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44 Major Problems in African-American History

of our masters of ships, they are so regulated that it seems incredible: And in this
particular our nation exceeds all other Europeans; for as the French, Portuguese and
English slave-ships. are always foul and stinking; on the contrary ours are for the
meost part clean and neat.

The slaves are fed three times a day with indifferent good victuals, and much
better than they eat in their own country. Their lodging-place is divided into two
parts; one of which is appointed for the men the other for the women: each sex be-
ing kept apart: Here they lye as close together as is possible for them to be crowded.

We are sometimes sufficiently plagued with a parcel of slaves, which come
from a far in-land country, who very innocently persuade one another, that we buy
themn only to fatten and afterwards eat them as a delicacy.

When we are s0 unhappy as to be pestered with many of this sort, they resolve
and agree together (and bring over the rest of their party) to run away from the
ship, kill the Europeans, and set the vessel a-shore; by which means they design to
free themselves from being our food.

I'have twice met with this misfortune; and the first time proved very unlucky
to me, I not in the least suspecting it; but the up roar was timely quashed by the
master of the ship and my self, by causing the abettor to be shot through the head,
after which all was quiet.

But the second time it fell heavier on another ship, and that chiefly by the care-
lessness of the master, who having fished up the anchor of a departed English ship,
had Iaid it in the hold where the male slaves were lodged; who, unknown to any of
the ships crew, possessed themselves of a hammer; with which, in a short time,
they broke all their fetters in pieces upon the anchor: after this they came above
deck and fell upon our men; some of whom they grievously wounded, and would
certainly have mastered the ship, if a French and English ship had not very fortu-
nately happened to Iye by us; who perceiving by our firing a distress’d-gun, that
something was in disorder on board, immediately came to our assistance with
chalops [shallups] and men, and drove ihe slaves under deck; Not withstanding
which before all was appeased about twenty of them were killed.

The Portuguese have been more unlucky in this particular than we; for in four
years time they lost four ships in this manner. . . .

5. William Snelgrave, an English Trader,
Describes the Business of Slave Trading and
Two Slave Mutinies, 1734

For the better understanding of the following Relation it is necessary to prefix some
Account of the late State of the Country of Whidaw; before the terrible Destruction
and Desalation therein in the Month of March 1726-7.

The Reader then is to observe, That the Sea-Coast this Kingdom lies in 6 De-
grees 40 Minutes North Latitude. Sabee, the chief Town of the Country, is situate

“William Snelgrave’s Account of Guinea,” in Documents Hlustrative of the History of the Slave Trade to
America, ed, Elizabeth Donnan {New York: Ocragon Books, 1969), 2:342-344, 352-356.




shout seveD Miles from the Seaside. In this Town the King allowed Fhe Europeans
convenient Houses for their Factories and by lum we were prot&;cted in our Persor}s
and Goods, and when our Business was finished, were permitted to go away in
gafety. The Road where Ships anchored was a free Port for all Eur_opeun Natlon.s

* yrading to those parts for Negroes. And this Trade was 50 very considerable, that 1t
i computed while it was in a flourishing State, there were about twenty thousgnd
Negroes yearly exported from thence, and the neighbouring Places by the English,
grench, Dutch, and Portuguese. As this was the principal Part of all ihe Guinea
Coast for the giave Trade, the Tfrequent Iniercourse that Nation had for many Years
carried on with white Pecple had rendered them 50 civilized, that it was a Pleasure
10 deal with them. . ..

{1 so happen’d. that in the Bvening of the Day we came into the Camp, there
were brought above eighteen hundred captives, from a Country called Tuffoe, at
the distance of six days Journey. . ..

The King, at the time we were present, ordered the Captives of Tuffce to be
prought intc the Court: Which being accordingly done, he chose bimself a great
number out of them, t be sacrificed to his Fetiche or Guardian Angel; the others
being kept for Slaves for his own use; or (o be sold to the Europeans. There were
proper Officers, who received the Captives from the Soldiers hands, and paid them
the value of twenty Shillings Sterling for every Man, in Cowries, (which is a Shell
brought from the East Indies, and carried in large quantities to Whidaw by the Euro-
peans, being the current Money of all the neighbouring Countries far and near) and
ten Shillings for a Woman, Boy, of Girl. . ..

About three a Clock that Atternoon, a Messenger came from the great Captain,
to inform us, the King had appointed immediately 1o give us an Audience. .. .

On our coming into the Court, where we had seen the King at our former
Audience, we were desired to stay a little, till the Presents were carried into the
House. that his Majesty might view them. Soon after we were introduced into a
small Court, at the further end of which the King was sifting cross-legg'd on &
Carpet of Silk, spread on the Ground:; He was himself richly dress’d, and had but
few Attendants. When we approached him, his Majesty enquired in a very kind
manner, How we did? ordering we should be placed near him; and accordingly fine
Marts were spread on the Ground for us (o sit on. Tho' sitting in that Posture was
not very easy to us, yet we put a good Face on the matier, understanding by the
Linguist, that it was their Custom.

As soon as we were placed, the King ordered the Interpreter to ask me, What 1
had to desire of him? To which 1 answered, “That as my Business was to trade, so 1

relied on his Majesty’s Goodness, 10 give me a quick dispatch, and fill my Ship with
Negroes; by which means 1 should return into my own Country in a short time;
where I should make known how greal and powerful a King I had seen.” To this the
King replied by the Linguist, “That my desire should be fulfilled: But the first Busi-
ness to be settled was his Custom.” Thereupon I desired his Majesty to let me know
what he expected? There was a Person then present (I believe on purpose) whose
name was Zunglar, a cunning Fellow, who had formerly been the King’s Agent for
several Years at Whidaw: where [ had seen him in my former Voyages. To him {
was referred to talk about the Affair. So Zunglar told me, “his Master being re-
sotved to encourage Trade, tho” he was a Conqueror, yet he would not impose a
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greater Custom than used to be paid to the King of Whidaw.” I answered, “As his
Majesty was a far greater Prince, so 1 hoped he would not take so much.” This
Zunglar not replying readily to, and the King observing it, (for the Linguist told
him every word that pass’d between us) His Majesty himself replied, “That as he
was the greater Prince, he might reasonably expect the more Customt; but as | was
the ficst English Captain he had seen, he would treat me as a young Wife or Bride,
who must be denied nothing at first.”” Being surprized at this turn of Expression, |
told the Linguist, I was afraid he imposed on me, and interpreted the King's
words in too favourable a manner.” His Majesty observing 1 spoke with some
Sharpness, asked what 1 said? Which the Linguist having told him, his Majesty
smiled. and expressed himself again to the same purpose: Adding, “I should find
his Actions answerable to his Words” Being greatly encouraged by the King’s
gracious Expressions towards me, I took the Liberty to represent to his Majesty,
“That the best way to make Trade flourish, was to impose easy Customs, and to
protect us from the Thievery of the Natives, and the Impositions of great Men;
which the King of Whidaw not doing, had greatly hurt the Trade. For the ill usage
the Europeans had met with of late from him and his People, had caused them to
send fewer Ships than formerly they did. And tho’ a large Custom might seem at
first for his Majesty’s Advaatage, vet it would soon be found, that a great number
of Ships would thereby be hindred from coming to trade; so that in this respect he
would lose far more in General, than he would gain by that Particular.”

The King took what 1 said in good part, telling me, “I should name my own
Custom,” which I at first declined: But being prestto doit a second time, I told the
Linguist to ask his Majesty, “Whether he would be pleased to take one half of what
we used to pay at Whidaw?” To this the King readily agreed; adding, “He designed
1o make Trade flourish; and I might depend upon it, he would prevent all Imposi-
tions, and Thievery, and protect the Europeans that came to his Country, saying,
that his God had made him the Instrument to punish the King of Whidaw, and his
people, for the many Villanies they had been guilty of towards both Whites and
Blacks: That the Embassadors now in his Camp from the said King, had informed
him of me and my Character, and that by the account they had given him of my
former dealings in their Country, he could put much Confidence in me.” Then his
Majesty having asked me divers Questions concerning our former ill usage in the
Country of Whidaw, to which [ answered as I thought proper . . .

I come now to give an Account of the Mutinies that have happened on board
the Ships where I have been.

These Mutinies are generally occasioned by the Sailors ill usage of these poor
People, when on board the Ship wherein they are transported to our Plantations.
Wherever therefore [ have commanded, it has been my principal Care, to have the
Negroes on board my Ship kindly used: and I have always strictly charged my
white People to treat them with Humanity and Tenderness; In which I have usu-
ally found my Account, both in keeping them from mutinying, and preserving
them in health.

And whereas it may seem strange to those that are unacquainted with the
method of managing them, how we can Carry $o many hundreds together in a small
Ship, and keep them in order, I shall just mention what is generally practiced,
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When we purchase grown People. [ acquaint them by the Interpreter, “That. now
they are hecome my Property, [ think it w let them know what they are bought for,
that they may be easy 1 their Minds: (For these poor People are generally under
terrible Apprehensions upon their being bought by white Men, many being afraid
that we design (o eat them: which, [ have been told, is a story much credited by the
infand Negroes:) So after informing them, That they are bought to tifl the Ground
in our Country, with several other Matters; T then acquaint them, how they are to
hehave themselves on board towards the white Men: that if anyone abuses them,
they are to complain to the Linguist. who is to inform me of it. and T will do them
Justice; But if they make a Disturbance, or offer to strike a white Man, they must
expect to be severely punished.”

When we purchase the Negroes, we couple the sturdy Men together with Irons;
hut we suffer the Wornen and Children to go freely about: And soon after we have
sail'd from the Coast, we undo all the Mens [rons.

They are fed twice a day, and are allowed in fair Weather to come on Deck at
seven a Clock in the Morning, and to remain there, if they think proper, till Sun
setting. Every Monday Morning they are served with Pipes and Tobacco, which
they are very fond of. The Men Negroes todge separate from the Women and Chil-
dren: and the places where they all Iye are cleaned every day, some white Men being
appointed to see them do it. . .,

The first Mutiny I saw among the Negroes, happened during my first Voyage,
in the Year 1704, It was on hoard the Fugle Gallery of London, commanded by my
Father, with whom [ was as Purser. We had bought our Negroes in the River of
Old Callabar in the Bay of Guinea. At the time of their mutinying we were in that
River, having four hundred of them on beard, and not above ten white Men who
were able to do Service: For several of our Ship’s Company were dead, and many
more sick; besides, two of our Boats were just then gone with twelve People on
Shore to fetch Wood, which lay in sight of the Ship. All these Circumstances put
the Negroes on consulting how to mutiny, which they did at four a ctock in the
Afternoon, just as they went to Supper. But as we had always carefully examined
the Mens Trons, both Morning and Evening, none had got them off, which in a
great measure coniributed to our Preservation. Three white Men stood on the
Watch with Cutlaces in their Hands. One of them who was on the Forecastle, a
stout tellow, seeing some of the Men Negroes take hold of the chief Mate, in order
to throw him over board, he laid on them so heartily with the flat side of his
Cutlace, that they soon quitted the Mate, who escaped from them, and run on the
Quarter Deck to get Arms. [ was then sick with an Ague, and lying on a Couch in
the great Cabbin, the Fit being just come on. However, I no sooner heard the Out-
cry, That the Slaves were mutinying, but I took two Pistols, and run on the Deck
with them; where meeting with my father and the chief Mate, I delivered a Pistol
to each of them, Whereupon they went forward on the Boems calling to the
Negroe Men that were on the Forecastle; but they did not regard their Threats,
being busy with the Centry, (who had disengaged the chief Mate,) and they would
have certainly killed him with his own Cutlace, could they have got it from him;
but they could not break the Line wherewith the Handle was fastened to his Wrist.
And so, tho' they had seized him, yvet they could not make use of his Cutlace.
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Being thus disappointed, they endeavoured to throw him overboard, but he held so
fast by one of them that they could no do it. My Father seeing this stout Man in
so much Danger, ventured amongst the Negroes to save him: and fired his Pistol
over their Heads, thinking to frighten them. But a lusty Slave stzuck him with a
Billet so hard, that he was almost stunned. The Slave was going to repeat his
Blow, when a young Lad about seventeen years old, whom we had been kind to,
interposed his Arm. and received the Blow, by which his Arm-bone was fractured.
At the same instant the Mate fired his Pistol, and shot the Negroe that had struck
my Father. At the sight of this the Mutiny ceased, and all the Men-negroes on the
Forecastle threw themselves ftat on their Faces, crying out for Mercy.

Upon examining into the matter, we found, there were not above twenty Men
Slaves concerned in this Mutiny; and the two Ringleaders were missing, having, it
seems, jumped overboard as soon as they found their Project defeated, and were
drowned. This was all the Loss we suffered on this occasion: For the Negroe that
was shot by the Mate, the Surgeon, beyond all Expectation, cared. And 1 had the
good Fortune to lose my Ague, by the fright and hurry T was put into. Moreover,
the young Man, who had received the Blow on his Arm to save my Father, was
cured by the Surgeon in our Passage to Virginia. At our Arrival in that place we
gave him his Freedom; and a worthy Gentleman, one Colonel Carter, took him
into his Service, till he became we!ll enough acquainted in the Country to provide
for himself.

[ have been several Voyages, when there has been no Attempt made by our
Negroes to mutiny; which, I believe, was owing chiefly, to their being kindly used,
and to my Officers Care in keeping a good Watch. But sometimes we meet with
stout stubborn People amongst them, who are never to be made easy; and these are
generally some of the Cormantines, a Nation of the Gold Coast. T went in the year
1721, in the Henry of London, a Voyage to that part of the Coast, and bought a
good many of these People. We were obliged to secure them very well in Irens, and
watch them narrowly: Yet they nevertheless mutinied, tho’ they had little prospect
of succeeding. I lay at that time near a place called Mumfort en the Gold-Coast,
having near five hundred Negroes on board, three hundred of which were Men.
Our Ship’s Company consisted of fifty white People, all in health: And 1 had very
good Officers; so that I was very easy in all respects. . ..

After we had secured these People, I called the Linguists, and ordered them to
bid the Men-Negroes between Decks be quiet; (for there was a great noise amongsk
them.) On their being silent, T asked, “What had induced them to mutiny 7" They
answered, | was a great Rogue (o buy them, in order to carry them away from their
own Country, and that they were resolved to regain their Liberty if possible.”
I replied, “That they had forfeited their Freedom before I bought them, either by
Crimes or by being taken in War, according to the Custom of their Country; and
they being now my Property, [ was resolved to let them feel my Resentment, if they
abused my Kindness: Asking at the same time, Whether they had been ill used
by the white Men, or had wanted for any thing the Ship afforded?” To this they
replied, “They had nothing to complain of.” Then I observed to them, “That if
they should gain their Point and escape to the Shore, it would be no Advantage Lo
them., because their Countrymen would catch them, and sell them to other Ships.”
This served my purpose, and they seemed to be convinced of their Fault, begging,
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“[ would forgive them. und promising for the future to be obedient. and never
mutiny again, iF T would not punish them this time.” This 1readily granted. and so
they went w sleep. When Daylight came we called the Men Negroes up on Deck,
and examining their lrons, found them all secure. So this Atfair happily ended.,
which [ was very slad oft for these People are the stoutest and most sensible
Negroes on the Coast: Nedther are they se weak as (o imagine as others do. that we
huy them to eai them: being satistied we carry them o work in our Plantations, as
they doin their own Country,

However, a few days after this, we discovered they were plotting again, and
preparing to mutiny. For some of the Ringleaders proposed to one of our Linguists,
{f he could procure them an Ax. they would cut the Cables the Ship rid by in the
night: and so en ber deiving (as they imagined) ashore, they should get out of cur
bands, and then would hecome his Servants as long as they lived.

For the better understanding of this I must observe here, that these Linguists
are Natives and Freemen of the Country, whom we hire on account of their speak-
ing good English. during the time we remain trading on the Coast; and they are
likewise Brokers between us and the black Merchants,

This Linguist was so honest as 1o acquaint me with what had been proposed
10 him; and advised me to keep a sirict Watch over the Slaves: For tho™ he had
represented to thum the same as I had done on their mutinying before, That they
would all be catch’d again. and sold to other Ships, in case they could carry their
Point, and get on Shore, vet it had no effect upon them.

This gave me a good deal of Uneasiness. For [ knew several Voyages had
proved unsuccessful by Mutinies; as they occasioned either the total loss of the
Ships and the white Mens Lives: or at least by rendring it absolutely necessary to
kill or wound a great number of the Slaves, in order to prevent a total Destruction.
Moreover, | knew many of these Cormantine Negroes despised Punishment, and
even Deeath it self: It having often happened at Barbadoes and other [slands. that on
their being any ways hardly dealt with, to break them of their Stubbornness in refus-
ing to work, twenty or more have hang’d themselves at a time in a Plantation. . . .

6. Olaudah Equiano, an Ibo, Describes
His Capture, 1756

... I was born, in the year 1745, in o charming truitful vale, named Essaka. The
distance of this province from the capital of Benin and the sea coast must be very
considerable; for | had never heard of white men or Europeans, nor of the sea; and
our subjection te the king of Benin was little more than nominal; for every transac-
tion of the governmeng, as far as my slender observation extended, was conducted
by the chiefs or elders of the place. . ..

We practised circumcision like the Jews, and made offerings and feasts on that
accasion in the same manner as they did. Like them also, cur children were named
from some event, some circumstance, or fancied foreboding at the time of their

The Interesiing Narvarive of Olawdah Equiano, or Gusiavis Vassa, the African (2 vols,, London. 1789).
1:32 41, 4643,




| e

50 Major Problems inn African-Anterican History

hirth. [ was named Olaudah, which, in our language. signifies vicissitude, or foriu-
nate also; one favoured, and having a loud voice and well spoken. . ..

... My father, besides many slaves, had a numerous famnily, of which seven
tived to grow up, including myself and a sister, who was the only daughter. As1was
the youngest of the sons, I became, of course, the greatest favourite with my mother,
and was always with her; and she used to take particular pains (o form my mind. I
was trained up from my earliest years in the arts of agriculture and war: my daily
exercise was shooting and throwing javelins; and my mother adorned me with
emblems, after the manner of our greatest warriors. In this way I grew up till I was
rurned the age of eleven, when an end was put to my happiness in the following
manner—Generally, when the grown people in the neighbourhood were gone far in
the fields to labour, the children assembled together in some of the neighbours’
premises to play: and commonly some of us used to get up a tree o look out for any
assailant, or kidnapper, that might come upon us; for they sometimes took those
opportunities of our parents’ absence, to attack and carry off as many as they could
seize. One day, as 1 was watching at the top of a tree in our yard, [ saw one of those
people come into the yard of our next neighbour but one, (o kidnap, there being
many stout young people in it. Lmmediately, on this, I gave the alarm of the rogue,
and he was surrounded by the stoutest of them, who entangled him with cords, 50
that he could not escape till some of the grown people came and secured him. But,
alas! ere long it was my fate {0 be thus attacked, and to be carried off, when none of
the grown people were nigh. One day, when all our people were gone out to their
works as usual, and only I and my dear sister were left to mind the house, two men
and a woman got over our walls, and in a moment seized us hoth; and, without giv-
ing us time to cry out, of make resistance, they stopped our mouths, tied our hands,
and ran off with us into the nearest wood: and continued to carry us as far as they
could, till night came on, when we reached a small house, where the robbers halted
for refreshient, and spent the night. We were then unbound, but were unable to take
any food; and, being quite overpowered by fatigue and grief, our only relief was
some sleep, which allayed our misfortune for a short tme. The next morning we left
the house, and continued travelling ali the day. For a Jong time we had kept the
woods, but at last we came into a road which 1 believed T knew. I had now some
hopes of being delivered, for we had advanced but a little way before 1 discovered
some people at a distance, on which 1 began to cry out for their assistance; but my
cries had no other effect than to make them tie me faster, and stop my mouth, and
then they put me into a large sack. They also stopped my sister’s mouth, and tied
her hands; and in this manner we proceeded iill we were out of the sight of these
people.-—When we went (o rest the following night they offered us some victuals;
but we refused them; and the only comfort we had was in being in one another’s
arms all that night, and bathing each other with our tears. But, alas! we were soon
deprived of even the smallest comfort of weeping together. The next day proved a
day of greater SOrrOw than I had yet experienced; for my sister and I were then sepa-
rated, while we lay clasped in each other’s arms. It was in vain that we besought
themn not to part us: she was torn from me, and immediately carried away, while I
was left in a state of distractton not to be described. I cried and grieved continually;
and for several days I did not eat any thing but what they forced into my mouth. . ..
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The Paradox of Slavery and Frecdom
EDMUND S, MORGAN

American historians intercsted in tracing the rise of liberty, democracy, and the
commaon man have been challenged in the past two decades by other historians,
interested in tracing the history of oppression, exploitation, and racism. The chal-
lenge has been salutary, because it has made us examine more directly than histo-
tians have hitherto been willing to do, the role of slavery in our early history.
Colonial historians, in particular, when writing about the origin and development
of American institutions have found it possible until recently to deal with slavery
as an exception Lo everything they had to say. I am speaking about myself bur also
about most of my generation, We owe a debt of gratitude to those who have in-
sisted that slavery was something more than an exception, that one fifth of the
American population at the time of the Revolution is too many people o be treated
as an exception,

We shall not have met the challenge simply by studying the history of that one
fifth, fruitful as such studies may be, urgent as they may be. Nor shall we have met
the challenge if we merely execute the familiar maneuver of turning our old inter-
pretations on their heads. The temptation is already apparent to argue that slavery
and oppression were the dominant features of American history and that efforts to
advance liberty and equality were the exception, indeed no more than a device to
divert the masses while their chains were being fastened. To dismiss the rise of Jib-
erty and equality in American history as a mere sham is not only to ignore hard
facts, it is also to evade the problem presented by those facts. The rise of liberty
and equality in this country was accompanied by the rise of slavery. That two such
contradictory developments were taking place simultaneously over a long period
of our history, from the seventeenth century to the nineteenth, is the central para-
dox of American history.

The challenge, for a colonial historian at least, is to explain how a people could
have developed the dedication to human liberty and dignity exhibited by the leaders
of the American Revolution and at the same time have developed and maintained a
system of labor that denied human liberty and dignity every hour of the day.

The paradox is evident at many levels if we care to see it Think, for a moment,
of the traditional American insistence on freedom of the seas. “Free ships make
free goods” was the cardinal doctrine of American foreign policy in the Revolu-
tionary era. But the goods for which the United States demanded freedom were
produced in very large measure by slave labor. The irony is more than semanlic.
American reliance on slave labor must be viewed in the context of the American
struggle for a separate and equal station among the nations of the earth. At the time
the colonisis announced their claim to that station they had neither the arms nor the
ships to make the claim good. They desperately needed the assistance of other
countries, especially France, and their single most valuable product with which to
purchase assistance was tobacco, produced mainly by slave labor. So largely did

“Slavery and Preedom: The American Paradox,” by Edmund 8. Morgan. From Journal of American
Histary, 59 (1972), 5-29. Reprinted by permission from the Organization of American Historians,
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that crop figure in American foreign relalions that one historian has referred to the
activities of France in supporting the Americans as “King Tobacco Diplomacy.” a
reminder that the position of the United States in the world depended not only in
1776 but during the span of a long lifetime thereafter on slave Iabor. To a very large
degree it may be said that Americans bought their independence with slave labor.

The paradox is sharpened if we think of the state where most of the tobacco
came from. Virginia at the time of the first United States census in 1790 had 40 per-
cent of the slaves in the entire United States. And Virginia produced the most
eloquent spokesmen for freedom and equality in the entire United States: George
Washington, James Madison, and above all, Thomas Iefferson. They were all slave-
holders and remained so throughout their lives. In recent years we have been
shown in painful detail the contrast between Jefferson’s pronouncements in favor
of republican liberty and his complicity in denying the benefits of that liberty to
blacks. It has been tempting to dismiss Jefferson and the whole Virginia dynasty as
hypocrites. But to do so is to deprive the term “hypocrisy™ of useful meaning. If
hypocrisy means, as [ think it does, deliberately to affirm a principle without be-
lieving it, then hypocrisy requires a rare clarity of mind combined with an un-
scrupulous intention to deceive. To attribute such an intention, even to attribute
such clarity of mind in the maiter, to Jefferson, Madison, or Washingten is once
again to evade the challenge. What we need to explain is how such men could have
arrived at beliefs and actions so full of contradiciion.

Put the challenge another way: how did England, a country priding itself on the
liberty of its citizens, produce colonies where most of the inhabitants enjoyed still
greater liberty. greater opportunities, greater control over their own lives than most
men in the mother country, while the remainder, one fifth of the total, were deprived
of virtually all liberty, all opportunities, all control over their own lives? We may
admit that the Englishmen who colonized America and their revolutionary descen-
dants were racists, that consciously or unconsciously they believed liberties and
rights should be confined to persons of a light complexion. When we have said as
much, evenn when we have probed the depths of racial prejudice, we will not have
fully accounted for the paradox. Racism was surely an essential element in it, but I
should like to suggest another element, that I believe to have influenced the develop-
ment of both slavery and freedom as we have known them in the United States. . . .

The story properly begins in England with the burst of population growth there
that sent the number of Englishmen from perhaps three millien in 1500 to four-
and-one-half million by 1650. The increase did not occur in response to any corre-
sponding growth in the capacity of the island’s economy to support its people. And
the result was precisely that misery which Madison pointed out to Jefferson as
the consequence of “a high degree of populousaess.” Sixteenth-century England
knew the same kind of unempioyment and poverty that Jefferson witnessed in
eighteenth-century France and Fletcher in seventeenth-century Scotland. Alarming
numbers of idle and hungry men drifted about the country leoking for work or
plunder. The government did what it could to make men of means hire them, but it
also adopted increasingly severe measures against their wandering, their thieving,
their roistering, and indeed their very existence. Whom the workhouses and prisons
could not swallow the gallows would have to, or perhaps the army. When England
had military expeditions to conduct abroad, every parish packed off its most
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unwanted inhabitants to the almost certain death that awaited them from the dis-
gases of the camp.

As the mass of idle rogues and beggars grew and increasingly threatened the
peace of England. the efforts to cope with them increasingly threatened the liber-
ties of Englishmen. Englishmen prided themselves on a “gentle government,” a
soverament that had been releasing its subjects from old forms of bondage and
endowing them with new libertics, making the “rights of Englishmen” a phrase to
conjure with. But there was nothing gentle about the government’s treatment of the
poor: and as more Englishmen became poor, other Englishmen had less ta be proud
of. Thoughtful men could see an obvious solution: get the surplus Englishmen out
of England. Send them to the New World, where there were limitless opportunities
for work. There they would redeem themselves, enrich the mother country, and
spread English liberty abroad. . ..

Virginia from the beginning was conceived not only as a haven for England’s
sulfering poor, but as a spearhead of English liberty in an oppressed world. That was
the dream; but when it began to materialize at Roanoke Island in 1585, something
went wrong. . .. [T]he English settlers whom Raleigh sent there proved unworthy of
the role assigned them. By the time Drake arrived they had shown themselves less
than courteous to the [ndians on whose assistance they depended. The first group of
settlers murdered the chief who befriended them, and then gave up and ran for home
aboard Drake’s returning ships. The second group simply disappeared, presumably
killed by the Indians.

What was lost in this famous lost colony was more than the band of colonists
who have never been traced. What was also lost and never quite recovered in subse-
quent ventures was the dream of Englishman and Indian living side by side in peace
and liberty. When the English finally planted a permanent colony at Jamestown they
came as conquerors, and their government was far from gentle. The Indians willing
to endure it were too few in numbers and too broken in spirit to play a significant
part in the settlement.

Without their help, Virginia offered a bleak alternative to the workhouse or the
gallows for the first English poor who were transperted there. During the first two
decades of the colony’s existence, most of the arriving immigrants found precious
little English liberty in Virginia. But by the 1630s the colony seemed to be working
oul, at least in part, as its first planners had hoped. Impoverished Englishmen were
arriving every vear in large numbers, engaged to serve the existing planters for a
term of years, with the prospect of setting up their own households a few years later.
The settiers were spreading up Virginia's great rivers, carving out plantations, living
comfortably from their corn fields and from the catile they ranged in the forests, and
at the same time earning perhaps ten or twelve pounds a year per man from the to-
bacco they planted. A representative legislative assembly secured the traditional lib-
erties of Englishmen and enabled a larger proportion of the population to participate
in their own government than had ever been the case in England. The colony even
began to look a little like the cosmopolitan haven of liberty . .. first envisaged. Men
of all countries appeared there: French, Spanish, Dutch. Turkish, Portuguese, and
African. Virginia took them in and began to make Englishmen out of ther.

It seems clear that most of the Africans, perhaps abl of them, came as slaves, a
status that had become obsolete in England, while it was becoming the expected

[N
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condition of Africans cutside Africa and of a good many inside. It is equally clear
that a substantial number of Virginia’s Negroes were free or became free. And all of
them, whether servant, slave, or [ree, enjoyed most of the same rights and duties as
other Virginians. There is no evidence during the period before 1660 that they were
subjected to a more severe discipline than other servants. They could sue and be
sued in court. They did penance in the parish church for having illegitimate chil-
dren. They earned money of their own, bought and sold and raised cattle of thelr
own. Sometimes they bought their own freedom. In other cases, masters bequeathed
thern not only freedom but land, cattle, and houses. Northampton, the only county
for which full records exist, had at Jeast ten free Negro households by 1668.

As Negroes took their place in the community, they learned English ways, in-
cluding even the truculence toward authority that has always been associated with
the rights of Englishmen. Tony Longo, a free Negro of Northampton, when served
a warrant to appear as a witness in coutt, responded with a scatological opinion of
warrants, catled the man who served it an idle rascal, and told him to go about his
business. The man offered to go with him at any time before a justice of the peace
so that his evidence could be recorded. He would go with him at night, tomorrow,
the next day, next week, any time. But Longo was busy getting in his corn. He dis-
missed ail pleas with a “Well, well, lle goe when my Corne is in,” and refused to
receive the warrant.

The judges understandably found this to be contempt of court; but it was the
kind of contempt that free Englishmen often showed to authority, and it was com-
bined with a devotion to work that English moralists were doing their best to incul-
cate more widely in England. As England had absorbed people of every nationality
over the centuries and turned them into Englishmen, Virginia’s Englishmen were
absorbing their own share of foreigners, including Negroes, and seemed to be
successfully moulding a New World community on the English model.

But a closer look will show that the situation was not guite so promising as at
first it seems. It is well known that Virginia in its first fifteen or twenty years killed
off most of the men who went there. It is less well known that it continued to do so.
If my estimate of the volume of immigration is anywhere near correct, Virginia must
have been a death trap for at least another fifteen years and probably for twenty or
twenty-five. In 1625 the population stood at 1,300 or 1,400; in 1640 it was about
8,000. In the fifteen vears between those dates at least 15,000 persons must have
come to the colony. If so, 15,000 immigrants increased the population by less than
7.000. There is no evidence of a large return migration. It seems probable that the
death rate throughout this period was comparable only to that found in Europe dur-
ing the peak vears of a plague. Virginia, in other words, was absorbing England’s
surplus laborers mainly by killing them. The success of those who survived and rose
from servant to planter must be-attributed partly to the fact that so few did survive.

After 1640, when the diseases responsible for the high death rate began to de-
cline and the population began a quick rise, it became increasingly difficult for
an indigent immigrant to pull himself up in the world. The population probably
passed 25,000 by 1662, hardly what Madison would have called a high degree of
populousness. Yet the rapid rise brought serious trouble for Virginia. It brought the
engrossment of tidewater land in thousands and tens of thousands of acres by specu-
lators, who recognized that the demand would rise. It brought a huge expansion of
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tobacco production, which helped to depress the price of lobacco and the carnings
of the men who planted it. It brought efforts by planters to prolong the terms of
cervants, since they were now living longer and therefore had a longer expectancy
of usefulness.

It would, in fact, be ditficult to assess all the consequences of the increased
longevity; but for our purposes one development was crucial, and that was the ap-
pearance in Virginia of a growing number of freemen who had served their terms
but who were now unable to afford land of their own except on the frontiers or in
the interior. In years when tobacco prices were especially low or crops especially
poor, men who had been just scraping by were obliged to go back to work for their
larger neighbors simply in order (o stay alive. By 1676 it was estimated that one
fourth of Virginia's freemen were without land of their own. And in the same year
Francis Moryson, a member of the governor’s council, explained the term “freed-
men” as used in Virginia to mean “persons without house and land.” implying that
this was now the normal condition of servants who had attained freedom.

Some of them resigned themselves to working for wages; others preferred a
meager living on dangerous frontier land or a hand-to-mouth existence, roaming
from one county to another, renting a bit of land here, squatting on some there,
dodging the tax collector, drinking, quarreling. stealing hogs, and enlicing servants
to run away with them. -

The presence of this growing class of poverty-stricken Virginians was not a
little frightening to the planters who had made it to the top or who had arrived in the
colony already at the top, with ample supplies of servants and capital. They were
caught in a dilemma. They wanted the immigrants who kept pouring in every year.
Indeed they needed them and prized thern the more as they lived longer, But as more
and more turned free each year, Virginia seemed (o have inherited the problem that
she was helping England to selve. Virginia, complained Nicholas Spencer, secretary
of the colony, was “a sinke to drayen England of her filth and scum.”

The men who worried the uppercrust looked even more dangerous m Virginia
than they had in England. They were, o begin with. young, because it was young
persons that the planters wanted for work in the fields; and the young have always
seemed impatient of control by their elders and superiors, if not downright rebel-
lious. They were also predominantly singte men. Because the planters did not think
women, or at teast English women, fit for work in the fields, men cutnumbered
women among immigrants by three or four to one throughout the century. Conse-
quently most of the freedmen had no wife or family to tame their wilder impulses
and serve as hostages to the respectable world.

Finally, what made these wild young men particularly dangerous was that they
were armed and had to be armed. Lite in Virginia required guns. The plantations
were exposed to attack from Indians by land and from privateers and petty-thieving
pirates by sea. Whenever England was at war with the French or the Dutch, the
settlers had to be ready to defend themselves, In 1667 the Dutch in a single raid cap-
tured twenty merchant ships in the James River. together with the English warship
that was supposed to be defending them; and in 1673 they captured eleven more. On
these occasions Governor William Berkeley gathered the planters in arms and at
least prevented the enemy from making a landing. But while he stood off the Dutch
he worried about the ragged crew at his back. Of the able-bodied men in the colony
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he estimated that “at least one third are Single freedmen { whose Labour will hardly
maintaine them} or men much in debt, both which wee may reasonably expect upon
any Small advantage the Enemy may gaine upon us, wold revolt to them in hopes of
bettering their Condicion by Shareing the Plunder of the Country with them.”

Berkeley’s fears were justified. Three years later, sparked not by a Dutch inva-
sion but by an Indian attack, rebellion swept Virginia. It began almost as Berkeley
had predicted, when a group of volunteer Indian fighters turned from a fruitless
expedition against the Indians to attack their rulers. Bacon’s Rebellion was the
largest popular rising in the colonies before the American Revolution. Sooner or
later nearly everyone in Virginia got in on it, but it began in the frontier counties of
Henrico and New Kent, among men whom the governor and his friends consis-
tently characterized as rabble. As it spread eastward, it turned out that there were
rabble everywhere, and Berkeley understandably raised his estimate of their num-
hers. “How miserable that man is,” he exclaimed, “that Governes a People wher six
parts of seaven at least are Poore Endebted Discontented and Armed.”

Virginia’s poor had reason to be envieus and angry against the men who owned
the land and imported the servants and ran the government. But the rebellion pro-
duced no real program of reform, no ideology, not even any revolutionary slogans. It
was a search for plunder, not for principles. And when the rebels had redistributed
whatever wealth they could lay their hands on, the rebellion subsided almost as
quickly as it had begun.

It had been a shattering experience, however, for Virginia’s first families. They
had seen each other fall in with the rebels in order to save their skins or their posses-
sions or even to share in the plunder, When it was over, they eyed one another dis-
trustfully, on the lookout for any new Bacons in their midst, who might be tempted
to lead the still restive rabble on more plundering expeditions. When William Byrd
and Laurence Smith propesed to sokve the problems of defense against the Indians
by establishing semi-independent buffer settlements on the upper reaches of the
rivers, in each of which they would engage to keep fifty men in arms, the assembly
at first reacted favorably. But it quickly occurred to the governor and council that
this would in fact mean gathering a crowd of Virginia’s wild bachelors and furnish-
ing them with an abundant supply of arms and ammunition. Byrd had himself led
such a crowd in at least one plundering foray during the rebellion. To put him or
anyone else in charge of a large and permanent gang of armed men was to invite
them to descend again on the people whom they were supposed to be protecting.

The nervousness of those who had property worth plundering continued
throughout the century, spurred in 1682 by the tobacco-cutting riots in which men
roved about destroying crops in the fields, in the desperate hope of producing a
shortage that would raise the price of the leaf. And periodically in nearby Mary-
land and North Carolina, wheré the same conditions existed as in Virginia, there
were tumults that threatened to spread to Virginia.

As Virginia thus acquired a social problem analagous to England’s own, the
colony began to deal with it as England had done, by restricting the liberties of
those who did not have the proper badge of freedom, namely the property that gov-
ernment was supposed to protect. One way was to extend the terms of service for
servants entering the colony without indentures, Formerly they had served until
twenty-one; now the age was advanced to twenty-four. There had always been laws
requiring them to serve extra time for running away; now the laws added corperal
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punishment and. in order to make habitual offenders more readily recognizable,
specified that their hair be cropped. New laws restricted the movement of servants
on the highways and also increased the amount of extra time to be served for run-
ning away. In addition to serving two days for every day’s absence, the captured
runaway was now frequently required to compensate by labor for the loss tw the
crop that he had failed to tend and for the cost of his apprehension, including re-
wards paid for his capture. A three weeks’ holiday might result in a year’s extra
service. If a servant struck his master, he was to serve another year, For killing a
hog he had to serve the owner a year and the informer another year. Since the
owner of the hog, and the owner of the servant, and the informer were frequently
the same man, and since a hog was worth at best less than one tenth the hire of a
servant for a year, the law was very profitable to masters. One Lancaster master
was awarded six years extra service from a servant who killed three of his hogs,
warth about thirty shillings.

The effect of these measures was to keep servants for as long as possible from
gaining their freedom, especially the kind of servants who were most likely to
cause trouble. At the same time the engrossment of land was driving many back to
servitude after a brief taste of freedom. Freedmen who engaged to work for wages
by so doing became servants again, subject to most of the same restrictions as
other servants.

Nevertheless. in spite of all the legal and economic pressures to keep men in
service, the ranks of the freedmen grew, and so did poverty and discontent. To pre-
vent the wild bachelors from gaining an influence in the government, the assembly
in 1670 limited voting to landholders and householders. But to disfranchise the
growing mass of single freemen was not to deprive them of the weapons they had
wielded so effectively under Nathaniel Bacon. It is questionable how far Virginia
could safely have continued along this course, meeting discontent with repression
and manning her plantations with annual importations of servants who would later
add to the unruly ranks of the free. To be sure, the men at the bottom might have
had both land and liberty, as the settlers of some other colonies did, if Virginia’s
frontier had been safe for Indians, or if the men at the top had been willing to
forego some of their profits and to give up some of the lands they had engrossed.
The English government itself made efforts to break up the great holdings that had
helped to create the problem. But it is unlikely that the policy makers in Whitehall
would have contended long against the successful.

In any case they did not have to. There was another solution, which allowed
Virginia's magnates to keep their lands, yet arrested the discontent and the repres-
sion of other Englishmen, a solution which strengthened the rights of Englishmen
and nourished that attachment to liberty which came to fruition in the Revolution-
ary generation of Virginia statesmen. But the solution put an end to the process of
turning Africans into Englishmen. The rights of Englishmen were preserved by de-
stroying the rights of Africans.

I do not mean to argue that Virginians deliberately turned to African Negro
slavery as a means of preserving and extending the rights of Englishmen, Winthrop
Jordan has suggested that slavery came to Virginia as an unthinking decision. We
might go further and say that it came without a decision. It came automatically as
Virginians bought the cheapest labor they could get. Once Virginia’s heavy mortality
ceased, an investment in slave labor was much more profitable than an investment in

i
|
:
i




106 Major Probiems in African-American History

free tabor; and the ptanters bought slaves as rapidly as traders made them available.
In the last years of the seventeenth century they bought them in such numbers that
slaves probably already constituted a majority or nearly a majority of the labor force
by 1700. The demand was so great that traders for a time found a better market in
Virginia than in Jamaica or Barbados. But the social benefits of an enslaved labor
force, even if not consciously sought or recognized at the time by the men who
bought the slaves, were larger than the economic benefits. The increase in the im-
portation of slaves was matched by a decrease in the importation of indentured ser-
vants and consequently a decrease in the dangerous number of new freedmen who
annually emerged secking a place in society that they would be unable to achieve.

If Africans had been unavailable, it would probably have proved impossible to
devise a way to keep a continuing supply of English immigrants in their place.
There was a limit beyond which the abridgement of English liberties would have
resulted not merely in rebeilion but in protests from England and in the cutting off
of the supply of further servants. At the time of Bacon’s Rebellion the English
commission of investigation had shown more sympathy with the rebels than with
the well-to-do planters who had engrossed Virginia’s lands. To have attempted the
enslavement of English-born laborers would have caused more disorder than it
cured. But to keep as slaves black men who arrived in that condition was possible
and apparently regarded as plain common sense.

The attitude of English officials was well expressed by the attoiney who
reviewed for the Privy Council the slave codes established in Barbados in 1679. He
found the laws of Barbados to be well designed for the goad of his majesty’s sub-
jects there, for, he said, “although Negros in that Island are punishable in a differ-
ent and more severe manner than other Subjects are for Offences of the like nature;
yet T humbly conceive that the Laws there concerning Negroes are reasonable
Laws, for by reason of their numbers they become dangerous, and being a brutish
sort of People and reckoned as goods and chattels in that Island, it is of necessity or
at least convenient to have Laws for the Government of them different from the
Laws of England, to prevent the great mischief that otherwise may happen to the
Planters and Imhabitants in that Istand.” Tn Virginia too it seemed convenient and
reasonable to have different laws for black and white. As the number of slaves in-
creased, the assembly passed laws that carried forward with much greater severity
the trend already under way in the coleny’s labor laws. But the new severity was
reserved for people without white skin. The taws specifically exonerated the mas-
ter who accidentally beat his slave to death, but they placed new limitations on his
punishment of “Christian white servants.”

Virginians worried about the risk of having in their midst a body of men who
had every reason to hate them. The fear of a slave insurrection hung over them for
nearly two centuries. But the danger from slaves actually proved to be less than
that which the colony had faced from its restive and armed freedmen. Slaves had
none of the rising expectations that so often produce human discontent. No one had
told them that they had rights. They had been nurtured in heathen societies where
they had lost their freedom; their children would be nurtured in a Christian society
and never know freedom.

Moreover, slaves were less troubled by the sexual imbalance that helped to

_make Virginia’s free laborers so restless. In an enslaved labor force women could be
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required (0 make tobacce just as the men did; and they also made children, who in a
few years would be an asset to their master. From the beginning, therefore, traders
imported women in @ much higher ratic to men than was the case among English
servants, and the level of discontent was correspondingly reduced. Virginians did
rot doubt that discontent would remain, but it could be repressed by methods that
would not have been considered reasonable, convenient. or even safe, if applied to
Enghishmen. Slaves could be deprived of opportunities for association and rebel-
lior. They could be kept unarmed and unorganized. They could be subjected to
savage punishments by their owners without fear of legal reprisals. And since their
color disclosed their probable status, the rest of society could keep close watch on
them. It is scarcely surprising that no slave insurrection in Americaa history ap-
proached Bacon’s Rebellion in its extent or in its success,

Nor is it surprising that Virginia’s freedmen never again posed a threat to soci-
ety. Though in later years slavery was condemned because it was thought to com-
pete with free labor, in the beginning it reduced by so much the number of freedmen
who would otherwise have competed with each other. When the annual increment
of freedmen fell off, the number that remained could more easily find an inde-
pendent place in society, especially as the danger of Indian attack diminished and
made settlement safer at the heads of the rivers or on the Carolina frontier, There
might stilt remain a pumber of irredeemable, idle, and unruly freedmen. particularly
among the convicts whom England exported to the colonies. But the numbers were
small enough, so that they could be dealt with by the old expedient of drafting them
for military expeditions. The way was thus made easier for the remaining freedmen
to acquire property, maybe acquire a slave or two of their own, and join with their
superiors in the enjoyment of those English liberties that differentiated them from
their black laborers.

A free society divided between large landholders and small was much less riven
by antagonisms than one divided between landhalders and landless, masterless men.
With the freedman’s expectations, sobricty, and status restored, he was no longer a
man to be feared. That fact, together with the presence of a growing mass of alien
slaves, tended to draw the white settlers closer together and to reduce the importance
of the class difference between yeoman farmer and large piantation owner,

The seventeenth century has sometimes been thought of as the day of the yeo-
man farmer in Virginia; but in many ways a stronger case can be made for the eight-
centh century as the time when the yeoman farmer came into his own. because
slavery relieved the small man of the pressures that had been reducing him to con-
tinued servitude, Such an interpretation conforms to the political development of
the colony. During the seventeenth century the royally appointed governor’s coun-
cil, composed of the largest property-owners in the colony, had been the most
powerful governing body. But as the tide of slavery rose between 1680 and 1720
Virginia moved toward a government in which ihe yeoman farmer had a larger
share. In spite of the rise of Virginia's great families on the black tide, the power of
the council declined; and the elective House of Burgesses became the dominant
organ of government. Its members nurtured a closer relationship with their yeoman
constituency than had earlier been the case. And in its chambers Virginians devel-
oped the ideas they so fervently asserted in the Revolution: ideas about taxation,
representation, and the rights of Englishmen, and ideas about the prerogatives and
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powers and sacred calling of the independent, property-holding yeoman farmer—
comumnonwealth ideas.

In the eighteenth century, because they were no longer threatened by a danger-
ous free laboring class, Virginians could afford these ideas, whereas in Berkeley's
time they could not. Berkeley himself was obsessed with the experience of the
English civil wars and the danger of rebellion. He despised and feared the New
Englanders for their association with the Puritans who had made England, how-
ever briefly, a commonwealth. He was proud that Virginia, unlike New England,
had no free schools and no printing press, because books and schools bred heresy
and sedition. He must have taken satisfaction in the fact that when his people did
rebel against him under Bacon, they generated no republican ideas, no philosophy
of rebellion or of human rights. Yet a century later, without benefit of rebellions,
Virginians had learned republican lessons, had introduced schools and printing
presses, and were as ready as New Englanders to recite the aphorisms of the
commonwealthmen.

It was slavery, | suggest, more than any other single factor, that had made the
difference, slavery that enabled Virginia to nourish represeniative government in a
plantation society, slavery that transformed the Virginia of Governor Berkeley to
the Virginia of Jefferson, slavery that made the Virginians dare to speak a political
tanguage that magnified the rights of freemen, and slavery, therefore, that brought
Virginians into the same commonwealth political tradition with New Englanders.
The very institation that was to divide North and South after the Revolution may
have made possible their union in a republican government.

Thus began the American paradox of slavery and freedom, intertwined and
interdependent, the rights of Englishmen supported on the wrongs of Africans. The
American Revolution only made the contradictions more glaring, as the slavehold-
ing colonists proclaimed to a candid world the rights not simply of Englishmen but
of all men. To explain the origin of the contradictions, if the explanation I have
suggested is valid, does not eliminate them or make them less ugly. But it may
enable us to understand a Jittle better the strength of the ties that bound freedom
to slavery, even in so noble a mind as Jefferson’s. And it may perhaps make us
wonder about the ties that bind more devious tyrannies to our own freedoms and
give us still today our own American paradox.
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