bugsin the wheat?” While Mistress raised an eyebrow overJerry’s nonsense Mary knew that “bugs” meant patrolsand that she too must “lie low.”

Even when the coast seemed clear, lookout boys were posted in nearby trees. Grapevines werestretched across the paths to trip the white men’shorses and the slaves prayed with their heads bentover big iron pots which muffled the sound of theirvoices.

“We prays for the end of tribulations and the end of beatings and for shoes that fit our feet,” a girl said.“We prayed that us Negroes could have all we wantedto eat and special for fresh meat.”

But there were times when prayers alone could not comfort “a full heart and a troubled sperrit.” At sucha moment the slave who despaired of freedom evercoming to him might decide that he must go to freedom instead. Then, in the dead of night and at therisk of life, he ran away.
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Freedom Ride

It was said long ago that the true romance of America was not in the fortunes of the Indian, norin the New England character, nor in the socialcontrasts of Virginia planters, but in the storyof the fugitive slave.

—Boston Commonwealth, 1863

Running away was no longer so simple as it had been in the eighteenth century. The frontier forestswere gone along the Atlantic seaboard. Steamboatspuffed up die Western rivers and the Indian trailsthrough the woods had become busy wagon roads.As cotton carried slavery south into Florida and acrossthe Mississippi to Texas and Arkansas most fugitivesturned toward the North.

It was a long lonely walk.

Charles Ball took it in 1810. A native of Maryland who had traveled in chains to Georgia, he determinedto return to his wife and children. Preparing carefullyfor the trip, he repaired his boots and sewed a scabbard inside his coat so that he could carry a sword.

He filled a tin box with flints and tinder and a knapsack with bags of meal and parched com. In August he was ready. In August a man could live on fruitand ripening com.

Hiding in the woods during the day, he traveled at night with his eyes on the North Star. He ate peachesand roasted ears of com. He got lost and was chasedby patrollers and their dogs. Once he swam across analligator-infested stream. Once he met a fugitive living in a lean-to made of tree boughs and for a fewhours he feasted on stolen chicken and another man’scompany.

When November found him still in South Carolina, even the elements seemed against him. The leaflesstrees offered little concealment by day. At night cloudshid the North Star and he traveled in circles. Although he was close to populous settlements, he liveda Robinson Crusoe existence, making rough moccasinsfrom a stolen hide when his boots wore out, catchingan occasional possum or pig for supper. Most of thetime he ate wild chestnuts and potatoes gleaned inthe fields. He had no Man Friday to talk to.

On Christmas night it began to snow. Now there was the added danger that his footprints might beseen. Hungry, ragged, cold, he pushed on. Somenights he crossed ice-choked rivers. Some days heslept in deserted barns. March thaws made travelingeasier, but the fields were bare of food and he hadto steal oats from horses’ troughs and parch themover his campfire.

Still Ball doggedly followed the North Star. With his heart in his throat, he walked boldly along thestreets of Richmond on a Sunday afternoon in spring.Growing careless when he reached the familiar roadsof Maryland, he was stopped by patrollers and throwninto jail. After thirty-nine days in a slave pen he managed to escape and travel the remaining miles to hiswife’s cabin. It was summer, 1811, when he was atlast reunited with his family.

It would be nice to report that the Balls lived happily ever after. They almost did. Instead of turning him over to the authorities, his wife’s master allowedhim to share her cabin and work for wages in theneighborhood. Ball fought in the War of 1812, boughthis own farm afterward, and lived free for twentyyears. But in 1830 he was arrested as a fugitive andonce more sold to a Georgia planter. This time hemade short work of slavery. Running off to Savannah,he stowed away in the hold of a northbound ship.With the help of a Negro seaman he sailed to freedom.

Charles Ball’s adventures were not extraordinary ones. One shoemaker from Virginia whose feet hadbeen amputated when he was a boy made the longtrek to Ohio walking on the stumps of his ankles. Another runaway sailed from a Southern port tied below the bowsprit of a steamer, half in, half out of icysalt water. A third, captured by bloodhounds whoripped his flesh and broke his arms, ran away againa year later, this time successfully.

Madison Washington lived up to his revolutionary name by organizing a rebellion on the brig Creolewhich was sailing from Richmond to New Orleans in1841 with a cargo of tobacco and slaves. With belaying pins and capstan bars, the slaves took over theship and forced the first mate to sail to Nassau, aBritish colony where slavery had been abolished someyears before.

Mack was a light-skinned slave who had acquired the manners of a gentleman while traveling throughEurope with his master. After their return he wassold to Black Jack Gamble, a slave trader whose complexion was swarthier than Mack’s own. Gamble carried him off to New Orleans to sell him. When theymet a planter who needed a field hand, Mack talkedfirst. And smoothly. And persuasively. Gamble, he explained, was a capable worker although “so devilishlyindependent he thinks he is as good as a white man.”Having sold his master, Mack proceeded to put onGamble’s best suit and book passage on a MississippiRiver boat headed north!

Ellen, a lady’s maid in Georgia, was also able to make use of her fight skin. She was married to WilliamCraft, a skilled cabinetmaker who hired his own time.Neither was badly treated but, said Ellen, “theywould not give me my rights as a human being.” Towin these rights, the two planned to escape, with Ellen disguised as a young gentleman and William asher servant.

Dressed in men’s clothes, her hair cropped short, slender Ellen almost looked the part. Almost, but notquite. Something would have to be done about herbeardless chin and high-pitched voice. Besides, howcould she sign hotel registers when she didn’t knowhow to write?

Night after night for more than a year they added bits to Ellen’s disguise. A toothache obliged her tomuffle her jaws with a scarf. Rheumatism providedan excuse for keeping her right arm in a sling. Deafness prevented her from talking. With green glassesand a cane to complete the transformation, Ellen became a planter’s son on her way north for medicaltreatment.

Leaving the day after Christmas, when slaves were given an annual holiday, they traveled by steamshipand train and stopped at the best hotels. Once theysat near a friend of Ellen’s master, but her “deafness”prevented a conversation. Another time—it was inBaltimore on the last leg of their trip—a station agentrefused William a ticket unless his owner posted abond that was required of all Negroes going to theNorth. Hiding his dismay, glib William protestedthat delay might mean death for his delicate master.After a glance at the sickly young man, die agentpushed two tickets under his wicket and permittedthe couple to board the train for Philadelphia.

Henry Brown had a shorter trip to make but he too made it in unusual style. It was a style that fewtravelers cared to imitate. A slave in Richmond, Virginia, Brown was five feet eight inches tall andweighed close to two hundred pounds. The statisticsare important because in the winter of 1849 he builta packing case which was two feet wide, two and ahalf feet deep, and three feet long. When it was finished he curled up inside.

After supplying himself with a bladder of water, a handful of biscuits, and a gimlet to be used for boring holes in case he needed air, he asked SamuelSmith, a white friend, to nail down the lid. Smith addressed the box to a Philadelphia merchant knownto be sympathetic to runaways, labeled it this side upand handle with cake and delivered it to the officeof the Adams Express Company. From then on HenryBrown traveled as freight. He spent twenty-six hours,sometimes upended in spite of the labels, in the baggage cars.

For days beforehand mysterious messages had reached Philadelphia. A box might arrive on the 3a.m. train from the South. The box might contain aman. These were followed at last by a telegram fromRichmond: “Your case of goods is shipped and willarrive tomorrow morning.”

Four worried gentlemen met to unpack the “case of goods.” Would its contents be alive? With saw andhatchet they gingerly cut the hickory hoops thatbound the box. As they pried off the lid, HenryBrown calmly reached out his hand and said, “Goodmorning, gentlemen.” Uncurling his cramped legs, hestood up to sing the psalm that he had selected as hisarrival hymn: “I waited patiently for the Lord, andHe heard my prayer.”

Eliza Harris arrived at the Kentucky shore of the Ohio River just as the thick winter ice was breakingup. With slave-catchers only minutes behind her, shetied her baby around her neck with a shawl andleaped from one ice cake to the next. Slipping to herknees, drenched by the icy water, she continued herflight until she reached Ohio.

Even today people all over the world know about Eliza’s dramatic dash across the ice because HarrietBeecher Stowe told her story in Uncle Tom's Cabin.However, Eliza was only one of more than one hundred thousand slaves who walked, sailed, swam, ortalked their way out of bondage in the half centurybefore the Civil War. They stole boats and built rafts,using pieces of bark for paddles. They forged passesand bribed river men to hide them. They slept incornfields, hollow trees, haystacks—and in the bestfront bedrooms of Ohio and Pennsylvania farmhouses. If then clothes wore out they dressed themselves in rabbit skins—or in garments that had beenneatly stitched by Ladies’ Aid societies.

Some, like Charles Ball, made their way to freedom alone, but others found hands stretched out to helpthem. While Eliza was racing across the icy Ohiowith her baby a stranger waited for her on the northshore. He pulled her up the slippery riverbank andtold her how to find the home of “a good man” whowould give her dry clothes and shelter. The “goodman,” living on a bluff overlooking the river whereKentucky slaves could see his lamp at night, was aconductor on the Underground Railroad.

The Underground Railroad acquired its name in 1831, some years before Eliza's escape. It was summerand a slave swam across the Ohio while his masterrowed after him in a borrowed skiff. He had almostcaught up with him when the slave scrambled up thebank and disappeared. No matter where the masterlooked, no matter who he asked, he couldn’t find therunaway. Puzzled and angry, he returned to Kentucky declaring, “He must have gone on an underground road.”

The men and women who sheltered runaways chuckled over the Kentuckian’s phrase—and improvedit. Steam trains chugging along on their iron rails werethe talk of the country that year. Why not an Underground Railroad which sped slaves to freedom? Itsounded mysterious and powerful.

Before the Revolution, respectable citizens had gleefully donned war paint and feathers to dump aload of tea into Boston Harbor. Now their descendantsprotested against another injustice with the same kindof fighting humor. The people who helped fugitiveslaves—and there were more and more of them astime went on—spoke of themselves as “conductors,”“stationmasters,” “brakemen.” They called their homes“stations” or “depots” and they talked of “forwarding goods” and “catching the next train.” When theycollected money for fugitives they were “selling stockin the road.”

Levi Coffin, an Indiana Quaker, proudly claimed the title of President of the Underground Railroadbecause he helped more than three thousand slavesescape. So did Robert Purvis, a Philadelphia Negrowho calculated that he had forwarded nine thousandrunaways. Thomas Garrett, in the slave city of Wilmington, was close to the three-thousand mark in1863 when, he jokingly complained, “the governmentwent into the business and made a wholesale emancipation.”

Despite their jokes, however, the Underground Railroad was a serious business. Even when a runaway reached a free state he was always in dangerof capture. Armed slave-catchers, egged on by thepromise of rewards, pursued him to Ohio and Pennsylvania, Boston and New York.

Stationmasters too ran risks. When Thomas Garrett was sixty years old he was given a heavy fine becausehe helped two children to escape. “Now that theehast relieved me of what little I possessed,” he toldthe judge, “I will go home and put another story onmy house. I want room to accommodate more ofGod’s poor.” As the news of his trial reached plantations in Delaware and Maryland, so many slavestapped on his windows at night that he did build anaddition to his house to shelter them.

The Underground Railroad wasn’t really a railroad, of course. Its tracks were country lanes, its locomotives farm wagons and carriages, its conductors ordinary people—Quakers, Yankees, free Negroes,Presbyterians, Jews. A peddler built a false bottomin his wagon. An undertaker loaned out his hearse.A farmer dug a second cellar under his house, withtunnels leading out to his barn and corncrib. Ahousewife kept a kettle of water boiling on her stoveto threaten slave-catchers. A boy hitched up a teamand drove fugitives to the next station at night whilehis father entertained their owner. There was evena heroic horse named King William the Emancipatorand a wagon called The Liberator because it transported so many runaways.

Most Underground Railroad agents waited for their passengers to appear, fed and clothed them,and sent them on their way. They were obeying theBible, which said, “Thou shalt not deliver unto hismaster the servant which is escaped.” But increasingly, in the 1840s and ’50s, men and women madetrips to the South. They called these “enteringEgypt” because they were helping slaves escape fromthe land of bondage.

Handsome, reckless John Fairfield was a young Virginian from a slaveholding family who devotedhis life to freeing slaves. Negroes in the Northbrought him their savings and begged him to rescuetheir families from the cotton fields. With his Southern accent and aristocratic manners, he could travelthrough the slave states without arousing suspicion.

Often he rounded up dozens of slaves at one time and spirited them away. Once when he discoveredthat a number of his “clients” in Maryland, Virginia,and Washington, D.C., were light-skinned, he invested his expense money in theatrical make-up. Assembling his Maryland passengers in Baltimore, hehelped them put on wigs and apply powder andpaint to their faces. Then he sent them by train toHarrisburg, Pennsylvania. Similarly wigged andpowdered, a second group of slaves rode the carsfrom Washington to Pittsburgh.

By the time Fairfield set out from Virginia with his third set of passengers, slaveowners had learnedof his strategy. While he traveled north in the Pittsburgh express, they hired a special train and racedafter him. With a full head of steam and a clear track,they were pulling abreast of the express as it nearedPittsburgh. As the brakeman slowed down for thestop, Fairfield hustled his freedom riders from theirseats. With wigs aslant and mufflers flying, theyjumped from the train steps and scattered throughthe city. They were never caught.

Most of the conductors who ventured into the South were Negroes. From Virginia, “Ham & Eggs”regularly transported “very good hams” to Pennsylvania stations. Jane Lewis rowed fugitives across theOhio at night. Josiah Henson, Harriet BeecherStowe’s model for Uncle Tom, commuted betweenCanada and Kentucky, leading out more than onehundred slaves.

The best-known conductor was Harriet Tubman, called “Moses” on every plantation in the South. Awoman close to thirty when she escaped, short ofstature, subject to sudden sleeping spells, unable towrite her name, she “entered Egypt” nineteen times.With a $4000 reward—dead or alive—hanging overher head, she rescued three hundred slaves.

Wearing simple disguises—a floppy sunbonnet or a man’s old hat—she would sing as she plodded alongthe dark country roads at night:

“When that old chariot comes, Who’s going with me?”

Informed by the grapevine of her arrival, a slave would reply:

“When that old chariot comes, I’m going with you.”

Usually her “train” departed on a Saturday night so that it would have a day’s start before its passengers were missed. Once under way, there was noturning back on Harriet’s road. The ticking bagaround her waist contained medicine for the sick,food for the hungry—and a pistol for the faint ofheart. If a man was exhausted, she would ford astream, carrying him in her arms. But if it was fearthat made him falter, her trigger finger tightenedand she ordered him to “Move or die!”

Traveling on foot, she financed most of her trips by her earnings as a cook. After she had freed brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, and a host of friendsshe determined to rescue her aged parents. Becausethey were unable to walk long distances, she broughtthem away “in a singular manner,” Thomas Garrettrecalled. “They started with an old horse, fitted outin primitive style with a straw collar, a pair of oldchaise wheels, with a board on the axle to sit on,another board swing with ropes to rest their feet on.She got her parents on this rude vehicle and droveto town in a style that no human being ever did before or since. Next day, I furnished her with moneyto take them all to Canada.”

Asked to speak at a women’s rights meeting in upstate New York, Harriet’s sharp eyes twinkled as she rose to her introduction. “Yes, ladies,” she said, “Ican say what most conductors can’t—I never ran mytrain off the track and I never lost a passenger.”
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A Man and a Brother

Has the God who made the white man and the black left any record declaring us a differentspecies? Are we not supported by the same food,hurt by the same wounds, pleased with the samedelights? And should we not then enjoy the sameliberty, and be protected by the same laws?

—James Forten, 1813

At a meeting on the island of Nantucket in 1841 a tall young man with a shock of wavy hairrose to say a few words. Less than three years out ofslavery, he was shaking with stage fright. This wasthe first time he had addressed a white audience.But when he talked of his childhood and youth as aslave the words came tumbling out. His listeners saton the edges of their seats, blew their noses, oropenly wept.

In the silence that followed his speech, abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison stepped forward. “Have webeen listening to a thing, a piece of property, or toa man?” he asked.

“A man! A man!” five hundred voices shouted.

“And should such a man be held a slave in a republican and Christian land?”

“No, no! Never!”

“Should such a man ever be sent back to slavery?”

The audience roared “No!” until the walls of the building seemed to bulge. The men and women whowere present remembered that afternoon on Nantucket Island all their lives. “I think I never hatedslavery so intensely,” Garrison said. “There stood onein physical proportions and stature, commanding, inintellect, richly endowed, in natural eloquence, aprodigy—yet a fugitive slave, trembling for hissafety.”

The new name on the roll call of runaways was Frederick Douglass. When he was a boy of eight,working as a servant in Baltimore, a kind mistresstaught him the letters of the alphabet. Taught himuntil her husband ripped the book from her handand stormed, “Learning will spoil the best Negro inthe world. If you teach him how to read, hell wantto know how to write, and this accomplished he’llbe running away with himself.”

This was all the boy needed to hear. From then on he stole his learning. He spelled out chalked wordson sidewalks and fences, copied the initials writtenon timber at the shipyards, rescued scraps of paperfrom street gutters.

When he listened to guests attacking “the abolitionists” he searched for the word in his master’s dictionary. “The dictionary offered me very littlehelp,” he recalled in after years. “It taught me thatabolition was ‘the act of abolishing,’ but it left mein ignorance as to the thing to be abolished.” Not until he painfully read through a newspaper did hediscover that “the thing to be abolished” was slavery.

It was a lesson he never forgot. Twice he made plans to run away. When the second attempt succeeded, he settled in New Bedford, Massachusetts.Finding work in the shipyards there, he married andhad children. He had been in the North only a fewmonths when he started attending abolitionist meetings. On his first vacation he sailed to Nantucketto attend an anti-slavery convention. Before the convention adjourned he had been asked to become alecturer for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society.

For the next twenty years Douglass spoke day and night, at gatherings in the Northern states and inEngland. At first he was the abolitionists’ prize exhibit. He was a slave who had freed himself, like theCrafts and Henry “Box” Brown with whom he sometimes shared a platform. “Many persons in the audience could not believe that he was actually a slave,”a reporter wrote. “How a man who had never goneto school a day in his life, could speak with sucheloquence—with such precision of language andpower of thought—they were utterly at a loss to devise.”

Douglass quickly became the leader and spokesman for the Negro people in the United States. Author of a best-selling autobiography, he edited his own newspaper, the North Star, until after theEmancipation Proclamation was signed. During theCivil War he was invited to the White House tocounsel the President on the employment of Negrotroops.

Douglass was not the first man of his race to tell the world about “the thing to be abolished.” In Philadelphia, freeborn James Forten wrote anti-slaverypamphlets as early as 1813. After serving as a powder boy on the Royal Louis during the Revolution,Forten invented a machine for handling sails thatearned him a fortune. Although Pennsylvania lawforbade him to vote because of his color, he conscientiously shepherded his white employees to thepolls each Election Day. The Reverend Richard Allen, who had bought himself from his master, joinedForten in protesting a plan to send free Negroes toAfrica. Allen founded the African Methodist EpiscopalChurch after an usher in a “white” house of worshippulled him from his knees while he was praying.

In New York in 1827 brown-skinned Samuel Cornish and John Russworm started Freedom’s Journal, the country’s first Negro newspaper. In Roston twoyears later David Walker published an “Appeal tothe Coloured Citizens of the World,” calling on theslaves to rebel, while George Moses Horton, a NorthCarolina slave, wrote poems “On Liberty and Slavery.”

Despite these activities, the abolition societies formed at the time of the Revolution were virtuallyout of business during the first decades of the nineteenth century. They had been founded in the beliefthat slavery was dying out. When it grew stronger,instead, the societies frankly admitted that theydidn’t know what to do. One of the few white abolitionists who continued to speak against slavery wasBenjamin Lundy. A Quaker, Lundy published, edited, and wrote the Genius of Universal Emancipation. Hiking across the country with his type in apack on his back, he stopped wherever he could finda press to use, printed an issue of his paper andmoved on.

When he hired a young assistant named William Lloyd Garrison things began to hum. Garrison believed that the slaves should be freed immediately,not at some vague distant date. In spite of protestsfrom Lundy’s readers, he said so at every opportunity. After spending seven weeks in a Baltimore jailbecause he called New England shipowners whotransported slaves “highway robbers and murderers,” he parted company with the soft-voiced Lundy.In 1831—the year that saw Nat Turner’s rebellionand the naming of the Underground Railroad—hewent to Boston to start a paper of his own, the Liberator.

“I will be as harsh as truth and as uncompromising as justice,” he wrote in his first issue. “On this subject, I do not wish to think, or speak, or write, withmoderation. No! No! Tell a man whose house is onfire to give a moderate alarm . . . tell the mother togradually extricate her babe from the fire into whichit has fallen;—but urge me not to use moderation ina cause like the present. I am in earnest—I will notequivocate—I will not excuse—I will not retreat asingle inch—and I will be heard.”

The twenty-six-year-old printer from Massachusetts was a most unlikely-looking warrior. Something of a dandy in his dress, he was prematurely bald, with silver-rimmed spectacles that hid nearsighted eyes. People meeting him for the first timewere surprised to find him “so mild and meek.” Butwhen he had a stick of type in his hand he could bemerciless.

The front page of the Liberator carried a drawing of a slave auction near the Capitol in Washington.Its columns were filled with scorching editorial attacks on slavery. Garrison minced no words in describing slaveowners as “man-stealers” or “kidnapers.”He was equally severe with their Northern defenders. To show the cruelty of the slave system, he reprinted without comment advertisements describingrunaway slaves: “He had one ear cropped off andhis back was badly cut up” or “Had on each foot aniron ring with a small chain attached to it.”

The Liberator was noisy, righteous, angry—and it was heard. Garrison’s first readers were mostly Negroes. He might never have been able to publish ifJames Forten, the Philadelphia sailmaker, had notsent him money and sold subscriptions for him. Butthe paper’s hard-hitting style soon made others stop,think, and decide to do something about slavery. In1833 sixty men traveled to Philadelphia to form theAmerican Anti-Slavery Society.

“More than fifty-seven years have elapsed since a band of patriots convened in this place, to devisemeasures for the deliverance of this country froma foreign yoke,” their Declaration of Sentiments proclaimed. “We have met together for the achievementof an enterprise, without which, that of our fathersis incomplete. We believe and affirm that the slavesought instantly to be set free and brought under theprotection of law.”

Most of the group were Quakers or “peace men” who were opposed to violence. They didn’t believein organizing slave rebellions. They planned to appeal to the conscience of the nation by debating,preaching, writing, meeting. They saw their causeas a holy crusade, to be waged with “Prayer, Faith,and the word of God.”

The next years were ones of mounting excitement. Anti-slavery societies were formed in every state inthe North until there were two thousand societieswith more than two hundred thousand members.Traveling lecturers held meetings in churches andhalls—and in stables and bams when public buildings were forbidden to them. Once when FrederickDouglass could find no place to hold a meeting heborrowed a dinner bell. Ringing the bell as hewalked along the main streets of the town, he calledout: “Notice! Frederick Douglass, recently a slave,will lecture on American slavery on Grafton Common this evening at seven o’clock!”

Anti-slavery lecturers included not only ex-slaves but ex-slaveowners like James Bimey of Alabamaand Angelina Grimke of South Carolina. Many ofthe speakers were students from Lane Seminary inCincinnati and Oberlin College in Ohio, which hadjust opened its doors to Negroes and to women.

A host of new publications appeared: the Anti-Slavery Standard, the Anti-Slavery Bugle, Anti-Slavery Record, Emancipator, Herald of Freedom. There was even a magazine for children called theSlave’s Friend. Alongside these were mountains ofpamphlets—“American Slavery as It Is,” “An Appealin Favor of That Class of Americans Called Africans,” “Human Rights”—which were sent throughthe mails or left on doorsteps.

The abolitionist movement involved every member of the family. Women who had been permitted to attend the 1833 convention, but not of course tosign the Declaration, formed Female Societies. Theyknitted stockings and sewed shirts for runawayslaves. They used tea parties and social calls to obtain signatures on anti-slavery petitions and to distribute anti-slavery publications. Then they held bazaars and fairs to raise money for more petitionsand more pamphlets. Some women even began tospeak against slavery in public, to the horror of mostmen.

While their daughters crocheted on samplers, “May the point of our needles prick the slaveholders’ consciences,” their sons, with some proddingperhaps, turned down candy and cake made fromLouisiana sugar. Maple sugar and honey-flavoredcookies might not taste as good, but the paper inwhich they were wrapped said:

Take this, my friend, you need not fear to eat, No slave has toiled to cultivate this sweet.

Several cities boasted of Free Produce Stores which sold “free” cloth, manufactured from cottongrown by Quakers who owned no slaves. “Free calicoescould seldom be called handsome, free umbrellas werehideous to look upon,” one girl complained. But, saidher elders, “the sighs of the brokenhearted will notlinger among their folds.”

Young abolitionists found their reward at the antislavery fairs and festivals. There was always a picnic on August 1, to celebrate the anniversary of emancipation in the British West Indies, and a fair beforeChristmas where gifts could be bought “and a benevolent cause thus aided without any extra outlayof money.”

After the speeches were over, everyone unbent at these affairs and Garrison delighted the young people with pirns and stories. Describing a fair in Boston, James Russell Lowell wrote:

There’s Garrison, his features very Benign for an incendiary, Beaming forth sunshine through his glasses On the surrounding lads and lasses.

Even Quaker youngsters whose elders frowned on music joined in the choruses when the Hutchinsonfamily, known as the Singing Yankees, led the audience in a hymn that Garrison had written:

“I am an Abolitionist,

I glory in the name”

or sang:

“Ho! The car Emancipation

Rides majestic thro’ our Nation,

Bearing on its train the story,

Liberty! a nation’s glory.”

As a result of all this outpouring of energy, tens of thousands of people came to hate slavery with adeep personal hatred. They also began to know theirNegro fellow citizens. Men with dark skins hadsigned the original Declaration of Sentiments of theAnti-Slavery Society and had served on its firstboard of managers. Their wives were members ofthe Female Societies. Their children attended thebazaars and picnics.

After listening to speakers like Frederick Douglass, few could swallow the South’s picture of slaves as “the happiest human beings on whom the sunshines” or believe that they were “naturally inferior”to whites. Nor could they continue to think of Negroes only as objects of pity—“miserable wretches,”“God’s poor”—to be helped out of the charity thatwelled up in good men’s hearts.

Sitting alongside Negroes at meetings and visiting their homes, white abolitionists discovered that evenin the North they were unfairly treated. Their children were not allowed to attend public schools.They could seldom ride on trains or omnibuses except in dirty “Jim Crow” cars. Most theaters andconcerts were forbidden to them and even churcheshad special “Negro pews.”

Abolitionists began to fight against these restrictions, petitioning school committees and suing in the courts until schoolrooms were opened to Negro pupils. They boycotted busses which refused to carryNegro passengers. When Frederick Douglass was notallowed to enter a stateroom on a steamer, but wasordered instead to the forward deck where horsesand sheep were quartered, his white companionjoined him. “I could not persuade him,” Douglasssaid, “to leave me to bear the burden of insult andoutrage alone.”

This change in attitude didn’t come about overnight. For a long time neither group was sure how to act toward the other. When Richard Henry Dana,author of Two Years before the Mast, visited an abolitionist’s home he was surprised to be introducedto Negroes “by their surnames with the prefixes ofMr. and Mrs. He introduced us to them in due form,‘Mr. Dana, Mr. Jefferson; Mrs. Metcalf, Mrs. Wait.’It was plain they had never been so treated or spoken to before and what to do on the introduction wasquite beyond their experience.”

A well-known Boston doctor who was interested in a young lady who disliked abolitionists told ofmeeting Frederick Douglass. “As I would have invited a white friend, I asked him home to dine withme. It is useless to deny that I did not like thethought of walking with him in open midday upWashington Street. I hoped I would not meet any ofmy acquaintances. I had, however, hardly turnedinto the street before I met the young lady. I am gladnow to say that I did not skulk. I looked at herstraight and bowed in ‘my most gracious manner asif I were ‘all right’ while I saw by her look of greatregret that she thought me ‘all wrong.’ It was, however, something like a cold sponge-bath—that Washington Street walk by the side of a black man—ratherterrible at the outset, but wonderfully warming andrefreshing afterwards!”

There were many ways to arouse the conscience of a nation. Not the least of them, in 1841, was totake a walk up Washington Street with a newfriend. For the first time since Portuguese andSpanish ships explored the African coast, some whitemen and women were beginning to answer the Negroes’ question, “Am I not a man and a brother?”with a clear-cut “Yes.”
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The Cotton Curtain


 I think we must get rid of slavery, or we must get rid of freedom.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

As soon as the anti-slavery crusade got under way slaveowners hastened to seal off the South fromthe rest of the country. The written word of the abolitionists was outlawed. Otherwise it might encourage the ordinary people of the South—small farmersand tradesmen who owned no slaves—to oppose theslave system.

The first target was the Liberator. The weekly was only two months old when Georgia’s legislature offered $4000 for Garrison’s arrest. South Carolinacalled on the mayor of Boston to suppress the paperand posted a $1500 reward for anyone caught distributing it. One Georgia subscriber was tarred andfeathered, burned, ducked in the river, and whipped.

Even an ardent abolitionist might cancel his subscription after that treatment!

The ban quickly spread to all anti-slavery publications. The penalty for circulating these was twenty years in jail in Maryland, life imprisonment in Louisiana. Virginia, Tennessee, and Alabama passed similar laws, Alabama’s statute forbidding not onlynewspapers but anything written on wood, cloth,metal, or stone. School texts from the North werecarefully examined. One dusty old history book wasfound to contain “hidden lessons of the most fiendish and murderous character that enraged fanaticism could conceive.”

After Charleston’s Southern Patriot reported the arrival of a ship from New York with anti-slaverymail, a mob broke into the post office, seized andburned the letters. The postmaster, who dislikedmobs cluttering up his post office, called on Washington for help, but the Postmaster General, a slaveholder, advised him not to worry. “We have an obligation to the laws,” he wrote, “but we owe a higherone to the communities in which we live.”

The conscientious Charlestonian pursued the matter further. He asked the postmaster in New York to hold up anti-slavery mailings and the New Yorkerobligingly did so. Soon afterward President Jacksonproposed a federal law banning “incendiary publications” in the South. The law failed to pass butpostmasters everywhere set themselves up as censors.

The wall around the Southern states grew higher and higher. “Thou shalt not read about slavery” wasjoined by “Thou shalt not speak.” A Virginian whosaid that “black men have, in the abstract, a rightto their freedom” was whipped and ridden out oftown on a rail. A North Carolina preacher spent awinter in jail for questioning slavery. A Louisianaminister was hanged in effigy and a Bible salesmansuspected of abolitionist sentiments was lashed inthe square of a Tennessee town. A college professorrumored to have voted for the “wrong” candidatelost his job and fled for his life while three men werekilled in Georgia and South Carolina for the crimeof “association with Negroes.”

“The expression of any sentiment at all conflicting with the gospel of slavery, dooms them at once, andthen they are obliged to become heroes, martyrs, orexiles,” a North Carolinian wrote—after he had lefthome.

Only in the border states were there occasional cracks in the wall. Cassius Clay managed to publishan anti-slavery paper in Kentucky, in a buildingprotected by sheet iron and defended by two brasscannon. After a time, however, slaveowners, unceremoniously moved Clay’s press across the river toCincinnati.

Even the free North was far from free. Except for the abolitionists, most people didn’t care one wayor another about Negroes or slavery. Some workmen feared that large numbers of freed slaves mightendanger their jobs. Many businessmen had ties withthe South that they didn’t want broken.

“There are millions upon millions of dollars due from Southerners to the merchants and mechanicsof this city,” a New Yorker told a friend of Garrison’s. “We cannot afford, sir, to let you and your associates succeed in your endeavor to overthrow slavery. It is not a matter of principle with us. It is amatter of business necessity. We mean, sir, to putyou abolitionists down—by fair means if we can, byfoul means if we must.”

While the South was clapping its hands to its ears, a substantial number of Northerners used theirs totoss rotten eggs and ripe tomatoes at abolitionistspeakers. John Greenleaf Whittier cheerfully preserved his egg-stained coat as a souvenir of his speaking engagements. “Stones and clubs flew merrilyagainst the shutters,” Theodore Weld reported afterlecturing in Ohio. “Nails, divers pockets full of stonesand eggs had been provided for the occasion.”

James Russell Lowell composed a poem about Stephen Foster, another abolitionist speaker:

Hard by, as calm as summer even,

Smiles the reviled and pelted Stephen;

Who studied mineralogy

Not with soft book upon the knee,

But learned the properties of stones,

By contact sharp of flesh and bones.

Despite their attempts to laugh off these attacks, many were deadly serious. In Boston a well-dressedmob dragged William Lloyd Garrison through thestreets with a rope around his waist. “The plan,” hewas later told, “was to take you to the Common,strip, tar-and-feather you, and then dye your faceand hands black in a manner that would neverchange from a night Negro color.” Rescued by themayor, Garrison was then arrested for causing a riot.

When Prudence Crandall, a Quaker schoolteacher in Connecticut, accepted a Negro pupil she livedthrough a two-year reign of terror. Merchants refused to sell her food. Doctors wouldn’t treat sickstudents. Rocks were thrown through windows andmanure poisoned the school well. In a school assembly four of her students sang:

“Sometimes when we have walked the streets

Saluted we have been,

By guns and drums and cow bells too

And horns of polished tin.

With warnings, threats, and words severe

They visit us at times, And gladly would they send us off

To Afric’s burning climes.”

Miss Crandall didn’t give up until a group of her neighbors set fire to her school and used clubs andiron bars to wreck the classrooms.

After two Negro boys entered Noyes Academy in New Hampshire, citizens assembling at a town meeting acted quickly. They tied ropes around the schoolbuilding one night, hitched up a hundred yoke ofoxen and, with a mighty heave, hauled the schoolaway to a nearby swamp.

Homes and churches were burned, Negroes stoned and beaten in New York and Utica. Antiabolitionists in Cincinnati destroyed the press whichprinted James Birney’s Philanthropist. Philadelphians burned down Pennsylvania Hall during an abolitionist convention there. “In the heart of this citya flame has gone up to Heaven,” Whittier wrote. “Inits red and lurid light, men will see more clearly bywhat a frail tenure they hold property and life in aland overshadowed by the curse of slavery.”

The tide began to turn when Elijah Lovejoy, a minister from Maine, started an anti-slavery newspaper in southern Illinois. Three times the citizensof Alton dumped his press into the Mississippi River.When a fourth press arrived, his friends armed themselves to defend it. During a pitched battle Lovejoyfell to the ground with five bullets through his chest.

Lovejoy’s death shocked the country, bringing more recruits to the anti-slavery cause than a thousand meetings had done. When the Illinois legislature passed a resolution attacking abolitionists anddefending slavery, thirty-year-old Abraham Lincolnwas one of two members who voted against it. Hewas troubled, he told the Young Men’s Lyceum inSpringfield, by the “outrages committed by mobsfrom New England to Louisiana.” If men are permitted to “throw printing-presses into rivers, shooteditors, and hang and bum obnoxious persons atpleasure and with impunity, depend upon it, thisgovernment cannot last.”

Another young man elbowed his way through the crowd in Faneuil Hall in Boston to point out thatAmerican liberties were in danger. His first publicspeech “electrified the mighty assembly,” a Bostonnewspaper wrote. From that day on, handsome wellborn Wendell Phillips gave up the practice of lawto take his place alongside Garrison and Douglass asthe abolitionists’ most eloquent speaker.

A sheepherder with the undistinguished name of John Brown attended a memorial meeting for Lovejoy in Ohio. When the speeches were over he raisedhis right hand and swore to devote his life to thedestruction of slavery. He too would be heard fromagain.

In Washington, Congress itself was becoming a battleground. The District of Columbia was one ofthe country’s busiest slave markets. Almost anymorning, shocked foreign diplomats could stand onthe Capitol steps and watch groups of slaves trudgealong Pennsylvania Avenue in chains. Since the firstyears of the Republic, abolitionist groups had petitioned Congress to end slavery in the District. Thesepetitions had been referred to a committee, forgotten,or denied.

With the growth of anti-slavery societies, petitions against slavery in Washington began to pour in.Alarmed by their numbers, Southern congressmendecided to deal with them in a new way. In 1836the House of Representatives passed a resolutionknown as the “gag rule.” This provided that all petitions concerning slavery he “laid on the table” without being read. The subject of slavery in the country’s capital was closed. Period.

The gag rule was something the abolitionists could get their teeth into. District by district, cityby city, state by state, they organized the North andcollected signatures. One “immense roll of paper”from Boston was “about the size of an ordinary barrel.” A Massachusetts county gathered 200,000names in a single year. Bundles of petitions arrivedin Washington by every train. Bales of them were delivered to the House. Millions of people signed them.

Seventy-year-old John Quincy Adams, former President of the United States and son of the firstJohn Adams, became the petitioners’ champion.Along with many of the signers of the petitions, hedisapproved of the fiery abolitionists. He was evenopposed to emancipation in the District. But he believed strongly in the American Bill of Rights. Whilethe Speaker banged his gavel and his colleagueshowled “Order!” Adams used one parliamentarytrick after another to force the House to hear him.

Session after session, he read petitions against slavery, petitions opposing the annexation of Texas, and even a petition from Virginia asking that John QuincyAdams be expelled from Congress. Once he kept theHouse in an uproar for three days by threatening toread a petition from a group of slaves. When he finally won the floor he solemnly read their request to be protected from abolitionist agitators. It was,said one historian, “the most effective practical jokein the history of Congress.”

As his lonely battle made headlines, a handful of anti-slavery men from New England and Ohio wereelected to join him. Most of them lived at the sameboardinghouse near the Capitol. Their landlady wascareful to hire only free Negroes as servants, because slaves who waited on these congressmen hada habit of booking passage on the Underground Railroad.

Adams and the anti-slavery men won at last. The gag rule was abandoned in 1844. It had taken eightyears but it taught the country a useful lesson. Allover the North men were beginning to believe thatliberty for the white man could not be secure without liberty for the slave.
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The Darkening Sky

We Americans are very fond of this glue of compromise. Like so many quack cements, it is advertised to make the mended parts of the vessel stronger than those which have never been broken,but like them it will not stand hot water.

—James Russell Lowell

The struggle to end the gag rule was part of a larger struggle for control of the United States.The annexation of Texas and war with Mexico wereopening up vast new lands. The Republic’s bordersnow stretched south to the Rio Grande and west tothe Pacific Ocean. Gold was being mined in California and there was talk of a railroad that wouldspan the continent. Thousands of immigrants were arriving every month from Europe, to find factory jobsor homesteads on the Great Plains.

Would the industrial North or the planter South dominate these rich new territories? Someday itwould have to be one or the other, for, as WendellPhillips said, “You cannot make a nation one halfsteamboats, sewing machines and Bibles, and theother half slaves.”

Two thirds of the country’s population and a still larger share of its wealth belonged to the North. Butthe abolitionists were only a minority. Their neighbors might think that slavery was wrong, but theywere willing to let the Southern states decide theissue for themselves. The new territories, however,were another matter. By the middle of the nineteenth century, most Northerners agreed that the territories should be free.

The South was unified. Their leaders believed not only that slavery was right but that it was necessaryfor their survival. By voting as a bloc and bringingpressure on Northerners who did business withthem, they had been able to control Congress, thePresident, and even the Supreme Court, for manyyears. Frightened by the growing sentiment againstslavery, they were more determined than ever to winnew land for their cotton kingdom.

Whenever a disagreement on national policy arose in Congress, Southern spokesmen threatened to leavethe Union. Then worried statesmen from both sections would step forward to propose a compromise.Starting with the first compromises at the Constitutional Convention, the South had always gotten thebest of the bargains. Horace Greeley, editor of theNew York Tribune, described these victories:

“‘Buy Louisiana for us!’ said the slaveholders. ‘With Pleasure.’ ‘Now Florida!’ ‘Certainly.’ ‘Next: Violate your treaties with the Creeks and Cherokeesso as to let us expand our plantations’ ‘So said, sodone.’ ‘Now for Texas!’ ‘You have it.’ ‘Next, a thirdmore of Mexico!’ ‘Yours it is.’ ‘Now, break the Missouri Compact, and let Slavery wrestle with Free Labor for the vast region consecrated by that Compactto Freedom!’ ‘Very good. What next?’”

What next? A struggle in Congress lasting for almost a year resulted in the Compromise of 1850. In return for the admission of California as a free stateand the end of the slave trade—but not slavery—inthe District of Columbia, slaveholders were to beprotected against the loss of their slave property bya harsh new Fugitive Slave Law.

Neither section was pleased with the bargain. While Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and SouthCarolina talked of secession, Northerners wereshocked by the Fugitive Slave Law. Under its provisions, any Negro living in the North could be carried off to slavery, if a slaveowner appeared beforea federal commissioner and claimed him as his property. The man with a dark skin was allowed no defense, no witness to testify for him, no jury trial, noappeal. Moreover, the commissioner hearing the casewas given a ten-dollar fee if he decided in favor ofthe slaveowner and only five dollars if he set the Negro free. The new law obligated every citizen to helpcatch runaways. If he refused, or actually aided thefugitives, he could be fined and sent to jail.

President Fillmore’s signature on the law was scarcely dry when two men from Macon, Georgia,registered at the United States Hotel in Boston.They carried warrants for the arrest of Wilham andEllen Craft.

A newly formed Vigilance Committee immediately went into action. Ellen was spirited away from her job in an upholsterer’s shop and hidden outsidethe city. William left his carpenter’s bench for thewell-guarded home of Lewis Hayden, another exslave. With armed men posted at the doors, Haydensat in the basement alongside kegs of gunpowder.He was prepared to blow up his house if a marshalset foot in it.

Meanwhile, white members of the Vigilance Committee trailed the Georgians. Whenever they left their hotel, crowds gathered on the streets to shout,“Slave hunters—there go the slave hunters!” Afterfive days in the city they were still unable to find acommissioner who would hear their case although“I’ll have them,” one swore, “if I have to stay hereto all eternity.”

When it was rumored that federal troops were on their way to Massachusetts to enforce the law, sixtyBostonians paid a formal call on the slave-catchers.Arriving at six o’clock in the morning, they calmlyseated themselves on the hotel’s staircase, whiletheir leaders rapped on the Georgians’ door. A soberlook at the visitors convinced the pair that it wouldbe healthier to take the next train to New York.

The opponents of the Fugitive Slave Law had won the first round, but this was only the beginning. TheCrafts fled to England, their passage paid by Bostonfriends. They didn’t dare to return home until afterthe Civil War. Thousands of other ex-slaves whohad been living peacefully in the North packed uptheir belongings and headed for the long bridgecrossing the Niagara River into Canada. Whole communities in Pennsylvania and upstate New York disappeared overnight.

“The anguish, the terror, the agony inflicted by this infamous statute, must be witnessed to be fullyappreciated,” said William Still, secretary of Philadelphia’s Vigilance Committee. “You must hear thetale of the broken-hearted mother, who has just received tidings that her son is in the hands of man-thieves. You must listen to the impassioned appealof the wife whose husband’s retreat has been discovered. You must hear the husband beg you forGod’s sake to save his wife.”

Like the Minute Men of an earlier day, Vigilance Committees ready to ride and spread the alarmformed in New York, Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukee.Courthouse and church bells were rung and streetsechoed with “Freemen! To the rescue! The man-hunters are in the land.”

The Vigilance men were lawyers, doctors, writers, ministers, merchants. They put aside their beliefs innon-violence and talked of a “higher law.” The Reverend Theodore Parker, who led Boston’s sit-inagainst the two Georgia slave hunters, wrote hissermons “with a sword in the open drawer under myink-stand, and a pistol in the flap of the desk, loadedand ready for defense.”

“The Stamp Act could not be executed here. Can the Fugitive Slave Bill?” Senator Charles Sumnerasked. “I will not obey it, by God,” Ralph WaldoEmerson swore.

In the years following the Compromise, many fugitives were rescued. An ex-slave known as Shadrach was hustled from a Boston courtroom by a crowdof Negroes. Abolitionists meeting in Syracuse tookJerry McHenry from a prison cell and spirited himoff to Canada. Charles Nalle was rescued from aUnited States marshal in Troy. In Chicago a fugitive jumped through a courtroom window to freedom. In Milwaukee five thousand men assembled infront of the jail. With a wooden beam on their shoulders, they battered down the door and carried JoshuaGlover to the nearest Underground Railroad station.

Even when a runaway was sent back to slavery, the defeat sometimes turned into victory. In 1854the whole country watched when a federal commissioner ordered the return of Anthony Bums fromBoston to Virginia. After one rescue attempt failed,the President and governor ordered out two thousand soldiers—artillery, infantry, marines—to guardthe streets.

It was a cloudless day in June when Bums was marched from the courthouse to Long Wharf wherea revenue cutter waited for him. Church bells tolledand buildings along the line of march were drapedin mourning. Opposite the State House a coffinlabeled “The Funeral of Liberty” hung from a window. Fifty thousand spectators who had come fromall over the state hissed and groaned and shouted,“Shame!”

Watching from his office, one lawyer said, “I put my face in my hands and wept. I could do nothingless.”

“There was a lot of folks to see a colored man walk down the street,” Anthony Bums dryly commented.

After four months spent in handcuffs in a slave jail in Richmond, he was ransomed by Negro andwhite friends, who raised $1300 to buy him fromhis master. He turned down P. T. Bamum’s offer ofan engagement at Barnum’s Museum because “Hewants to show me like a monkey.” Instead he accepted a scholarship to Oberlin College. Ordainedas a Baptist minister, he later joined a settlement offormer slaves in Canada.

Incur any expense, President Pierce had wired the United States marshal in Boston. But the costran far higher than the $100,000 spent for troops andrevenue cutter. The Burns case boomeranged. Thestartling display of federal force lined up against onefrightened fugitive disturbed drowsing consciences.One after another, Northern states passed personal-liberty laws that made the Fugitive Slave Law difficult to enforce. No other runaway was ever capturedon Massachusetts soil.

“A few more such victories and the South is undone,” the Richmond Enquirer said.

In the same month that Anthony Bums was returned to slavery the Kansas-Nebraska Act became a law. For more than thirty years Congress hadagreed that territories north of the 36° 30' latitudeline would be free when they entered the Union.Throwing out the old Compromise, the new actsaid that it was up to the inhabitants of the two territories to decide whether to become free or slavestates. Only there weren’t any inhabitants of Kansasand Nebraska—or at least not any who could vote.Only buffalo and Indians and an occasional furtrader roamed the Great Plains. When the passageof the act offered a chance to “vote slavery up ordown” in an area larger than the original thirteencolonies, there was a sudden scramble for the prairielands.

The Southerners got there first. With fast horses, Missourians could ride across the border, cast ballots, and be home again the same day. Anyone wasan “inhabitant,” they declared, who arrived in Kansas on Election Day. Particularly if he slung his rifleacross his saddle and carried a bowie knife in hisjeans.

It was harder for Easterners who planned real settlements. Crossing half a continent with their wives and children, they needed shelter against the bitterKansas winter and food to tide them over until harvest time. Leading citizens of Massachusetts formedan Emigrant Aid Society to give these Kansas colonists a grubstake in their first hard years and to buildhotels, gristmills, and schools. When twenty-fourmen and women left Boston for Kansas in the summer of 1854, John Greenleaf Whittier wrote a songfor them:

We cross the prairie as of old

The pilgrims crossed the sea,

To make the West, as they the East

The homestead of the free

We go to rear a wall of men

On Freedom’s southern line

And plant beside the cotton-tree

The rugged Northern pine!

By fall the colonists had built log houses with sod-covered roofs and were staking out farms. Their first town was named Lawrence, after Amos Lawrence,one of New England’s wealthiest mill owners. Hehoped to make money from his investment in Kansasas well as see it become a free state.

Meanwhile Missourians were organizing the Platte County Rifles, the Blue Lodges, and the Self-Defensives, and sending armed bands of Border Ruffiansinto the territory. One pro-slavery town was namedAtchison, after Senator David Atchison, who wrote,“We are organizing to meet their organization. Wewill be compelled to shoot, burn and hang, but thething will soon be over.”

The conflict in Kansas lasted a long time. A proslavery legislature backed by President Pierce passed laws forbidding anti-slavery men to hold office, banning anti-slavery publications, and providing thedeath penalty for a man who helped a slave to escape. When Free State men replied by choosingtheir own legislature and passing their own laws,their governor was arrested for treason. In 1856 aposse marched on Lawrence with banners reading:

Let Yankees tremble, abolitionists fall,

Our Motto is, Give Southern rights to all.

Senator Atchison gleefully fired the first cannon shot at the Free State Hotel while his followers tossednewspaper presses into the river and burned down alarge part of the town.

Most of the Free State men were not abolitionists, but here and there across the prairie a familiar facecould be seen. Four nights after the burning of Lawrence, old John Brown, who had sworn an oath toend slavery, knocked on the doors of five pro-slaverymen living along Pottawatamie Creek, hauled themoutside, and killed them.

His violent deed became a turning point in the Kansas struggle. Free-Soilers who had begun tocompromise in the hope that they would be left tolive in peace stiffened their resistance and foughtback. “I have no meat, no meal, no potatoes, nomoney to buy them, but I’ll live or die in Kansas,”one settler swore.

Two hundred men, women, and children were killed in skirmishes in Kansas in 1856, and crops, cattle, and horses valued at two million dollars weredestroyed. The South won all the first battles. Bandsof men crossed the border from as far away as Georgia and South Carolina. For a time they even had theU. S. Army on their side. But in the long pull theFree-Soilers not only had a better cause but betterguns.

The guns were a brand-new product of Yankee industry—the Sharps breech-loading rifle which firedten shots a minute. Far superior to any weapon theMissourians owned, they were the gifts of committeesof respectable gentlemen in every Eastern state. Twohundred arrived in one week from Massachusetts,sixty-three from Connecticut, another hundred fromNew York. At first the rifles were nicknamed “Sharps’Rights of the People.” Then the Reverend HenryWard Beecher and his Brooklyn congregation presented each member of an emigrant party with a Bibleand a Sharps. After that everyone called them“Beecher’s Bibles.”

Beecher’s Bibles were shipped in crates labeled BOOKS or REVISED STATUTES so that theywouldn’t be confiscated by the enemy on the way.After these camouflages failed, the Reverend ThomasWentworth Higginson, who had “preached himselfout of his pulpit” because of his anti-slavery views,led a group of armed settlers to Kansas Territory. Because the Missouri River towns and even the steamboats were controlled by Border Ruffians, Higginsonwas forced to go the long way around through Iowa,traveling the last hundred miles on foot.

So there was the Emigrant Aid Society and John Brown and Beecher’s Bibles. But another part of theKansas struggle took place in Washington. The ruinsof the Free State Hotel in Lawrence were still smoking when Senator Charles Sumner rose on the Senatefloor to talk about “The Crime against Kansas.”Crowded galleries hung on his words as he denounced Southern leaders, slavery, and that “swindle,” the Kansas-Nebraska Act. Two days later hewas sitting at his desk in the Senate when PrestonBrooks, a South Carolina congressman, struck himover the head with a cane. Unable to rise and defendhimself because his long legs were pinned under thedesk, Sumner was beaten into unconsciousness.Brooks’s cane splintered into bits, but he kept righton striking the defenseless man.

As Sumner lay close to death, his brutal beating in the chamber of the United States Senate unitedthe North as no other incident had done. Conservative men who disagreed with his anti-slavery viewsorganized protest meetings not only in Boston andNew York but in New Jersey, Michigan, New Hampshire, Iowa, Ohio. Letters poured in from ordinarypeople. “We are in great indignation here,” a girl inConnecticut wrote. “I don’t think it is of very muchuse to stay any longer in the High School, as the boyswould better be learning to hold muskets, and thegirls to make bullets.”

In the South, Brooks became a hero. “Every Southern man sustains me,” he wrote to his brother.“The fragments of the stick are begged for as sacredrelicts.” A Good Deed, the Richmond Whig headlinedits story. “These vulgar abolitionists must be lashedinto submission,” the Richmond Enquirer thought.At the University of Virginia students collected moneyfor a new cane for Brooks with “a heavy gold head,which will be suitably inscribed and also bear uponit a device of the human head, badly cracked andbroken.”

Sumner was unable to resume his Senate seat for three years, but his beating was another costly victory for the South. Public indignation linked “Bleeding Sumner” and “Bleeding Kansas” until the Ruffianarmy was forced to disband. Wagon trains of emigrants slowly settled the Great Plains. They learnedhow to chip holes in the frozen soil with axes, toplant their first corn. They milked cows they hadbrought with them and used their Sharps rifles tohunt rabbits and deer.

In 1858 they went to the polls and voted down slavery.
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The Sword of Gideon

In firing his gun, he has merely told us what time of day it is. It is high noon, thank God!

—William Lloyd Garrison

Once upon a time every boy born in the United States was either a little Whig or a little Democrat.The two parties differed when they talked about tariffs or national banks, but they saw eye to eye onslavery. Neither was interested in bringing it to anend.

In the turbulent years before the Civil War both parties began to splinter into as many pieces as Congressman Brooks’s cane. There were Cotton Whigs,Webster Whigs, Conscience Whigs. And HunkerDemocrats, Barnburners, Anti-Nebraska Democrats,and just plain Southern Democrats. And a Libertyparty, a Free-Soil party, and a Know-Nothing partywhich attacked immigrants, Catholics, and, sometimes,slavery.

With each new crisis, more and more men left their old parties. When the Fugitive Slave Law passed, aBrooklyn newspaper editor named Walt Whitman resigned from the Democrats and wrote a poem titled“Blood Money.” “The scales fell from my eyes and Igave up the Whig party,” Boston’s wealthy banker,John Murray Forbes, said at almost the same moment.

The resentment against the Kansas-Nebraska Act brought fragments of the old parties together into anew one. Conscience Whigs, Barnburners, Anti-Nebraska Democrats, Free-Soilers met to form the Republican party. The name they chose was one thatThomas Jefferson had used many years earlier.

When Lawrence was burned and Sumner beaten, a lanky Illinois lawyer who had served a term in Congress as a Whig attended his state’s first Republicanconvention. Thinking out loud, he gave his reasonsfor joining the new group:

“I read once in a law book, ‘A slave is a human being who is legally not a person but a thing.’ And if the safeguards to liberty are broken down, as is now attempted, when they have made things of all the freeNegroes, how long, think you, before they will beginto make things of poor white men?

“Suppose Kansas comes in a slave state, and all the Border Ruffians have barbecues about it, and Free-State men come trailing back to the dishonored North,like whipped dogs with their tails between their legs,is it not evident that this is no more the ‘land of thefree’?”

Abraham Lincoln wasn’t talking about emancipation for the slave. He wasn’t asking for repeal of the Fugitive Slave Law or for support for the Underground Railroad. He was summing up his new party’sprogram of “Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men.”

The program wasn’t strong enough for abolitionists like William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips.They wanted slavery to end in South Carolina as wellas in Kansas and Nebraska. Frederick Douglass wasmore optimistic, however. “We have turned Whigsand Democrats into Republicans and we can turn Republicans into abolitionists,” he pointed out.

It took time, and many brave men’s lives, before his prophecy came true.

The white South shrugged off the Republican party by becoming bolder than ever. Cotton was king. Seveneighths of the world’s cotton was grown in the Southern states. Without it, factories would close downand workmen would starve all over the world. “Wehave only to shut off your supply of cotton for a fewweeks,” a planter told the London Times correspondent, “and we can create a revolution in Great Britain.Four million of your people are dependent on us fortheir bread.”

King Cotton demanded the reopening of the African slave trade. “If it is right to buy slaves in Virginia and carry them to New Orleans why is it not right tobuy them in Cuba, Brazil, or Africa, and carry themthere?” an Alabamian asked. Slave ships fitted out inNew York City were landing cargoes of salt-water Africans on the coast of Florida, Georgia, Texas. In 1859Senator Stephen Douglas reported that “there hadbeen more Slaves imported in the Southern States,during the last year, than had ever been imported before in any one year, even when the Slave trade waslegal.” The traders were sometimes caught by federalofficers, but they were always allowed to go free whiletheir victims were sold to the planters.

King Cotton demanded new land in Central America and the annexation of Cuba. If Spain should refuse to sell the island at “a fair price,” spokesmen for the South declared, “we shall be justified in wrestingit from Spain if we possess the power.”

King Cotton clamped down tighter than ever on the liberties of its citizens. “We have got to hate everything with the prefix free,” a Southern newspapermanwrote. “From free Negro to free will, free thinking,free children, and free schools—all belonging to thesame brood of damnable isms.” In the election of 1856not one man in the cotton states dared to vote for theRepublican party.

Only the black South voted that year—with their arms and their feet. Revolts were put down in NorthCarolina, Maryland, Alabama, Florida, Mississippi.Slaves working in the iron mills of Kentucky rebelled.In Texas they “killed off all the dogs in the neighborhood and were preparing for a general attack” whenthey were betrayed. A Georgia paper “refrained fromgiving our readers any of the accounts of contemplated insurrections” while the Daily Picayune inNew Orleans hinted mysteriously at “a spirit of turbulence abroad in various quarters.”

Business boomed on the Underground Railroad. Runaways were arriving in Philadelphia every day ofthe week. The Ohio branch was so busy that Kentuckyslaveowners began to move their property away fromthe river towns. In Texas, rangers patrolled the RioGrande to prevent fugitives from crossing over intoMexico.

New conductors joined the ranks. Alexander Ross, a distinguished Canadian scientist, made a tripthrough Georgia, South Carolina, and Mississippi.With field glasses slung over his shoulder and a notebook in his hand, he wandered across the fields studying rare birds and collecting interesting flowers. Impressed with the scholarly bird watcher, planters neverdiscovered that his specimen bag contained pocketcompasses and knives and his notebook, a coded listof Underground Railroad stations.

An entirely different kind of Underground Railroad operation took place when a Missouri slave slippedacross the Kansas border to ask for help. His wifeand children were about to be sold to Texas owners.On a frosty December night John Brown led an armedband into Missouri. With a revolver in his hand, hefreed the man’s family and seven other slaves. Theraiders also took horses, wagons, and food “to theamount due to the Negroes” for their past services.

As the report of the raid traveled to Washington, President Buchanan added $250 to the $3000 rewardMissouri’s governor offered for the arrest of JohnBrown. Dodging posses, fighting off pursuers, Brownled his eleven fugitives across the frozen prairie fromKansas to Iowa and from Illinois to Michigan. It wasspring when he arrived in Detroit to see his partysafely aboard a ferry bound for Canada. There weretwelve in the group by then, one of them a baby whohad been named John Brown.

But freeing a score of slaves in Georgia or Missouri was “like an attempt to bail out the ocean with a teaspoon,” Frederick Douglass said. There were still almost four million in the South and the long, long roadto emancipation was leading in a new direction.

The Republicans had scarcely recovered from their defeat in the 1856 election when the Supreme Courthanded down the Dred Scott decision. Dred Scottwas a slave who sued for his freedom after his mastertook him to live in a free state for a time. The Courthad a simple question to decide. Did his stay in afree state make Scott a free man? After denyingliberty to Scott the judges went far beyond the answerto this question. Not only did Chief Justice Taneydeclare that the “rights of the Declaration of Independence do not relate to the Negro for whom citizenship is impossible” but he also found that “Congresshas no power to abolish or prevent slavery in any ofthe territories.”

Writing today, Supreme Court Justice William O.Douglas has called the Dred Scott decision “probably the most unworthy, ill-advised opinion” in the Court’s history. It meant that even if settlers in a territory voted against slavery Congress could not enforce their decision. It meant slavery not only in Kansas and Nebraska, but in all of the Western lands.If the decision stood unchallenged, it meant the loss ofthe whole struggle for free soil.

While the South called on citizens to respect the highest court in the land, Northerners attacked theCourt and proposed its reorganization. A Chicagonewspaper had “visions of coffle gangs on their waythrough Illinois. Chicago might become a slave market and men, women and children may be sold offthe block in our streets.”

Fighting for a seat in the Senate in the campaign of 1858, Abraham Lincoln warned that the Dred Scottdecision could lead to slavery in every state “unlessthe power of the present political dynasty shall bemet and overthrown.” “A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannotendure permanently half slave and half free,” he said.“. . . I do not expect the house to fall—but I doexpect it will cease to be divided.”

The Republicans were gaining ground in every Northern state. At political meetings and in Congressthere was less and less talk about compromise andmore and more talk about disunion—and even war.But “These men are all talk,” John Brown stormed.“What is needed is action!”

He was fifty-nine years old, shoulders stooped, sick with ague, his flowing beard turned white. He was aman who held morning and evening prayers with hisfamily, who read from the Bible the stories of Gideonand his sword and of Samson, who brought down thetemple of the Philistines even though it meant hisown death. Often he said, “One man and God canoverturn the universe.”

He was such a man.

On the seventeenth of October 1859 telegraph wires vibrated with the news. “Fearful and Exciting Intelligence! Negro Insurrection at Harpers Ferry! Seizureof the United States Arsenal by the Insurrectionists!Troops despatched against the Insurgents!”

John Brown and twenty-one of his followers, five of whom were Negroes, had captured the governmentarsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia. Brown’s plan wasto start a slave rebellion, to lead an army of black mento the Alleghenies. With the mountains as their fortress, they would wage war on the South until all theslaves were free.

Soldiers marched on the little Virginia town from Washington, Baltimore, Fredericksburg. Batteringdown the arsenal door, they killed most of JohnBrown’s band, including two of his sons. A young soldier beat Brown to his knees with his sword while another ran a bayonet through the body of the old man.

But John Brown lived for another six weeks. Too weak to sit up, he lay on a cot in a courtroom, listening to his trial for treason. When his wounds werehealed he climbed the steps to the gallows and stooderect while a hangman fastened a rope around hisneck.

In those last weeks of living and dying he came close to overturning the universe. Every word thathe spoke, every letter he wrote was reported to ananxious country.

“I pity the poor in bondage that have none to help them. . . . I think I did right and that others will doright to interfere at any time. . . . Had I interferedin behalf of the rich, the powerful, the intelligent, orthe so-called great, every man in this court wouldhave deemed it an act worthy of reward rather thanpunishment. . . . You may dispose of me easily, butthis question is still to be settled—this Negro question—the end of that is not yet.”

Were these the words of a madman, as most people first assumed him to be? If so, “I thank God that oneman is found who can go crazy for an idea,” a Cincinnati minister said.

In those last weeks the simplicity and courage of the old man transformed him into a martyr whowas giving his fife for a cause in which others alsobelieved. “An apostle and a hero,” Victor Hugo wrotefrom France. “That new saint,” Ralph Waldo Emerson called him, “who will make the gallows gloriouslike the cross.”

There were rumors of rescue attempts. Plans were laid in Kansas, in Boston, New York, Ohio. But JohnBrown only shook his head. “I am worth now infinitely more to die than to live. In no other possible way could I be used to so much advantage to the cause of God and humanity.” Hundreds of soldierswere posted around his jail, but only a cow approaching the guards one evening failed to give the countersign and was shot.
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Arising at dawn on the day of his execution, he wrote a final message for his countrymen. “I, JohnBrown, am now quite certain that the crimes of thisguilty land will never be purged away but withblood.”

When they cut his body down from the gallows and brought him home to bury him, thousands wept. “Hehas abolished slavery,” Wendell Phillips said at hisgrave. “True, the slave is still there. So, when thetempest uproots a pine it looks green for months—ayear or two. Still, it is timber, not a tree. John Brownhas loosened the roots of the slave system.”

In the winter of his death the divided house swayed with each passing breeze. The jittery South now fearedinvasion as well as slave rebellion. Patrols halted NewYork businessmen and held them for questioning. InGeorgia, Northerners traveling by boat were not allowed to land. Any one of them might be anotherJohn Brown who would succeed where he had failed.

There were violent scenes in Congress. Pro- and anti-slavery men advanced toward each other withclenched fists. Pistols were drawn, bowie knivesbrandished, and only the intervention of the sergeant-at-arms prevented pitched battles in the aisles.

In the Senate, Robert Toombs of Georgia blamed John Brown’s raid on “the black Republican party.”“It has already declared war against you and yourinstitutions. It has already compelled you to arm foryour defense. Defend yourselves!” he thundered.

The Republicans denounced Brown and denied that they had any intention of interfering with slavery in the South. But the planters were raising two billionpounds of cotton that year. They would settle fornothing less than slavery in all the territories, guaranteed by the Constitution, for all time.

That summer, while supporters of Abraham Lincoln, Republican candidate for President, paraded down Fifth Avenue in New York singing, “Ain’t YouGlad You Joined the Republicans?” his opponentswere buying guns. They paraded in Southern citieswith rifles on their shoulders and banners proclaiming, “Resistance to Lincoln Is Obedience to God.”

Lincoln won, and on Election Day the divided house began to fall. As soon as he had cast his votefor the Democratic candidate, Edmund Ruffin, Virginia planter and ardent disunionist, took a train forSouth Carolina. He carried with him one of the pikesJohn Brown had brought to Harpers Ferry. The pikewas labeled “Sample of the Favors Designed for Usby Our Northern Brethren.” Pike in hand, Ruffin saton the platform when South Carolinians met to secedefrom the Union. “The time since I have been here hasbeen the happiest of my life,” he wrote to his son.

Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia followed South Carolina’s example until there was a Confederate States of America, founded “upon the great truththat the Negro is not equal to the white man, thatslavery is his natural and normal condition.” Layingaside his pike, Edmund Ruffin joined the PalmettoGuard. Before dawn on April 12, 1861, he pulled the lanyard of a cannon in Charleston Harbor. A shell arched across the water to crash against the walls ofFort Sumter.

A year and a half after John Brown was hanged, a regiment of blue-coated Union soldiers marched towar singing:

“John Brown’s body lies a-moulderin’ in the grave,

But his soul goes marching on.

He captured Harpers Ferry with his nineteen men so true,

And he frightened old Virginia till she trembled through and through;

They hung him for a traitor, themselves the traitor crew,

But his soul goes marching on.”
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Ring, 0 Bells!

Without slavery the rebellion could never have existed; without slavery it could not continue.

—Abraham Lincoln

When Frederick Douglass heard that Confederate troops had captured Fort Sumter he shouted, “God be praised!” To him, the rebellion of the slavestates against the government of the United Statescould have only one end—the abolition of slavery. “Theslaveholders themselves have saved our cause,” hesaid. “They have exposed the throat of slavery to thekeen knife of liberty.”

Perhaps Abraham Lincoln thought so too. He had always hated slavery. Traveling on the Western riversas a young man, the sight of “slaves shackled togetherwith irons was a continued torment” to him, he said.At the height of Northern opposition to the FugitiveSlave Law he had written to a friend, “I confess Ihate to see the poor creatures hunted down and caught and carried back to their stripes and unrequited toil;but I bite my lips and keep quiet.”

But now Abraham Lincoln was President of the United States and Commander-in-Chief of its Armyand Navy. His job was to preserve the Union. Theday after Sumter fell he called for seventy-five thousand troops to put down the rebellion. As for slavery,he explained in his Inaugural Address that he did notpropose “to interfere with the institution in the Stateswhere it exists.”

In the first months of the Civil War, President Lincoln continued to bite his lips and keep quiet. He listened to men from Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri,Delaware, who had remained loyal to the Union andloyal to slavery. To New York merchants and bankerswhose pro-slavery mayor, refusing to raise the Starsand Stripes over City Hall, proposed that New Yorksecede to become a free city, so that it could continueto trade with the South. He heard soldiers marchingacross the Potomac bridge into Virginia singing:

“To the flag we are pledged, all its foes we abhor, And we ain’t for the Negro, but we are for the war.”

Lincoln listened to anti-slavery congressmen—Radical Republicans they were called—who had an increasingly loud voice in the Senate and House now that Southern representatives had resigned. On one ofCharles Sumner’s first visits to the White House heurged the President to use his war powers to free theRebels’ slaves.

Lincoln listened patiently to everyone. “My policy is to have no policy,” he told his secretary. “What Iwant is to get done what the people desire to havedone, and the question for me is how to find that outexactly.”

Oddly enough, it was the slaves themselves who began to shape a policy for the President. There were five million whites and four million slaves in the Confederate States. As long as the Negroes stayed on theplantations tending the crops, or worked on fortifications and harbor defenses, every able-bodied whiteman could join the Rebel Army. If the slaves stoppedworking, the Confederacy would be crippled.

The war was only two weeks old when the first slaves stopped working. Instead of riding the Underground Railroad to Canada they presented themselvesat the nearest Union camp. To their dismay, they werepromptly sent back to their owners. General GeorgeMcClellan issued an order to his officers to crush anyattempt at slave rebellion “with an iron hand.”

The commander of the Union’s Department of Virginia, Benjamin Butler, disagreed with McClellan’s stand. A pro-slavery New Englander who had backedJefferson Davis for the United States presidency, hecould hardly be accused of being an abolitionist. Hewas, however, a practical man. When three huskyslaves paddled across Chesapeake Bay to his camp hegladly put them to work building a bakehouse for hissoldiers.

The next day the war in Virginia stood still for an hour while a Confederate major with a flag of truce in his hand paid Butler a visit. Reminding him of hisobligations under the Fugitive Slave Law, the majordemanded the return of the runaways. Butler refused.Since the South had left the Union, slaveownerscould hardly claim the protection of federal law, hepointed out. With a sly smile, he declared that thefugitives were “contraband of war.”

The word “contraband” caught on immediately. Law-abiding citizens saw that it destroyed the lastreason for obeying the Fugitive Slave Law. Politicians and army officers who were uncomfortable aboutcalling runaway slaves free men spoke of them as “contrabands” in all official documents. Throughout thewar newspapermen covering the battlefront consulted“the intelligent contraband” for information.

Most important of all, “contraband” was whispered, sung, tapped out on the grapevine telegraph. Twodays after Butler’s interview with the Confederatemajor, eight Negroes entered his lines. A day later,fifty-nine appeared. In two months, when his campsheltered nine hundred contrabands, Congress drewup a law authorizing the confiscation of slaves whoseowners permitted them to work on military installations. Confiscation didn’t mean emancipation. Thestatus of the runaways, particularly the women andchildren, was left undecided. But the shadowy outline of a policy toward slavery was beginning to appear.

Whenever Union soldiers marched into the South—in tidewater Virginia, on the coast of South Carolina and the banks of the Mississippi—slaves stampeded to meet them. Along the Tennessee River contrabands were “coming in by wagon loads.” InAlabama federal troops “were almost smothered bywelcoming blacks.” After the capture of New Orleans“the marching of a Union column into one of the sugarparishes was like thrusting a walking stick into anant-hill.” Hungry, ragged, carrying babies on theirbacks, frying pans and quilts in their hands, they cameto join the Yankee soldiers.

By land and sea they came. When a Northern merchant vessel was captured by a Confederate privateer, William Tillman, a Negro steward, killed the Rebelofficers who had been put aboard and sailed the merchantman to New York. Robert Smalls, a slave pilot,stole a Confederate gunboat from Charleston Harbor. With a slave crew and their wives and children,he set out before dawn one May morning. Giving theproper signals as he passed the guns of Fort Sumter, he delivered the boat to the Union fleet. “Ithought it might be of some service to Uncle Abe,”this “daring and intelligent contraband” said.

In the army camps the contrabands made themselves useful. Living in rude barracks with their families, they drew army rations of hardtack and salt beef, and army laborers’ pay. They built forts and dugtrenches, unloaded ships and railway cars. Manyserved as wagon masters, teamsters, blacksmiths,cooks while their wives washed uniforms and their children crowded around the soldiers’ campfires at night, begging to be taught their ABCs.

The contrabands weren’t welcomed everywhere by Lincoln’s generals. In the Department of the West,Halleck refused to allow them to enter his lines. InTennessee, Sherman permitted runaways in camp,but he also permitted their masters to look for them,if the slaveowners swore loyalty to the Union. OneMassachusetts colonel attempted to please everyoneby putting runaway and owner outside his camp atthe same time. If the slave could outrun his masterhe was free.

As he tried to steer a middle course, Abraham Lincoln sometimes found his anti-slavery generals more troublesome than his pro-slavery ones. Fightingagainst guerrilla raiders in Missouri, John C. Fremont confiscated all Rebel property and gave Rebel-owned slaves their liberty. David Hunter did thesame thing on the Sea Islands in South Carolina, butLincoln canceled the orders of both men, calling them“a little too previous.”

The President was listening more intently than ever to learn what the people wanted him to do. The warwas going badly. His first call for troops had broughta flood of men to recruiting offices. But fifteen monthslater when he asked for 300,000 volunteers he heardgrumbles instead of cheers. Business was good. Wageswere rising. Besides, what was the war being foughtfor, anyway?

Americans weren’t the only ones to ask this question. Deprived of cotton by the Union blockade of Southern ports, mills had shut down in the textiledistricts of England and France. A million Europeanworkers were out of jobs. Employers talked of recognizing the South as a sovereign nation, even of entering the war on the side of the Confederacy. But theworkingmen, including the unemployed mill hands,supported the Union, if—it was a big if—the Civil Warwould end slavery.

Lincoln was pulled first one way and then the other. The North needed soldiers, yet free Negroes whoseancestors had fought in the Revolution and War of1812 were rejected by the War Department. “I haveput thousands of muskets into the hands of Tennessee, Kentucky, and western North Carolina,” thePresident said. “These men do not believe in mustering in the Negro. If I do it these thousands of muskets will be turned against us.”

The North needed soldiers but feared to arm the slaves. “We are striking with our soft white hand,when we should be striking with the iron hand ofthe black man, which we keep chained behind us,”Frederick Douglass wrote. Giving guns to slaveswould be “the most terrible weapon in our armor.Is that an argument against its use?” Thaddeus Stevens, a Radical Republican congressman, asked.

“It would do no good to go ahead any faster than the country would follow,” Lincoln wearily answered.“Sumner and the rest of you would upset our applecart altogether, if you had your way. We’ll fetch ’em, just give us a little time.”

Time passed. At Shiloh the Union suffered ten thousand casualties. In the Seven Days’ Battles aroundMechanicsville, fifteen thousand Yankee soldiers werewounded or killed. There was no doubt that a long,tough war lay ahead. “Let the Administration honestly seek to destroy slavery, Mr. President, and youwill have no enemies left and no rebellion,” Wendell Phillips said.

Once again the President shook his head. “We didn’t go into the war to put down slavery, but to putthe flag back. To act differently at this moment wouldnot only weaken our cause but smack of bad faith.No! We must wait until every other means has beenexhausted. This thunderbolt will keep.”

Lincoln carefully explored “other means.” He ordered strict enforcement of the law against the African slave trade, the statute that had been openly violated for fifty-five years. Five slave ships were captured and a sea captain from Maine, caught at themouth of the Congo River with nine hundred Negroes on board, was condemned to death.

Prominent Northerners begged Lincoln to pardon the slave trader. Pen in hand, he read through thereprieve that had been drawn up for his signature.With almost a wail of despair he told a visitor, “Youdon’t know how hard it is to have a human being diewhen you know that a stroke of your pen may savehim.” But he let the pen fall from his fingers, and for the first time in American history a kidnaper of Africans was hanged.

Lincoln proposed that the United States recognize the black republics of Haiti and Liberia, as England and France had done almost half a century earlier. Congress agreed, but the State Department warned that a Negro ambassador would hardly beacceptable in Washington society. Ignoring diplomatic channels, Lincoln sent a private message to theHaitian President couched in his own undiplomaticlanguage—“I shan’t tear my shirt if he sends a Negrohere!” When a “rather dark” Haitian minister arrived,he was warmly received at the White House.

Lincoln went further. He called Border State leaders to a meeting and begged them to emancipate their slaves, with Congress footing the bill. He wrote toCentral and South America, trying to find a countrywhere the freed Negroes could emigrate. By birthand marriage, Lincoln was a Border State man. In1862 he could not imagine black and white men living as equals in the United States.

His halfway measures failed. Border State legislatures refused to consider emancipation, and spokesmen for free Negroes and contrabands wouldn’t hear of moving to a strange land. “The children of theblack man have enriched the soil by their tears, andsweat, and blood,” Robert Purvis wrote from Philadelphia. “Sir, we were born here and here we chooseto remain.”

Then Lincoln took a momentous step. He signed a bill giving freedom to the three thousand slaves in the District of Columbia. Ever since 1800 when thefederal government moved to Washington, men hadpetitioned Congress to end slavery in the District.Now the long petition fight was over. “It is the firstinstallment of the great debt which we all owe to anenslaved race,” Senator Sumner said.

There was still more to come. Congress appropriated money for schools for Negro children in Washington and allowed black men to be employed as mail carriers. A law freed slaves in all the territories and anew Confiscation Act gave liberty to Rebel-ownedslaves who escaped to the Union Army. In the language of the day, the runaways were no longer “contrabands.” They had been transformed into “freedmen.”

As the news traveled southward a million dollars’ worth of slave property disappeared in a single weekin North Carolina. South Carolinians began to movetheir slaves to Texas, and Georgians complained thattheir losses from runaways would soon amount to fifteen million dollars.

One by one the props holding up slavery were being knocked down. “The events taking place seem like a dream,” Frederick Douglass wrote. Nevertheless,victory was still far away. Volunteers were tricklinginto recruiting offices. A draft was bitterly opposed.Lincoln’s ambassadors overseas reported a growingsentiment for recognition of the Confederate States.

Lincoln was still listening. “A man watches his pear tree day after day, impatient for the ripening of the fruit,” he explained. “Let him attempt to force theprocess and he may spoil both fruit and tree. But lethim patiently wait, and the ripe pear at length fallsinto his lap.”

In the summer of 1862 the patient man came to a decision. Whenever he could escape from WhiteHouse visitors he walked across the lawn to the military telegraph office. Borrowing sheets of foolscap fromthe operators, he began to write “something special.”He listened to the dot-dash-dot of the clicking keys.He stared out of the window. He stopped to readdispatches from the battle fronts. He wrote, crossedout, wrote again.

With the first short days of fall, husbandman Lincoln concluded that his pears were ripe at last. On the twenty-second of September he issued the “special” message he had been working on. Newspapersaround the world headlined it:

HIGHLY IMPORTANT. A PROCLAMATION BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES. ALL SLAVES IN STATES IN REBELLION ON THEFIRST OF JANUARY NEXT TO BE FREE.

In England a monster mass meeting of workingmen celebrated the news. In Washington brass bands serenaded the White House and the Cabinet held a partyat Secretary Chase’s. “They all seemed to feel a sortof new and exhilarated life,” Lincoln’s secretary noted.“They breathed freer. The President’s Proclamationhad freed them as well as the slaves. They gleefully and merrily called each other abolitionists and seemed to enjoy the novel accusation of appropriating thathorrible name.”

The abolitionists were more sparing with their cheers. With one hundred days to wait, the “cautious,forbearing, hesitating, slow” President—“the tortoise,”Wendell Phillips called him—might change his mind. “How slow this child of freedom is being born!” Charles Sumner exclaimed.
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Lincoln continued to listen. Border state men begged him to withdraw the Proclamation. Confederate congressmen threatened to hang all Union prisoners after January 1. But the War Departmentquietly lifted its ban on Negro soldiers. Before thehundred days were over the Louisiana Native Guardsand the 1st South Carolina Volunteers, a company ofex-slaves, went into action. The ist Kansas Colored Regiment was drilling and Massachusetts and Rhode Island were calling for dark-skinned volunteers.Northerners who were prejudiced against Negroessmiled at a popular rhyme:

Some say it is a burnin’ shame

To make the Negroes fight,

An’ that the trade o’ being kilt

Belongs but to the white;

But as for me ‘upon me soul’

So liberal are we here,

I’ll let Sambo be murdered in place o’ meself

On every day in the year.

When Congress convened in December a sober President delivered his annual message on CapitolHill. “Fellow citizens,” he warned the lawmakers, “wecannot escape history.” Three weeks later he signedthe Emancipation Proclamation.

For almost two hundred and fifty years slaves on the North American continent had struggled to breaktheir chains. At last the world’s first democracy hadcaught up with its promise of liberty and equalityfor all.

In the winter of 1865, as the war drew painfully to a close, Congress approved a 13th Amendment to theConstitution:

“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude . . . shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.”

For the first time the Constitution mentioned the word “slavery.” “It winds the whole thing up,” thePresident said.

Joyous crowds, lighting their way with torches, paraded to the White House that night. When they called for Lincoln he came to the window. “The greatjob is ended,” he said. “The occasion is one of congratulation, and I cannot but congratulate all present,myself, the country, and the whole world upon thisgreat moral victory!”

In Massachusetts, John Greenleaf Whittier penned his last anti-slavery poem:

It is done!

Clang of bell and roar of gun

Send the tidings up and down.

How the belfries rock and reel!

How the great guns, peal on peal,

Fling the joy from town to town!

Ring, O bells!

Every stroke exulting tells

Of the burial hour of crime.

Loud and long, that all may hear,

Ring for every listening ear



Of Eternity and Time!


Note to the Reader and Sources

Except for the story of Kamba, every incident in this book is true and every quotation accurate. Our forefathers were often long-winded, however. To makethe story move faster, I have taken the liberty of shortening quotations without in any case changing theirmeaning. In several instances I have also translatedheavy dialect into more readable English.

The information in "They Came in Chains" has come from the following sources:

General Histories

Beard, Charles and Mary. Rise of American Civilization. Macmillan, 1936.

Bontemps, Arna. Story of the Negro. Knopf, 1951.

Franklin, John Hope. From Slavery to Freedom. Knopf, 1956.

Hughes, Langston, and Meltzer, Milton. A Pictorial History of the Negro in America. Crown, 1956.

Redding, J. Saunders. They Came in Chains. Lippincott, 1950.

U. S. Department of Commerce. Historical Statistics of the United States. U. S. Government Printing Office,1961.

Wilson, Henry. Rise and Fall of Slave Power in America. 3 vols. James R. Osgood and Co., 1872.

Writers Program of WPA. The Negro in Virginia. Hastings House, 1940.


AFRICA AND THE SLAVE TRADE

Brown, Ina C. The Story of the American Negro. Friendship Press, 1957.

Dow, George F. Slave Ships and Slaving. Marine Research Society, 1927.

Du Bois, W. E. B. The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade. Social Science Press, 1954.

---. Black Folk Then and Now. Henry Holt, 1939.

---. The World and Africa. Viking, 1947.

Herskovits, Melville. The Myth of the Negro Past. Beacon, 1958.

Williams, Eric. Capitalism and Slavery. University of North Carolina Press, 1944.

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA

Becker, Carl. The Declaration of Independence. Knopf, i95i-

Farrand, Max. The Fathers of the Constitution. Yale University Press, 1921.

---. The Framing of the Constitution. Yale University Press, 1913.

Lancaster, Bruce. From Lexington to Liberty. Doubleday, 1955-

Lengyel, Cornel. Four Days in July. Doubleday, 1958.

Livermore, George. An Historical Research Respecting the Opinions of the Founders of the Republic onNegroes as Slaves, as Citizens and as Soldiers. Boston,1862.

Malone, Dumas. Jefferson the Virginian. Little, Brown, 1948.

Mazyck, Walter. George Washington and the Negro. Associated Publishers, 1932.

Van Doren, Carl. Benjamin Franklin. Viking, 1938.

Wilkes, Laura E. Missing Pages in American History. n.p. 1919.


RUNAWAYS AND REBELS

Aptheker, Herbert. A Documentary History of the Negro People in the United States. Citadel, 1951.

---. Essays in the History of the American Negro. International, 1945.

---. American Negro Slave Revolts. Columbia University Press, 1943.

---. To Be Free. International, 1948.

Ball, Charles. Slavery in the United States, n.p. 1836.

Breyfogle, William. Make Free. Lippincott, 1958.

Brown, William Wells. Narrative of William Wells Brown. n.p., 1849.

Child, L. Maria. The Freedmens Book. Ticknor and Fields, 1865.

Douglas, Marjory Stoneman. The Everglades. Rinehart, 1947.

Douglass, Frederick. The Heroic Slave, n.p. 1853.

Giddings, Joshua R. The Exiles of Florida. Follett, Foster and Co., 1858.

Johnson, James Weldon. Black Manhattan. Knopf, 1930.

Korngold, Ralph. Citizen Toussaint. Little, Brown, 1945.

Porter, Kenneth. “Florida Slaves and Free Negroes in the Seminole War ,” Journal of Negro History, October 1943.

---. “Three Fighters for Freedom,” Journal of NegroHistory, January 1943.

---. “Relations between Negroes and Indians within the Present Limits of the United States,” Journal of Negro History, July 1932.

---. Abraham, Phylon, 2nd quarter, 1941.

Sterling, Dorothy. Freedom Train. Doubleday, 1954.

Still, William. The Underground Railroad. Porter & Coates, 1872.

Stowe, Harriet Beecher. Dred. Houghton Mifflin, 1888.

NEGRO LEADERS

Brawley, Benjamin. Negro Builders and Heroes. University of North Carolina Press, 1937.

Douglass, Frederick. Life and Times. Park Publishing Co., 1882.

---. Life and Writings, ed. Philip Foner. Vols. I—III. International, 1952.

Graham, Shirley. Your Most Humble Servant. Messner, 1949.

Ottley, Roi. Black Odyssey. Scribner’s, 1949.

Quarles, Benjamin. Frederick Douglass. Associated Publishers, 1948.


AMERICAN SLAVERY

American Anti-Slavery Society. American Slavery as It Is. New York, 1839.

Bancroft, Frederic. Slave-Trading in the Old South. Furst, 1931.

Bauer, Alice and Raymond. “Day to Day Resistance to Slavery, Journal of Negro History, October 1942.

Botkin, Benjamin A. Lay My Burden Down. University of Chicago Press, 1946.

Frazier, E. Franklin. The Negro Family in the United States. Citadel, 1948.

Olmsted, Frederick Law. A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States. 2 vols. Putnam’s, 1904.

Phillips, Ulrich B. American Negro Slavery. Peter Smith, 1959.

Stampp, Kenneth M. The Peculiar Institution. Knopf, 1956.

ABOLITIONISM

Buckmaster, Henrietta. Let My People Go. Harper, 1941.

Chapman, John Jay. William Lloyd Garrison. Doubleday,1959.

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. Miscellanies, Houghton Mifflin, 1871.

Garrison, W. P. and F. J. William Lloyd Garrison. 4 vols. Houghton Mifflin, 1894.

Lader, Lawrence. The Bold Brahmins. Dutton, 1961.

Sherwin, Oscar. Prophet of Liberty: The Life and Timesof Wendell Phillips. Bookman Associates, 1958.

Redpath, James. The Public Life of Capt. John Brown.

Thayer and Eldridge, 1860.

Villard, Oswald Garrison. John Brown. Knopf, 1943.

U. S. POLITICS, 1830-60

Filler, Louis. The Crusade against Slavery. Harper, i960.

Dumond, Dwight L. Antislavery Origins of the Civil War.

University of Michigan Press, 1959.

Donald, David. Charles Sumner and the Coming of the Civil War. Knopf, 1960.

Stampp, Kenneth M., ed. The Causes of the Civil War. Prentice-Hall, 1961.

Weld, Theodore. Letters, ed. Dwight L. Dumond and Gilbert H. Barnes. D. Appleton-Century, 1934.


LINCOLN AND THE CIVIL WAR

Higginson, Thomas Wentworth. Army Life in a Black Regiment. Fields, Osgood & Co., 1870.

Leech, Margaret. Reveille in Washington, 1860-1865. Harper, 1941.

Newspaper clippings from the Liberator, the New York Times, Norfolk Journal and Guide.

Quarles, Benjamin. The Negro in the Civil War. Little, Brown, 1953.

Sandburg, Carl. Abraham Lincoln, The Prairie Years. 2 vols. Harcourt, Brace, 1926.

---. Abraham Lincoln, The War Years. 4 vols. Harcourt, Brace, 1939.

Sterling, Dorothy. Captain of the Planter. Doubleday, 1958.

Swanberg, W. A. First Blood. Scribner’s, 1958.

Turner, Bishop H. M. The Negro in Slavery, War and Peace. A.M.E. Book Concern, 1913.

Washington, John E. They Knew Lincoln. Dutton, 1942.

Wilbur, Henry W. Lincolns Attitude towards Slavery andEmancipation. Walter H. Jenkins, 1914.

POEMS AND SONGS

Allen, William Francis, Ware, C. P., and Garrison, L. M.Slave Songs of the United States. Peter Smith, 1951.

Ames, Russell. The Story of American Folk Song. Grosset& Dunlap, 1955.

Lowell, James Russell. Poetical Works. Houghton Mifflin, 1890.

Whittier, John Greenleaf. Poetical Works, Vol. III. Houghton Mifflin, 1895.

Work, John W., ed. American Negro Songs and Spirituals. Bonanza Books, 1940.



Index




All the entries and sub-entries from the original print edition are below. The page numbers which are no longer relevant were removed.




Abellino

Abolitionists and their societies

Abraham (Yobly)

Adams, Abigail

Adams, John

Adams, John Quincy

Adams, Samuel

African Methodist EpiscopalChurch

Africanus, Leo

Allen, General Ethan

Allen, Rev. Richard

Alton, Illinois

American Anti-Slavery Society

Anti-slavery literature

Armistead, James

Atchison, David

Atchison, Kansas

Attacks, Crispus

Auctions, slave




Ball, Charles

Banneker, Benjamin

Barnum, P. T. 

Beecher, Henry Ward

“Beecher’s Bibles” 

Bill of Rights

Bimey, James

Black Codes

Border Ruffians

Boston, Massachusetts

Boston Massacre

Brooks, Preston

Brown, Henry “Box”

Brown, John

Buchanan, James

Burns, Anthony

Butler, General Benjamin



Calhoun, John C.

Charleston, South Carolina

Chase, Salmon P.

Chavis, John

Chicago, Illinois

Cincinnati, Ohio

Civil War

Clay, Cassius

Coffin, Levi

Company of Royal Adventurersof England

Compromise of 

Confederate States of America



Confiscation Act

Congress, U.S.

Constitutional Convention

Constitution of the U.S.

Continental Congress

Contraband of war

Cornish, Samuel

Cornwallis, Lord

Cotton gin

Craft, Ellen and William

Crandall, Prudence

Creek Indians

Cuffe, Paul



Dade, Major Francis

Dana, Richard Henry

Daughters of Liberty

Davis, Jefferson

Declaration of Independence

Douglas, Stephen A.

Douglas, William O.

Douglass, Frederick

Dred Scott decision

Dunmore, Lord

Dutch West India Company



Elizabeth I, Queen

Ellsworth, Oliver

Emancipation of slaves

Emancipation Proclamation

Emerson, Ralph Waldo

Emigrant Aid Society

Everglades of Florida


Fairfield, John

Fillmore, Millard

Florida Purchase

Forbes, John Murray

Forten, James, 

Fortress Monroe

Fort Sumter

Foster, Stephen

Franklin, Benjamin

Freedom, by purchase

flights to

Fremont, General John C.

Fugitive Slave Law

Fugitive slaves. See Runawayslaves



Gag rule

Gaines, Major General

Gamble, Black Jack

Garrett, Thomas

Garrison, William Lloyd

Giddings, Joshua R.

Glover, Joshua

Grapevine news

Great Dismal Swamp

Great Wahoo Swamp

Greeley, Horace

Green Mountain Boys

Grimke, Angelina



Haiti, Republic of

Halleck, General Henry W.

Hammond, Governor of SouthCarolina

Harpers Ferry, Virginia

Harris, Eliza

Hawkins, Captain John

Hayden, Louis

Henson, Josiah

Henry, Patrick

Higginson, Thomas W.

Holmes, Oliver Wendell

Horton, George Moses

Hugo, Victor

Hunter, General David

Indians, American

Indian territory



Jackson, Andrew

Jamestown, Virginia

Jay, John

Jefferson, Thomas

Jessup, General

Jubilee of Liberty



Kansas-Nebraska Act

Kansas Territory warfare

King Cotton



Lafayette, Marquis de

Laurens, Colonel John

Lawrence, Amos

Lawrence, Kansas

Lee, Richard Henry

Leo X, Pope

Lewis, Jane

Liberator

Liberia

Lincoln, Abraham,



Longfellow, Henry Wadsworth

Louisiana Purchase

Lovejoy, Elijah

Lowell, James Russell 

Lundy, Benjamin



Macon, Georgia

Madison, James

Maroons

Mason, John

Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society

McClellan, General George

McHenry, Jerry, Mexico

Micanopy, Seminole Chief

Middle passage, the

Minute Men

Monroe, James

Montesquieu, Charles

Morris, Gouverneur



Nalle, Charles

Nantucket Island

Nassau

New Orleans, Louisiana

North Star



Otis, James



Pacheco, Louis

Paine, Thomas

Paris, Treaty of

Parker, Theodore

Patrollers

Phillips, Wendell

Pierce, Franklin K.

Pinckney, Charles

Pocahontas

Pompey

Prosser, Gabriel

Purvis, Robert



Republican party

Revere, Paul


Revolts, slave

Revolutionary War

Richmond, Virginia

Rolfe, John

Ross, Alexander

Ruffin, Edmund

Runaway slaves

Russworm, John

Rutledge, John



Sailors, Negro

Savannah, Georgia

Scott, Dred

Secession

Seminole Indians

Seminole Wars, 

Seward, William H.

Sherman, Roger

Sherman, General William T.

Slave-catchers

Slavery, African origins

anti-slavery societies

beginning of

congressional representation

 question of

 justification of

 oppression

 petitions

 revolts

 tricks to dodge work

Slave trade


Smalls, Robert

Smith, Samuel

Snelgrave, William

Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery

Soldiers, Negro

Sons of Liberty

Spies, Negro

Stamp Act

Stevens, Thaddeus

Still, William

Stony Point, New York

Stowe, Harriet Beecher

Sugar Act

Sumner, Charles



Taney, Roger

Thirteenth Amendment

Tillman, William

Toombs, Robert

Toussaint l’Ouverture

Tubman, Harriet

Turner, Aletheia

Turner, Nat



Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Underground Railroad

Union Army

Vesey, Denmark

Vigilance Committees

Virginia Company

Walker,David

Washington, D.C.

Washington, George

Washington, Madison

Wayne, General Anthony

Weld, Theodore

Wheatley, Phillis

White, Charles

Whitman,Walt

Whitney, Eli

Whittier, John Greenleaf







For Students and Teachers

More titles fromEbooksforstudents.orgwhere district-wide, school-wide, and classroom-wide licenses are available.

(Samples of all the ebooks below are available on Amazon.)



Young Adult Books 
(with Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level)



Flight to Freedom-The Story of the Underground Railroad 

by Henrietta Buckmaster (4.7)




Revolt on the Amistad

by Emma Gelders Sterne (5.1)

Patrick Henry: Firebrand of the Revolution

by Nardi Campion (5.6)


Benito Juarez-Builder of a Nation 

by Emma Gelders Sterne (6.3)


Juarez-Hero of Mexico 

by Nina Brown Baker (6.0)


Malcolm X: Another Side of the Movement 

by Mark Davies (6.1)


Mary McLeod Bethune

by Emma Gelders Sterne. (7.6)


The Life of W.E.B. Du Bois: His Was the Voice 

by Emma Gelders Sterne (6.5)


Michael Faraday 

by Harry Sootin (6.4)


He Wouldn't be King: The Story of Simon Bolivar

by Nina Brown Baker (6.3)


Lenin with a Study Guide

by Nina Baker Brown (9.0)


Thomas Edison

by Roselyn and Ray Eldon Hiebert (9.1)


Bayard Rustin: Behind the Scenes of the Civil Rights Movement

by James Haskin (11.0)


Power to the People: The Rise and Fall of the Black Panther Party

by Jim Haskins (11.3)




Military/Political Memoirs


Leatherhead in Korea: On the Front Lines with a U.S. Marine Combat Artist 

by Norval E. Packwood (mostly illustrations) (3.0)

Serenade to the Big Bird

by  Bert Stiles (6.2)


Agent in Italy with a Study Guide

by S.K. (6.4)

The New Legions

by Donald Duncan (6.7)


Helmet for My Pillow: From Parris Island to the Pacific with Maps

By Robert Leckie (7.4)


Runaway Russia 

by Florence McLeod Harper (6.4)


Freedom Ride: Civil Rights and Non-Violent Resistance with a Forward by James Baldwin

by James Peck (9.4)



Journalism and Biographies

Mrs. R: The Life of Eleanor Roosevelt

by Alfred Steinberg (8.3)

War in Korea: the Report of a Woman Combat Correspondent 

by Marguerite Higgins (Pulitzer Prize Winner for International Reporting) (8.4)

Mississippi Notebook: Freedom Summer June-August 1964 

by Nicholas Von Hoffman (8.7)

Abraham Lincoln

by James Daugherty (8.8)

Revolution in Mexico-Death is Incidental 

by Heath Bowman and Sterling Dickinson (8.8). 

Benjamin Franklin: The First Civilized American

by Philips Russell (9.5)

Thurgood Marshall: From His Early Years to Brown 

by Hunter R. Clark and Michael D. Davis (10.1)

Thurgood Marshall: His Triumph in Brown, His Years on the Supreme Court 

by Hunter R. Clark and Michael D. Davis (10.2)

The Lonely Warrior: The Life and Times of Robert S. Abbott, Founder of the Chicago Defender 

by Roi Ottley (11.0)

Harlem: People, Power, and Politics 1900-1950

by Roi Ottley, previously published as New World A-Coming for which Ottley won the Anisfield-Wolf Book Award (9.5)

A Stranger in My House: Jews and Arabs in the West Bank

by Walter Reich (14.5)

The Legend of John Brown 

by Richard O. Boyer (15.9)




Individual copies are available at Amazon. Class set licenses, school-wide, and district-wide licenses which provide students with ebooks at 5¢ a copy and less are available at ebooksforstudents.org













OEBPS/Images/main-10.jpg





OEBPS/Images/gabrielposter.jpg
>

WANTED
. Dead or Elive

75 TS Y

I{l'}\\'.\l{l),(}l" é
P S2B0.0006 v

—— —Ta





OEBPS/Images/main-13.jpg





OEBPS/Images/osman_the_maroon_ in_a_swamp.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ebooks_log0.jpg
Ebooks for
Students





OEBPS/Images/Actual_Nov12_Final_1650px.jpg
Revolts Resistance and Emancipation
WANTED

- Dead orx Rlive

GABRIEL THE
BLACKSMITH,

RIEYWARD OF

...)'Q 0%0 &

By Dorothy Sterhng





OEBPS/Images/main-21.jpg





OEBPS/Images/main-19.jpg





OEBPS/Images/prosser_gabriel.jpg





OEBPS/Images/main-18.jpg





OEBPS/Images/main-6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/nat turner.jpg





OEBPS/Images/main-9.jpg





