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ABSTRACT

THE MYTH OF THE SLAVELESS SOCIETYBLACK POLITICS AND THE

AMBIGUITIES OF ANTISLAVERY IN MASSACHUSETTS, 181-1783

Grant E. Stanton

Daniel K. Richter

ThefiMyth of the Slaveless Soci@tgxplores antislavery sentiment in Massachusetts from the
founding of the colony to the legal abolition of slavery in the newfound state in 1783. It argues

that white colonists there told a story of themselves, to themselves, that denied the reality of

chatel bondage in the Bay Colony while simultaneously permitting the expansion of Indigenous

and Black enslavement across the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This narraixanwas

at its creationfatuous, illogical, and palpably erroneous. Nevdets® it had a tangible impact

on the shape of bondage and freedom in Massachusetts figaa@ndenslaved persons, and

their white allies, were able to hijack this myth to challenge the legitimacy of perpetual,

hereditary slavery throughout the colonial era. By the dawn of the imperial crisis with Great
Britain, enslaved activists seized on the mec
first interracial, organized, successful abolition movement in Americaorhig\s petitioners,

plaintiffs, soldiers, and citizens, Black men, like James Somerset and Felix Holbrook, and Black
women, like Jenny Slew and Phillis Wheatley, capitalized on their native fluency in the language

to liberty to push their white contemporaries across the vast gagefhaiates moral perception

of a problem fromakingc oncr et e action against it. Il n the

first formal Black political tradition.

Vi



Studying the myth of the slaveless societivlassachusetts has several benefits. It helps
us see thantislavery sentiment ithe early AngleAtlantic was more powerful and widespread,
yet even more contradictory and multifaceted than historians have previously appreciated. This
fable was not believeit by all actors at all times, but it provided a pool of popularly accessible
resourcesiponwhich colonists Black, white, and Indigenalrewupan to contest the reduction
of human beings to absolute chhgeods. This studglsooffers historians the chance to expand
our scope of exploratioheyondPennsylvania and its Quaker activists when scrutinizing the
origins of the AngleAmerican abolitionist movemerdnd itinvites us to reconsider the place of
antislavery agitation in the American Revolutiéimally, it compels us to appreciate the many

ways Black men and women helped constitute and create the new American nation.
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1641
Body of Libertskeavesohebcept ibondil awfull Cap:
themselves, 0 or those punished by AAuthoritie
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Men

Xii



1736

On the Inconveniency of Having Slayeslishedoy Thomas Fleets a pamphlet and in the
Boston EvenindPost

1738
Sellingof Joseph e pub |l i s hed iAllSl8BeKegpersthipostatesay 6 s

y

1739
Gener al Court passes AAn Act More Effectuall
Negroeso
1741
Reverend Benjamin Doolittle attacked by his congregation in Northfield for holding Abijah
Prince in bondage
1744
New Engl and Year |l y MeeantEpisigto FiendsanrMargland, Yigihiam B e |
Barbadoes, and the Other Colonies
1748
Jersey Nannyengraved and printed by John Greenwood
1750
Society for Encouraging the Importation of Foreigners formed in Boston
1754 ca.
Bostonbdbs Bl ack popul ati omwrapeekaches i ts approxi
1755

Salem town meeting instructs Deacon Timothy Pickering to petition for the abolition of the slave
trade

1760

Briton Hammon publishe& Narrative of the Uncommon Sufferings and Surprizing Deliverance
of Briton Hammon

1764

James Otis publishdhe Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Pris&ting on basic racial
equality

Allisonv. Cockrare st abl i shes that trover can | ie Afor

Xiii

Fal)



1765

Jenny Slew successfully sues for her freedom from John Whipatiers sequitur ventrem
established in Massachusetts case law

1767
Gener al Cour't debates AA Billl to Prevent t he
l nsl aving Mankind in this Provinceo

Nathaniel Appleton publishésome Considerations on Slavery, In a Letter to a Friend
1770
Phillis Wheatley publishe&n Elegiac Poem on the Death of . . . George Whitefield

1771
General CourtpassesiBi | | t o Prevent the I mportation of
vetoed by Governor Thomas Hutchinson

1772

Massachusetts newspapers delatamersev. Steuart

James Swan publishes the first editioddissuasion to Great Britain and the Colonies from
theSlave Trade

1773
Felix Holbrook submits first petition for the abolition of slavery to the General Court

John Allen publishes the third, fourth, and fifth edition&\ofOration on the Beauties of Liberty

1774
Gener al Court twice passes AAn Act to Prevent
Sl aves into this Province; and thefuRherr chasing

Black-authoredreedom petitionshothvetoed by Governors Thomas Hutchinson and Thomas
Gage

1776

General Court passes resolve condemning slavery, freeing two men captured in Salem
1777

Lancaster Hillet al. submit final petition for the abolition of slavery

General Court proposes, and tabfeAn Act f or Preventing the Wick
Hol ding Persons in Slaveryo

Xiv



1780
Massachusetts State Constitution declares #fAl
17811783
Slavery held to be illegal iBrom & Bett v. AshlegndCommonwealth v. Jennison
1788

Gener al Court passes AAn Act to Prevent the S
Families of Such Unhappy Persons as May Be Kidnapped or Decoyed Away from This
Commonweal tho

1796

State Supreme Court finds liittleton v. Tuttlethat Cato was freed by the Constitution of 1780
and that Joseph Harwood, his former enslaver, was no longer responsible for his support

1798

Primis Grant and others petition to be fAretra

XV



INTRODUCTION

Massachusettsé6é early history is shrouded in m
religious persecution i n En Nayffowslin 620Y¥Jonhhe @A New
Wi nt hropoés fabled Acity on a hillo is familia
the eyes of fAall people, o0 all the world, even
was founded in 16300n the Fourth of July, Americans hear the tale of those hardy patriots who

were massacred on Kingbés Street in 1770, who
who bore witness to the fishot heard 3%Toesend t he
myths have lent themselves to the creation of another story which suggests that, in essence, the

origins of Massachusetts are the origins of America itself.

This sense of Massachusettsd centrality to
popul ar understandings of atohgevithWimgihia, ibisthesnogp ast a
well studied of Britainbés North American col o
that | i kewise first took root in Massachusett't
early mythologies, and has neveehdhe subject of scholarly analysis in its own right. This is

the myth of the slaveless sety.

! Derek Wilson,The Mayflower Pilgrims: Sifting Fadtom Fable (UK: Society for Promoting Christian
Knowledge, 2019).

2 Daniel T.RodgersAs a City on a Hi l | : FambusLagSeonoigrincetbn: Amer i caod
Princeton University Press, 2018).

3 Serena ZabirThe Boston Massacre: A Family Histo(ilew York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2020);
Benjamin L. CarpDefiance of the Patriots: The Boston Tea Party and the Making of An{&l&& Haven: Yale
University Press, 2011); George C. Daughasxington and Concord: The Battle Heard Round the Wy
York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2018).



Historians have long attacked the notion that Massachusetfsegdsom thecardinal
sin of holding and profiting from other human beings in bondage. Among the first was the
abolitionisthistorian George H. Moore. The-soa | | ed @At or ment or of Massa

shortly after the conclusion of the Civil War. He viciously attadkisdcontemporaries, like

fellow abolitionist Charles Sumner, who earne
no person was ever born a slave on the soil of Massaehut s 6 and that, so far
facto were, Ait was nlewwerofoyCoslammcy i ®m ©d mmanrywe

Lorenzo Greene, the founder of modern studies of Black Massachusetts, joined this effort
generations | ater. In 1942, he explored, far
economi® r e aflbuying aadssellingis | aves upon PQJAtithétarmofthenst i t u't
twentyfirst century, Joanne Pope Melish, in what remains the most influential account of the
Amyt hol ogy of a attackesléhitelNeWw dEmMglaamaéatovel[ s] o wher
when it was not denied outright, was cast as
real |y, t o®Moselreaently stilf Masgaret Mehall anddWendy Warrerin 2015 and

2016 respectivelystruck against theleathat slavery wasrelevaie ven i n t he Bay Co

4 George H. MoorelNotes on the History of Slavery in Massachuggtesv York, N.Y.: D. Appleton &
Co., 1866), Sumner quoted on ZbToJomemtDaviod TEMaissachGe:
Moment of Decision: Biographical Essays on American Character and Regional IdedstyRandall M. Miller
and John R. McKivigan (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 199422811

5 Lorenzo J. Greendhe Negro in Colonial New Englarftlew York: Columbia University Press, 1942),
Preface.

6 Joanne Pope MelisBi sowni ng Sl avery: Gradual Emancilgs@dti on ar
(Ithaca Cornell University Pres2000), 23, 6, 25. Margot Minardi has also made an important contribution to this
subject inMaking Slavery History: Abolitionism and the Politics of Memory in Massachibdiste York: Oxford
University Press, 2010).



earliest days. Both concluded that Black as well as Indigenous enslavement not only existed but

crucially contributed té New Englandds emerge

This line of analysi®ias born fruitful scholarship for over a century and a Baifthose
who follow it have alsdeen prone to overstating the ea&’henaskingwhetherearly Bay
colonists disapproved of slavery, most have answered h fia r &Jmwoughdi ng no
provocative, suclh broad conclusion threatetosgive birth toits ownmyth; namely, that
agitationagainst chattel bondageas virtually nonexistent in the colongt alone théarger

British Atlantic world, prior to theonset of themperial crisis®

" Margaret NewellBrethren by Nature: New England Indians, Colonists, and the Origins of American
Slavery(lthaca: Cornell University Press, 2018Yarren,New England Boundared Hardesty valuabiddedto
this conversatiomswellby st udying the i mportance of Bl ack bondage
Unfreedom: Slavery and Dependence in Eighte€ehtury BostorfNew York: New York University Press, 2016).

8 Warren,New England Bounc1.

9 My work thushelps uncover what historian Christopher Brown suspected in 2008, and other scholars
have begun to appreciate: that fdan antislavery prejudi
American culture between 1e6d@ awmd DT6@NO unidecewelsat mag ei!
and the metropojdBrown, Moral Capital, 48, 55. Some of the most important work uncovering the strength of
antislavery sentiment in the eafynglo-Atlanticar e Hol |y Br ewer , iCreating a Comm¢
Engl and and it s Lahand HWory Rediewolr39,ino. 4 (2021):768 3 3; John Bl ant on,
Species of Property: Slavery and the Properties of Subjecthood in-Angdoican Law and Politics, 164D 7 8 3 0
(PhDdiss.Ci ty University of New York, 2016); John Donoghue,
Revolution and t he AtAmarican Histori@kRieweiwal.sl150nb. 4 @B10)1 94874, o n, O
Fire Under the Ashes: An Atlantic History of the English Revolyt@iicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013),
and ATransatlantic Discourses of FStodcanteoteyol. Aprb.1 S| avery i |

(2014): 124; GuascoSlaves and Englishmen Joseph S. Moor e, AfCovenanters and
Wo r | Sayedy & Abolitionyol. 34, n0.4(2013):538 6 1; Phi l i ppe Rosenberg, fAThomas
SeventeentCe nt ur y Di me n s i oMiliam and MatyQuarteslyyal. 6l moy4,(2004):60842;

Ni chol as Hudson, fA6Britons Never Wil be Sl aveso: Nati

Ant i s | EghteentfCentury Studiesvol. 34, no. 4 (1996): 559 7 6 ; Dougl as A. Lori mer, feE
English Liberty: AREEx ami nati on of Ra c imamigran®I& Mina@itieyyoli3pno.B (Lg8h)and, o
121-150.



It is undeniablén retrospecthat, when those in early Massachusetts insisted slavery did
not truly exist in the colony, they had fashioned a convenient, illogical, fatuous narrative of
themselves. This narrative recognized slavery as an exceptional, rather than normative, feature of
whi t e clabbroegimesetves @s it simultaneously justified, regulated, and facilitated the
perpetuation of Black and Native enslaved persons in their midsscBakarshave had a
difficult time making sense of this myth as a phenomenon to besiaddron its own, however
loathsome, termsThey have thereby faildd appreciate the ambiguopstentialst could give
rise ta They have neglected to observe the tangible influedicea d i n s haping t he ¢
social and legal regimeénd theyhave overlooked the unique advantages Indigenous and Black
colonists were abl®m make ofwhitec o | o sdlfaghisningas they fought for their rights and

recognition as human beings.

fiThe Myth of the Slaveless Sociétyncovers this history. Tracing the formation and
influence of the idea that chattel bondagesfundamentallyaliento a Protestant, civilized,

liberty-loving society from the earliest days of the colony to the formal abolition of slavery in the

1 Though no scholar has studied the myth of the slaveless socteig way my work builds on a long
tradition of scholarshigxploringslavery and Black society in New England. Besides those mentioned above and
below, see also Gloria Whitin@elonging: An Intimate History of Slavery and Family in Early New England
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2024); Jared Har&émtk, Lives, Native Lands, White Worlds: A
History of Slavery in New Englarf@dmherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2019); Christopher Carfieron,
Plead Our Own Cause: African Americans in Massachusetts and the Making of the Antislavery M{ement
Ohio: The Kent State University Press, 2014); Allegra di Bonaverfukay Adamés Sake: A Family
New EnglandNew York: Liveright, 2013); Richard A. BaileyRace and Redemption in Puritan New Engléddw
York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Catherine Adams and Elizabeth H, Bak Women in Colonial and
Revolutionary New Englan@ew York: Oxford University Press, 2010); C.S. Manegdkh Hills Farm: The
Forgotten History of Slavery in the NortRrinceton: Princeton University Press, 2010); Robert K. Fittgnting
New Englandds Sl ave Par adi s e :CemieyNarragarsa&t] Rhadelsladgdel at i ons i |
York: Garland, 1998); James Oliver and Lois. E. HortorHope of Liberty: Culture, Community, and Protest
Among Northern Free Blacks, 1770860(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); and William Pierd&ack
Yankees: The Development of an Aimerican Subculture in Eighteenr@entury New Englan@mherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1988).



state in 1783, my work reveals that at no poi
slaveholding uncontested. Moreover, it highlights the crucial role the enslaved thembsleds

in ensuringthat slavery remained a problem. As petitioners, plaintiffs, soldiers, subjects, and

citizens, Black men, like James Somerset and Felix Holbrook, and Black women, like Jenny

Slew and Elizabeth Freeman, capitalized on their native fluency in the myth sidtieless

society to push their white contemporariesoas the vast gap that lies between moral perception

of a problemandtaking concrete action againstltUltimately, these men and women helped

channel whiteaversions t®lavery into the first organized, interracial, and successful abolition

movement in American history.

Recent scholarship has shown the many ways in which, despiteombilfe o ni st s 6
protestations otherwise, the practice of holding Black and Indigenous persons in bondage in
Massachusettwas far from distinct from elsewhere in British North Amefi€But, at the same
time, slavery irthe Bay Colonywasdistinctiveg due tothe strength of its local mythologies.

From start to finish white colonistserer e f used t o cl arify sl averyods

iadmi xture of s erborenzaGieene arguddShvery megegbedameaas

1n referring to the distance and distinction of moral perception and moral action through this work, | am
paraphrasing Christopher Brown, who was paraphrasing in turn the historian MosesVarkdyCapital:
Foundations of British AbolitionisfChapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Moses I. Finley,
Ancient Slavery and Modern IdeolofBrinceton: Markus Wiener, 1998).

2Warren,New England BoundNewell, Brethren by NatureJohn Wood SweeBodies Politic:
Negotiating Race in the American North, 17138B0(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006); Christy
Clark-Pujara,Dark Work: The Business of Slavery in Rhode Isi@elv York: New York University Press, 2018);
Emily Jeannine CIl ar k, AoTheir Negro Nanny was with Chi l
EighteenthCe nt ur y Ne w Bwillian and MaryTQuavterlyvdl. 79, no. 4 (2022): 53362.

BLorenzo Gr-elehdingSNaweEngl aniburmalofiNedra Historjvalal® e ni ng, 0
no. 4 (1928)495.



social, |l egal, and economi c infsd masytothérlpcest*on o i n
Nor didthis societyi c o n s ¢ i 0 u s$tdelftads | caovrigmpigtb et uati ono as mos
conclude®Bydi nt of white colonistsod reluctance to
as truly enslaved, subaltern actors in Massachusetts were able to demand unparalleled social and
legal protections in the British Atlantic world, such as the right totseie masters for abuse

to own property, marry, testify, and, crucially, petition the General Court for retrelsswork

suggests thafar fromtheresultoi n A unt hi n ksiaveryg toak oot in #assanohusetts
duetowhi t e c ol orefusats thirkk tovhald bbbui their actigribeir refusal to

consistently, critically, honestly examine an ewedening gap between their visions of

themselves and the reality of their practites.

Thestories of three meguide ughrough distinct phases in the development of the myth
of the slaveless societgnd thg reveal thevays in which Blaclactivistsconsistentlydeployed

that myth against the realities of their oppressiorss the colonial era

“] follow M. Scott Heermands suggestion in this wor
Afcommon ideaodo that sl avery Weaalchamy offSlavery: HintamBondageandi n e ar |
Emancipation in the Illinois Country, 173865 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2022), 5.

15 Christopher Tomlins-reedom Bound: Law, Labor, and Civic Identity in Colonizing English America,
15801865(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 417n58.

¢ Edgar J. McManusBlack Bondage in the NoriSyracuse University Press, 1973); A. Leon
Higginbotham In the Matter of Color: Race and the American Legal Process: The Colonial R@&téwd York:
Oxford University Press, 1980); Scott Hancock, AoThe |
rhetoric, and African American identity formation in Massachusetts,-16815 5, 6 ( PhD di ss., Uni ve
Hampshire, 1999); Thea K. Hter, fiPublishing Freedom, Winning Argumen&omersetNatural Rights and
Massachusetts Freedom Cases, 17326 (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2005).

171 make this point contra Winthrdp.J or d an 6 s  &vhitg OvereBlatck:sAmeérinan Attitudes
Towards the Negr¢Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1968);38!
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At the turn of the eighteenth century,amémmaa me d Adam f ought agai nst
attempts to keep him in chairidis case helpethunch a pattern of introspection in the colony
overits labor practicethat ebbed and flowealver the ensuing decadés moves that would set
the tone for later antislavery efforts in the colomg Massachusetts General Court sought to
curtail the importation of Black enslaved personsof a complex set of motivations that were at
once strategic, moral, economic, andoghobic. All the while, white Bay colonists perpetuated
the narrative that slavery did not exisr sein Massachusetts and that, to the extent it did, it was
a benign institution incomparably less wicked than that which was taking place on African
shores or in the British Caribbean. These arguments highlight the many problems early
antislavery sentimentrgsents to modern study, one being that white objections to slavery and
the slave trade were almost alwayerlacedwith bothhumanitarian and selfish concerns.
Another is that recurrent condemnations of both by no means led to the abatement of either.
ReexaminingA d a neldalenge andecovering the influence hisn d o fightsdor feeédom
had onearly Massachusettspens a window for exploring ttsbape, extent, growth, and nature
of slavery in a colony avowedly hostile to its entrenchment, while highlighting Baackwhite

led initiatives to curb its expansion long before the American Revoldtion

8 My work thusbuilds upon a resurgence in scholarly interest in the origins of slavery in the Americas and
more specifically those investigations, such as Wendy
of such effortsEuropean Enslavement of Indigenous People in the AmeddaRebecca Ann Goetz (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2024); James WalAnWorld Transformed: Slavery in the Americas and the Origins of
Global Power(London: Little, Brown, 2022); Nikole Hannah Jones, efTak 1619 Project: A New Origin Story
(New York: One World Press, 202Badriac X. Scanlarglave Empire: How Slavery Built Modern Britain
(London: Little, Brown, 202)) Gerlad HorneThe Dawning of the Apocalypse: The Roots of Slavery, White
Supremacy, Settler Colonialism, and Captialism in the Long Sixteenth CédawyYork: Monthly Review Press,
2020) andrhe Apocalypse of Settler Colonialism: The Roots of Slavery, White Supremacy, and Captialism in
SeventeentlCentury North America and the Caribbe@ew York: Monthly Review Press, 201 Herman L.
Bennett,African Kings and Black Slaves: Sovereignty and Dispossession in the Early Modern Atlantic
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019); Katharine Gefmestian Slavery: Conversion and Race
in the Protestant Atlanti(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 20E8&)jangled Empires: The Anglo
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By thedawn of the imperial crisjshe gapbetween vision and realityad grown so large
that it could no longer bemaintained Some, such as thastices of the Superior Court of

Judicaturecontinued to tryBut when Somerset, a mataimed by the customs official Charles

Iberian Atlantic, 1500183Q ed.Jorge CanizareEsguerra (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018);
James Horn1619: Jamestown and the Forging of American Democtileyv York: Basic Books, 2018); Dorhl
R. Wright, African Americans in the Colonial Era: From African Origins Through the American RevolN®om
York: Wiley Blackwell, 2017); Andrés Reséndd@he Other Slavery: the Uncovered Story of Indian Enslavement in
America( New Yor k: Houghton Mif fl i n Hénal Passages: The BitBrdobnial Gr egor
Slave Trade of British America, 161807 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014). Michael
GuascosSlaves and Englishmen: Human Bondage in the Early Modern Atlantic \(Rirlddelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2018yett RushforthBonds of Alliance: Indigenous & Atlantic Slavers in New France
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012%rly Modern Virginia: Reconsidering the Old Dominjon
eds.Douglas Bradburn andbhn C. Coombg&Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 201TyavisGlasson,
Mastering Christianity: Missionary Anglicanism and Slavery in the Atlantic Wl York: Oxford University
Press, 2011XKenneth MorganSlavery and the British Empire: From Africa to Amer{dsew York: Oxford
University Press, 20078tephanie Smallwoo&altwater Slavery: A Middle Passage from Africa to American
Diaspora(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 20QJ)hn K. Thornton and Linda M. Heywoddentral
Africans, Atlantic Creoles, and the Foundation of the Americas,-1588(New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2007).

My work also builds upomnecent scholarly attempts to recover the origins of the American abolition
movementarguing that we must puslack the start abur investigations much furthéfnan most scholars hatteus
far attemptedStanley HarroldAmerican Abolitionism: Its Direct Political Impact from Colonial Times into
ReconstructiorfCharlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2019); Matthew Mastlayery and Politics in the
Early American Republi@Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Kate Madutijl Justice be
Done: Americads First Civil Ri ght s (NMoVYoeknEW.tNorfomr& m t he R
Co., 2021); Richard S. Newmahhe Transformation of American Abolitionism: Fighting Slavery in the Early
Republic(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); J.R. Oldfi€trdnsatlantic Abolitionism in the
Age of Revolution: An International History of Antislavery, c. 2I820(New York: Cambridge University Press,
2013); Paul PolgaStandardBe ar er s of Equal i ty: AmegChapeldil:&niviersityasft Abol i |
North Carolina Press, 2019); Patrick R&gghty-Eight Years: The Long Death of Slavery in the United States
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2015); Manisha Sinta,e S| ave 6s Cause(Neh Hi story c
Haven: Yale University Press, 2016). Gary Nash, Jean R. Sunderland, and Arthur Zilversmit were early forerunners
in attempting to understand the birth of American abolitionism in the eighteenth centuryFigsiom by
Degrees: Emancipation in Pennsylvania and Its Afternfidgw York: Oxford University Press, 1991); Nash and
SunderlandFor gi ng Freedom: The Formati on d840(@ambridgg:del phi ads
Harvard University Press, 1988); Zilversniitie First Emancipation: The Abolition of Slavery in the North
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967). See also James D. HssiBpnds of Wickedness: American
Evangelicals Against Slavery, 171808( Phi | adel phi a: Temple University Pres:c
forthcoming work joins my effort in tracing the history of American antislavery sentiment back into the colonial era;
Let the Oppressed Go Free: The Revolutionary Generation of American Abolit{@hidtzlelphia: University of
Pennsylvania, forthcoming). Like other scholars, howev
communities. See, for instance, Jackson and Susan Kazakers and Their Allies in the Abolitionist Cause, +754
1808(London, 2015) and Brycchan Caréypm Peace to Freedom: Quaker Rhetoric and the Birth of American
Antislavery, 16571761(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012). James Stewart restates thastird
narrative of American antislaverybirthed in the Revolution, of limited significance until the 18B0s
AHumani tari an Ref ACompaaiondo thd EiviliWarlard\Recongtrudiied. Lacy Ford (New
York: John Wiley & Sons, 2005).



Steuart, arrived in Bostan the 1760sheheard a fatouderchorus giving voice to the idehat

Bay Colonistouldno longer countenandeiman bondage any form The myth of the

slaveless society was never more vehemently insisted upon or made more politically utile as an
antislavery mantran Massachusetthan after the Stamp Act Crigigronically when slavery

was at its greatest strength in the colony.

My work reveals that Massachusetts experidraseefficacious and extensive antislavery
shift during theearly years of the imperial controversy. Its findings force us to dismiss the
longstanding misconception thatitwas jisQu a ker s and few ot her whit e
ti me Rnagainst the institution that had made B
contentions that patriot | eade¥PThatsaglmyessarily
findingsalso suggest that good reasons remain for questioning whether this pronounced
expansion of antislavery expression was as sudden and dranfast aspearg® What

Somerset witnessed in this moment did not come aboytly because leaders of the opposition

¥ Woody Holton,Liberty Is Sweet: The Hidden History of the American Revolhew York: Simon and
Schuster, 2021), 14&KRobert Parkinsorilhirteen Clocks: How Race United the Colonies and Made the Declaration
of Independencé&Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2021), 58. See also Alfred W. and Ruth G.
Blumrosen Slave Nation: How Slavery United the Colonies and Sparked the American ReviMatpamnville, IL:
2005); Gerald HornelThe CountefRevolution of 1776: Slave Resistance and the Origins of the United State of
America(New York: New York University Press, 2013); Parkinsbhe Common Cause: Creating Race and
Nation in the American Revolutig@hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press); David Waldstreicher,
Sl averyds Constituti on: (NéwrYorkn2089¢ RatbriciaiBradle@havety oProPagandaf i cat i o |
and the American Revolutigdackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1998); and Paul Finke&lavery and the
Founders: Race and Liberty in the Age of Jeffe@monk, New York: M.E. Sharpe Inc., 1996) for some of the
most influential works downplaying the role of antislavery sentiment in the American Revolution. See also Eran
Zel ni kkEv iAdSeenltf Wal | s : Reckoning wi t hlourmal of¢he EarlyrRemiblio r i es of
vol. 41, no. 1 (2021):-B8 for a recent review of these types of arguments.

2E] aine MacEacheren AEmancipation of &ll7a9v0eroy i n Mas
Journal of Negro Historf/ o1 . 55, No. 4 (1970),; T.H. Breen, fAMaking H
Last Years of Sl avery i ThroRkeaGassuDarkly Reflectipns bhaPersoaat lentitye t t s, 0
in Early America eds. Ronald Hoffman, Mechal Sobel, and Fredrika J. Teute (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1997); Gloria Whiting AEmanci pation Wi
Revol uti onar ySlavieaysasdabolitionyat 41t Mo, 3¢2020): 45&78.
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movement understood that they ®Noisdlikeyécr ue fim
considering the longstandirayersiongheyexpressedowards the practicethatwhite Bay

colonists suddenly realized slavery was wrdRgther, my workeveas thatrevolutionary Black
activistswere remarkablguccessfuin leadingthis largescale shift in antislavery sentimeiit

showshow theyinfluencedwhite inhabitants, elite, middling, and loweass alikefo speak up

againstslavery and the slave tradeprodigious numbers

S 0 me r expetiedcein Boston and the connections he likely made with other Black
activists, like the poet Phillis Wheatley, almost certainfprmed his own fight fofreedom
afterhe was forcibly removed to London in 17&¥ 1772, his suitor liberty fromCharles
Steuart resounded throughout the Atlantic waalltj, contrary to most scholarly analydesind
its most positive recepticmmo n g Ma s s ac h u skidcasgdnvign@ated i ot pr ess.
antislavery agitation in the colonseting the stagdor otherBlack activistsi led by Felix
Holbrook a manborn in Africa and enslaved in Boston until 176& once moraveaponize the
myth of the slaveless socieand seizéhe mechai s ms of t hei r .Thooughay 6s hi
series of petitioeHolbrook and his allies presented to the General Court and the people of
Massachusettsrite largein the mid1770s theseactivistsgave birth to a formal Black political
tradition whichhelped forgavh i t e col oni st sé vague and disper s

hereditary bondage into movement? Uniting with patriot leaders in the legislature, the press,

21 Brown, Moral Capitol

2] follow Sarah L.H. Gronningsatero6s analysis of BI
suggest that in Massachusetts, too, Bl ac k-tumedstdtev i st s A p.
imore than has beenzedcogandetdhat their story helps us

tendencies which fAmiss the ways that black citizens
America. Recovering the birth of formal Black politics in Massmetts by the 1770s, | also heed Van Gosse and
David Waldstreicherés calls to undermine persistent bi .
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and the courtto help topple the royal government and achieve the abolition of slavémy

newfoundstate t hese mends ef f othroughowthe celoniessaadradros® f and
the Atlantic.The results of their campaign wexmbivalent butbuilding on the efforts of the

many who came before them, they at | #Bnalg,t ensu

if still imperfectly, became reality by the end of the American Revolution.

Awhite mends history. o I n the process, | T guchiasm schol ar
Laurent Dubois, David Hacket Fischer, and Bianca Premmdi o have shown the many ways B
much a part ofheyhewefroa ntahte ofinion haesr itt or s g SamahLH.he Western
Gronningsater, fAPracticing Formal Politics Wi thout the
Revolutions and Reconstructions: Black Politics in the Long Nineteenth CesdistyWan Gosse and David
Waldstreicher (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020738 &#an Gosse and David
Wal dstreicher, #fAlntroduction: Black Politics and U.S.
E man ci p ReavdlubonssandiReconstructioi$22. See also Van Gossihe First Reconstruction: Black
Politics in America from the Revolution to the Civil W&hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2021)
Laurent Duboi s, iAn Ensl aved Enlightenment: Sdialt hi nki ng
History, vol. 31, no. 1 (2006): 12; David Hackett Fisch&frican Founders: How Enslaved People Expanded
American Ideal§New York: Simon and Schuster, 2022); Bianca Prehne, Enlightenment on Trial: Ordinary
Litigants and Colonialism in the Spanish Empi@hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005). See also
John SaillanBlack Puritan, Black Republican: The Life and Thought of Lemuel Haynes,1BA&3§New York:
Oxford University Press, 2002); Patrick Raglkack Identity and Black Protest in the Antebellum Né¢@hapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); David Sc@bnscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial
Enlightenmen{ Dur ham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004); Al ej a
Legal Rights in CubaCoartacionandPapel Blispanic Historical Revieywol. 87, no. 4 (2007); Richard Newman
Freedombés Prophet: Richard All en, t iNewYoMENewYokr ch, and
University Press, 2008); John C. SeMaasManunizssion, dndErfslavedct ed S|
Petitioners in Eighteeri@ e n t u r y Sld&enaand Abalitionvol. 43, no. 1 (2022). My arguments here have also
been i nfor med CdngtituehaMoments: Emaetingkth@ Beople in Revolutionary Am@iggham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2010).

Other works which have studied Black participation in the American Revolution include Judith L. Van
Buskirk, Standing in Their Own Light: African American Patriots in the American Revol(Klorman, OK:
University of Oklahoma Press, 2017); Alan Gilb&tack Patriots and Loyalists: Fighting for Emancipation in the
War for Independencghicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013); Edward CountryBlack Americans and
the Revolutionary EréNew York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012); Douglas Egertdbeath or Liberty: African
Americans and Revolutionary Ameridew York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Gary NaShe Forgotten
Fifth: African Americans in the Age of Revoluti@ambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006); Benjamin Quarles,
The Negro in the American Revoluti@@hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pres, 1996).
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COMING TO TERMS

fiThe Myth of the Slaveless Socieétyairs a wide lens approach to the problem of slavery
and antislavery in colonial Massachusetts with a close analysis of how Black and white actors
politicized and legally challenged chattel bondage irrg¢lrelutionary eraReconstructing the
progress of antislavery agitation in the colony as it developed year by year, month by month,
week by week, and even day by day, it recaptures the breadth, depth, limits, shape, and character
of opposition to slavery that took formtbeé en t he Bay Coltonyds foundi
reestablishment as a state. It treats antislaverycamenonlyaccessible discourse, a poolaoél
andtextualresource$rom which activists could drawnto contest slavery on various grounds.
When fears grew tall that importations of African men, women, and children threatened to flood
the colony with foreign laborerthis languagevas spoken. When Black violence against their
enslavers compelled white colonists to grapple with the threat their bondspersons posed to
Massachusetts society, it was spoken. And when the enslaved themselves sued, petitioned, and

fought for their libertyit was spoken.

Treating antislavery as a discouyras a dialogic exchandieat occurredetweerwhite
colonistsas well asvith Black colonists helps us observe that it was not just a handful of moral
stalwarts who spoke antislavery sentiment into being in early Anéricalso shows uthat
construing seemingly singular statements made against slavery and the slave trade as exceptional

and made in isolation from each other risks mistaking the tip for the ic&deugthermore, it

23 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essaysd. Michale Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982).

24 Jon R. Kershner makes a similar claim about early Quaker antislavery sentirfiEntRenew the
Covenanb : Religious Themes in Ei glBostoamBtillh2018)8%ht ury Quaker Al
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helps clarify the relation between opposition to slavery with opposition to the slave trade. The

two were virtually inextricable in Massachusetts throughout the colonidNegaly everyauthor

who condemned the latter was certain that its abolition would eventually lead to the death of the
former. But, at the same time, agitation against the slave trade was not simply a gradual or

Ahal fwayo measur e t owar dundertalen undeoits owh logicrorisf s | a
own discreet objectiveshough it was nevertheless always also enfolded with critiques of

slavery itself White observers throughout the colonial emnceivedf the slave tradas the

more unambiguously evil pracé of the two, as well as the more immediate thretteio

society. It was therefore the problem more urgently in neeeldoésslf the slave trade had

greater priority over slaveiyn their minds however, both were opposasd a result o similar

combination of moral, economic, prudential, and xenophobic concerns. After all, as many
commentorsoted, if the origin of enslavement was wrong, so then was its continuation within

the colony; the buyer was as menal mgntol pabt a
consequently encompasses the various rhetorical arguments made against slavery and the slave

trade and which were made use of to support legal and legislative efforts to curtail or abolish

either.

If manywhite observers across the seventeenth and eighteenth century wistied for
Aabolitiond of slavery and the slave trade, h
Aabolitionisto i f we take t hamorharselftmean a man

consistentlyseeking the demise of either practice. Massachusetts antislavery discourse, as
witnessed by its reliance on a myth thgectedchattelslavery while allowingor the

perpetuatiorof lifelong hereditary servitudenanifestecamong whié colonistsalmost always
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passively and reactively. Most who spoke up required stimulation from the committed few,
especially the agitation of the enslaved, to venture across the gap that separates moral thought
from action. And, even when they did so, they largely and practicalkywhat might better be
described as ammancipativeather than aabolitionistapproach to the problem. They focused

on freeing individual enslaved persons in their midga manumissions, limited indentures, or
judicial fiati rather than seekingehimmediate, categorical, abolition of slavery at home or
abroad. And they focused on imposing fees on African impoirieethe colony throughout the
eighteenth century, largely ignoring the Bostand Salerbased traders who bought and sold

human beings across the Atlantic.

Neverthelessscholars miss the mark when thagistthati ant i sl avery sentin
or |l egislationd was virtually nonexistent fam
c e n t 2dSugh.may appear to be the case if we examine the colonial era with nineteenth
century standards of what qualified as Aanti s
humanitarian in focus, and articulated as part of a dedicated, organized, movement. Sea

Wilentz, for instance, rightly suggests that approaching early American antislavery sentiment

through the |l ens of the nineteenth century Ai
when he characterizes early white antislavery activiststagocgor i cal |y Ar adi cal o
iambivalent, apologetic, F°Wemdstbeaoimmsinedthatat i veo

opposition to slavery could be expressed for many reasons which were often more abhorrent than

®Dana Rabin, ASlavery, Law, and RhbawandHistoryRevigwand and
vol. 40 (2022)589.

%®Sean Wilentz, @AThe RadiNeaEnglanthQuarterlyhlo6tnd. & (2623),Abol i ti o
10.
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benevolent. These include presumptions that white laborers were more industrious than Africans,
that such foreigners threatened the purity of civilized, Christian, society, and that the enslaved
represented an existential threat to the British way ofWfe. must also appreciate that such
presumptions could be expressed by manytlemsresolute observers. Doing so, it comes to

light that a significantly higher number of men and women positioned themselves in some form

against chattel bondage than hisaas have previously appreciated.

Beforeslavery became politicized during the American Revolution in a way it had never
been before, white Englishmends mythologies ¢
This includes those who have often been portrayed as proslavery advocates, lseich as t
congregationalist minister Cotton Mather. He argued that the enslaved must submit themselves
to their enslavers. Nevertheless, he was also aghast at the inhumanity of the slave trade and so
averse to treating African men and women as chattel goodsethetdercut the logic upon
which slavery took root and grew in places such as Barbados or South Carolina. Even if we
follow the advice of historian Larry Tise and view proslavery in its broadest definition as
Aanyone who urged t e silmdveefriyniftoea paenryp eteuaastoino na
that it was only a very loud, very powerful, but relatively small coterie of British planters,
mer chants, and officials who spoke or acted f
seventeenth and diteenth centuries. Such men championed a constellation of social, political,
and economic interests that most imperial inhabitants did not share and to which they were but

tangentially connectet!.

2T Larry E. Tise Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, IB3D(Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 2004). Some of the most recent work studying the Britons invested in slavery and the

15



On the other hand, if we define antislavery at its broadest as anyone who urged the
curtailment of slavery for any reason whatsoéverr , as Ai sha Finch sugges
range of ideas, practices, and embodiments that collectively refused amqdetigshe logic and
mat eri al i tyo Iiatfappealshatmany in Massachasetts, such as Mather, as well
as el sewhere in the British Empi®Eventhoset ri but e
who claimed enslaved persons as property in Massachusetts, such as the printer Thomas Fleet, or
who actively engaged in the slave trade, such as Governor Jonathan Belcher, were able to
express hostility towards the practice and founditrddicay at odds with Britai
liberty. But moral disquiet often intertwined with a much larger coalition of interests hostile to
the very presence of Black and Indigenous enslaved persons in British North America. In
Massachusetts, these elemearttalesced to offer enslaved persons the opportunity to hijack the
myth for their own purposes. Seizing upon white colonists' moral pretensions, Black women and
men continually confronted their enslavers with a stark dilemma they were otherwise retuctant t

address: recognize their freedom or deny their humanity.

African slave trade include Sean M. Kelléymerican Slavers: Merchants, Mariners, and the Transatlantic

Commerce in Captives, 164865(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2023); Nicholas Radbnagers in Men:

Merchants and the Transformation of the Transatlantic Slave Tpéale University Press, 2023); Simon P.

Newman Freedom Seekers: Escaping from Slavery in Restoration Lothadoion: University of London Press,

2022); David Richardsomrinciples and Agents: The British Slave Trade and Its Abol{fdew Haven: Yale

University Press, 2022); Paula E. Dunfasyslavery Britain: Fighting for Slavery in an Era of AbolitigNew

York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016); William A. Pettigrew,r e ed omdés Debt: The Royal Afric
Politics of the Atlantic Slave Trade, 161252(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013).

2Aisha K. Finch, AThe Unruly Temporality of an Anti
Atl antic Protest, aWdiam andeMary Quadeavol. 81gno R &2024): 13.i For earlier
reviews of the historiography on early Anglomer i can abol i tionism, see W lliam P
Hi storians and the ChélistmicablJoun8lwv bt i sB2AbobitédoOR6MID; Rob
Systemati sedd: The Changing DdB®4dte @wner Mahasvbédmray Samd aAlli
The Historiography BrépheBlofPotiest: Rdtansidering tberHisterynal American
Abolitionism eds. Timothy Patrick McCarthy and John Stauffer (New Press, 2006).

16



Scholars would thus do well to reject the tendency to see past actors, especially in the
eighteenth century, as categorically antislavery or proslavery in principle. White Bay colonists
throughout most of the period appear to have been deeply ambivalehttaissue and could
often exhibit antislavery and proslavery proclivities concurrently. This is significant because, for
most individuals in any era, it takes strong moral commitmenisttdo something. Vague
apprehensions against committing posséMi are easily overcome, though that doesrantier
them irrelevant. The myth of the slaveless society may have motivated efforts to limit the
expansion of chattel slavery, but it simultaneously helped justify Black and Indigenous perpetual,

hereditary bondage as it existed in the Bay Collhthe way up tdahe 1770s

ABl acko and Al ndigenous, 0 | i ke antislavery
ANegroo and Al ndiand were the contemporaneous
they have been abandoned. Regrettably, however, it is often impdedillevhether a person
described with either tersoidentified, and archival records do not carefully distinguish
bet ween who counted for each category. fABIl ack
African-descended peoples together, including those of West African,Gdribbean, African
Indigenous, and AftanEur opean heritage, and Al ndigenouso

construed at the time as hailing fronyriad differentpeople across the Americas.

Thetermslave tradds notsodifficult to defineasBlack Indigenousor antislavery It
was the purchasing of men and women in Africa for sale as bound laborers in the Americas.
Defining slavery on the other hand, is more challenging, especially when considering it in the
context of Massachusettsd myths. Again, all p
women, and children were held in perpetual, hereditary, bondagéomal Massachusetts. As
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Stephanie Camp defined slavery in @lel South, so was it true itolonialMassachusetthat

the practicdypicallyent ai | ed Acul tur al alienation, reduct
present threat of sale, denial of the fruits
wi l |l of anot FBiscursivalynlagally,tpditicallyy and morally, however, this

construction of slavery is precisely what white Bay colorastess the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries so oftdanied that they were doing. We must therefore remain attuned to

their largelyunsuccessfutfforts to craft a liminal status for bound Black and Indigenous

laborers as nequite-slaves but netjuite-servants to understand how the myth of the slaveless
society most i mmediately influenced col oni al
essetial for understanding how slavemaseventually abolished there. White Bay Colony

enslavers refused toaegnize that they wielded absolute, arbitrary authority over these men and
womeniwhi ch was reflected and e X andstasadamantty t h e
refused to admit that they treated these men and women as depersonalized, kirdbas}ainz
property° So far as thegonvinced themselvebat their bondage practices were unproblematic,

they could believe that there were in fact no true slaves in their society, however often they were

forced to refer to these persons as fAslaves o

29 Stephanie M.H. Cam§loser to Freedom: Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the Plantation
South(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 27.

Scholars who have centered the fichattel principlebo
Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideolo@rlando Pattersorglavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985aude MeillassouxThe Anthropology of Slavery: The Womb of Iron
and Gold trars. Alide DasnoigChicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991); David Brion Ddatgjman
Bondage: The Rise and Fall of Slavery in the New Wditlv York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Seymour
DrescherAbolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavefiew York: Cambridge University Press, 2009)
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The termslaveless societg deployed in this work to highlighlhis tensionAs with what
Ira Berlinfamously calledi s | ave societieso,andshiaocoecilietise s owi
an analytical term, not one used by contemporatiemlike the former designations, however, a
slaveless societyas or, such ag colonialMassachusetts @arly imperialEngland, where
local observergperpetuated theontradictoryfictions that chattel bondage per se did not exist
among then though they recognized its existence elsewheredthat, so far atheenslaved
personsaamong thenwere recognizedsuch laborers were dismissedasegligible economic
and social importancand as serving in morally unproblematapacitesakin to other bound or

lower-class laboretrsvhatever they might actually be called

Many other colonies in the Englistum:-British Empireargued that theiabor regimes
treatedthe enslaved with humanity, but fematchedvhiteMa s sac hus et t ethis commi t
claim by guaranteeing hand laborerenforceablgrotectionghroughthe law Fewer still
refused, as Massachusetts didetgally enshringhe status of the enslaved as susihd none
tried ashard as Massachusettslimit or evenerase the presence of African enslaved persons in
their midst.The Bay Colonyn factnevewasa fAsl| avel ess society® or a
nor did white inhabitants refer to their homngng thisterminology But the description is used
here tohighlight the seriousness with which historiamst st appr oach white Bay
pretensions to freedgrhowever absurd and contradictory they appesawyell as our need to

better understanithe unique advantages enslaved persons wereratile of these pretensions

SiraBerlin,d Ti me, Space, an dAnerican Sacietp dn British dainland Norghf r o
A me r iAmericad Historical Reviewol. 85, no. 1 (1980): 448, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two
Centuries of Slavery in North Ameri@@ambridge: Harvard University Press, 200Bgnerations of Captivity: A
History of AfricanAmerican Slave@Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004).
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Why characterizéhe slavéess societyas ail my,athen?Myth is typicallyemployedn
modern parlance as a pejorative to refer to something that is not true, something that is
empirically false, something that has little if any connection to reality. But myths are real. They
are narratives, tales, descriptions, and stories that inBusimman thought and action. THegve
a tangible effect on our |ives. They are what
as Joan Didion put it, % Tneypduenehningintaesisenoe.e s i n
They are an insistence of how thirdys or at leasiought tq work. They remain compelling
despite the mandates of logic and materiality. They disdain demonstration, verification, and
substantiation outside of their own terms. They determine their own grounds for belief. They are,

as Paul Veyne igldito it, Atrue in spir-r

32 Joan DidionWe Tell Ourselves Stories in Order to Live: Collected Nonfictiche w Yor k: Ever y ma
Library, 2006). My use of the word myth is also operationally similar to what some social theorists have described
a srepfésentationsollective® or fii maginari esd and what other schol ars
Durkheim,The Elementary Forms of Religious L.i&sl. Mark S. Cladis, trans. Carol Cosman (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2008Fornelius Castoriadi§;he Imaginary Institution of Societyans. Kathleen Blamey
(Cambri dge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Pres:
Rethinking Modern European Intellectual Histpegs. Darrin M. McMahon and Samuel Moyn (New York: Oxford
University Press, 20148 harles TaylorModern Social Imaginarie©urham: Duke University Press, 2003); Paul
Ricoeur,Time and Narrative, Vols:Ill, trans. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 198#W88);Dan Edelstein,The Enlightenment: A Genealo@¥hicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2010). For some of the most important work influencing my understanding of myths, see Roland Barthes,
Mythologies trans. Annette Lavers (London: Paladin Press, 1&#R)kt CassirefThe Philosophy of Symbolic
Forms, Vol. 2: Mythical Thouglt New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955);
Met aphor in the Text of NelLiterarngHispotyyol & notlr(1®M™MsH4,Wendg. T. Mo o
Doni ger ObeArpiied 8pideryPolitics and Theology in M{fitew York: Columbia University Press,
2010)andOt her Peopl ebds My t(Bhcago:Uhiversitg af Crécago Presg ¢ 99%jreea Eliade,
The Myth of the Eternal Return: Or, Cosmos and His(Brjnceton: Princeton University Press, 1971); Claude
Lévi-StraussMyth and Meaning: Cracking the Code of Cult¢Bzhocken, 1995); Aleksei Fyodorovich Los&hge
Dialectics of Mythtrans. Vladimir Marchenov (New York: Routledge, 2003); Georges SRedlctions on
Violence ed. Jeremy Jennings (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999); BRad,Y2é&d the Greeks Believe
in their Myths?: An Essay on the Constitutive Imaginattoans. Paula Wissin@hicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1988). | thank Warren Breckman for the many insightful conversations we have had on this subject.

33Veyne, 89.
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To refer to the i mythdn,isdtofdestribeeset sfthemimsestede ss s oc
uponfictions thatobscure the facts of life as it was lived in early Massachudmitsvhich
historians are now able to uncover. Nevertheliese fictions weralso among those facts of
life, shaping, and shaped by, the actions of white, Black, and Indigenous persons alike. Not
everyone in the colonial era had to or did have consistent faith in themaytlavery
fundamentally had no place MassachusettdNor did all observergngagewith it in the same
way. Not everyone believad this storyasan accurate description dality nor even a desirable
prescription of what reality should be. But identifying the myth as such, then asdidamnd
does not dispel the power it once hélltle storythat Massachusetts wasaciety without true
slaverymanifested practically in the ambiguous legal status of the ensdadetthe prospects
they were able to make use of this ambiguity. It motivated attempts bslanars as well as
ensl avers to categorize bondspersons as mer e
contributing totheemergence of what was likely the largest free Black population in the
eighteenthcenturyAnglo-Atlantic. And it was weaponized in social and legislative efforts to

combat the actual existence of slavery itself.

Had not this myth existed, had not white colonists, often egged on by the enslaved,
expressed consistent aversion to the expansion of chattel bondage in their society, the practice
would have become a more prominent feature of Massachusetts than italio waadild not
have had the means and opportunity to secure his freedom in 1703. Somerset would not have
witnessed antislavery agitation become a majo
1760s Nor would his trial have inspired an unprecedemtgighouring of antislavery support in

the early 1770s. And Holbrook and his allies would not have been abieriat their vision on
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the new state of Massachusg#ssuring th€onstitutionof 178@sr ecogni t i on t hat
born free and equal. o0 These activists and the
white colonist®morally opaque misgivingsito one of the richest refrains Americas

language of liberty.
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PART I: AD A M&BALLENGE

Adam did not run away. He simply | eft. Al ways
Saffin, the man who claimed him in bondage, when the cantankerous merchant went to tend to
his farm in Bristol. On Saffi sélcthesdardpvalked ur e f r
out. He made no secret of his presence in the city, boldly going about town insisting he was a
free man. He owed nothing to anyone. Even upo
Instead, he approached his erstwhile mastémpaesented him with an invitation to meet with
Samuel Sewall, a justi ce o mostplomineptécader8affimand one
knew I mmediately what this summons meant: Ada
man 6 s cihpeemised angamomise of emancipation which Saffin refused to hanor

helped inspire Sewall to writene ofthe first antislavery pamphlatin North America This

pamphlet in turn sparkesiistained discussion over the justness, utility, and prudence of slavery

in the colony that would ebb and flow over the coming decades but ultimately culminated in its

effective and legal abolitioat the statéevel by the end of the American Revolution.

Scholars have never quite known what to do with Adam and the chain of events he
helped unleash. His successful defiance of his wbaldnslaver has often been seen as
exceptional, and the antislavery tract he helped inspire Selling of Josephas typically been
seen as an fAaberrationd in the otherwise undi
white New Englanders by the middle of the eighteenth ceitifgt Adam was far from the

only Bl ack or Native person to successfully <c

34 Christy ClarkPujara,Dark Work: The Business of Slavery in Rhode Isidelv York: New York
University Press, 2016), 5.
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prerevolutionary Massachusetts. Sewall 6s pamp
opaque, antislavery tradition that stretched
with wider concerns over the enslavement of human beings Britieh Empire, and became

politically efficacious when Black women and men, and their white allies, began challenging the

contradiction between white colonistsd princi

Massachusettsd antisl avery tdedicdtedti on was s
individuals like Adam and SewalNevertheless, if was not for the fact that broad swaths of
white colonists objected to Black enslavement long before the onset of the imperiél fonisis
reasons that were as often strategic, prudential, and xenophobic as they were humanitarian or
benevdenti it is unlikely that that this outcome would have been achieved when it was.oPart |
thisworkhi ghl i ght s t he centimenethatbubbledfjust datotv thes durbace®fr vy s
New England sociefy as Kenneth Minkema puts throughout the colonial perici A
widespread, yet vague and dispersive, enmity to Black chattel bondage in colonial Massachusetts
manifested nowhere more powerfully than in a myth white colonists there told themselves about

themselves: that theirs was, for all intents and purposesijetyswithout slaves®

SKenneth Minkema, i Jonat harMassathusettstHstorisal ReeidWel.is e of S|
(2002), 35.

% ra Berlin characterized Mdsaachosetass den a fisbave
his work ATi me, SpaceAmeand atnh eSokvi celt wt ioonn Bafi tAfsrho Mai nl a
American Historical Reviewol. 85, no. 1 (1980): 448, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of
Slavery in North AmericéCambridge: Harvard University Press, 200)dGenerations of Captivity: A History of
African-American Slave@Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004).

24



CHAPTER 1: MYTHS AND REALITIES

f91. There shall never be any bond slavery, villinage or captivity amongshiessé 6/

With that simple conjunction, thmadeaut hor s
manifest a central tension that would define the colony for the next century and a half, and into
the nineteenth century. Slavery did not exist hdrdess. . . The slave trade was not to be
engaged inUnless. . . No man or woman could bequeath perpetual servitude to their children.

Unless. . .

Historians have been right to point out that what came iaftem | iefisusnd ess it be
lawfull Captives taken in just warres, and such strangers as willingly [sell] themselves or are sold
t o aurs ot hose puni sihwasfar mbregimpbrtant thanrwhat dareetbeftire
permittedthe expansion of Black and Indigenous slavery in the period immediately succeeding
t he Body &Howevarswhite Bay colonists themselves, both at the time and well after,
appeared to place a great deal of stock in th
When the Body was revised and reprinted in 1672, for instance, a marginal notdeanentry
succinctly declared thatavengderwassaakepivcedyg
iBoedavery [was] Not al |3Nealyacentorylaterabsemvesoft ude d

otherwiseoppositepolitical philosophiesstill agreed thaMassachusettsyadiscountenanced

i The Massachusetts Blandver Hsthbricdl Tekt Brojdctastaccesseddomt 1) , 0
November 20, 202%ttps://history.hanover.edu/texts/masslib.htBErhphasis added.

38 |bid.

3 The General Laws and Liberties of the Massachysi&fsColony: Revised & Rprinted (Cambridge:
Samuel Green, 1672), 10, 173.
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slaveryi The col oni st $qgrnhbréaeec. kentided th aliMhe esseatial civil

r i g bfsubjéctspatriot leader James Otis declaned 764*° Royal GovernoiThomas

Hutchinson agreedith Otisdcentral premisseven years lateAs he claimediia s | asve her e
considered only as a sentawho had contracted their labbro r  fiolit walsoghérwise

guaranteed the protections of the fdw.

The manner in which white Bay colonists interpreted their foundationaltlaasghout
the colonial ersuggests that, however incredulous it may seem in hindsight, they perceived
themselves as not only morally, lalsolegally bound to therinciplethat chattel bondage had
no place in Massachusetts. They convinced themselves that slavery was fundamentally
incongruous in a colony being settled by civilized, Protestant Englishmen who merely retained
b o u medvani® within their households and who afforded them the same rights and privileges
as any other member of the lower social stirmtahierarchical wadd. Furthermore, they deemed

the slave trade an abhorrent inhumanity incompatible with the principles of devout Chriétianity.

Heeding Mosaic injunctionthat forbade Christians from buying captives who were not
taken in just warsuch as Exodus 21:16,h e Gener al Court (the col ony
ordered the repatriation of two men who had been stolen from Africa in 1646 to avoid complicity

inthe slavetradeisuch vile and odious courses® justly

40 James OtisRights of the British Colonies Asserted and ProfBaston:BenjaminEdes andiohnGill,
1764), 36.

41 Thomas Hutchinson to Lord Hillsborough, May 17Kassachusetts State Archives (Bostafol.
27:157-160.

42 Josiah CottonMemoirs, 172656, Massachusetts Historical Society, 2023, 211.

43 Smith v. Keysef1646), Elizabeth Donnamocuments lllustrative of the History of the Slave Trade to
America(Washington D.C.: Carnegie Institution, 1932), H86; Larry Gagg, fAThe Troubled

26



Richard Saltonstall, the puritan divine who p
Astealing negerso was in direct contradiction
his fellow | eaders in th]le ncetghisndgd ulrye wvaagy ecefd . ¢
the colonists who had enslaved the ménn deed t hey threatened the c
punishmeniand spoke out strongly fagainst ®*[ the] he
Legislators in Rhode Island, many of whom were former residents of the Bay Colony,

subsequently went even further, enacting a | a
or whiteo from being held Afor chbitedindigemousr sl a
enslavemer®T he col oni ¢erébyexhibisedtheirpsofoungdiscomfort with

treatinghuman beings as commaodifiable goods.

Of course, lithreemeasures wetargely ineffective. When future captives were brought
into Massachusetts, the General Court typically failed to indict their abductors without concrete
evidence that those so enslavedweret @l awf ul | Capti vesdltisr had
unclear, for instance, what happened to Hagar Blackvhen she claimed she was kidnapped

from Jamaican 1669 nor to anindigenous man named Ninequabben when he made a similar

Rainbow Blistory Today vol. 39, no. 8 (1989): 381. This move paralleled similar efforts Parliament was then
taking to ensure that white bond laborers in England were being ttakiem Americasoluntarily; Acts and

Ordinances of the Interregnum, 16486Q eds. C.H. Firth and R.S. Rait (Ontario: Tanner Ritchie Publishing,
2005), 1:681, 812. After their return to England, many former Bay colonists, such as William Aspinwall, hoped to
rest orset eflanhainn g 0 a A Daor af ldopd: dr,aAICalland iDeckaration for the Gathering Together of
the First Ripe Fruits unto the Standard of our Lord, King Jésoadon: 1660), 5.

44 Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetteddlathaniel B. Shurtleff (1853), II:
98-9, 115, 129, 136 and lll: 13, 46, 51, 98je Saltonstall Papers, 16aB25(Boston Massachusetts Historical
society, 1972), 1:138.

45 Records of the Colony of Rhode Islard Providence Plantatior(®rovidence: A. Crawford Green and
Brothers, 1856), |: 243.

46 Body of Liberties (1641)
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claimin 17084 On the other handuthorities protectetinmanuel Basilicand Thomas Barter
from bandage in 179and 1712, respectivef§ Similarly, Rhode Islanderdid not seem to

consistentlyheedtheir poorly publicized injunctiospassed by a rump session of the legislature.

Massachusetts and Rhode Island were hardly distinct in this respect. Indeed, throughout
the early modern English Empire there existed a powerful, arguably prevailing, belief that
slavery constituted a profound transgression of Protestant ethics and neés ¢hantithetical to
the Empirebés divinely sanctioned tradition of
emerged in the seventeergéntury empire, slaverfgonsidered abstractlyyas abadthing. It
wasa practice relegated to uncivilizedlmat hens, i nhuman Muslim ATurKk

Cat hol i ¢ f9nppased upon dumanijty.by Satan and his minions for millennia, it was

47 For Blackmorsee WarrenNew England Bound 53-4. For Ninequabben, se&gachary McCleod
Hutchins,Before Equiano: A Prehistory of the North American Slave Narrg@mapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2022), &1

48 The white servantRobert Collinsand Grizell Simerelalsosuccessfully won their freedom on the
grounds that they were stolen in 1672 and 1681, respectiMadytraffickerJohn Haughton, for his part, though
initially indicted for fAman steal i ngoin¥¥8lButthenpnuahf | ndi g

laterBernard Trofwas prai sed in 1705 for ARedeeming and Returnir
Sl averyodo by a.FargheB ansa nhe doséedduydaindgafoye Equianpd2-51. For Barter, see
Domi ni k Nagl, fAThe Gover nment alklveD sameodkbstudhval\b& noyl i n Col on

(2013), 89. Collins and Simerell ilRRecords of the Court of Assistants of the Colony of Massachusetts Bay, 1630

1692 (Boston:Rockwell and Churchill Press, 1904), 1:88; Haughton inSuffolk County Court Files, 1629797,

Massachusetts State Archives (Boston), 1:99 (168dft in The Acts and Resolves, Public and Private, of the

Province of the Massachusetts Bégoston, 1895)3:123. Some, such as Thomas Gorgas/ernor of Maine, were
concerned of the Al awfulness of t akiSmithv.[KeyseThomasns] fr om
Gorges to Sir Ferdinando Gorges, May 19, 174 Letters of Thomas Gorgesl. Robert E. Moody (Portland:

Maine Historical Society, 197835.

49 A Brief Relation or Remonstrance of the Injurious Proceedings and Inhumane Cruelties of the Turks
(London: 1657); Petition of John Eliot, 16 78tps://nativenortheastportal.com/node/18119
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somet hing that those who had seen the true |1

and nail wherever it occurréef.

The English propagandist, Richard Hakl uyt,
colonial projects in the Americas wouHad succe
settlers would form with enslaved Africanamdd i genous peopl e to throw
fii nt ol e r>aSeverl dgcad&sdaten) the explorer Richard Jobson spoke for other
chauvinists in the Empire when he insisted that, again unlike the Spanish, he and his countrymen
Adid not deale in any such commoditi tha, neith
had our o Wihis statdémen was alréady untrue when it was penned in 1623, just as
Hakl uytdéds dream of an interracial coloni al |
narrative of English antagonism to slavery that inspired and was reinforced éypthdisations

ironically became more engrained as the empire became more invested in the African slave

50 This Manichean narrative structured Angloner i cans 6 perception of their w
era. See, for instance, a piece fromBoston PosBoyof November 6, 1749, reprinted from thendon Gazette
As the author explained, |l iberty was fdthat great, th
was their Birthr i g ht | 6till the ambitious Nimrods of the Worl
Blessing, and made uslesshhan Men. 0 S e eAndEbsayon tReaViericharidlisedof Sdayes & Souls of
Men (Boston: 1732). For secondary literature on the creation and importance of this ethos in eigletetemyh
Anglo-America, see Bernard Bailyithe Ideological Origins of the American Revolut{@ambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2017); Linda ColleBritons: Forging the Nation, 1701837 (New Haven, Yale University Press,
2009); Branden McConvillef he Ki ngdéds Three Faces: Thel7/ro(Chapelldill. Fall of
University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Carla Gardina Pegtantestant Empire: Religion and the Making of
the British Atlantic WorldPhiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010); John Philip ReédConcept of
Liberty in the Age of the American Revolut{timiversity of Chicago Press, 198 ordon S. WoodThe Creation
of the American Republic, 17-2687(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1969).

at
dl

5! Richard HakluytA Discourse Concerning Western Planting, Written in the Year ¥gB&harles
Deang(Cambridge: 1877), 78 2. Wi | | i am D6 Avenant pl ay &m Crweltytohthesi mi | ar
Spaniards in PerLondon: 1658).

52 Richard JobsoriThe Golden Trade: Or, A Discovery of the River Gambra, and the Golden trade of the
AethiopiangLondon: 1623), 112.
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trade>3 This disparity between an idealized vision and harsh reality was difficult to maintain, and
eventually became untenable in Iight of the p
American colonies. In 1701 Justice John Holt revived a dicta madain t wr i g@h5%,s Cas e
asserting that, though sl avery may be all owed
S| aves t 0®Thisveaslutroee of nrany &ttempts to square the circle by insisting that,

though slavery did indeed exist in the colonies, at least in England, the birthplace of liberty itself,

it was unacceptable.

Massachusetts largely inherited this eth@sd all its contradictionis from the
metropole, as reflected in the Body of Liberties. Even as the charter recognized the permissibility
of slavery in the colonfor certain reasonds authorseverthelesgook pains to reject the
reduction olhuman beingstochattely st i pul ating that those so el
liberties and Christian usages which the law of god established in Israel concerning such persons
does mor afPThe enslavedwere te be dreated as people, not property. To Bay
colonists and other Englishmen at this time, such a stipulation essentially amounted to a
repudiation of the enslavedb6és status as ensl a

wrotehr ee years after the Body of Liberties was

John Donoghue, @A60ut of the Land of Bondageod: The
Ab ol i Amercan,Historical Reviewol. 115, no. 4 (2010): 94874; andrire Under the Ashes: An Atlantic
History of the English Revolutidi€hicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013).

Holly Brewer, fACreating a Common Law ofaw@ddavery f o
History Review vol . 39, no. 4 (2021); John Blanton, AThis Spe
Subjecthood in AnglAmerican Law and Politics, 1638783 (PhD diss.City University of New York, 2016);

John Donoghue, ATransatl antic Discour s eSoricarhenttyol.le edom an

10, no.1 (2014): -p4.
55 Body of Liberties(1641).
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of other Laws than their lords wills 3 . . th
Rat her, they were fAservants, o as English and
referred to bound Black and Indigenous persons all the way up to the imperial’ ¢ndised, by

the end of the col oni al pRay odol diSieegaleadt pif @ff e
euphemism for designatirBjack andIindigenousenslavedaborers® Enslavers and legislators

landed upon thidistinctterminologyit hough fivassal ¢ bandleddbout | | ei no
only afterhaving spent decadgsappling with the fact thahosemen and women who labored

in bondage served perpetualiynd passed on their status to their childesen if they were

recognized as persons before the Islwst colonies in British North Ameri¢auch as Virginia,

were likewise initially reluctant toategorize their slaves as chatfdBut unlikein Virginia or

elsewheren the AngleAtlantic, seventeentltenturyBay colonists refused tanequivocally

inscribe slaverynto law.

John Cotton and Nathaniel Wattle drafters of the Body diberties,were not being
willfully obtuse, or guiltily prevaricatingvhen they penned the nin€fiyst clause They insisted

t hat -siilbaovnedr y 06 was f or bi d-grexservitude wahaeprovdsmhallyny , but

56 Henry ParkerJus Populi; or, A Discourse Wherein Clar Satisfaction is Given, as well Concerning the
Right of Subjects, as the Right of Prinflesndon: 1644), 3612.

57 Kathy Chater, for instance, notes that of the 4,000 Afribescended individuals she found in England
up to 1807, only fifteen were demar-t &0 éfihe BrsishBlave aves; 0 |
Trade: Abolition,Parliament and Peopleeds.Stepherfarrell, Melanie Unwin, and James Walvin (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2007),-88.

8 Boston GazetteApril 27, 1761.

®Thomas D. Morris, Aé6Villeinage é as it existed in
Problem of the &Sour cAmerigan dolirnabobLegalhHéstorgol. 32, re.\2 ¢1988)a937,0
Kathleen BrownGood Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patria@kader, Race, and Power in Colonial
Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 199Bdmund MorganAmerican Slavery, American
Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virgini@ew York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2003).
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permitted exception. White criminals (includi
Sabbath breakers . : . & such as abdkenonr t hems
subject strangers and heathen captigesldalsobe held inslavery Suchbondage, however,

was intended to be a remedial form of labor that would ideally, eventually, allow those so held to
become (re)integrated into civil sociéMuchasi n Engl and, Massachusett s
permit the reduction of persons to absolute property. Perpetual sereituithe, other handvell

thatwas a bitasier tdoreathe

Thoughthetension between property and perpetuity was just as difficult to maintain in
New England as it was i®Id England, Bay colonists found substantial theological support for
their bondage practices. William Ames, for instance, an influential English theologian who was
widely read in Massachusetts, insigdgthed that w
holding of persons as literal, absolute, propényas a violatonoChr i st 6s gol den ru

humane servitude was unproblematic, even if it lasted a liféfi@eer Calvinists, such as

60 Records of the Governov : 2 4 1 . For some examples of whites ficomi
seventeenth century, sBecords of the Court of Assistants/8-9, 86, 94, 97, 118. For other examples wherein
Massachusetts authorities sold white men and women into forced service, but not slavery per se, including, in one
instance, James Johnson, a deacon and former militia captain, see Towoed Master Well Served: Masters
and Servants in Colonial Massachusetts,-1830(New York: Garland, 1998), 586. Towner found roughly one
hundred white individuals were punished with bond servitude up to 1750, their terms lasting on average a few years,
but some as many fourteen. The practice continued after that point, howevar, B8f&2, William Healy was sold
into servitude for twenty years to William Brattle for attempted burglary; Suffolk County Court Files, vol. 428, May
12, 1752, case #69278, MassachusgttiseArchives(Boston. For the widespread practice of placing poor whites
i nt o -silboomedr y0 i n-ctelmé usgvé&mtgeéé sthh empi r e, sBeoen dbaogneo.gdhdu e , f

61 william Ames,Conscience with the Power and Cases Theflemfidon: E.G., 1643). For studies on
Anglo-American Puritanism broadly, see Perry Milléhe New England Mind: The Seventeenth CerdndfFrom
Colony to ProvincéCambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983); Edmund Morghe,Puritan Dilemma: The
Story of JohiwWinthrop(Boston: Little and Brown, 1958); David D. Hallorlds of Wonder, Days of Judgement:
Popular Religious Beliefs in Early New Englafieambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990) anldeforming
People: Puritanism and Transformation of Public Life in Englé@tapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2012); Michael WinshipHot Protestants: A History of Puritanism in England and Amefidew Haven: Yale
University Press, 2018).
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Robert Sanderson, bl anc hedprastarein forgto stamirutigeht t h a
mar ket], become merchantabl e war Andthsd be cha
sentiment was shared by the sometho@snials, sometimepuritans, Samuel Risworth,

Thomas Veneer, and Samuel Gorton, the | ast of
1652 abolition lawt? Similar arguments appeared in other dissenting tracts, such as Richard

B a x t Ghristias Directory but also in Anglicanand nonsectariaauthored works such as

Morgan GDhievyNé&gr o006s an @éndithddendlydvicdBydTtiomasa t e

Tryon, both of whom had witnessed the evils of British American slavery firstfiand.

Baxter, Godwyn, and Tryon condemned African slave traders or West Indian enslavers as
AChristian Tyrants, 0 Athe common enemies of m
[ persons] o of even nPoAl thredinmiowese hastdeuosthe armihilatioro n [ s ]
of personhood that was inherent with treating people as property. All three drastically restricted

what counted as acceptable bondage by a people professing the protestant faith. Indeed, in any

2Robert Sander son, fdyd 6 m&me Wdrkslof, Robdnt Iaedarged. tMiliam
Jacobson (Oxford, UK: 1854),77-178.

8Gorton argued that men should not be made fito be a
having been forced i nto sl aver ySinplicitieMReteee AgainstBevert t s 6 | ead
Headed PolicLondon:John Macockl 6 4 6 ) , 4 2; Philip F. Gura, fAThe Radical
Light on the Relati on of WilkamghdiMarh Quarterlyvom3smo. ¢ @Ivo):FF8r i t ani s |
100; Guy DixonfiSamuel Rishworth of Providence Island, Councillor (2638 3 8) and Gdnealogistsi oni st ,
Magazinevol. 30(2012). For Veneer séhe Banner of Truth Displaygtiondon: 1657) ané Standard Set Up
(London: 1657), both of which Donoghue argues he was i |
970.

Mat t h e wPridiive @rigisation of MankindLondon: William Godbid, 1677) was another
i mportant work in this tradition, and helped influence
Richard BaxerA Christian Directory(London: Robert White, 1673); Morgan Godwyinh e Negr oés and | nd
AdvocatgLondon: J.D., 1680); Thomas Trydrriendly Advice to the GentleméHtanters of the East and West
Indies(London: Andrew Sowle, 1684).

A Chr i st i aFriendlyyAdvizeTtyan,884 ; fcommon e nGhrstiae BirealoryBa xt er ,
558; fimonst rNeugsr,robdcEie?® t2y n ,
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case that did not meet the standards of Christian servituBexteyar gued, @ABy ri ght
his own and therefore no G Bhougheeves Eryomthgmostave j u
radicalthinkerof thethree admi tted a right to hold persons
name suggests this condition mandated the recognition thatengageddé posi t i on i n

bondage was irregular and conditional, however long it might actuall¥/ last.

These writergxerted an important influence over conversations regarding justifiable
slavery in Massachusetts and elsewhere in the col&h@stton Mather, for instance, quoted
Baxter, in a piece dedicated to and inspired by Seta&ihhgpains to condemn the slave trade
Ato go as Pirates, and Catch up Poor Negroes
make them S| avims drOhes olf| tthlreemodr st kinds of T
Mather, human traffickersevr e it o be taken for the common en
did not go so far as to condemn slavery as it was, supposed to be, practiced in Massachusetts (he
referred to it elsewhere in his works as fdper

colony and el sewhere who treated idiBxlasveasd per

66 Baxter,Christian Directory 559.0ther writers in the seventeenth century agreed, adopting similar
arguments against the effective enslavement of Englishmen by unscrupulous traders. As George Gardyner held, poor
whites in the metropole where bemthmgy Aidnotsit e btae d alriokies | me
Acommodi Maesel | us Ri ver s dkewisedsmnayadiratwtitg servénts in Babados r e
were fiattached as horses and beastso to their masters,
Chri stian i ma g Desaiptionmfthe dlew®bonddndonelb49), 8; Riversand FoylEn gl and 6 s
Slavery; or, Barbados Merchandigkeondon: 1659), 8.

Phili ppe Rosenber g, @TheOeast uTrryy oDn meennds i tdhiliam Sef v eAmtt & e
and Mary Quarterlyvol. 61, no. 4 (2004), 66842.

%Bernard Rosenthal, @APuritan Rewksgand®Quaceslywoh #a6d New Eng
no.1(1973:681; David Whitford, AA Calvinist Heritage to the
Claim about Ra cChar¢h HiStonbaod Religioua Cultuwenl., 90, no. 1 (2010): 285; Christopher
Cameron, ATh Puritan Origi ns HidtoridllJaumad of Mdsgathusetisob ni s m i n
39, nos. 1 & 2 (2011): 7207.
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bought #Afor t heiiars niielenrc aGonnamoed iDteywwd | s, t hod t he

they sdJd Abuse. 0

Mat her 6s accusations were no mere superl at
grave indictment for the devout minister, and he believed treating other human beings as freight
for sale at the market was a heinous sin. In his mind, and in theofmatioler divines in
Massachusetts, such as Samuel Willard, slavery was intended to serve as a rehabilitative practice
aimed at eventually integrating the enslaved into civilized, Christian society. They adamantly
believed that it did not bestow the enslavewi t h an absol ute AArbitrar)

S e r v ‘That is why white colonists could be punished with slavery as’Well.

Such rationalizations accorded with the thoughts of no less a luminary in British political
philosophy than the puritaraised John Locke. According to him, slavery could only ever be
lawfully practiced as a probationary measure that never conferrecbthetar ar y domi ni on

Il ndi es0 enslavers claimed they possessé&d over

69 Cotton MatherTheopolis American@ Bo st o n : Bart hol omew Gr eZ3m, 1710) ,
Good Master Well Servd@oston: Bartholomew Green and John Allen, 1696), 5. Seeralsdegro Christianized
(Boston: Bartholomew Green, 1706) afieemenda: The Dreadful Sound with which the Wicked are to be
ThunderstruckBoston: Bartholomew Green, 1721); Alden Vaughooets of American Racisfassays on the
Colonial ExperiencéNew York: Oxford University Press, 1995),-84.

70 Samuel WillardCompleat Body of DivinitgBoston: Bartholomew Green and Samuel Kneeland, 1726),
614. See also Benjamin WadsworTline WeHOrdered FamilyBoston: Bartholomew Green, 1712), 195

"1 Besides local criminals punished with slavery 9),&ip to four hundred Scottish prisoners were forced
into bondage in Massachusetts in the 1650s, for instance, though their terms were typically finite; Charles E. Banks,
AiScotch Prisoners Deport ed-5t2drodeedings Bfthg Massachusettg Historicaimwe | |
Society(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1928)S@ries, Vol. 6, £ 9 ; David Brion Davi s,
Sin: The Cul t uThelAntiBazerykvVgnguard: New, ESsayis an the AbolitigrestsMartin B.
Duberman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965).

72 John LockeTwo Treatises of Governme(tndianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2016)Section 129;
Holly Brewer, fiSlavery, Sovereignty, and o6l nheritable |
Amer i c an ASdriean Histogical Revieywol. 122, No 4 (2017): 1038078; John DunrThe Political
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Slavishslaveryit hat i s, ,#ldaveryaslabefsrd aber s sake, as a me
personal enrichment, and/or as a process of human commodificatias utterly

unconscionable and altogether different from what Locke saw as acceptable and from what

Mather and other Bay colonistsuch as the slave trader Jonathan Beldasv,themselves as

practicing’® Echoing this sentiment, a pair of anonymous English tracts likewise emphasized

that, even if one were to entertain the notion of legitimate ownership of slaves, they must never
forget that enslaved individuals were human beings deserving of dignity enetpossessions

akin to animals. AThey are Men, 0o not f@dDogs. 0

Locke, Willard, Mather and others like them in the English Empire circumscribed the
boundaries of permissible bondage and affirmed the inherent humanity of all individuals, thereby
righteously distinguishing themselves, at least to themselves, from ttfiolst wretches
el sewhere in the world who treated ensl aved p
or f@ARat i on’aButtheywerm hotbeiagssimply pharisditassachusetts enslavers

oftenagonized ovetheir pious duties to enslaved membershair household, and

Thought of John Locke: An Historical Accou(NewYak the Ar
Cambridge University Press, 1969); James Farr fAdé6So Vil
Lockeds Pol iPoliticaldheoryivbl.ald, goh2 (19686):263 89 and fALocke, Natur al L
Wor | d SPolitigaeThegory @ol. 36, no. 4 (2008): 49522.

73 Belcherexpressed this sentiment when he insigied enslaved families should not be broken up by their
sale;Collections of the Massachusetts Historical SodBtyston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1894), Ser. 6,
vol. 7, 410.

74 A Letter from a Merchant at JamaiaL ondon: A. Baldwin, 1709), reprint
and Natur al Right to Life and Libertyé: An Early Natur
Col oni al B r Williansamd Mamg Quaiteclyargl. 67, no. 4 (2000803; The ObservatqrJanuary 28,

1709/ 10, reprinted in Ruth Pacl.ely7Sabery@ndAbolitiofiv®l.81, hoi2a ment a
(2010),2725.

> Mather,Negro Christianized4.
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conscientiously helthemselvesas Ebenezer Parkman did the obligation of treatintheir

iservantso as human bei thgmselves equal spiritual

Il n naming one man fACotorMathensesan éxplititoemindents t an c e
himself that he possessed kinship and innate equality with the man he enslaved; one who was
Anot now av:PesSbuvaamaboffe a servant, a brother
(Philemon 1:16)’ Yes, Mather recognized, men and women like Onesimus were often held in
lifelong servitude in Massachusetts that descended to their chilbdrene believed that their
condition in bondage was fundamentally different in degree rather than kind from other varieties
of servitude that European men and women served. It was, moreover, far different from the rank
crimes being perpetuated by thosenrmstealers and tyrants who sought to annihilate the
ensl avedbébs humanity through their commodi fica
ensl aver stole one of his Aservantso and ship
wrote inhisdiarybw Al could by no means recovero him f

make a perpet@al slave of him.o

Hi storians have been right to point out th

wrong to dismiss the antislavery potential of his philosophy. They are also at risk of making a

"6 The Diary of Ebenezer Parkman, 1708382 ed. Francis GWNalett, (Worcester: American Antiquarian
Society, 1974).

“"le @263 is rendered as fAservanto in the King James
translated directly as fislaved however, and Mather woul
iStrangers in the Hous@nedi mdwod,: Lmod taom Bbapg ehrei ment i n CFt
Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Sociétly7, no. 1 (2007): 1483 7 6 ; Dani el K. Richter, T
Has Caused Them To Be SerAmarisdan CSItdwerr Pabdatimofahee va nEin QAIf a
Congregational Libraryyol. 30, no. 3 (1979):4 4 ; Henry W. Haynes, ACotton Mather

Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Sogigbl. 6 (1890): 191195.
8 Diary of Cotton Mather, Vol. |: 1681709(New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing, 1957), 203.
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graver error when lumping him and other thinkers who were hostile to chattel bondage into a
tradition of proslavery thought thttese thinkersaw themselves as standing against and in

which they ilHit. ”® Anthropologist Claude Meillassoux, on the other hand, makes a compelling
argument that we should best understand ensl a
ideol ogyo i n def ens e usagainstfaliing mto the tragbéreirs@ibingt el y
such apologetics, rightly pointing out that,
slaveryo irrespective of t he?®Butwepahtneedtd ook i n
tread even more carefully than that. For Mather and the other thinkers mentioned above, their
principles pulled them into two directions at once, and historians must remain attuned to the dual

possibilities, and the various contingess; this enabled.

Mather and others like him undercut the grounds upon which slavery could be established
and expanded in the EnglishEmpgined e ny i ng At he realityo that th

b e i rflghsthe dame time, however, their agonistic approach to the issue allowed, as Wendy

Warren argues, fdordinary peopled in Massachus
there by telling themselves that afpelmdtedfr own p
protective, and unproblematico even as it bec

®pPeter W. Mackinlay, fAThe New Engl| OWdimeNewi t an At tit
England vol. 63, no. 31973): 8188; Paul R. Griffin Seeds of Racism in the Soul of Ame(ickeaveland:
Sourcebooks Inc1999); Richard A. BaileyRace and Redemption in Puritan New Engl@ddw York: 2011);
Katherine GerbneChristian Slavery: Conversion and Race in the Protestant Atlantic V{i®Hiladelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018).

80 Claude MeillassouxThe Anthropology of Slavery: The Womb of Iron and @dluiversity of Chicago
Press, 1991), 15.

81 Catherine Adams and Elizabeth Pleckye of Freedom: Black Women in Colonial and Revolutionary
New EnglandNew York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 29.
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many ways, more dehumanizing across the eighteenth céaftingy recognized that slavery

per sewasmorally dubious but not as it was practiced in Massachus®itsle white hostility to
chattel bondagand the African slave tradrirbed the entrenchment of slavery in the colony,

such conceit also let them willfully ignore or rationalize away the fact that Black bondage almost

uniformly grew throughout the colonial era, however small it ultimately remained (Figure 1).

82\Wendy WarrenNew England Bound 29. For similar arguments regarding Rhode Island and
Connecticut, see Robert K. Fittshvent i ng New Engl anddéds Sl ave Paradise: M
Century Narragansett, Rhode Islaffdew York: Garland, 1998) and Allegra di Bonaventiaar Adamés Sake:
Family Sage in Colonial New Englaiidew York: Liveright, 2013).
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Black Population in Massachusetts, 1690-1770
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8Data der i ved -1D:Esiimmated Bopulatioa af ArZerichn Colonies, 1&10 8 Blistavical
Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1@8@shington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1961), 756,
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1960/compendia/hist_stats_celd@%dlhtm! As is the case with
white colonial population numbers, these figures are estimates and should be construed as illustrative rather than
definitive. It is highly unlikely, for instance, that the number of Black Bay colonists only rose by 255 between 1730
and 1740, for instance, and then by 1,040 the decade after. Though epidemics in the 1730s, a backlash against
African importations that began around the same time, and lower Black mortality rates in the 40s may help explain
thedepression, Black importations were at a nadir throughout the 1740s and likely could not have been replaced by
birth rates alone.
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That it was necessary for white colonists to convince themselves of theengagement
with slavishslavery is indicative of the deepoted discomfort many of them held towards the
practiceitself. Few throughout the colonial period advocated for the perpetuation, let alone the
expansion, of Native and Black bondage in the province, and fewer still supported the
introduction of laws that would have dispelled the myth that slavery did not realplate
there®* Nevertheless, theontinualgrowth of enslaved personstime colonydid pose a threat to
the myth that slavery was a negligible phenomendharBay ColonyResistance from the
enslavedhemselveslsoimperiled whitee n s | a v e tthattheir bdndspera@iabored in
largelybenign conditionsEnslaved men and women were consequently able to lewshaige
ambivalenceso demand for greater recognition of their place as subjects, not property, in

Massachusetts society.

In 1693, for instance, a group of Black men approached Mather in order to form a
ASoci ety of Negroeso dedicated to worshiping
were drafted by Mather himself, but the Black men placed themselves largehtriol ob their
own governance, claiming the right to admonish any deviant behavior on the part of its members
themselves. These men were almost certainly intent on demonstrating their fithess as civil,
rights-bearing, independent, fellow subjedtshoweversincere they were in their piefy and

it is significant that this Society, or others that were modeled after it, lasted well into the

8%Emanuel Downingdés claim that Massachusetts could n
1640s is often quoted as evidence of whistemmmeadatiot ol oni s
went unheeded by the colonial governdioreover few other statements of the sort have been found. Requests for
European servants, however, were ubiquitous among colonial correspoidiatiisop PapergBoston:

Massachusetts Historical Society, 1948247, 2689, 4:6-7, 64, 6566, 5:5-8, 389.
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eighteenth centur§®. These men and those who came after them were refusing, and had unique
means to refuse, white colonists the opportunity to expand the gap between their principles and

their practices too far. They appear to have been implicitly goading their enslawetr®ras

| ater would, to dare keep their fellow Christ
effort and the success of its formation also underscores how, as a rule which of course had many
exceptionsseventeenttenturywhite Bay colonists were naitenton rendering enslaved

persons in Massachusett ting®ds afsk ismlines sh,i sd eopr @ rasnc
claimed® They were trying, and failing, to fit African enslaved persons within Massachusetts

society as fellow, or at least potentially fellow, memluthat society’

Antislavery cleavages were not only the creation of religious elites who articulated the
Ainice distinctionso that differentiated the B
English Empiré8 It was common, perhaps even more common than the alternative, for
seventeenttentury Massachusetts enslavers to relinquish their claims on Black and Native

laborers after a certain number of years. Though such servitude typically lasted far longer than

85 Diary of Cotton Matherl:176-177;Rules for the Society of Negroes, 1693
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/evansdemo/R08350.0001.001/1:1?rgn=div1;view=fyiliex¢d as a broadside in
1706 and again in 1714. For the continuing presence of the, or other, Negro SociebéasysekCotton Mather,
Vol.2: 17091724(New York: Frederick Ungar Publishin$957),36 4 and 532, and John EIl i ot
ofAme s 6 Al ma nMassachusetts Historica Society.

%Mel i sh, 25; Gloria Whiting has recently uncovered
from kin and community in early New England as schol ar
Ear |l y Ne w PEDdgd. Hanvadd, Udive(sity, 2016), 22.

87 As Heather Miyano Kopelsonotes, New Englanders dibtd e p| oy @At he $eeadi@mryl anguag
heat hasdiisdmd heir peers i n t heFaihfliBedes Pedanking Radigionand e Car i b
Race in the Puritan AtlantiNew York University Press, 2014)09.

e
b

8%Lorenzo J. -Bokeéineg R&Wakeg!| aniburrmimiNedra HistogvalalR, e ni ng, 0
no. 4 (1928)495.
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did a standard indenture, Massachusetts enslavers could convince themselves by this habit that

they were not truly engaging in chattel bondage, and they may have exerted pressure on other
colonists to do the same. William Painter, for instance, wille@tha&ncipation of the

Middlesexb ased AMuddy and Yandoo after his wifeds
passing on the enslaved persons in Barbados he claimed at hi¥death. haps fper pet ua
servitude was the discouraged exentpyti ono rath
Massachusetts, as Albert Von Frank argues. But, if so, this development was encouraged as

much by concerns pragmatic as by apprehensions fMakdiat we might think of as latierm

manumissions could prove quite attractive to even the most cynical of enslavers, conveniently
freeingthemselveas it did from the obligation of supporting their erstwhile servants after they

were no longer usefit.

The practice of eventually freeing the enslaved was common enough by the dawn of the
eighteenth century that the General Court passed a law mandating that future enslavers must

of fer a security for any f@Amol at awretheywouklgat 00 t h

89 Middlesex County in the Colony of the Massachusetts Bay in New England: Records of Probate and
Administration, March 1660/December 1670ed. Robert H. Rodgers (Boston: New England Historic Genealogical
Society, 2001), 32B22.

%Al bert J. Von Frank, @dAJohn Saffin:EafylAmerieany and Rac
Literature, vol. 29, No. 3 (199457.

91 For the eventual manumission of Simon, Jeames, Jane, Mingo, ChaddSdellaby their enslavers in
early Massachusetts, for a few examples, see Henry A. Hditary of Billerica(Boston: 1883), 170; J.H.
Temple,History of North BrookfieldNorth Brookfield, MA: 1887), 792WillamB.Towne, @A Notes and
Memor anda Relating to Pd&hmeNewEnglaod Historitad antll@emealogicdl Refistavn e , 0
and Antiguarian JournalBoston: David Clapp and Son, 1866), 20:37@or a particularly cynical case of a late
term manumissiomuch later in the colonialera,e e Wi | | i am Bournedés | iberation of
valued at £2, while he passed his three other enslaved men, who were wadti50 to his heirs in 1770;
Clifford K. Shipton,Si bl ey 6 s Ha r (BostondMa&achusaitaHiseoical Society, 1960) 11:181.
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have to be supported by the public chaggven when surety was not initially provided,

however, colonial courts appeared reluctant to return aspiring freed persons to bondage. The

Suffolk County Court of Common Pleas stretched strict legality, for instance, when it ruled that a
woman named Bettyhould remain free after her whaecomplice Richard Keates, posted ar

post factabond in her name in 1708 The General Court subsequently indemnified one Black

man, William Brown, for his surety and grante
freedo without cost to fithe Est at@&ndakomani s sai d
named Rose convinced her enslaver, Judge Nath
from the law later still. An admitted congregant of the First Church of Boston, Rose
demonstrated, said Byfield, t losetherifreefremther ul y f
Servitude she stands obl i ged *tRoseddevindgedher ]| bot h

enslave that she had fulfilled the terms of the myth of the slaveless society. She had been

brought up as Protestant, civilized, subject of the British Empire and now ought to be free.

92The Acts and Resolves, Public and Private, of the Province of the Massachus¢BesBary: Wright &
Potter, 1869), I:51%imilar limitations had been enacted against freeing white servants before the expiration of
their indentures in 1631 and 1636, followed by further legislation into the eighteenth c&w#coyds of the
Governor,1: 88 and 186; Clifford Shipt eln7,4 0duhdahofPdgiticadt i on t o Ne\
Economyvol. 45 (1936), 23439.

BEdward L. Bell, fAResearch Summarl 784 ,0d (Manspsuabclhiussheet
manuscript last revised April 18, 2022),-28.

94 Journals of the House of Representatives of Massachusetts, Vol. 11 1Ta@oston: Massachusetts
Historical Society, 1919), 134purnals of the House of Representatives of Massachusetts, Vol. 2171208
(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1921), 224.

% Probate Records of Suffolk County, Massachusetissachusetts State Archives (Bostso), 31:
17324216 . See al so James6 successf uburnpled thetHouweaof f or hi s fr e
Representatives, Vol. 13: 1723956(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1932);24,5255, andlournals of
the House of the Representatives, Vol. 14: 178&/ (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1933), 172,-1745
5, andThe Acts and Resolves, Public and Private, of the Province of the MassachuséBsdBary: Wright and
Potter, 1904), 12:41314.
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Many Massachusetts enslavers continued to provide fetdatemanumissions even
when |l egally disincentivized aga.iAmdsheywermanci p a
especially inclined to do sshen enslaved individuals offered to provide or compensate them for
their purchase and/or securiiSuch stipulations, mixed in with patriarchal presumptions of
masculinendependence, more often resulted in enslaved men than enslaved women receiving

their freedon?’ Nevertheless)oanna an®eterjointly bought their freedom from Edward

9 Gloria Whiting has found that, between 1690 and 1730, at least twamgywills from Suffolk County
alone | iberated the deceasedds enslaved persons; Whiti |
were | iberated pdeathodo notappear in probate recards) aadvsente 8lack laborers were
considered indentured servants since their birth. See, for insBosten Newd etter, April 21, 1718, May 29,
1721, or October 29, 172Kew England Weekly Journdflay 29, 1727. For examples of enslaved persons who
negotiated their freedom via payment, see the contract Sebastian Kane won for Angola in 1656, the compact Roco
and Sue made with John Pynchon imndCé6pbBeeO@Osewi mbsBbdratk:
PembertonAngola inSuffolk Deed¢Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1883), 2:297 avidlinde Lutz Sanborn,
AfAngol a and EIlizabeth: An Af r i ¢ aNewEmglaidQuyarteriwol. 72hne. Ma s s a c |
1(1999): 119129 Roco and Sue ithePynchon Paperseds. Carl Bridenbaugh and Juliette Tomlinson (Boston:
Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 1985), 2:838@nesimus irDiary of Cotton Mather2:363;Cophed n fA Di ar y
of Samuel Sewallyol. 111, 6 Collections of the Massachusetts Historical SodiBtyston:Massachusetts Historical
Society,1886),Ser. 5, vol. P.

97 Women nevertheless were also able to acquire the means to secure their husbandefrecdast a
few occasionssuch as when Hannah Wansamug paid off Eleazer Robbins on WilliamdBehiedf;Proceedings
of the Massachusetts Historical Socjed§ Series, vol. Il (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Socik299), 196;

Gl oria Whiting, AiPower, Patriarchy, and Provision: Afr]
E n g | aaoundhal @ American Historyol. 103, no. 3 (2016)1.21 595. For further study of the unique challenges
Bl ack women faced in Massachusett s, either in slavery

Yoke of Bondage: Black Women in Massachusetts, 47008 3, 6 ( Ph D di s si.NewBRioswwigker s Uni v
2014).For older scholarship on New England gender and familial norms, see Edmund S. MbegRuyitan
Family: Religion and Domestic Relations in Sevente€ightury New Englan(New York: Harper and Row,
1944), John Demo#, Little Commonwealth: Family Life in Plymouth Countidew York: Oxford University

Press, 1970), Nancy Fol br e, RéwwbdfRadeal Rolitigal Ecamomi@sll 18,n i a | Ne
no. 2 (1980): 413; Laurel Thatcher UlrichGood Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New
England, 16501750( New Yor k: Knopf, 1980); Gloria L. Mai n, AGend

E n g | anmillidm and Mary Quarterlyvol. 51, no. 1 (1994): 386 andPeoples of a Spacious Land: Families and
Cultures in Colonial New Englan@ambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); Mary Beth Nofonnding
Mothers and Fathers: Gendered Power and the Forming of American S@demyYork: Random House, 1997);
Adams and Pleck,ove of FreedornrLisa Wilson,Ye Heart of a Man: The Domestic Life of Men in Colonial New
England(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999); M. Michelle Jarrett Mdthigler Household Government: Sex
and Family in Puritan Massachuse{tS8ambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012).
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Burlesonin 1733when they offered him £1aatthey hadikely saved umpver decade¥ And

some womeracting solely such ad ettice were able to secure freedom for themselves, and

even their children, by other means, such as through demonstrations of théit Pistyto late

term manumissions, Black purchases of themselves or others, successful freedom suits like
Adamdéds, and Massachusett spérhaps?2 ®WtofveBysthongds BB
population was free by 1708, and this numibay haveeached as high as 60% by 17%This

would have made Bostdiome to the largest free Blackmmunity at leastelative toits size

in the British Atlantic as much as doubtbat of Philadelphiandeven exceedingrelawny

Town, amarron community in Jamaic&at

%Joseph Carvalho 111, @ASlavery i-h7 9VRigdidaliJauinalof The Do
Massachusetisol. 47, no. 2 (2019): 780 andBlack Families in Hampden Country, Massachusetts, 116385
(Boston: New England Historic Genealogical Society, 2011);3116

99 Lettice convinced John Staniford to manumit her and all four of her childwwolet, Titus, Menza, and
James af t er they were baptized in recognition for-her dev
1 7 7 Blaveéry/Antislavery in New Englaned. Peter Beng8oston: Boston University, 2003), 25.

100 There were at least 32 free Black men in Boston in 1708 out of a population that, due to recent
importations, had risen to about 400. Most of these importees were likely métierte was at least one free
woman or free child for every free Black adult mahjch seemglausiblegiven the high rate of latierm
manumissionn the seventeenth centytyh at means t hat 12 % odidndBlabsrinonés Bl ack
bondageby the end of the first decade of the eighteenth century. By 1771, there were 325 men and women, Black
and I ndigenous, recorded as fiServants for Lifed in Bos/H
that amounted, in 1765, to 848. As kewed imports declined to a trickédtertheearly 1760s, it is safe to assume
that this number only rose slightly into the 1770s. It is quite likely that white enslavers did not accurately record the
number of persons they held in bondage, however, in order to evade their tax obligatiorcrifam@atively
assume that the number of Black and Indigenous enslaved persons in the city was 33% higher in 1771 than the
records suggest, then the number of free individuals of color in the city still made up at least 49% of the population
by thattime; Report of the Record Commissionefdhe City of Boston Containing the Records of Boston
Selectmen, 1701 to 17{Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1884),-73; The Massachusetts Tax Valuation List of
1771, ed. Bettye Hobbs Pruitt, (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1978462 J. H. Benton, JrEarly Census Making in
Massachusetts, 164B765(Boston: Charles E. Goodspeed, 19058372

MiGaryNaslFor gi ng Freedom: The Formation d80Phil adel phi
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988.,34,36.Mi c h a e | Si vapragasam, AdAAfter th
Economic and Demographic History of Maroon Society in Jamaica-1889 0 D(diBsh University of
Southampton, 2018),23See al so Davi d Beck Ryden,CeinMamnruymiNeasmaoinc a ,no L
West Indian Guide / Nieuwe Westlische Gids92(3-4), 211244 https://doi.org/10.1163/22134369203054/
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The prospect of eventual liberation was not always popular with the enslaved themselves,
however which oftenmore closely amounted foposedinancial abandonment. Though Rose,
Betty, Adam, and others jumped at the chance to eventually secure their liberation, others who
were offered the same opporturiitgspecially elderly enslaved persons for whom there was

little prospect of being able taistain themselvesrejected it with the popular retort that

o

iMaster ate the mea®Theynnsisted tha, orue tlrek enslaversehadb o n e .
received the best of theirs e r v raosttpredudiive yeargnslaversnust supporthose same

personsn their twilight. Violet, for instance, turned the myth of the slaveless society to her
advantag@recisely by insistingon herplaesfi k i t h and kino to the Pars
was told sheva s ,Ddhe ret@tediN o . You Have had the bestof e, she reasoned,
fiyou and your s mHEdhe wasamemiehotthedamilysas hedenslavads

claimedwhen they needélder, then she had every righttemain when she needed theirs

Vi ol et 6 s decisiahdocstayhwithr theid enslaveexideda furtherlayer of texture
to Massachusetbsocialand raciafabric, creating a community gfeoplewho were not legally
free but who hadeclaimed asubstantiameasure of control over their livesen in slaveryAnd
they compleranted theconsiderablgopulation ofliberatedBlack laborersvhose very presence
posed challenges to the colony eveit &cilitated the emergence of a distinct Afrolonial

subcultureThemere existencef a large number of free Black persanade it much harder for

Philip D. Morgan, fAThe Bl ac k -1Bx1pOgfodi History ef the British BEnepireBr i t i s h
Vol. II: The Eighteenth Centurgd. P.J. Marshall (New York: Oxford University Press, 19853486.

102 3 H. TempleHistory of Framingham, Massachuseti&samingham: 1887), 23Bee als®illiam J.
Brown, The Life of William J. Brown of Providence, RRrovidence: Angell & Co., 1883), 47

103 Theophilus Parsonsjemoir of Theophilus ParsoriBoston: Ticknor and Fields, 1859),-16.
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white Bay colonists to indelibly equagkin colorwith enslavemenfrom unthinking association.
Thomas Bedunaghor instancesuccessfully sloughed off racial signifiers frémmselfandhis

children after becomingsuccessfulfarmeBy hi s deat h he wasof si mply
Roxbury . . %Bethuss dfraerpeopiaaf color like the BedunaMassachusetts
courts only established color as a presumption of enslavement by the 1760s, far later than was
the case in the southecnlonies!® Prior to that pointapproximatelywhen slavery was at its

greatest strength in the colomfassachusetigistices across thearly eighteenth century

preferred to keep open opportunities for enslaved persons to win their liberty rather than commit
the colony unambiguously tthattelslavery. The very fact that an enslaved man named Ceasar
could attempt, albeit unsuccessfully,1729to pass himself off asJamaican freeman sent to
Boston for his education reveals that race relations in Massachusetts acquired a very different

shape than they did most elsewhere in the Eniffire.

Nevertheless,alonial leaders were often at pains to regulate the free African American
community, especially in Bostofhe citypassed several restrictions across the eighteenth
century as to when and with whdnee Black personsould fraternize as well as others which

forced free Black men to perform public services in lieu of participating in the military training

Msee Whiting, NnoEMMdearing Ties, 60 164

105 SeeOliver v. Salg1762),Godspeed v. Gail 763) andAllison v. Cockrar(1764) in Josiah Quincy
Reports of Cases Argued and Adjudged . . . 1761 and(Bb&2on: Little, Brown, and Co., 1865),-33, 9499.
See Part Il for a full examination of these cases.

106 New England Weekly Journaarch 24, 1729. Of similar interest is the story of an enslaved man
named Dingo. In July 1723 Dingo published, with the help of a literate ally, an appeaNevthiengland Courant
asking for suppehretarftreadm Giesnarhee nteennrod ewh o woul d hel p provi
mi sdemeanor he committed. I't is a curious episode, bot|
because of D ithithatdhé woulereceivk support ffom the community. Placing this notice would have
cost Dingo a few shillings, so he must have calculated it would be worth theNeigeEngland Courantiuly 15,
1723.
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white men were required to underyéThoughfree Black memwere still allowed, and required,

toifbe provi ded Ar nrscasa of dneyenoissayi an invasiod from French

Canadd when they were not thought so useful even considered a threat, local ordinances

prohibited thenfrom walking arounan public holidaysfter dark!® If they did so, they ran the
riskofahsevere whipping at lfthelfell intbdurgaey, treycouier r ect i ©

iTransported beyond [the] Sea, o0 presUmably th

It is important to remember that, outside of the port towns of Boston and Salem, the
number of Black persons, free or enslaved, in most communities was vanishingly small (Figures
2 and 3). While perhapstwtohi r ds of Massachus e todtsad®of Bostenc Kk p o ¢
throughout most of the eighteenth centumpst othersvere primarily clustered in other towns in
Suffolk County and the rest were scattered throughout the cdifven in large towns, such

as Plymouth (the seat of Plymouth County) and Taunton (seat of Bristol County), the Black

107 Acts and Resolves606-7; Report of the Record Commissioners of Boston, Containing the Boston
Records from 1700 to 17ZBoston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1883), 1-B3

108 Militia Discipline (Boston: 1735)Hannigan, 74114.

109 Report of the Record Commissioners of the City of Boston, Containing the Boston Records from 1700 to
1728(Boston: Rockwell and Churchji1883),174.

Wsuyffolkos adult Black population numbered 1,215 ir
located in the following counties in order of size: Essex (362), Middlesex (339), Plymouth (121), York (116),
Hampshire (74), Barnstable (66), Worcester (&2)stol (61), Dukes (7)Collections of the Massachusetts
Historical Society 2™ Series, vol. 2 (Boston: 1815), 95 These numbers likely fall short of reality, but they are
useful as a general guide to relative adult Black population sizes between the counties. For a few studies of Black
lives outside of Boston, see Elise Lemigdack Walden: Slavery and Its Aftermath in Concord, Massachusetts
(Phil adel phi a: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009)
Spraker, fAThe Lost History of Sl aves-lamdistSicaloenalOwner s |
of Massachusettsol. 42, no. 1 (2014): 16841.
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population often numbered only in the dozétdn smaller communities further to the west,
meanwhil e, the ministerds enslaved person mig

with on a regular bast$?

MThere were 77 fANegroeso in Plymouth in 1764 and o
James ThacheHistory of the Town of PlymoufBoston: Marsh, Capen & Lyon, 1835), 303; Samuel Hopkins
Emery, History of Taunton, Massachuset&yracuse: D. Mason & Co., 1893), 677.

12Robert H. RomerSlavery in the Connecticut Valley of Massachug€ttence, MA Levellers Press,
20009).
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Black and White Populations in Massachusetts, 1690-1770
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The diffusive nature ddlavery inMassachusetts proved a debilitatingly lonely
experience for many Bl ack people in the col on
that slavery was a rare and peripheral phenomenon in their s@dietgcarcity of Black
enslaved persons, the unremarkable nature of the labor they perfowhéch was, most often,
little different than that performed by any lowaass white, or even well to do farmérthe
greater opportunities they had for acclimgtto New England social norms, and the rights/t
were able to exercise by law also inhibited the means by which rural and urban whites could
adopt the hardet ideologies of African debasement that was both product and cause of Black
slaveryods widespread ent r eHaMienaviliam Grdedeafwh er e |
was accused of murdering fia Negro Servant of
the charge and placed a fiFive Poundso reward
and notor i oud'8Grae eFnallesaefhboso dd.eof ense of his reput a
unnecessary in a society where Black laborers were regarded-lasmnsab beingdndeed, it
was essential in Massachuseittad Greenleabeen found guilty of the crime, as Thomas
Maybee was for murdering his slave thirty years latemheg ht have been fAorder
the Gallowsvi t h a Rope about hi s inipesoned or wh s pogp e Mo ht h

and forced to pagithreeyearb ond f or A Godd Behaviour

115 For the connection between slavery and racism in Virginia, for instance, see Broagh\Wives, Nasty
Wenches, and Anxious Patriarcéisd MorganAmerican Slavery, American Freedom

118 New EnglandCourant April 8, 1723.
117 Boston GazetteOctober 30, 1753.
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InshortBl ack people might be seen as fdAheat hen
Massachusettbutt hi s di d not rise to fAan ideology of 1
inherent slaves insuperably alienated from the white community members they worked, ate,
lived, and slept alongsidé® This ideology was not and would not be reified in eighteenth
century Massachusetts without a much larger population of enslaved Black persons, and this
population could not emerge in the colony so long as white colonists lacked financial

inducements stranenough to overcome their professed aversion to chattel bondage.

The fact is that the overwhelming majority of colonial Massachusetts whites owned no
ensl aved | aborers at any point i neightéesth col onyo
century, slavery in the colony was only practiced by at most, and likellg fasis than, a seventh
of all household$!® Though lessvealthy colonists could engage and profit from enslaved
persons indirectly by hiring them out or taking them on loan, most enslavers for most of the
coloni al period were most usually members of

ministerst?’ Enslaved laborers were recognized for their essential role in making the households

18 Karen and Barbara FieldRacecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American I(feew York: Verso, 2022),
128. As Jared Hardesty convincingly argues, fArace matt
matteredmore Bnfreedom5.

119 As the averagwhite household size in 1750 Massachuseéts about severhat means there was one
Black person for every sianda-half white families by miecentury (15.2%), or one Black individual for every
forty-five white individuals (2.2%). Most enslavers in Massachusetts held only one enslaved person, but many held
multiple and occasionally even dozens. Combining this with the fact that the colony had a substantial free Black
population by the 1750s, and very few Native enslaved persons, suggests that closer to one out of every ten
Massachusetts households practicedeslaewy even at its zenith. This coheres w
four thousand Boston household records he could find between 1647 and 1770, only four hundred held enslaved
persons; Benes, 15.

120This point is almost universally made by historians of colonial Massachusetts, but Nicole Maskiell
explores it furthest iBound by Bondage: Slavery and the Creation of a Northern Géttiaca: Cornell University
Press, 2022).
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they lived in function; but this work was required precisely because wealthy patriarchs more

often conducted their business away from the htithe.

There were many exceptions to these general tendencies. But, by and large, possessing an
enslaved man or woman watuaury that fewwhite peoplan Massachusetts could afford, and it
functioned most often as a symbol of, rather than a mechanism for acquiring, wealth and status in
the colony. Indeed, it periodically proved a point of contention between those who engaged in
the practice and those wlilid not, complementing charges that wayward local elites were acting
fii ni q u t2wWithute lexgception of artisans, who, by the 1750s, increasingly relied on
enslaved labor to help run their shops, purchasing and maintaining an enslaved person in New
England would have typically drained more capital from the enslavethbhapersomproduced.

Economically, socially, and moraliyoften in that order there were powerful motivations for

discouraging an individual from buying an enslaved African.

Now, if provided the means, opportunity, and right incentives, most whites in the region
probably would have held Africatlescendetiondspeople in much greater numbers than they
did. Any puritanical reluctance to exploit enslaved laborers to the extent that their peers in the
southern colonies or the West Indies did likely would have been easily overcome if

Massachuset t srédamsnallelto cgsh adpss dmpiy attested by the shbwved,

or instance, insisted t he

I Squireo Edmund Quincy, f
| eyb6s Har(BostondMa&achudaita t e s

household. By 1758 he held five; Clifford K. Shipt&ij b
Historical Society, 1945)/:107.

1225ee below and, for a few other examples, Philopfttiamas Paing A Discourse Shewing that the
Re al First Cause of the Straits and (Bostdh:flameuHrankings of t hi
1721);New England CourapMarch 19, 1722 and November 9, 17R¢w England Weekly Rehearsakptember
23, 1734New England Weekly Journdluly 21, 1741Boston Evenindg?ost January 2, 1744 and September 8,
1755.
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slavedominated, Puritan colony of New Providedé&lt remains the case, however, that both
enslaved and enslavers made up a small minority in the province throughout the colonial era,
with no largescale plantations arising in its bordét$Moreover, Massachusetts certainly would
have imported more African captives than it did if there was not such consistent hiostility

doing so. If some degree of bondage was acceptable in their society, Bay colonists were acutely
aware of the danger a large, foreign, potentially hostile minority in their midst posed to their
social order and cultural purity. Though they could convineengelves holding enslaved

persons was unproblematic, the grounds upon wMigésachusetts colonistight have

justified greater engagement with the African slave trade were more tenuous.

ThescholaM. Scott Heer man has recently suggest
the Acommon ideaodo that slavery, wherever it m
America, and we may do well to think about the practice similarly in Massachlsettg
bothclear codification in the lawnd a large body of elites who were financially dependent on
its perpetuation, slavery in the Bay Colanightbeb et t er under st ood as an
practiceso rat her eohtlaemnsocen? Opergtedrandadcepgdbyr i nci p |

colonists at the local level with the backing of prominent leaders in the town or countryside,

123Karen Ordahl Kuppermai®rovidence Island, 1630641: The Other Puritan Color(iNew York:
Cambridge University Press, 1993),esp.-1481 and AErrand to the Indies: Purit
I sl and t o t h eWiliae ant MaryQudbterlgvol.gih, nodl (1988 A1 i son Games, fA6The S
of Our Rebell Negroes6: The Atlantic Cd6d&grvweryand Local |
Abolition, vol. 19, no. 3 (1998):-21.

124The only partial exception to this tendency would be the Royall family of Medford, who held scores of
enslaved persons on their homestead; Alexandra A. Gavery in the Age of Reason: Archaeology at a New
England Farm(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2007); C.S. Manedgeld Hills Farm: The Forgotten
History of Slavery in the NortfPrinceton University Press, 2010).

125M. Scott HeermariThe Alchemy of Slavery: Human Bondage and Emancipation in the lllinois Country,
17301865(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2022), 5.
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slavery in Massachusetts nevertheless existed without the civil, legal, social, and economic

support it enjoyed in whdtistorianl r a Ber |l in referred to as South
most of the other No rr’tNatve, and ésgeoially Adritan leosdagei t h s |
helped build he col onydés emergent mar ket economy, bu
directly and obviously there thaineydid in other spaces in the British Atlantié.We can still
usefully think of even somewher bistorianMagk Mas s ach
Peterson argebutonly insofar as we appreciate thia¢ slaves their economy really relied on

il i ved €%®Thiealshadiowed.white colonists elite, middling, and lower class alike

to relegate the presence of the enslaved to the imagined social, civil, and economic periphery.

This allowed them to sustain the myth that theirs was, for all intents and purposes esslavel

society.

The noninstitutionalization of slavery in Massachusetts helpedurethe widespread,
however unrealistic, sense in the colony that slavery of any sort was aorektiary feature of
the colonyés | abor regime. And it allowed a c
to the extent it did exist, slavery theraswsomething infinitely more Christian and humane than
the brutal bondage practices the colonists knew took place elsewhere in the Atlantic world; that it
was a variant of slavery whidiarely deserved the name. As a civil, godly, libéotying people

Bay colonists viewed Black chattel slavdryather than the, supposedly, temporary, remedial,

126 Berlin, Many Thousands Gone

27william PiersenBlack Yankees: The Development of an Afroerican Subculture in Eighteenth
Century New EnglanPmherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988); Harddsfyeedom

128 Mark PetersonThe CityState of Boston: The Rise and Fall of an Atlantic Paf?einceton University
Press, 2019534.
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and humane bondage practices they engagedninch like their peers in metropolitan London

did: it was a fundamental anathef3A tolerated indulgence in exoticism amongst the wealthy

at home, something they disdained but pragmatically accepted and profitedHevenit existed
elsewhere, Black enslavement as it existed in Massachusetts only ever became a problem for
white colonists when the inerasable presence and defiant actions of Black enslaved persons, like
Adam, forced them to grapple with the disparity between their viditioemselves and the

reality of their actions.

129This sense was hardly unigue to either Old or New England. See, for instance, Sue Pduvedre
No Slaves in France: The Political Culture of Race and Slavery in the Ancient Régmeérork: Oxford
University Press, 1996) or Benjamin Schmidtjocence Abroad: The Dutch Imagination and the New World,
15701670(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001). For the EngliginBritish case, see Carl
BridenbaughNo Peace Beyond the Line: The English in the Caribbean,-1628(New York: Oxford University
Press, 1956); F.O. ShyloBlack Slaves in BritaifLondon: Institute of Race Relations, 1974); Anthony J. Barker,
The African Link: British Attitudes to the Negro in the Era of the Atlantic Slave Trade,1B85{London: Frank

Cass, 1978); Douglas A. Lor i me r-examin&ibneootRaciaBdlagewwyéns and Engl
E n g | dnmrdgradts & Minoritiesyol. 3, no. 2 (1984): 12150; Gretchen Gerzin8lack London: Life Before
EmancipationNew Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1996); c hol as Huds on, AoOBritons

Sl avesd: National Myt h, Conser vat iHghteentkCantury Sthdeesrdbe gi nni n
34, no. 4 (1996): 55876; Susan Amusse@aribbean Exchanges: Slavery and the Transformation of English

Society, 164@700(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Catherine MolinEages of Perfect

Ebony: Encountering Atlantic Slavery in Imperial Britgldarvard University Press, 2012); Michael Guasilayes

and Englishmen: Human Bondage in the Early Modern Atlantic W&thiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania

Press, 2014).
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CHAPTER 2: BONDAGE AND LABOR, BLACK AND WHITE

It is by recovering the tensions between myth and reality in Massachihse:tige can
begin to make greater sense ofwhéndhasuddsorhisonf i de
liberty, as well aghe many challenges biod labor Black as well as whitggosedtd he col ony 6
inhabitantsn the early eighteenth century. Though historians have conctuded t A f or mor e
half a century, public challenges to slavery per se virtually staqpped n Massachusett s
A d a mo shischalléngdaunched a attern of introspection in the coloyerits labor
practices™ Antislavery sentimentandlegislative efforts to réminthe slave tradebbedand
flowed across the ensuing decad€key trackedvith the rise fall, and resurgence of African
importees into Massachusetshaping, anth turnshaped bythe antislavery arguments
advanced by others in British Noth Ameri€ebateoverwhite and Blackbound labor in
Massachusettseverthelestook on a distinctly utilitarian flavor in the eanpgarsof the
eighteenth centuryemphasizing the desirability of the former over the laBgrthe 1740s
critiguesof Bl ack ensl avement became a regular featurt
discourse, and regainedyeeater moral emphasis, kheyappeared recurrentlyefore thenn
pamphletfAppendix A) the pressand the legislaturé&such discussion was influendeyl the
numerous informal political strategies Black enslaved persons deployed to contest their bondage

in dayto-day life andwasstrengthenedly Black challenges to their enslavemesnich as

A d a mdthecourts

139 John Wood SweeBodies Politic: Negotiating Race in the American North, 27880 (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 60.
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EnslaverJohnSaffin, despite being involved in the transatlantic slave trade and first
living in Virginia, followed therstandard practice in Massachuse&it$§694when hepromised
Adam that he would be fr esigd aféttAdamdesekthien year s
pledge seriously and, when his allotted time expired, refused to work for Saffin any longer. He
boldly reclaimechisc | ot hes and wal ked around Boston fAat
man*3? Hijacking the myth white colonists told themselves that their society was fundamentally
hostile to perpetual, hereditary, bondage, Ad

cherished ambiguity on the status of its enslaved persons. Nor wasfirstt

Over half a dozen and likely more enslaved persons of African and Native descent in the
colony had sued for their liberty prior to theries of trials Adam and Saffimitiated against
each othebetween 1701 and 1703 Phebee, fAan | nthiirstanceddistedo i n T.
the help ofocal dignitaryRobert Crosmanwhensheg ej ect ed John Smithés cl
Ahi s sl av el i kbshelfad domracted with her enslaver to seava number of
years and then be freé#.Crossmanwho washen a sitting member tfie House of

Representativesubmitted her plea tilhe Bristol County Court of General Sessions of the Reace

BlaDocument signed by John Saffin regarding the emar
1 6 9 Madsachusetts Collections Onlifdassachusetts Historical Societftps://www.masshist.org/database/537
(accessed March 11, 2024).

B¥2Documents from Adamdés and Saffin suits are reprint
A d a nPuhbtications of the Colonial Society of Massachug@&tston,1895),87-1 1 2; and fAAdam Negrob
1 7 0 The Barliest African American Literatures: A Critical Readsts. Zachary McLeod Hutchins and Casander
L. Smith (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2021}661

133 Anne Marie PlaneColonial Intimacies: Indian marriage in Early New Englafithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2000), 2224.
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which found in her favot**The judges ruled in 1701, shortly

Phebee only owed four more years of service. Decades earlier,iJetmro ni cal |y on Saf
recommendation as an estate executoasalson f r eed and sett att | i ber:
completed two more years of service, despite cl@astainWi | | et t 6s descendant s

remained their slavE® Native and Black individuals weret onlyable to legally challenge
their enslavement in Massachusgtiten Theydid so in ways that reinforced, and relied on,

nebulous legal recognitions of their personhaspecially their right teue andorm contracts

Adam foll owed in this tradition by insisti
ready to prove his | i bertdelberta prgbandémi fngr nod t o
pr ovi ng ®9Thobgh Blacl ablpnists often demonstrated an intimate familiarity with
Massachusetts legal customs, Adam was likely unfamiliar with this ancient and long unused writ,
and his claims were almost certainly translated as such by his court appointed [aivyeras
Newton and Joseph Hearne. The plea is significant because it treated Adam as though he were
accused by Saffin of being a villeina medieval laborer who was considered a form of real,
though not chattel, estate who maintained basic rights antéegegiand who could not be

treated as a merchantable good despite the heritability of his status.

34 Robert Owen CrossmaA,Genealogo f t he Crossman Familyo Descendant
Cossman of Taunton, Massachus@@imossman, 19771013.

B3¥Bel |, fiResear &MB .S uwmnmearrioessRemmdsattherCelgny of KNesv dPlyniouth in
New Englanded. Nathaniel B. Shurtleff (Boston: William White, 1856), vol. 5, 216. See also, Anthony Shoplik and
Jeffrey Glover, fAJalmedi derdowsn, Frolhemdavra r SewtEnglamd Mas s ac h u s
Quarterly, vol. 95, no. 1 (2022): 664.

136 Goodell, 94.
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Unlike a writ ofhabeas corpus whi ch woul d have recogni zed
entirely, or of trespass, which would have utterly eliminated any such recogdditbertate
probandareinscribed the nequite-slavebut-not-full -subject status of Black and Native
Aservantso in the colony. Such condition was
reinforced by ambiguous tax | aws BShdpeasosaase
propertyo as part of abt Teoagh the veit wasiabateghenp ar at e f
A d a nficstdrial was dismissetbr impropervenuethe actionwas used in future freedom suits
in the colony as was a writ de homine replegiandoii f or r epl evyi ng a man, O
tool pertaining to lorevillein relations)!*® These legal moves on behalf of freedom suers
exemplified and helped perpetuate the fiction in Massachusetts that the enslaved were not truly

ensl aved but simply bound servants. A sl ave

did.**°

r Better | nqguiActyand Resolvesflh. €hisRa stipulattde Est at e
d molatto servantso were to be taxed as
to servants or sl ave AdsandRgslved; &4, under t |
, 572, 611, 653, 684. By 1761 the | anguage had chan:
rteen to f or BostonfGazetwApi 27a1i7Gl. Sewall cArgpkainedl that he was unable to

prevent I ndians and Negroes from being rated with the
was not implying they were rated literally as livestock. He was standing agaitigatmeent of persons as any sort

of property; fDi\VallyoGolfectichaohtheeMass&busestd Historical SodjByston:

Massachusetts Historical Society, 1882%r. 5, vol. 786.

St o1
[@ N N ¢)

B8Goodell,i J o hn S4bfBfeild,,0 iResear &8 Summaries, 0 20

¥Dana Rabin, AEmMpire on Trial: Sl aleegalHistorie¥dfthd ei nage
British Empire: Laws, Engagements and Legaaées John McLaren and Shaunnagh Dorsett (New York:
Routledge, 2014), 206; John Bakan Introduction to English Legal Histofew York: Oxford University Press,
2019),499%516. See also Thomas D. Morri s, GoiodR NdwmadANeage € as
World of Labor: The Development of Plantation Slavery in the British AtléAtidadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2018)aire PriestCredit Nation: Property Laws and Institutions in Early America
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2021).
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In submitting a plea dde libertate probanda Adamés | awyers departe
conventions in other colonies, which most often relied on writs of trespagseweaor detinue
(Ato findo or Ato detaino property) when it ¢
traditionally favored in English law, by deploying it Newton and Hearne seemedtorbsily
attemptingto conform Massachusetts jurisprudence to recent developments in the metropole. In
the 1667 triaButts v. Penny t h e K i hadréverseddecades of precedent and declared
t hat fAnegroes are merchandise, 0 but then this
appointed as Chief Justice. He, along with hi
Negroe[s] 0 wiastbabhhafmdnicimpi ouso and A[ Unc] oun:
which they insisted on in a series of cases beginning@itimberlain v. Harvey1696)4° The
Courtruledin thatinstandkati no acti on of trespass would |ie

agreed with Harveyo6s at talsoluteergendrdipa to prea to/me i o u

persons, be they strangers, heathens, or infidels, not to mention fellow ChtfStians.

In their attempto transplant villeinage as a legal fiction in Massachusettdelibertate
probanda then, Newton and Hearne were making a similar move asHay sought to
undermineS a f fcil na sm t o autharity sverl Adat vétidoutprejudicingthe
permissibility of lifelong servitude They al so anticipated where Hi

years after Adamés trials, the Kingds Bench n

Bl anton, AThis Specd7%e6; oBr ePweorp,e rit §r, eda teispg & 7Qo mmo n
7746,789796; George Van Cleve, fA6Somersetods Qawadd and Its
History Reviewvol. 24, no. 3 (2006): 60&45.

“iChamber |l ai n vSlavatydaw&ePpwel il By dmeriaa and the British Empire
accessed March 22, 20ttps://slaverylawpower.org/chamberlairharvey 1696/
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and therefor¢roverwo u |l d | i eSmitbowr Gobld md06 n, for AnNno man ca
property Yhe nitrhgeds 6Bench did, however, all ov

villein.

It is at | east plausible, I f not Iikely, t
of these developments in English law, thus strengthening the many reasons Adam had to be
confident of his suitds succe®dhoweVepiihstidonf i de
simply revolved around a case of a violated indenture corffdtit had he certainly would
have been returned to bondage given the considerable testimony that he had failed to faithfully

uphold the terms of his servi¢¥.

The precarious nature 8fa f fcilmsm on Adamdés per pthet ual |l ab
enslaverSahe sought to justify his countersuit by

the mandeserved to remain in slavery due to his unwillingness to fulfill the contractual

obligations of servitude. Saffin testified th
Al ndustriouso in his bondage. He inswsead prov
Shepard Jr., to whom Saffinthadhallyeasddk dAddamd Db

but had indeed threatened Shepard and his fam

142 Quoted in Brewer, 823.

143 Adam, via his lawyers, expressly noted that the bone of contention between he and Saffin was that he
was fia freeman and ready to prove his |libertyo whereas
him; 0 G@&Sad&diin, 0O

“4As Nicholas Wood points out, fischolars have offere
s u ¢ c kestlse,Oppressed Go Free: Abolitionism in Colonial and Revolutionary Am@&iskadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, forthcoming), 54.
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l onger keep h¥™MamenoubebbskBomers swore that A
il and untowardly in the Family, o Aquarrelin
weapons on different occasions and Arun[ ning]
Thomas Shepard.. and h i*%If this werdtrlieySafbin argued, then Adam deserved to

be held as a slave for his crimes if nothing else and sold out of the cAttamp.not only failed

to uphold his end of the bargain. He was a menace to society and must be punished. Otherwise, it
would prove Ato the great scandal and evi || e

whose eyes are updM this wretched Negro. o0

Despite the aspersions Saffin and his allies cast on Adam, and the calamities they implied
would result from his victory, the enslaved man still found a sympathetic ear in Samuel Sewall
and | saac Addington, two of t Afterapprodcingth8dd s mo st
men, Adam came to Saffin and informed fiimn a Asawcy aind adurhley Aimarsn
go to Captain Sewall .o Sewall proceeded to Av
and Addington agreedrthae 1atweul dobéfBuerpdest
Undeterred, Saffin filed suit with the Superior Court. Adam would not be cowed, however, and
he continued to go fiabout the Town swa¥gering

Bol stered by the support he found from Sewall

“5Goodelli Saf 91i n, o
148 |bid, 110.

147 bid, 97.

148 |bid, 106.

149 |bid, 91.
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Dick who provided fAsurety [for] his recogni za
system refused to countenance the Aunjust, 0o a
in***This trust was tested when two juries voted
perpetual servitude, Adamés actions had voide
Superior Court of Judicature, with Sewall presiding, ultimately ruledsifalor. They refused

to find Adam fAito be a Slave, 0 vindicating New
greatest that can be given to angnsave his life, it ought not be forfeited upon trivial and

frivol oul¥3Whman t@afsfion tried to go over the coul
|l egi sl ature for Adalmbdkelry taiatni,ng hwen digrp e@o Vweordnyc
influence,brusquely voted h at he #fi s r*Thelaw andall thecortradietiodsa w. 0

it embedded, had declared Adam a free man.

Sewal | 6s efforts on Adamad$ eb 8H akbdntuaheame scr u
freedom; especially in light of Saffinés effo
Just as importantly, Adamdés trials, and the a

against their enslavement, motivated Sewall tdlfirspeak out against the general unlawfulness
of slavery in a land claiming to be bound by English law and Christian morality. Sewall had
contemplated speaking up against the ectieent of slavery in Massachusetts for some time,

having, byl 7000 fibeen | ong much dissatisfied with the

150 |bid, 95.
1511bid, 100. Emphasis added.
152pid, 103.
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Gu i n'¥Rut hie was concerned, like many others in the colony, first and foremost about the

ri sing ANumerousness of Slaves at this day in
importation of enslaved Africans into Massachusetts threatened to mguactkiee from the

exceptional to the quotididfi* The overthrow of the slaveungryKing James Ihad led to the

di ssolution of the Royal African Company®&s mo

unprecedented wave of African captives brought into North Amética.

Sewall was mindful of both the general fAUn
bondage and the threat that they posed to white colonial society. But neither moral consternation
nor xenophobic fears were enough in themselves to move Sewall acrosadimetbat separates
private thought from public action. His desire to speak out against slavery had waxed and waned
before, and it was not until he wacruitedby Adam and others to challenge their being
iunjustly held i n Bo rallyaogsedtoactiSawasdelingdi at he wa
Joseph published just as Adam and Saffin became embroiled in their legal dispute, was one of
the first unambiguous antislavery pampgjatblished in North Americalhe circumstances of
its appearancevince one of the first instances of a pattern of behavior in Massachusetts that
would repeat up through the American Revolution: white colonists expressing or acting on their

discomfort with slavery only after being provoked to do so by the enslaveddivas.

B3 Diary of SvainiyocollecBoasvobthe IMassachusetts Historical SodBtyston:
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1889), Ser. 5, vhb.6

154 samuel SewallSelling of JoseplBoston: B. Green, 1700), 1.

SSwilliam, A. PettigrewFr eedomés Debt: The Royal African Compan
Slave Trade, 1672752 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 201B)-45.

B5aDi ary of SvainiyocollectoasvBarl 5| vpl6:16.
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Historianstypically surmise¢ hat Se wal | ®he Sedimg@fulosegravesd i n
unpopular with his contemporaries, anhat it ha
qui ckl y ff e I8 Thesenstholarsogydstithatiit as a singular call which poorly
refl ected the sentiments and practices of his
outraged conscien¢&®rafe,t ISee walld tntod edr & dhya.tdo he
and hard Wdhrd fpaeblcatibriditrthis statement most likely refers to the
acrimonious response he encountered from Saffin and his allies, not from the public’&f large.
Sewall and Saffin had been at odds with each
diary is any indication, hgaveSaffinit hat A Su p e r ainsnouraet efich a3 gdu iweorrod s ¢
himself16° Despite the opposition he met from Saffin, Sewall wrote of his confidence that he
would Acarry on and manage this enterprise wi
strengthened by the many alli@sA b e t,daad syngpathizerse encounterethoth at home
and in Englandn the course of his campaidtt This included the aboveentioned Isaac
Addington, but also the Rev. John Higginson of SalRastonConstable Joseph Belknap,

Superior Court Clerk Addington Davenport, Viéemiralty Judge Nathaniel Byfiell Ro s e 6 s

B7Warren, 244; See altoawr ence W. To whaefrf,i ni Thiea |Soewillign bodn S| avery
Mary Quarterly vol. 21, no. 1 (1964): 462; Sidney KaplanAmerican Studies in Black and Wh{femherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1991)83Richard Francisludge Sewal | 6s Apol ogy: The Sa
and the Forming of an American Conscielfdew York: Harper, 2006)Sweet,Bodies Politic 58-60; Mark A.
Peterson, AThe Selling of Joseph: Bost oldi7T8m®Bs 0 Anti sl avi
Massachusetts Historical Reviewol. 4, Race & Slavery (2002):22 andCity-State of Bostgrnl89-366.

%8yvon Frank, fiJohn Saffin, o 262.

97 L e Bawok of Samuel SewalVol. 1,0 Collections of the Massachusetts Historical SocjBtyston:
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1885), Ser. 6, vBRA

BaDi ary of SvainiyocollectoasvBarl 5| vol. 679.
1617 L e #Bdook of Samuel Sewallol. |,0 Collections Ser. 6, vol. 13256
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enslaver)the Rev. Timothy Woodbridge and Governor Bitthn Winthrop of Connecticut,
Londonbased American lawyer Henry Newman, New York Chief Justice William Atwood, and
evenMa s s a ¢ hAttasneytGerger@l and Governor, Paul and Joseph Dudley, the latter of

whom refused to commission Saffin as a judge for the Superior Court and vetoed his nomination

to the colonial Council in 170%2

Though Cotton Matherisef uot ed f or his | ater compl aint
for the Negroes, 0 this was not mactvitytRathes a con
twas an attempt to shame him for treating Mat!
whenSewal | opposed | ncr ea sfHarsardeopeged’tAs vethavet as pr
observed, once his passions had settled, Mather would dedicate one of his tracts tASé&wall
sadfiYou are willing to appear with me, in Test
against which my Sermon has Test-stdalingathd 6 i ncl u
treating human beings as propettienceii My Pr ay érs and Hope% for Am
Mather was, apparently, not the only one so influenced. Isitbeetterma f t er mat h of Ad a
trial, bound African laborers appeared 10% less frequently in Suffolk County probate records in

1710 than they had in 1700, and their relative share of the labor force would not be restored until

%27 L e Book of Samuel Sewalyol. 1,0 Collections Ser. 6, vol. 245 (Paul Dudley), 32323
(Byfield), 325326 (Higginson)4 1 2 ( N e w maBodk;of Sarnuel Sewalol. 11,0 Collections of the
Massachusetts Historical Socigioston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1888), Ser. 6, \84.(Rlewman), 101
(Davenport), 1820 8 3 ( Woodbr i dge) ; fvdlillaCollectorfs SeB. &,mal. €6 (Bedkaap)ad6 |
(Atwood), and 150 (Winthrop). For Governor Dudleyb6s ho:

BaDi ary of Samu €obllectoasvBarl5lvpl.6Ma 1 . |1, 0
184 Theopolis AmericanaDedication.
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the 17208%®Sewal | 6s arguments were still informing

and elsewhere in British North America decades &fer.

Far from anticipating an antislavery ethos that would not appear uniletaution or
channelinganowf-f ashi on streak of puritan hostility t
was eminently of its moment. He articulated new anxieties regarding Black slavery that emerged
as white colonists continued to tell themselves that they diceally engage in the practice even
while enslaved persons were being imported to the colony in precipitous numbers. He was,
moreover, eminently conventional when heabe mned A Man Stealing, 0 not
Afamongst the most atrocious of Capital Cri mes
would conduce more to the Welfare of the Province, to have White Servants . . . than to have
S| aves ¥ imacohcludioa thai looks anythitgit-truly antislavery in principle (at least
to modern eyes), Sewattasoned hat , fAas many Negro men as ther
empty places there are in our train Bands, and the places taken up of Men that might make

Husbands for our Daughter®d He b e lthe 8onseadd Daugtaers offiNew England would

Gl oria Whiting, fARace, Slavery, and the theobl em of
Pr obat eWilznand ManoQuarterlyvol. 77, no. 3 (2020%23.

¥%The Philadel phian Quaker Benjamin LavyAlSlaveubl i shed
Keppers Apostatdn 1737. His work also almost certainly influenced John Hepburn in Long Island, and likely his
fellow Bay colonist Elihu Coleman. See the discussion on all three men below.

¥’See Governor Dudleyds | ettietrhd opltanret eCrounhcdrle odo Toa
white siasvaridoas Rhode | sland Governor Samuel Cransto
African laborers in that colony, notiigh at At he i nclination of our people in

n e g r €aendanof State Papers, Colonial Series, Vol. 24: America and West Indies]1 7109&d. Cecil
Headlam (London: 1922), 110 1712; DonnanDocumentsllustrative of the Slave Tragdl:109-110.
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become more | i ke Jacob, and Rachel |, i f this S

29:2-35) 168

There is a natural inclinatiao look at Sewall and Saffin as occupying polar opposite

positions given the hostility of their exchange. In many respects, however, the two men were not

so different. Saffin, on one hand, was less the staunch advocate for slavery he initially appears.

As noted above, in 1676 he had advocated that Jethro should not be considered enslaved but
rather be fAfreed and sett at | i B%Andevemivhisdue t o
response to Sewaly Brief and Candid AnswéfL701) Saffingr ant ed it as fia cer
undeni able verity, That all Mankind are the S
think that meant that @AdAwe are bound to | ove a

deny, or at least felt he had to derhe tlaim that enslaved persons in Massachusetts were

property rather than people.

As Saffin saw it, Black slavery was little different from the bondage of white men and
women At hough [t he dheistatnsairsperpetual servituderdid aot abviata e
their humanity any more than temporary servitude did white servants. As with most English and
New English observers, he rejected, or felt obliged to reject, the legal principle of piiaperty
man.Healsagr eed with Sewall that Bl ack sl avery in
t h at &kedHamenastier in his prottadsm than Sewall he ended his pamphlet with a

dogger el poem conde mniinSgffinfndvartbeledsalig novfdr depath ar act

168 Selling of Josept2.
189 Records of the Colony of New Plymquit216.
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from his interlocutor in this respect eitHé? He would have heartily agreed with Sewall when
the |l atter insisted that fAthere is such a dis
never embody with us . . . but still remain in our Body Politick as a kind of extravasat [sic]
Bl oddT.hdough the men stood o nbothipeleeedinthemythi des of

that Black persons, enslaved or freeuld never truly belongn Massachusetts.

If Saffin was not the fulthroated advocate for slavery that many historians have taken
him to be, neither then was Sewall such a firm detractor.\Mikeam Ames, whom he quoted,
Sewall was somewhat concerned with the conditions of the enslaved themselves. He believed
they were fACoheirso of Adam and thus fAhave eq
that this mandated their immediate emancipatiéhike Saffin, Mather, and most other
slaveholders in Massachusegwallhad no qualms about holding Scipiagmporarybondage
long after he penned hiswotkThat sai d, Sewal |l did not appear

though some historians have conflated his identity with his wayward son, SamwéloJdid

170 John SaffinBrief and Candide Answereprinted in MoorelNotes on the History of Slave351256.

"gGelingofJoseph 2. |1t is possible Sewall made this claim
prejudices rather than his own. He would wed a free Black man named Thomas Bedunah to a white woman named
Lydia Craft three years after his dispute with Saffin, amdhought that a later law against interracial sexual unions
was fian Opr essi oARepartofithe RecardgComnussidghersiof tbe City of: Containing the Boston
Marriages from 1700 to 175%®d. William Henry Whitmor¢ Bo st o n: 1898) , 7; Vé.Dboary of S
Collections Ser. 5, vol. 6143.

172 Selling of JosepHL.

173 Sewall inheritedScipiofrom his sorin-law Grove Hirst, who stipulated thtite Black man was to be
manumitted after four years of further serviSewall did not free Scipio before that tin@ollections Ser. 5, vol.
7:13, 153, 183, 186, 192, 219, 220, 223,-239, 237, 241, 251, 254, 255, 259, 260, 288, 292, 296, 312, 329, 338
340, 351
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actively sell African men and women from his warehouse in Bd¢f@uch an act would have
contradicted the el der Sewall 6s religious obl

than merchantable goods.

I n Sewall 6s emphasis on replacing Black | a
with attacking A Manmdansteamentimentsnthis boeietyeAseemp | i f i ed
noted, fAmanyo were then Athinking whether the
|l aido and Adamés fight for freedom acted as t
Sewall from thought to actiotf? In the midst of the conflict Adam unleashed, Sewall lobbied
members of the legislature to take action against the further importation of Black enslaved
persons. In responsiae members ahe town meeting of Boston reacted positively, instructing
their representatives to the General Cout701t o pr omot e t he erdiangr ati on
toputaPer i od t o ne g mnthe®lony:® Thangs toSAdaadvse scoh &Blolsd roqe,s
white, malefreeholdersssued one of the earliestitright demandfor the abolition of slavery in

American historyThis call signaled the beginning of a decalies) effort to curtail the

174 Several advertisements in tBeston News etterand theBostonGazetteg ave noti ce t hat A Mr
Sewal |l 6 hoped to sell.If8wéllthe elded hadyplaced the advertsemdrtsenenhe n
would have identified himself by t.hoe Awodrigthéwessspl elcyt,abl e |
active in slave trading as the scholar Zachary Hutchins suggests, there surely would have been some mention of such
sustained activity in his comprehensivediaryHut chi ns di smi sses the pdwisri bil ity
becausehe younger matived in Brookline, not Boston, but the to were less than five miles apatachary
McLeod HutchinsBefore Equiano: A Prehistory of the North American Slave Narrd@mapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2022),-823 . For more on Sewall and soné6és troubl ed
Puritan Family Live: The Diary of Samuel Sew@hiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), esp.
Chapter 11.

175 Selling of JospeHL.
176 Records of Boston Selectmen, 1701 to 1315,
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importation of Black enslaved persons into the colamyeffortwhich would have never taken

place had not Adam and othenislaved perssnagitated for their freedofd’

A f ew year sfreeddnt saitSewalldepublisised an antislavery treapsaned
in 1704by the Londorbased author John Dunton, titi€de Athenian OracleThis work
responded to a query Sewall sent to Duntonods
Trading for Negroes . . . be in it self Unlawful, and especially contrary to the great Law of
Chr i s tf®ahe Atheyicgh Societythoughshort lived,exercised aremendous influence on
L o n d o n-6fghedenturyriterary scene, receiving praise from no less a figure than Jonathan
Swift, wholatersatirized slaverand the slave tradaGu | | i v e r(5786)'P Beaause bf s

Sewal 6 s s upgamtd s seatheserberatiargecess thdritish Atlantic.

Though originally addressed to an English audietimi\thenian Oraclevas weltsuited
for New English consumption; not surprising givenauthorhad spent some time in tReritan
colony, where hbeefrienckedS e wa | | and was made an ¥akeor ary AF

Dunton and other contemporaries who lived in the metropole, New Englanders were convinced

"James J. Al Il egStengthénind her EasnngyandLaw, Politics ar
Movement in EarhEighteenthtCe nt ur y Ma s s dlemEnglardtQuaster|®al. y¥5, mo. 1 (2002):-23.

18 The Athenian Oracle, The Second Edition, Printed at London, (B@Bton: Bartholomew Green,
1705)A L eBioek of Sa mu e |Coll8cdonsSkr]6, volVip3R2nl. | , 0

1% Helen M. Berry,Gender, Society, and Print Culture in Late Stuart England: The Cultural World of the
Athenian MercurfLondon Routledge2016); Elaine RobertsorGulliver as Slave Trader: Racism Reviled by
Jonathan SwiffMcFarland, 2006)John Richardsor§lavery and Augustan Literature: Swift, Pope and @Z&03)
Ann Cline Kelly, ASwi ftoéds Expl or atRroweedinggofti®IMaderar y i n Ho
Language Associatigivol. 91, no. 5 (1976):84855.

180 The Life and Errors of John Dunton, Citizen of Lon@loondon: 1705), xiii, 89-137.
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that manstealing (which they were not, typically, directly involved in) was the foremost crime

involved in the perpetuation of slavery. Although Dunton, much like Sewall, emphasized that the
ADeal ero (i .e., purchaser heofStermdleay eod tAferiedvy
broad swath of English subjedts their participationin this evil, he reserved his strongest

condemnation for those villains afat hos e fAmost hor riiwkoradedthet ur al S
African coastand thereprehéenb | e @Al sl anderso in the West | ndi
further elaboration. Drawing a sharp contrast between England and its degenerate offspring in

the Caribbeamla nd t her eby r ei nf o wvaiantofjthehythefthendavelessp ol e 6 s
society Dunton arguedthdtt he Law of Our Landodo did not cond
contended that once an fAlnfidelo had been nur
subject to the same laws as other Christians. Notably, he did netcapesonswere

immediately liberated®!

Mather and a group of ministers hadact lobbied to pass a lastarifying that baptized
enslaved persons Massachusettdid not have to be emancipated by the act of convelision

1694 almost certainly in response to the Society of Negy® f or mat i o n®Théye year

181 The Athenian Oracle, The Second Edition, Printed at London, (Bi@Bton: Bartholomew Green,

1705).

Biapetition of Many Ministers of the Gospel . . . M:
20,2023, at https:/iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:532437713%1il r oni cal | y, Mat her 6 gr e
had helped ARedeemd a converted woman namedReasof as fr o

the First Church of Dorchestet636:1734(Boston: George H. Ellis, 1891), &loria Whiting,Belonging:An

Intimate History of Slavery and Family in Early New EngléRtiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2024),17-52;Debor ah Coll een McNally, fATo Secure her Freedom:
t he Dor chest &ewERglandQuart&@lival. 83 (B016). 53555.For studies of the relationship

between baptism and slavery elsewhere in the British Atlantic, see Rebecca Annd Bm8aptism of Early

Virginia: Hos Christianity Created Rad®altimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012); Travis Glasson,
AoBapti sm dot h nMssionangsgticaniem,Slaverg, dnd thé Yorkelbot Opinion, 1701

1 7 3 William and Mary Quarterlyvol. 67 (2010): 27818 andMastering Christianity: Missionary Anglicanism

and Slavery in the Atlantic Worl@New York: Oxford University Press, 2012); Gerbrehristian Slavery
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hoped that such legislation wouyddompt enslavers to more actively encourtigeconversion of

t hei r nBuetmeGanertCsurtignoredthe plea, suggesting thie legislators preferred

to preserve the | awo Mamsteating wds strictly prehthised inthe t he ma
colony (howevepoolly enforced)put nothing in the law prohibited holding persons, even

Christians, in bondageso it might be better to let the matter rest

Indeedwhy wouldlegislatorsclear up the issue? Nite colonistan Massachusettsere
broadlyunconvinced that thiaith of the enslaved, or the longevity of their servicedermined
their status irbondageanyways Though whiteChristianc r i mi nal s wer e no | ong
sl aveso by eventheyevarestily ey a0 @s | y fseroitudd throughotito t er m
the eighteenth centui® And Indigenouspersons captured in the colony, unlike Africataen
fromabroad wer e undeniably ensl aveable as a conse
had waged against the Pequots and other pebfilEsat said, even in those casesne objected
to the practice of selling I ndigenous prisone
purchasing African enslaved persons could make Bay colonists uncomfortably aware of their
complicity in the sin of their initial capture, some feet that sellingndigenousenslaved

persons was altogether different from keeping them in bondage locally. It might draw them into

183 See mB9.

184 Recent analysis has confirmed a lestgnding argument that Native American enslavement was rarely
an essential component of Massachusettsd | abor regi me,
after the Pequot War and King Phillips War Mi chael J. Fickes, A6They Could Not
Captivity of Pequot Women aNewE@laridQuaartegywol. 23f no.d (20000he War o0
5881; Wendy Warren, f6The Cause of Her Gri eJounalbbhhe Rape
American Historyol. 93, no. 4 (2007): 1031 0 4 9 ; Margaret Newell, fAdé6The Rising
Ameri can Rev ol Wiliamand Marfy QuarteByyod 806n0.@ (2023); Andres ResendElze Other
Slavery: The Uncovered Story of Indian Enslavement in Am@izston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016);
Whiting, ARace, Slavery, and the Problem of Numbers. o
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the fidangerous merchandizeodo of seUitimately,isoul e
itwaswhi t e col onistsd®& moral di sconifatbormedthei t h Nat i
basis upon which an even wider sense emerged that the proliferation of enslaved laborers at

home wasarmfulto theirsociety.lt was precisely becauséassachusettisecame ever more

entangledn both slavery and the slave tratiatwhite colonists continued struggling to separate

themselves from both.

twasAdamos and S ewhiahfilsthapedictvatésachanxeetesnto a
political effort that resulted in the colonyo
that placed a steep £4 impdsa roughly 20% surchargeon enslaved importe€&® This law
was significantly titled AANn Act for the Bett
offered wouldbe importers a rebate if they-egported the enslaved to elsewhere in the colonies.

It also established the illegality of interracial niages, though mandated that enslavers could

not Aunreasonably deny marr i ag &®Bothprdvisisns negr o

evinced Bay colonistsd6 greater concern of rid
attacking its very existence, as well as thei

iextravasat Bl oo®0o in the body politic.

185 petition of John Eliot, 167%https://nativenortheastportal.com/node/181Ti%e Correspondence of
Roger Willaimsed. Glenn W. LaFantasie (Providence: Rhode Island Historical Society)9,1188109.

®¥pudl ey reported a few years | ater that i mported BI
h e a@alendarl 1 0 . Sewal | noted he had a direct influence on
Collections Ser. 5, vol. 6, 143.

187 Acts and Resolves578-581.

188 Sewall,Selling of Josepi2.
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Il n a remarkable move, however, by crafting
appear to have accepted an argument made by Jdradangs year earlierHe hadsuccessfully
sued for his freedom in Connecticut based on the status of his white Fathempatriarch of the
JenningdhouseholdJohnwas a freemarAbdabelieved then so toaverehis progenyThe case
made its way t&€Connecticub s Gener aWwhiAsbBemphegl d Jnmeakingitngs o fr
highly likely thatBay Colonylegislatorshad thetriali n mi nd when tMixyYytcr aft e
| s s u &% Brdaking Withlegislators inother slaveholding colonies in the British Atlantic,
such as Barbadpthe Massachuset@General Courstipulated that children of mixetced
couples were to be placed in the care of the white parent rather than the Blathesee.
authorities thus chose to crafth e ¢ dnteroaniglpéarentage laws in conformity with
puritanical conceptions of the waltdered, patriarchal household rather than adopt the doctrine
of partus sequiturveném( it hat whi ch i s bThoughthis didulmwass t he w
first established in North America Wirginia in 1662, andthus carriedvith it forty years of
precedential authoriffConnect i cut 6 s h&lexpleityadected # in thédebnings

suit, and Massachusetts followadturn.1°°

189 Miscellaneous, 1st series, 163389, Connecticut Archives, RG001_010, Connecticut State Library,
vol. 2, 21, Adam and PlecHK,ove of Freedon%7-49.

190 Historians of race and marriage in Massachusetts have failed to appreciate the significance of this
legislation and have often misinterpreted it as codifgiagus sequitur venem. See, for instance, Kopelson,
Faithful Bodies258-264. For studies of the principle in Virginia and elsewhere in the Americas, sekedenni
Mo r g ®artus séguitur ventrem Law, Race, and RepranalbAxgVol®h,no.In Col oni &
(2018): :17 andLaboring Women: Reproduction and gender in New World Slg®adelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2004); Sasha Tui@entested Bodies: Pregnancy, Childrearing, and Slavery in Jamaica
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Pres, 2017); Thomas D. MB8woighern Slavery and the Law, 1619
1860(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).
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As was the case with) a child born of two EurdAmerican servants &) a free Black
man and an enslaved Black woniabut not wher8) the white father was free and the white
woman a servairitthe new lawoutlined thata boy or girl born tel) a Black man and an
AEngl i sh woman, or a woman of any other Chri s
householdBut if they were born t®) an Englishman, or other person of European heritage, and
a Bl ack woman, they | oi ne d,bbthpartidswdreitebe 6 s house
whippedand t he man was to be 0swhitedtvontaonrmighbbE t he pr «
forced Ainto serviceo i f she or Buateninstdneegmi | y co
only thewhite man was to be whipped and forced to pay a £5 fine. The Black woman,
mysteriously, was to receive no corporal puni
p r o v i**hHosile @sthe billwas tointerracial intimacy, it explicithpermitted what colonies

like Virginia explicitly sought to avoidthe birth of free mixedace childrert®?

Partus sequitur ventrerstill becamecustomary in Massachuseltg the middle of the
century butat least as late as 172@slaved persons suchMary Auter Notewerestill able to
seizeort h e il Misxubdotacqbire their liberty. Sheonvincal two Boston juriegvia a

writ of de libertate probandethather descent from an unnamed white fatipgaranteed her

91 see the fornication trials of two separate women named Bess, with Andrew Walker in 1710 and John
Barnard in 1716. Both women were sold out of Massachusetts, but not whipped. It is unclear what happened to the
first Bess6 chil d,r doeurte dB atron aprady wsausr e tnyi tfioarl Ihyi so t wo, al |
acquitted. Though it is unclear what happened to these children, it is significant that the Court of General Sessions
categorized them as dAwhi t eutofudicaturemdquited Bemard, they weref or t he |
reclassi fied .aMeanfviie ig 1763Cdfees/ds ahippded out and his child was left in the care of
his lover,a white woman nameldatherine;Records of the Court of General Sessions of the Peace for Suffolk
County,Massachusetts State Archi@oston), 1:206, 11:1334; Suffolk County Court Files for the Superior Court
of Judicature, 1718721,MassachusettStateArchives(Boston), 157 Suffolk CountyGSP Records, vol. 1712
1719,43For ot her examples see GI o#60a Whiting, fAO0Endearing

192 Acts and Resolve$:5789.
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freedom!9 Wittingly or unwittingly,thei Act f or Better Preventing of
| s s apened the door for freedomttoose like Auter Noteand itrepresentsthBay Co | ony 6 s

first legislative effort to curtail Africanslavery That said, | egislatorso i
was to decrease the presence of Afridascended persons of any sort in the province, be it by

birth or importationFrom its first provision to its lasthebill wasmolded by bigotry.

The printer Bartholomew Green, whkarlierpublished botiThe Selling of Josepdnd
the Athenian Oracleendorsed suctalculatedefforts to suppress African enslavement in the
colony a year latan his Boston New4 etterof June 10,1706.The commentary he ramas the
first such editori al Ain col oni al Greemspapec an ne
was publishedindert he #AAut horityo of t hseggestmgssnaednithes et t s
Courtmay haveapproachedhim to supportthis legislation The cautious printevas generally
averse to stirring up controversies of any sort,ftiis momenhe broke with his standard
policy to make a strong case agai n¥After@t he | mp
Black peoplever e figreat Thieves, much addiGeered to St
took no note otheir theft from Africai and they were unreliable allies in wars agaihet
IndigenousThe further importationai Whi t e Servants, 0 on the ot hert
the country and prove fibeneficialo to the Cro
with loyal subjects. Greetike the General Courddopted a decidedly unhumanitarian approach

to the issugbut his attackeverthelessxhibited a powerful hostility to slavery premised on the

LBel |, fAResear efElaiSeuFormanCareEbh Tide i6 Mew England: Women, Seaports,
and Social Change, 163B00(Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1998)6, 275.

Robert E. Desrochers Jr., fEvery Pi-€enunyNewTel |l s a ¢
E n g | aRh@ diss.The Johns Hopkins University, 2001), 5
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practiceds supposed economic i nwayoflife Hiyy and t h
argumentgonsequently may hater acked even more cl osely with

social priorities tha'® did either Sewall s or

The General Courfollowed its initial endeavorgo restrainthe presence anslaved
laborers in the colonlgy soon passing another measutéch offereda fibount yo on t he
importation of white servant€®Addi t i onal ly, the i mportation of
was prohibited outright in 171! The bounty placed on white servants and the levies placed on
enslaved Africans importees wamitinely strengthenedcross the comindecades® Even in
the face of t he Cknawwaoppositiorts nedtricting the slavetchdew e | |
Massachusetts legislators across the early eighteenth cemtieyntent on doing just th&t®

Theyalmost certainly founéncouragement in such efforts when they heard of similar

¥Throughout his career, Green was at pains to publi
pamphlet form or via his newspapers, suggesting he saw his position here as uncontroversial. For more on Green,
and the hesitancy of printers generatiypublish anything contentious prior to the Revolution, either in newspapers

or pamphlets, see Stephen &8on MaerdMechaniocd5 and an Open Press: The Business
Col oni al A me Pdrspeatives in AmenicareHiswory, ¥ol(1075): 126225; Boston New4 etter, June
10, 1706. Many of Greends arguments in favor of white |

later, though without reference to Black slaveryAihetter from One in Boston to his Friend in the Country
(Boston: 1714).

19 pActsand Resolved:634.
197 bid., 698.

198 Acts and Resolved:517-8, 578, 981-2; Journals of the House of Representatives of Massachusetts,
Vol. 2: 17181720(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1921) 225274

199 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 9: 47721 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society,
1928),23; DonnanPocuments lllustrative of the Slave Tratlé:38; Boston New4 etter, June 8, 1732.
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legislation passed by Rhode Island, Virginia, Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, Maryland,

and South Carolin®°

Large constituencies in these colonies shared the same underlying motivation as did those
in Massachusett3 hey wereconceredthat escalating influxes of African enslaved persons
would eventually prove deleterious to the welfare of the social oMlethese constituencies
wished that they could at least limit their reliance on slavery. Unlike most, however, those in
Massachusetts appear to have been somewhat successful. In the immediate wake of the General
Court 6s f i lmgenslevedimpodiohssvelltower 1,000 white servants arrived in
Boston by 1718, more than double the numbemaptiveAfricans2° By 1770, despite an
insatiable demand for bound laborers, and despite large influxes of African enslaved persons in
the late 1720s and 1750s, Massachusetts boasted the lowest Black population in relative

numbers, and the second smallest in absolute ngrdr@ywhere south to Florida (Table 1).

200\ E.B. DuBois,The Suppression of the African Slave Trade to the USitatés of America, 163870
(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1904).

lGovernor Samuel Shute found that 126 white servant
and soldodo into Massachusetts between 1717 and 1718 and
across the previous seven years. He alsorioteca t , of t he Bl ack ensl|l aved persons,
outside of the colony. Shutebds report seems reasonably

Boston in 1718 and many of them were most likely servants; Shute to the Bdaedlef February 17, 1719/20,
fiLetters from Samuel Shute to the Lords Commissioners, enclosing copies of accounts and answers to the Lords
Commissioners' queriégCorrespondence; Financial Document; Submission, The National Archives, Kew,
Colonial Office Records, 5/867, Part 2 1719/0811720/02/17), accessed March 23, 2024,
http://www.colonialamerica.amd.proxy.library.upenn.edu/Documents/Details/CO_5 867 PART; R.D07
Dickson,Ulster Emigration to Colonial America, 1748/75(London: 1966), Appendix C, 234.
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Table 1
Colonial American Population Numbers and Relative BMtkte
Percentages, 1770

Percent of Black

Total White Black Population Relative
Population  Population  Population  to White
New Hampshire 62396 61742 654 1.06
Massachusetts 266565 261336 5229 2
Pennsylvania 240057 234296 5761 2.46
Connecticut 183881 178183 5698 3.2
Rhode Island 58196 54435 3761 6.9
New Jersey 117431 109211 8220 7.53
New York 162920 143808 19112 13.29
Maryland 202599 138781 63818 45.98
North Carolina 197200 127600 69600 54.54
Virginia 447016 259411 187605 72.32
Georgia 23375 12750 10625 93.33
South Carolina 124244 49066 75178 153.22
Florida 17300 6100 11200 183.61
22Mai neds population figures are included with Mass:
Historical Statistics7 56 . Fl ori daés popul ation data is pulled from

Hi story, 0o State Library and Archives of Florida,
https://www.floridamemory.com/learn/exhibits/photo_exhibits/plantations/plantations2.php
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Bay colonists distinguished themselves from most of their countrymen by more
successfully limiting their engagement in Black slavery,alsoby interweaving humanitarian
sentiment$ at least somewhat more ofteinto their expressed hostility towards the practice.
Even when it came to the slave trdmbevever an inherently far more crying travestytheir

eyesthan slavery itself, morality was never the sole, or even paramount, concern among the

saints.

An anonymous tradenderingi Some | mprovements that might
Provincedo noted in 1716 that, when it came to
primaryconcern was the fact that ASlaves . . . ar

| mproving the Country. o The work has rarely b
deals primarily with the establishment of paper currency and a coloniahbgaystem. Among
the authoré6és many suggest i omsisgthe preseneeoksiavery was a

in the colony.The authoqueried, for instance, whether by receiving enslaved persons on its

shores, Massachusetts did not make itself par
is daily made use of to obtain themolatura Afri c
ishoul d Enact, That twenty VYears #%ence there

This recommendation exceptionahot only because f ol | owi ng Bostonds

instructionsjt is one of the clearest abolitionist statementglein the colonies prior to the
i mperial c¢crisis, but also because it appeared

The author and his supporters saw the tract as giving voice, and offering a solution, to a

2Some Consideration upon the Sever al(BoStonrl7ls), of Bank:
10-14.
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widespread concern in the colony. Hence their advocacy for the eventual abolition of slavery was
motivated not so much with concern for the enslaved as for their concern with liberating white

colonists from their sins and for providingarerme ans of f@APeopl " go the ¢

The anonymuspamphlee nd yet another commenNeas y t hat
Letter(which largely reiterated his 17@glitorialla |l most certainly influenc
Act for Encouraging Importation of White Male Servants, and the preventing Clandestine
bringing in of Negroes and Mol attoso in 1718,
aset offreedom su# brought by Joaand Johrdacksorand Mariahand TonyBriggsthe year
before?®® Joanhad been manumitted in Connecticut, but themeptitiouslybrought into
Massachusetts and held Ain Slavery unjustly a
reacquired her liberfa s  we | | a@nsMidblesex The Briggs meanwhilewonthe
liberation of their daughter, Mollyyh o had been ensl aved against

Province Rlymouth in1707. All three casesere agairbrought on pleas afe libertate

204pid.

205Boston News etter, March 3, 1718Theii Act Mor e Effectually to Secure t
of Ne gsreooedsddas having been negatived after a second readimgeiti718, but it was clearlin effect by
1720;Journals of the Hous@:25. 27, 274 Governor Shute had written the Board of Trad&717t hat Al am of

opinion that if 40 shillings pr. Head shoudédd be all owe:q
transportation of persons from 16 to 40 years of age t|
Hampshire and Massachtise s] : | abour being very deCaenddrgfState ason of t
Papers, Colonial Series, America and West India, Vol. 30: 117118 ed. Cecil Headlam (London: 193001.

I ndeed, | abor was so scarce that New Englanders conti ni
servantso from Newfoundland even after the 1718 1 egi sl

Plantations to Governor Stay June 4, 171%alendar of State Papers, Colonial Series, America and West Indies,
Vol. 31: 1719172Q ed. Cecil Headlam (London: 1933)7112.
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probandaandtheylikely reminded the General Couhatslavery had to be continually

discountenanced lest the practizewout of hancf®®

Besides the persisting social and legal challenges Black enslaved laborers prasented
faced in Massachusetts, they alssn away from their enslavers even when they \nefe
A | a w.bThis togprovokedwhite colonists to questiaie wisdomof their servitude Such
actionsimplicity t hr eat ened c onytlwapretansiong thas thea woedspersbvned
peacefully and prosperously in bonda@ee or two runawaysvery now and thewas to be
expectedBut at leasthree hundredNew England enslaved persons were advertised as having
left their masters across the eighteenth century, abtmud 8nnualized and averagethese are
not large numbers, bthe stubbornpersistence with which enslaved personsaaayposeda
living challengetd h e p r areadyiprecaridxistence®’ It is significant thaBlack men
had a far easier tinfeeeing their bondagthan did Black womerthe latter of whonaccounted
for only about 7% of runaway advertisements in the pebiotlalso thathey oftendid sohand

in-hand with white servanf§® Such allies were very different in kind aeffect than those like

206 Adams and Pleck,ove of Freedoml27, 131135, 237, 23940; di Bonaventt For Adamés Sake
197-204;Be |l | , iResear &h Summaries, 0 45

207 Antonio Bly, ed.,Escaping Bondage: A Documentary History of Runaway Slaves in Eightgenthry
New England, 1702789(Lexington Books, 2012),7,2202, and AA Prince Among Preten
Runaway Sl aves i n Col o Masaachuddtes WistdicabRewwemod 14ROM2). 851118 e d , O
Bly notes that roughly eight hundreshawayadvertisementa/ere publisheécross New Englanduring this time
Thesetypically ran for three issues apiece, and enslaverasionallyadvertised for the same enslaved person in
multiple journals On the other hand was also not unusual feuchnotices to describe multiple runawaysis
safe to sayhen thathe number of discreet runaways advertised across the regicsomasvhere arountiree
hundred

208 Karen Cook BellRunning from Bondage: Enslaved Women and their Remarkable Fight for Freedom in
Revolutionary AmericéNew York: Cambridge University Press, 2021);28) Lorenzo J. Gr eene, AT
Engl and Negro as Seen in Adowmalaf Negre Histanyvok 29fn@m 2 Runaway S
(1944):12546.
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Sewall. But, nevertheless, theguld beanimportantsource of support when Black enslaved

personshallenged their bondag®’

Similarly to Black enslaved persons, white bound laborers in Massachusetts faced
oppressiveircumstanced e s pi t e their mastersodéo obligation t
family. Thoughwhite bound laborersnly served for a time, their contracts were typically
considered transferable goods, allowing them to be legally torn from their biological parents and
siblings. Advertisementypically described them in dehumanizing terms, akin to inanimate
objects rather than human bein@sme Captain Watson, for instance, gave notica covid
Novemberaythat heb r o u g hQoal, Mé&eaad WomeSBervantswith sundy other Goods)
fromGlasgowiit o be di sposed J¢%Aswith Africaraesstaved freisas, t e r ms .
thesemen and womewould have beeheldonWat sonést shi phedy were HAsol
Prospective buyers would examithe servansdphysical conditios and negotiate with the
captainuntil seller and purchaseame to termsThelaborer§i ndent ur e or fAcovena
would typicallybind them tdour or five yearsof service butcontractdasting over ten years
were not unheard oSuch degradation was one thing. Ehé appalling working conditions
under whichwhite bound laborer®iled was anothegrtirely. Even worse, andgainmuchlike
their Black counterpartsyhite bondspersorasocould besubjected to extreme, sometimes even

fatal, violence by their masters!

209 See also Daniel MeadefBead or Alive: Fugitive Slaves and White Indentured Servants before 1830
(New York: Garland, 1993).

210Boston News etter, November 27, 271.

211 Richard B. MorrisGovernment and Labor in Early Ameri@dew York: Columbia University Press,
1946); Abbott Emerson Smitolonists in Bondage: White Servitude and Convict Labor in America 1606
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One such white bound laborer was Isaiah Tholasugh born in Boston rather than
shipped from Europe, the young maas hrust intoindenturedservitude when his mother was
unable to provide for hinHe wassold againsboth theirwill sto the printer Zechariah Fowle.
Bright and ambitious, Thomas al ways disdained
perform for his indolent master, and his resentment resulted in frequent beatings. After Fowle
lost his temper and humiliatingbbused Thomas im¢ streets of Bostothe teenager turned
fugitive, compelled tdeave behindhis family and seek refuge in Canada and then New

Hampshire?*?

Thomas had greater means to resist his status in bondage than did most Black laborers.
And we should not forget that enslaved Africans were forced into conditions even more
miserable than their white peers. When unfree white laborers, such as Ezekadl, Russ
compl ained that they were made fAinothing but a

instance, being gratuitod$Despi t e the fact that Russell 6s ¢

(Chapel Hi |l I : University of North Carolina Press, 1947
Apprentices, 1734 8 0 Buplizations of theColonial Society of Massachusett®l. 43: Transactions, 1958963
(Boston:1966):417-43 andA Good Master Well Servebavid GalensonyWhite Servitude in Colonial America: An

Economic Analysi¢ New Yor k: Cambridge University Press, 1981),; |
Recruitment and EGQofohiabBritisie Antericar Essaysairbtite NewoHistory of the Early Modern

Era, eds. Jack P. Greene and J.R. Pole (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988, 1&fin Van

der ZeeBound Over: Indentured Servitude and American Conscig¥e® York: Simon and Schuster, 1985);

Kenneth MorganSlavery and Servitude in North America, 16800 (Edinburgh Edinburgh University Press,

2001); Ruth Wallis Herndon and John E. Murr@hjldren Bound to Labor: The Pauper Apprentice System in Early
America(lthaca: Cornell University Press, 2009); John Warelindentured Migration and the Servant Trade from

London to America, 1618718(New York, Oxford University Press, 2017); Russell M. Laws®ervants and

Servitude in Colonial Americgsanta Barbara: Prager, 2018).

212|saiah Thomas Papers, 174874, Box 1, Folder 3, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester MA
Isaiah ThomasTheHistory of Printing in Americaed. Marcus A. McCorison (New York: Weathervane Books,
1970) 154-156.

213Russell Family Papers, 178986, MSS 0.928, Phillips Library, Peabody Essex Museum.
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he met with was unacceptable for a white man, yet unexceptional for a Black one, in practice

many lowerclass whites were still able to identify with the enslaved they worked alongside.

Russell and Thomas proved powerful antislavery allies later in thes, land white and Black
laborersoftenf or med strong bounds with e-alash ot her, cr
community tied together byhatscholarChristopher Sawuldubsfi s har ed cul tur al ,

economic e¥periences. 0

Many white servants I|ikely felt connected
to the extreme religious amdhnic prejudices they facdédemselves$!® TheNew England
Courantc omp |l ai ned in 1725, for TinBdt aPada ., iacfkst We ri
who fiserve us for no other Purposes than to p
their Childrer?!® Fifteen years latethe Boston PosBoystild ecr i ed t he @A Rank][ s]
Teaguel andi sh Sl ubber de gu Pllitisdittesuwprise then thiatithe | e d  t
Amany [white] ServantsibheuiéhndFietemjoitetdta e mo Cou
Black enslaved persons when they resisted their bondage, such as Wisnservantled with

two Blackmenanda Black womann 1724.These fugitives hastolen a shallopnd twopistols

24Christopher Sawula AFrom the L owsddentitgioBostont o t he Lo\
173718370 (PhD diss., Emory University, 2014). 13. For T
antislavery moment, see Parts Il and IIl.

215George Francis Donovafihe PreRevolutionary Irish in Massachusetts, 162075(Menasha,
Wisconsin:GeorgeBanta, 1932).

218 New England Courantlanuary 4, 1725.

217Boston PosBoy, January 14, 1740. Though Irish laborers met with the greatest prejudice among
European laborers, even a large group of about seventy English sérfiaBt§ r ] ought 0 by one Thoma:
Maineiwer e fiwarnedo out of Bogrnowp inf 1ifRegort citbe Rrepd®! a&a; & ma l
Commissioners of the City of Boston, Containing the Records of Boston Selectmen, 171§Rost@86Rockwell
and Churchill, 1885), 1648.
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in thenight butfell aground at Castle Williams in Boston Harb®hey were found the next

morningand dall . . .22committed to Prison. o

Elite colonistamay havevoicedstrongobjectionsto thenominally-voluntarythough
lessthandesirable white bound laboreshioc a me i nt 0.0"fButisschreSevvatioris r y
wereoften outweighed by the selfish, pratacist, and somewhanoral concerns many had
against the continued importation of enslaved Africans. After passage of the 1718 labor
i mportation | aw, scores of ships d andosuntlessi t h s
with smaller ones, continued to arrive in Boston over the next three decades, sometimes even

surpassing the number of Black laborers broughtin.

Due to many white colonistsdé6d aversion to A

did not definitively shift to Black enslaved persons as its dominant unfree labor source until the

218New England CouranMay 11, 172, and December 16 and May 4, 1724. For a few other examples of
interracial runaway collaborations, $8eston New4 etter, September 22, 1737, and August 10, 1 Bt8ton
Gazette Sept 26, 1737, aridloston EveningPost October 3, 1737.

219 New England CourantApril 15, 1723.

22The following newspaper editions advertise ships t
servants or a fiparcel 6 of them to Boston. They are repl
how many servants were brought sy aingle voyage, though seventeen were mentioned in one instance, and
Donovan records seventywo were brought in on at least one occasion. Not recorded in the following are servants
who arrived in Boston already attached to a maBteston News etter, Augustll and December 1 aridb, 1718,

August 10, 1719, November 27, 1721, November 19, 1722, July 24, 1729, September 18, 1729, October 22, 1730,
April 26 and August 2, 1739, April 2, 1741, Novemb@&r 2750;Boston GazetteMay 13, 1723, October 29, 1728,

July 21, 1729, August 16, 1731, January 3 and May 1, 1732, May 21, 1733, September 16 and November 4, 1734,
June 21, 1736, June 27 and August 22, 1737, July 10 and November 6, 1738, August 31 and November 24, 1741,
Januaryll, 1743;New England CourantNovember 2, 1724lew England Weekly Journalugust 23, 1737, May

1, 1739, and June 23, 174Agston EvenindPost May 9, 1743, May 14, 1750, September 25, 1Biston Post

Boy, May 31, 1742, April 28, 1746, September 18, 1749; DondvemRevolutionary Irish37; Shipton,

Al mmi grati on t 0-230.@espitk theggsteady sireatin of senants that arrived in Boston across the
eighteenth century, the vast majority of such emigrants, especially from Ireland, arrived elsewhere in North
America,particularlyVirginia and Pennsylvania; Dicksob]ster Emigration Appendix E; Audrey LockharGome
Aspects of Emigration from Ireland to the North American Colonies between 1660 an@N&w/¥ork, 1976),

Appendix C.
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late 1720s (Figurd). A smallpoxepidemic had decimated the colony in the early 1720s, and

workersof any sort were desperatelgededo keep the economy aflo#t The subsequent

demand for labor thwartdlec o | oamtyirdp®rtation legislatiorand led to the largest influx

of African enslaved persons Massachusetts would witness in the colonial era Brigure
Accordingly, despite their high cost and the
t he Duty on the I mportation of Negroeso in 17
never beforé?2 Hugh Hall, a Bostorbased merchant who was heavily engaged in the slave

trade, recorded about 60 African enslaved persons brougMagsachusettfsom Barbados in

1729 alone?® Meanwhile, between 1725 and 1739, nearly 1,000 enslaved Africans were

advertised for sale in tH@oston Gazette mor e t han doubl e®t hat paper

2IMar got Minardi, fAThe Bost o1v22| Antncdertiathd History@ont r ov er ¢
R a ¢ William and Mary Quarterlyvol. 61 (2004): 4776. Carl BridenbauglCities in the Wilderness: The First
Century of Urban Life in America, 1625742(New York: Knopf, 1955), 303l07; Gary NashThe Urban Crucible:
Social Change, Political Consciousness, and the Origins of the American Rev@lidinbridge: Harvard
University Press, 1986), 128, 1034.

222 Acts and Resolved: 517-18.

22380 individuals initially arrived into Boston in Barbados in 1729, but several died before being purchased
and adozenwerethi pped out of the col onyl;7 3BBEssEeghHusettsaCobllectioAsc c o u nt
Onling Massachusetts Historical Society, accesselttgis://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=736
For background on Hall 6s accoun tBook af Bugh Hal Rlercha®tcoimu e | E. M
Barbados, 1716l 7 2 Bublizations of the Colonial Society of Massachusgt§1937): 514621. See also Kerima
M. Lewi s, fiCaptives on the Move: Tracing the Transatl al
Ne w E n gHistrical Jodrnal of Massachusettgol. 44, no. 2 (2016): 14475.

224|f advertisement rates roughly paralleled importations, we might reach the qualified but not
unreasonable assumption that the number of enslaved importees in the 1720s and 1730s was roughly double the

usual annual i nt ake as estinmle that less than$0 Blackemem atndswomentvdre Shut e 6 s
brought in annually between 1710 and 171216 and is close to computations made by the historian Gregory
O6Mal l ey. Scholars can thus surmise that somewhere in

into the colony between 1700 and 1760. That means that Massachusetts receivad [@ss gfercent of all the

African persons brought into North America. Perhaps as much athinds of its Black population growth was

nevertheless attributable to importation rather than birth. For enslaved advertisements, the surge of Black enslaved
perons imported into the colony in the 1720s and 1730s, and the slave trade to North America generally, see Robert

E. Desrochers Jr ., f@Ev er-jor-RRle Advertisement and Blaverain Massachuseits, and i .
17041 7 8 William and Mary Quarterlyvol. 59, no. 3 (2002): 6286 6 4; St even Deyl e, A6By f ai
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Relative Frequency of Bound Laborers' Appearance in
Massachusetts by Ethnicity and by Decade
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profitable tradedé: Sl ave tr &ldvermand AbalitioB/ol.il@, nos2h(1989) 166 ni a | N
125; Gregory E. O6Mall ey, ABeyond the Middle Passage: .
16191 8 0 William and Mary Quarterlyyol. 66, no. 1 (2009): 12%72; Kwasi KonaduThe Akan Diasporan the

AmericagNew York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 1201.

2>Reformatted and amended version of fAAppendix J: Fr
Records by DecaWwibamTowherLawr dic&ood Master Well Served
in Massachusetts, o (PhD diss., Nort hwestern University,

create his original graph, but throughout his study he pulled exten§igad probate files, court trials, newspapers,
correspondence, and diaries. He presumably collated what he found throughout these sources. His findings are
supported by Desrochersé concl usaqualitydh i @icaguidnthatie 6s and |
Suffolk County atleastvhi t e Bay col oné esmpl etaeaner ¢ loi an deeanm African s
|l abor pool as early as the 1690s. Whiting did not cons.|
mi ght be explained bystheefractf arthator@Neégkel Setwamppear
materials Whiting relied on for several reasons. First, as she recognizes, Suffolk County had by far the largest Black

labor force in the colony, and thus is not indicative of the pattern afdgmnelsewhere in Massachusetts. Second,

and conversely, white servants were more likely to serve outside of Boston than within it. Third, white bound

laborers only served temporarily (and enjoyed robust opportunities for running away) and thus wesdikalyeo

still be held at their masterds death than were Bl ack |
apprentices and bound pauper children as well as i mporf
These first two graps only served until they came of age, eighteen in the case of women -omerftyr men, and it
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Approximate Numbers of Slaves Advertised and Number with
Identifiably Foreign Origins in the Boston News-Letter, 1704-
1720. and Boston Gazette, 1719-1769
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W Approximate Numbers of Slaves Advertised M Enown Foreign Ongins

Figure 526

is not clear Whiting considered either category of laborers in her study. All five types were also less likely to be held
by el derly men or women who were near death and no | on.
and the Problemof Nnber s, 0 407. I n another work, Towner found ab
bound as apprentices by the Boston Overseers of the Poor between 1734 and 1765 alone, a majority of whom were
sold to buyers outsi deonodfs tPhoeo rc iApy68. efinltni dceenst,uor e4s3 50 f B o s |

26perived from data compiled in fATable VI: Known For
Boston, 1704 7810 and fATable VIII: Numbers dff8310abegs DResr oAd\ee
iSl-tovSeal e Advertisements, o0 646, 652.
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Notably, ironicallyBo st o n 6 s advertissner@gisebegan to abandon therm
A s | aroundthis time in favor or euphemisms ke A ser vant OExplaringsi mpl y 7
newspapers published betweef20 and 1760 have found only fifteewlistinctuses of the
wordfi s | 0a \Beston advertisements referring to the sale or running away of Black and
Indigenous individualscompared tmineteersuchinstancegrom 1704 to 174 alone??’ This
hints at the possibility that white colonists were increasingly chagrined that siaviect had
never been more important in their theoretically slaveless soBigtyt is also significant that,
of those advertised s fAser vant , 0 0 Ne gbatweaen 145 and 730 sasleasi f t e n
400 were identifiably born outside of the colony. Typically, these importees arrived from
somewhere in the West Indies, though a substantial minority hailed directly from Africa,
especially the Gold Coast. This resurgenicAfdcan enslaved laborers predictably led to a
renewed backlash among colonial whites, but also expanded reportage on another tool of Black

resistance thdielped make slavery even less palatable in the colony than it already was: suicide.

Self-destruction waanothemeansby which Black men and women wrested some
measure of control over their lives from their ggibclaimed Christian enslavers sirargslaved
persond i r st arrived in Massachusetts. By the 173
reported on this phenomenon like never bef@tas shift was likelya result of thencreased

number of journals that were printed at this tier@dthe larger editions thayow ran Butit also

227 The firsttally does notount when these advertisements wauplicatedin other issues or other
journals Boston New4 etter, October 23, 1735, July 16, 1741, July 4, 1745, April 24, 1755, June 9,B@&dn
PostBoy, June 28, 1742, September 24, 1744, September 28, 1747, October 29, 1759, JuneBpsiaf60;
EveningPost May 17, 1742, September 30, 1745, May 17, 1BaSton GazetteJuly 13, 174and September 17,
1759.For the period before 1720, sBeston Newd etter, August 14andNovember 6, 1704; January 15, October 8
andDecember 10, 1703anuary 21February 18, May 6, June Qyly 22 ,August 26, November dnd25, 1706;
February 17, October 27, 1707; January&®|March 29, 1708; September 21, 1713.
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came about due therecordwave of recent African importeeSlany enslaved individualsho

chose to kill themselves at this tiileely felt, as one woman did, that they would return to their

Aown Countryo hbputdeatheandathe tafterlifgoicaboé rhanyeWest African
cultures.Indeed, she effectivelgrranged her own burigterhaps mirroringhe rites of her stolen
homeShe Atook a Bottle of Rum & t wleforBshendedt s

her life.2?8 It is unclear if shehose to do this because of heartache or direct aBtisars at
leastclearlyacted from disgust at the newfound horrors and humiliations they metMght

thenothers still simplygavein to unspeakable despaif.l t i s uncl ear how Mass
community reacted to these deattstthe mere fact ofuch reportage is significarlack

suicides likely proved an uncomfortable reminder to mahige enslaverghattheirbondage

system was not as benign as they so desperately wanted to liellese] aved per sonsao
actonsal so testified to the fact that, however A

colonists to witness, it was infinitely more so for the enslaved to experience.

| f Black suffering in bondage influenced w
continued to manifestn t he | atterds prioritization of 1|

the liberation of the enslaved per se, when advocating for the curtailment of the slave trade or

228 Boston GazetteMay 29, 1733.

22%Boston EvenindgPost September 19, 1737.

230Boston EveningPost October 4, 1736. See also February 16, 1741, and July 27, 174%2eand
England Weekly JournaDctober 27, 1729, and November 1933,for a few other episodes. Terri L. Snyder
investigates colonial enslaved suicides extensively in her Wbk Power to Die: Slavery and Suicide in British
Noth AmericgUniversity of Chicago Press, 2015).

95



even the abolition of slaverfhe myth of the slaveless society, after all, was a stbite

colonists toldo themselvesof themselves, for themselves.

Early eighteentitentury white Bayc o | o empsasis an themselves, rather than the
actually enslavedyhen they moved to limit Black importations paralletgder, even ostensibly
less cynical, protests that emerged elsewhere iBritish Empirearound this timgsuggesting
New Englandersvere not acting imdeological isolation from otherolonists A group of
Quakers in Germantown, Pennsylvania, for 1inst
bodyo in 1688, asking whether those fiwho stea
them, are they not al/l g an kitke?, or toAob and seltthpemma d e ¢
against their will, we stand against. o Though
delivered out of ye hands of ye robbers, and
motivated by theirdesre®h ow fAwhat manner ye Quakers doe r
[ PennsylvanialJ]d as anything else. The Ger mant
Ames, that white colonists must treat the ens
paralleledPur i t an concerns when they fretted over th
Athat ye Quakers doe here handel men as they
picked up and expanded by subsequent Quaker activists such as William Sothébliamd

Burling.2! Pennsylvania Quakeréoncerns with the sins of slavery, litteat ofBay Colonist

2l Ger mant own Friendsd Protest Against Slavery, 168:¢
https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14000200/?ststextEl i zabet h Cazden-SlavBrQandk er s, Sl a
R a ¢ ©&xfoed Handbook of Quaker Studiesls. Stephen Angell and Ben Pink Dandelion (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013),38D; J. Wil liam Frost, AQuaker Antislavery: F

Quaker Historyvol. 101, no. 1 (2012): 123; Brycchan Careysrom Peace to Freedom: Quaker Rhetoric and the
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divines, was leavened with fears of Black violence as well as how the practice might jeopardize

the sanctity of their holy enterprise.

Other colonial antislavery writers outside of the Quakers and the Puritans, such as an

anonymous fiNative of Americaodo in 1713, raised
of mend i mmor al and unl awf ul but ngers,am hoivDanger
many have | ost their Lives by their own and t

to rid Christians of this guilt and protect them from Black violence was to have the enslaved
freed and fisent to thebt obwnd@Gosasontrftbhelyf makhe
their Free Act)o in slavery, but it would not
Slaveholding may be a sin, httid not outweigh the demands of spteservationMoreover,

reduci ng t he c odavenwoslt lsade the farthér happee effectrof precluding

the possibility of a |bandgersamhwho threafedpboowhited s 6 wi t
with want of &ndangetetherést ofisoaitty with their mere presefitd.he

priority was clear: white colonists must stand against slavery for their sake as well as, if not more

so than the sake of the enslaved.

Early eighteentitentury antislavery espousalerethus more limited in ambition and
focus than they first appear, even among the Quakers. Nevertheteggnghat such arguments

mutuallyreinforcedeach otherindeed, nearly all the statements made against slavery up to the

Birth of American Antislavery, 16517761 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012); Jean R. SodgrQuakers
and Slavery: A Divided Spir{Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985); Thomas Edward Dalekers and
Slavery in AmericdNew Haven: Yale University Press, 1971); Sydney V. Jamé&zeople Among Peoples: Quaker
Benevolence in Eighteen@entury AmericdCambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963).

232 Arguments Against Making Slaves of M&#13) reprinted in John Hepbuifije American Defence of
the Christian Golden Rul@715), 2336.
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imperial crisisdepended uponearly identical arguments, with nearly identical priorities, when
condemning chattel bondage and the slave trade rdimiarkable rhetorical consistenagross
space and timsuggestshat there was a greater degree of cpadination in colonial

antislavery agitation than historians have typically apprectdfédoreover,it provides evidence
thatantislaveryamounted to avell-known, if notyet regularly encountered, intemperial

discoursen theeighteenthcenturyAnglo-Atlantic.

The ecumenically inclinedohn Hepburn, for instance, republishet e A Nati ve of
A me r iardtheAthenianOr a c17@46 8 s p 0 n s e inqury a®egaide lhit\rdesican
Defense of the Christian Golden RuleNew York in1715 Besides these works, he afadled
omnivorously from a variety of English authors that, at least in his eyes, were antislavery in
principle, including Quaker founder George Fox, Anglican Archbishop John Tillotson, and
Cotton Mather. Though few historians classify any of these mdrnvttie antislavery tradition,
Hepburndéds identification with them offers a p
enemy to fithe buying and selling of the Bodie
BabylonianrMer chant s, 6 Hepburn recognized that he w;

if most colonistsespecially near hishome inLong lIslafidc ar ri edd on t he pract

iin profoind silence. o
23t anley Harrold, for instance, argues that ftheol c
antislavery] sentiment fr om Qu ak eAmsrican Abolitieisne tis Direct Pennsy |

Political Impact From Colonial Times into Reconstruct{@harlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2019), 18.

An exception to this hist or iMegandBrdthers: Adgldmerican Antislavery i s Bet |

Cooperation( Ur ban a: University of 1Illinois Press, 1972) and
234 Hepburn American DefengePreface.
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Hepburn was al most cSeltingaf Josephs wellwaichevoullf Se wa
later influence the Pennsylvanian Quaker Benjamin Layftaew Yorkes arguments made
their way back to Massachusetts via his allies, Thomas Chalkley and John Saltkill. Tracing this
influence helps us recover a current of exchange that saw antislavery sentiment flow out of and
back into the Bay Colonrs>The year after Hepburnédés work was
meetings in Dartmouth and Nantucket, where Chalkley was then preaching, resolved that it was
Ai nconsistent with truth for Friends to purch
these developments, a member of the latter church, John Farmer, wrote and predepitttban
Concerning Negroet® the Newport and New England Yearly Meetings the following year in

1717, and then the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting in 12748.

Though it is unclear whet her -RaakemenMNéws wor k
England and the midtlantic, or even publishedit has unfortunately been losit bolstered
Sothebybs campaign agai n sardmoshlikehhelpednsmre t r ade i n
Burling and Horseman Mullenix to speak up in their Meetings in New York shortly thereafter.

Over a decade later, the stream of influence returned to Massachusetts, and it would appear no

Though Hepburn does not menti omerS®& wandd MRr exsabmet, e rhie
have fApreachedo and Apri nAmar iagad nand [istl avyeemd drerwenliink
would have decided to reprint the samea&ott of theAthenian Oracleas hadappeared in Bostowithout also
| earning of SewWapbéasnpamghl elenry J Cadbury, fAJohn Hepb
1 7 1 Bmedcan Antiquarian Societyol. 59 (1949): 89113.

A The Minutes of the Dartmout h, Ma sls7a8cBobltatonst s Mont |
of the Colonial Society of Massachusegd. Thomas D. Mann (Boston: 20228:97; Arthur J. Worall, Quakers in
the Colonial NortheagiHanover: University Press of Neé#ngland, 1980)156165 Nant uc ket 6 s Peopl e o
Essays on History, Politics and Communég. Robert Johnson Jr. (University Press of America, 2006).
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coincidence that Pennsyl vaniMysteryBfdnequitywaSandi f or

soon followed by Massachusett$6 third |ocally

237 Ralph SandifordA Brief Examination of the TiméRhiladelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 1729), reprinted
and expanded @he Mystery of IniquityPhiladelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 173®ennsylvania Gazett®ecember
22, 1730.
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CHAPTER 3: ANTISLAVERY AT MID -CENTURY

Like Farmer, Elihu Coleman was another member of the Nantucket Quaker community
who had long been bothered by the practice of slave keeping. It was only 1 23@¢%hat he
began writing down his thoughts on the subject, however. Coleman was likely gt do
so by the publ i c aturingthoseosamg&assnltdsialsogosdilesweven r k
that he was influencdaly an enslaved woman named Dinah, whose husband Titus successful
prosecuted for her liberty in 1728 The DartmouthMonthly meetinghad earliereconsidered
its stance on slavery wham unnamed Black man was beaten to deatf7 11by one of its
membersAbigail Allen, and it is not impossiblEo | eman had caughtsitwi nd of
made its way to the col on ybAsthelvérngdashs workwap el | a't
surely influenced in some respect by the enslaved persataihenet withon Nantucket
Island?*° Whatevertthe casein 1733 Coleman printed, with the sanction of the New England
Meeting,A Testimony Against that Antichristian Practice of Making Slaves offid@he mere
fact that Colemandés work was publ iQuakeged i n Bos
establishmentsomething which even the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting would not do until 1753)
suggests that the work was meant to be read by both Quaker aQuiaker audiences. This

further underscores that antislavery activesmong the Friendshould not be treated in isolation

2Bel |, fAResear b Summaries, o 60
239 pyblications of the Colonial Societ98:1188189; Worrall,Quakers in the Colonial Northeast56.
240 For studies of the early Black community on NantucketJsb@soned, Nant ucket 6 s Peopl e o

241Elihu ColemanA Testimony Against the Antichristian Practice of Making Slaves of(Bteston:
1733).
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from other colonial social conversations. However widely Coleman hoped his tract would
spread, however, it did not far outpace the sentiments of other antislavery dissenters, and, like

Hepburn, he appeared influenced by Sewall and other Massachusets.divin

C o | e nmwaork,@rsdthe British-authored but locally reaahtislavery tracts that followed
it in Massachusettsevealdghat antislaveryvas becoming a distinétatureot he col ony 6s
public print discoursey the middle of theighteenth centurydecades before the onset of the
imperial crisis.Such arguments reacquired a greater moral orientation by the 1740s than they had
in theearly years of the centurgspecially though counterintuitivelyhecause ofiolent Black
resistance to their enslavement in @eribbeanPrudential concerns remained at the forefront of
whi t e c ol ,hhowevert andidislaviern abitationn the colonystill fell far short of a
political movementBut thanksin large parto the actions of Black colonists abroad and at
home, especially thosmnverts in the Great Awakening who pressured their wénitealiststo
recognize the humanity of the enslavadocialmilieu had formed in 1750s Massachusetts
wherein just as in England, Ahatred of sl avery,
comfortabl e and e?3?@hedidhasiooof tisserdirmenttsét tnegnotindviork

for themore politicallysalientantislavery activisnthat took placén the 1760s and 1770s.

This is not to say, of course, that antislavery advocates before the imperial crisis ignored
social policy.Colemanforinstancen ot ed t he fAmany sober Men that
Practice, both by Writing and ammaddadarly publ i c

moderate case that ensl avers should free thei

2Hudson, A6Britons Never Wil/ Be Slaves, 060 561.
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He insisted, much like the anonymous drgnking pamphlet of 1716, that this would prove no

great obstacle in Massachusetts as dAit is gen
could do best without them, for the Poor are notsoabletogeé¢ m. 6 | f he was som
concerned about the treatment of the enslaved themselves, however, for Colematilltthas
APractice of making Slaveso (i .e. anhe sl ave t
hereditary bondagkvitlhsa,tdo tneontd etdh etior fAsnmaantyus as €
echoing Sewall, Hepburn, and other writers 1in
receive [African captives] o0 were fAas bad as i
oncehaving them, enslavers should simply treat them humanely as they did any other servant,
raising them to be good Christians despite th

Nation¥ have. 0

Whatever influence Colemands appeal may ha
significant that his pamphl et appeared as the
its peak and amid a series of widely reported Black revolts taking pEmetadre in the British
Empire In the wake of these developments, his mistalattack against slavery wasce again
followed by more pragmatic ones. TBeston Gazettdor instance, tied concerns with African
i mportations with colonial fears of ensl aved
which now pour in upon us, O,ingdhedakedilRatk i t r an a
rebellionsthereadvi si ng that Amore Encouragement shoul

Whites . . . 2*4The printee Bhemas Fdeet Shs dikeveise concerned about such

243 Coleman, iii, 4, 7, 8, 10, 12, 15, 16.
244Boston GazetteJuly 1, 1734, and March 7, 1737.
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developments. He, ironically, set his enslaved man Peter to set the types for a long article from
thePolitical State of GreatBritamn t he Al nconveniency of having
journal, theBoston EveningPost and as a sefontained pamphletin 1736The arti cl eds
was indicative of its decidedlyragmaticc oncer ns . lts aut hor was aghe
St at @aces lik€Jamaica givetherin havi ng al | Negroe Slaves, in
Fleet was nonéoo-subtly warning Bay colonists of what their home might look like if they
continued to suffer the i mportation of Africa
be allowedts eek hi s private Advantage in t%at whict
Whether slavery was fundamentally wrong or not was besides the quesitmugh, in another

entry, thePolitical Statec oul d not hel p but refe? Thewai t as t

i ssue was that it represented an existenti al
life.

Approving of a plan in the new colony of G
(or other) slaveso in that province, Massachu
by passing another act i n 1-fhpdtationefforts®Anf or ce t

Governor Jonathan Belcher explained to his superiors in Britaidicating that the slavewner

5Justin Pope, AA Slave at the Pr esBostonEwhingost FI eet ar
17351 7 5 8lavéry and AbolitionVol. 42 No. 4 (2021), 69709.

246 Boston EveningPost November 15, 173@olitical State of Great BritainVol. 50 (Boston: T. Fleet,

1736). These concerns paralleled another pamphlet that may also have been read in the colony ten years later,

Essay Concerning Sl avery an(dndorh@harbsaQorhett,rl748)a mai ca i s Exp
247 political State of Great BritainVol. 47 (London: T. Cooper, 1734), 247.

4 An Act More Effectually to Secure ActsandDuty on t he
Resolvesll: 981-2.
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and-tradercontinued to suffefrom the same cognitive dissonance as many others in
Massachusetish e t hought highly of the Georgia exper.i
that way of thinking, that no part of mankind was made to be slaves to their fellow creatures. We
havebuf ew i n these parts,?*°BRaydolohistswniayshave bebndurtteer we r e
encouraged in such actions when they reaaldtition the inhabitants of New Inverness

presented to the imperial governmagginst thentroduction of slavery ther&hese Georgian

avowed thatslavewa s A s hoc ki ng anddearaduhmatn intatwao welod pr ove
Scourge one Day ®9%Thesetsdme concerosrwere wiced B Massachosetts
throughout the middldecade®f the eighteenth centuripespite passage of the 1739 bill,

however, and theelativelyi f e wd ensl aved per sBay®lonstiswoull i ved t
only become more paranoid when confronted with intensive reportage of an alleged enslaved

conspiracy in New York in 174%1

Whispers of slave revolts were hardly unheard of in Massachusetts\fisédit Black
resistance to their enslavemean be construed aenre of informal political agitatiowhich
had | ong hel ped c ul dhdttelstatesy was adt anlgnoralyt psoblematen s e t h

and economically imprudent, but dangerétf8ostonian Benjamin Coleman (no immediate

249 Belcher was also likely motivated to make this claim as he had explicit instructions to veto any
|l egi sl ation that would hinder t he eColedtioneobtke Afri can sl a:
Massachusetts Historical Socie§' Series, vol. 7 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1894R4%.3

XGent | eman Yol MAanaaryil B30,

251 For studies of the New York enslaved conspiracy, see Jill Lepes,York Burning: Liberty, Slavery,
and Conspiracy in EighteentBentury ManhattatiNew York: Knopf, 2005); Thomas J. Davis,Rumor of Revolt:
The AGreat Negr o Pl ¢NewYorkrFre€Rrdss 10853 | New Yor k

®2Rjichard Slotkin, #fANarrati vesl&dOANei@m Quartriyiolme i n Ne
25(1973): B1.C®ci |l e Vidal, #AViolence, Slavery, aofhd Race in tF
CambridgeWorld History of Violence, Vol. lll: 1560800 CE(New York: Cambridge University Pres¥)20) See
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relation to Elihu) wrotén 1723wi t h concern of the colonyds ri si
instance. He noted that #Athose slaves grow di
wickednesso and even, all eg#®tisynclearifthdreemapt ed t o
any such conspiracy, hudrucially, the perception that Black enslaved persons attemplbenirto

Boston dowrelicitedreflection onwhetherthis slaveless societyas adequately fulfilling its

obligationst 0o it s OAsedJovmaatiBan Sewal | laterBayearthel 6 s s on,
ALor d tshaveemsCont rover sy Wiwelh hiayvePaoploedd hfeomfiour

enslaved. fAThe Lordodo must dnadkfe tiluesi mco¥ei rwiatt «al

Black violence, real or imaginedot onlyhighlighted the disparity between white
colonist®real and imagined treatment of theirslaved persons, however. It adsxivated class
tensions between the slaveholding elite and those of more modest backgBuaids.
aggravations came to the forefront of public discusdmminstancewhenthe supposedrson
plotinitially resulted in the execution of only one man named Di€b® ledJames and
Benjamin Franklin of thé&lew England Courartt 0o comp |l ai n of the upper s
and protection of, their enslaved. They argue

apparent, that Ge duplfoeStaterorysandkepntin ldleness and Rientg .4 .

alsoKellie Carter Jacksorkorce and Freedom: Black Abolitionists and the Politics of VioldRtéladelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 201f@y a sustained treatment of enslaved violemgpolitics.

253 Benjamin Colman to Robert Woodrow, June 11, 1Pt8¢ceedings of the Massachusetts Historical
Society(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society), 77:N8w England Couranfpril 1, 8, and 15, June 10, and
July 1, 1723Boston New4 etter, April 4 and 18, May 9 and 1&oston GazetteApril 15, May 13, and 16, 1723.
Newspapers recurrently reported on enslaved persons threatening to set fire@ntuigt Massachusett3pston
NewslLetter, February 4, 173Mlew England JournaFebruary 26, 1733, October 14, 1734, and August 26, 1734;
Boston Gazettelanuary 31737,and February 14, August 8, and June 20, 1B48ton Evenind?ost April 1,
1745,and February 13, 1749.

254 Joseph Sewallfwo SermonsunpaginatedHatfield Historical Museumlast accessed June 2024,at:
https://archive.org/details/twosermonsjoseph00sewa/page/nl/mode/2up
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are the great es t? Massachgusettssenstavers,tinrother Wondwen . 0

endangeringhe welfare of others by their continuece | i ance on their HANegro

Ten years lateg Black man belongingtba Gent |l eman i no the Neigh
attempted to murder one Mr. Hillhenthe formerwas caughburglarizing thd a t tesiderice.
AThe Villaino was caughtiodrfdrsdhitylPouadHpteill , bu
prosecutband fit he Negro [ wasFI| a&eealysReheargabsyonded s c har g
with outrage. An anonymous writBothed athow richmastersic onni ve . . . [ at]
ensl aved] from the Hands of Justice, 0 exposin
Mercy of a Nation whose Me&FfTwenyygearalaterF Ineoe théest t er
journal (new dubbed thBostorEvening Pogtwas still warningof the danger posed by
AGent | e me rbéargu&dithafviets wi | | not be for the Safety
Provinces to go on importing Slaves as they have,deseecially in light othe ongoing Seven
Years War with Franc®’The printero6s concl usi ogivewRegr hy poc!
continuedypesetingthej our n al 6 sall thesaapisodes.Bst the astisan could easily

convince himself he was not apnmorncgh atsheods e hfeGe nito

255 New England CourantNovember 9, 1724.

256 New England WeekRehearsalSeptember 23, 173Fhe enslaved and enslaver in this instance may
have been London and Peter Luce, the latter of whom had placed an advertisement imsisgngtthat he did
not AScreen hiods fNbmgceoBodtba GazeddAagusel9, 1734Severalyears, laterlower-
class whitesfearing John Walley was protecting his own enslaved mlaa,named.ondon, from prosecution in
1741, formed a posse and tortured London to déh; England Weekly Journaluly 21, 1741. Loweclass
resentments against white enslavers could, of course, easily translate into sirdplackntiolence. In 1747, for
instance, a large mob of Bostonians attack®deraBlack men for reasons unknown; Records for the Suffolk
Country Court of General Sessions of the Pedalg,1747, Massachusetts State Archives (Boston). Several years
later, in what seems a clearer expression of class disdain, another mob attacked a party of Harvardians, throwing
itwo Gentlemenb6s Servantso into t hsel a&heas |(eMalRd venrd Reana
Boston Gazetteluly 14, 1755.

257 Boston EveningPost September 8, 1755.
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of Massachuset tNobBwafhe the onlp onEompatan taetving thewisdomof
Massachusetidbondage practicesfter witnessinghe fruit ofdecades of Blackontestations to

their enslavement

Black violence in the migighteenthcentury Bay Colony complementegborts
Massachusetts readers gobbled dofvanslaved conspiracies elsewhere in the British Atlantic.
Across the 1730s and 174@sey reacbf howNew York hadalsonearly been burnt to the
groundhowJ amai cabd6s Bl ack noatwar with the vehitegplangee dlite, andl  a | |
howSout h Carolinads i Ne g%®meenmiddw efthese scar®ichgee n i Re
Dr a pRostanNewdettere ndor sed attempts to f-mmded t he col
sl aves o 2¥NMosakconbeens with slavery apparently had no role to pl&raped s
mind astheylikely did notfor many otherst this momentThe enslaved must gihe society
must become truly slavelesven ifthat meanMassachusettsad toexplicitly dirty its hands
with the(re)sale ofhuman beingsAs this was impractical, thougihite Bay colonistsimply

withdrew frompurchasing the enslaved. After 1739, importations of African men and women

For some examples of Mas s a8dstorsGazetiedelbruary &, 4781, Mayge on .
21, 1733, and April 1, 17380ston News etter, December 3, 1730, June 8 and October 1, 1732, and November 21,
1734;Weekly RehearsaMay 1, 1732, March 18, 1734, and February 24, 1Ke&sy England Weekly Journal
December 7, 1730, December 3, 1733, and December 23,BG84n Evenindlost January 17, 1737 and June
11, 1739. For the col oBostdorsNewtetierpAprd @ Bay d,flunddeand 18, dulyR,, s ee
16, and 23, August 6 and 27, September 3, and October 1 and 8Bbgttdh GazetteApril 20, May 4, June 8, 22,
and 29, July 6, 13, 20, and 27, and August 10 and 24, 1741. For the Stono Rebellion in South Bastdina,
NewsLetter, November 8, 173%nd July 3, 1740Boston Evening?ost November 5, 1739, and May 12, July 7,
and July 14, 1740.

259 Boston Newd etter, July 9, 1741.
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plummeted to their lowest levels in the eighteenth cenfthigBoston Gazetteeported only

twelve suchshipments across tmext twenty years®

A group of prominent civil and commercial leaders in Bostiomlarly reacted tdahe
dangemposed byMa s s a ¢ henskwedpdpidationby forminga Society for Encouraging the
Importation of Foreignerim 1750%% Though they fell far short of their gsathe organization
met with at least some success. A shipment of over two hundred Irish men and women was
brought into the colony three months after th
hundred Germans arrived to settle in Braintree. Many of these lattggmant s wer e A Per
Considerabl e Substanceo aleSoieth) $ wmmslikdydate nt ur ed
that both sorts were needed to dilute the col

Massachusetisgainst potential enslaved violerféé.

Bost onds o0b smé¢he F/41Wew Yonmtsanaoresiracy anthe Stono
Rebellionin South Carolindnas longoeenrecognized by historian3. h e  geaceptiod of the
First Jamaican Maroon War, however, has not received comparable affdi@sithe one hand,

such study bolsters the case that white Bay colonists were afraid of the danger the enslaved

0Desr ocEweerrsy, Pii ct ur®0.Tells a Story, o
261 Boston PosBoy, July 9 and October 1, 1750.

262 pennsylvania Journal, or Weekly AdvertisBeptember 20, 1756tew York Gazette, or Weekly Rost
Boy October 2, 1752; Erna Ri s cNKewEngldm QempenwolCt2enb.l2i us, | mmi
(1939): 241267.

For scholarship directly exploring the conflict,
SocioHistorical Analysis of the First Maroon War, Jamaica, 1655 4 8acial and Economic Studijesol. 19, no.
3 (1970): 289325; Michael CratonTesting the Chains: Resistance to Slavery in the British West |(fitiasa:
Cornell University Press, 1982Navis C. CampbellThe Maroons of Jamaica, 1689596: A History of
Resistance, Collaboration, and Betray@raby, MA: 1988); Alvin Thompsorklight to Freedom: African
Runaways and Maroons in the Ameri¢iegston: University Press of the West Indies, 2006).
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posed despite their small numbers. On the other, however, it discloses how Massachusetts

audiences, |i ke many others in the British At

fighters with puzzling applause, suggesting that many in the colers marder pressed to

identify with their West Indian countrymen than historians have recently aféfu&slin Britain,

most in Massachusetts appear to havaginarily conceivedf slavery in the words of
ChristopherBrowna s a fnm@mw€awui bhe&dy Acustom tenuously r
needso whose Aresponsibility for the institu
i 26> Bfore the war had even concluded, for instance, two British othigtwere widely read

in Massachusetts, tige nt | e ma n 6éandLdvidog Magazineepublished in 1735 the

speech of a (fictious) enslaved Jamaican named Moses Bon Saam, which had first appeared in

Thomas ObedPpmpted®s

S"ambébs speech made a radical case for the
based on the natur al i R i. Qobperalsopredacedthe @ppealith i t vy o
his own attack on the pretense that Athere ¢

wretched Race, to deliver themselves and their Latest Posterity, from a Condition, to which

264 For examples of the positive portrayal of the Marron Wars elsewhere in the British Emplrendea
and Country Journaliiarch 29, 1740Daily GazetteerFebruary 6, 1741; Charles Leslidew History of Jamaica
(London: Oliver Nelson, 1741Y;homas SalmorModern History of the Present State of All Nati¢lbsndon:
1745);Philadelphia GazetteJanuary 21, 174@oston EveningPost June 15, 176 Edward LongHistory of

e

t

f

o

Jamaica( 1 774) . Tyson Reeder explores this phenomenon in #fAL
Revolutionari es, Jaurndl ofaheEarly Republi@1(20b7g 8111%., O

265Brown, Moral Capital, 37.

266 This article echoes the anonymous Jamaican Merchantof 1B (n.wh o | i kewi se include

Made by a Black of Gardaloupé i n hi s o wnr aantctoai csk ;Holfefomann, AAn Eighte
of Bl ack Power : CaNbbearudi®doh15No.8(976),142 6 1; Mi chael Kraus,

er
f

Reform in the Eighteenth Century: AnPeAmsyvanatMagaZnedfr ansat |

History and Biographyvol. 60, no. 1 (1936).
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Death is a thousand Times preferable. o0 Cooper

Jamaican planters who insisted on the fAEase,
the island, and he made a st r onragd Accidentenotf or r ac
Di fference of Genius, [that] have been the Ca
are not wiser by Nature, but more exerciso6d i

crafty, 0o nor di d timtheWanteafthat MgsteryousiGBd;, véhbnethesen ¢ e
l nsul ters pr @fTeabmhglishmen voald e fomger look on Caribbean planters

with indifference. They were a blight on the

Cooper exemplified a perspective shared by many other observers throughout the Anglo
Atlanticii ncl udi ng fAs ome n ol andehamet vitle ancounterattick lgyltha n d o
piqued Caribbean planter, Robert Robertson, who blamed the metropole ®oidtleen d s 6

dependence on?®MButi cGQmomdradvserayr.ument s wer e al s

Londonds magazines | ater published AA Letter
in 1740. Like most that came before it, this
Welfareandld ppi ness of the Britons, as of the Negr:
brought into the World with a natur al Right t
ye Negroes meet w[ith] in the West Illenddd es0 an

Christian enslaver€® This was followed soon after by yet another piece, authored by the

267 The Promptervol. 16 & 18 (London: 173%), 1315;Ge nt | e ma n § wol. Mkogdarz 1785%
21-23; London Magazing(London: 1735), 46, 1315.

268 ondon Magazinevol.( Apri | 1737), 191; Thomas W. Krise, ATru
Robertsonéts V&haveliomudErea EpxeCampbB eolfl aMrEatldthénraToa | b o
Literature, vol. 30, no. 2 (1995): 15264.

2%9Gent | eman §weol 104Ighalz40)n341.
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notorious Samuel Johnson, who vindicated enslaved rebellions in New Spain. Massachusetts
readers encountered through this | atest entry
Tyranny of their Masters . . . [and] asserted their natural Right totLiper and | n&#% penden
Johnsondés scathing portrayal odlecttreRpulBudldyd s ene
(Sewal | 6shaod dgifvreine nadt) Har vard earlier in the d
Sl aves & SdDwldd eygfdosMsmpe@ ch made no Trteehteer ence t
r ai s o nwagit@certdems Catholics for enslaving humawity large both physically and

spiritually i but theworkre-i nst ant i at e ManiBhaan cooncepdtian ofithe wasld

There weregso0d liberty-loving Protestantike themselves. And there weil, villainous,

Catholics; thetrue enslavers dfoth mind and bod§’*

After Johnson work, yet aother article appeared the metropolitan presghichwas
this timereprintedinDa ni e | F o wdtabliShednrercanl Miagazingypesetin Boston
by an enslaved man namBdimus) in 1746721t surpassed any prior acclimations of Black
freedomseekers, thoughstauthottoo argued that enslaved resistance to bondage in the
Americas was no fARebellion, Treachery, &c. 0 a
LibeCownwtoeibuting to a strain in British |liter
persons with their i degelogetinpoputatnovelfisudhgshrea nsl aver

B e h ©@anoko or, the Royal Slavél688) theoftr et ol d r omancecopob BAhdk]I e

2Gent | eman §wol 10éAygust 1740¢, 390.

211 Dudley, An EssayBoston:J. Downing,1732)

22 ondon Magazin¢October 1745) For more on Primus, see Jonathan S
Reading Material Textuality in the Recovery of Early African American Print Waikpna Quarterly Vol. 75,
No. 3 (2019), 109.32. TheAmerican Magazingas founded in 1743ut folded three years later.
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many other outlets in the eighteenth century (Figliiethestoryof A Amer ci | ess [ si ¢
and two generous Negroeso dismissed the fAabso

wield over his enslavet]?

The storyobés relator remarked at nAwhat a gl

bred among Christians. o It was nothing | ess t
true Greatness of Soul i n t theeHagpindsswbapwpehappy w
Education, and been blesdd with the Lights of

Probability, would have exerted themselves in a glorious Manner for the Service of their
Country, or all Manmkitnd .nst@ricmi rtal dipd utntge f[ Af
Slaveryo it was fAdoubly Criminal o that this h
Occasions shew the gr €4Thismece aAdathose which precededatf S| a
presented a remarkable condemnation of chattel bondage based on the inherent immorality of
slavery as well as the innate equality of the enslawtdtheir enslaversespecially considering
theappearancef such textsosoonafter the conclusion of the Jamaican Maroon War. But they

were hardly exceptionallhese publicationsere well in line withEnglishmythical traditions

that haddisplaced the reality of chattel bondage in the Enmfpirever a century past.

213Ramesh MallipeddiSpectacular Suffering: Witnessing Slavery in the Eighte€efitury British
Atlantic (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2016), esp-835

214 American Magazine and Historical Chronicleol. 3(February 1746), 882; See a similar, though far
less strident, story of the Dutch merchant who was freed by a former slave froadtbs Magazinand
republished in thBoston New4 etter, April 18, 1751.
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Figure 6 Depiction of Job Ben Solom@kyuba Suleiman Diallognd William Ansah Sessarak¢b/491750) etching and
engraving, unknown artisbased on paintings William Hoare and Gabriel Mathias in 1733 and 1,748pectively As told in
theGent | eman thessMavga meme wer e fibasel yo enslaved and won their |
of the two men in Massachusetts who were freed one hundred years eanteadBg ofSo |l omand6s and Sessarakoo
Londoners could applaud themselves for their love of liberty while erasing, much like Bay colonists did, their comfiiieity in

slave tradé’®

2Gent | eman §wols.NI%828 @A T74%H@, 8990 & 372373; 272.
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The Jamaican Marron War nevertheless marked a turning point in antislavery sentiment
throughout the Empirdtn ow mor e prominently placed sl avery
its impolicy. This developmers pot | i ght s how Bl ack peopleds r es
inside as well as outside the Empire put a fi
towards the perpetuation of the practice in the coloMeseover, thishift was sharpened in
Massachusetts by the sslfrutinizing tendencied the Great Awakeningnd the challenges
Black enslaved persons presented their coreligiofi$is 1741, for instance, the town of
Northfield sought to oust its minister, Benjamin Doolittle, in part because of his ownership of
Abijah Princei gl aring evidence, in their minds, of th
dispute eventually drew in Hess a luminary than the protestant divine Jonathan Edwards, who

came to his cUlleagueds defense.

Northfield is located at the northernmost edge of Massachusetts, in what was then

Hampshire County, deep into the colonial interior. There were hardly any enslaved persons in the

2%Young Hwi Yoon, fAThe Spread of Antislavery Senti me
Evangelical Community, 1748k 7 7 QChurch History vol. 81, no. 2 (2012): 34877. Regrettably few studies
besides Yoonds have examined the Great Awakeningoés i mmi

For general explorations of the revivals, which occasionally touch on the challengeeiitpd to slavery, see

Mark Nolb,Amer i cabdés God: From Jonat HNewYoekdOxfard dnsverdityoPressb r aham L
2002); Joanna Brook&merican Lazarus: Religion and the Rise of Afridemerican and Native American

Literatures(New York: 2003); Thomas S. Kid@he Great Awakening: The Roots of Evangelical Christianity in

Colonial AmericaNew Haven: Yale University Press, 2009); Catherine A. BreBus,r ah Osbor nds Worl d:
Rise of Evangelical Christianity in Early Amerifldew Haven: Yale University Press, 2013); Douglas L. Winiarski,

Darkness Falls on the Land of Light: Experiencing Religious Awakenings in Eighteentry New England

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017). See also Linford D. Fifherlindian Great Awakening:

Religion and the Shaping of Native Cultures in Early Ameiidaw York: Oxford University Press, 2012).

2"For further analysis of the Northfield controver s\
Sl avery and tWJM® SValv.e 5T4,addg.0 4 (1997) and fAJonathan Ed
Holbrook GerzinaMr. and Mrs. Prince: How an Extraordinary Eighteer@entury Family Moved out of Slavery
and into Legend New Yor k: Amistad, 2008); Heejwsbdbavéegn Moivéomeatk
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Socjetgl. 63, no. 4 (2020): 7788.
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regioni a colonywide census recorded a mere 74 Black adults throughout the county in 1754

and it appears Prince was one of only two or three bondspersons in town. Doolittle, like many
ministers, used his enslaved man to run his home while the padpateisterdoctor attended

to business elsewhere. By 1739 he had acquired a substantial degree of wealth, in part by hiring

out Prince to other members of the commuyratyd he was seen by his congregants as more

concerned with making money thamndingto his flock. Long discontent with o o | i nedlette 6 s

and cupidity merged with a sneaking suspicion that he was an Arminian kdretithe
Northfield inhabitants became swept up in fda
revivals Sothey attempted to oust him from the pufdftlt was only when they attackéide

ministerf or def ending the Al awful[ness] o of slaver

Edwards, his more cunning and loquacious fellow minister, for help.

Doolittle was fABaffle[d]o and overwhel med
Edwards warmed tthetask, charging Northfiefa &ithful with hypocrisy when they channeled
denominational and class resentments into moral exhortation. He countetéeé ttfairch
me mb eabjecfiondiare not Conscientious but meerly to make difficulty & trouble for their
Neighbours. o As he pointed out ,LondoaMaghzinee | i ng a
few years before, much as the Northfieldians may hargbmented themselves for abstaining
from sl avery, they had never objected to the

privilegeso of it, benefiting as they did fro

278 Jonathan Edwardg, Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of G@Boston: Samuel Kneeland and
Timothy Green, 1738), 12.
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scruple?’® Eventhose Bay colonists who livedilesaway from the Atlantiavell knew the
heinous crimes that were being perpetuated by other men far, far awegulgetonvince
themselves that such exploitation was not their immediate concern even as it proved essential to

their way of life.

Northfieldbds congregants would have object
as they were to slavery, and that Edwards was being churlish and opportunistic himself in
making such arguments. He, not coincidentally, owned several individualgtiout his life,
which undoubtedly motivated him to claim that what he and Doolittle practiced was not true
slavery at all; for fAsl avery Boardslikg mabyowns i st s
came before and after hjreraftily used the mih of the slaveless society to protech s | aver s 6
clamstot hei r fAser vant #odepoyment asiamantislavery réfraic iy otbefs
There is nevertheless some truth in Edwardso
betweennors | avehol ders i n Massachusetts and those
i mmedi ate partakers. o They to®exhadttep.foh &wWdevatr
chall enged Northfieldbds Calvinists to put the
Black oppression and to speak out firstanéforo st agai nst the sl ave tra

slavery than that which they o#ject against i

This they failed to do and, were it not fo

protest against slavery, limited as it was, would have been entirely lost to his®onclear

2% London Magazingevol. (April 1737), 196191; Edwards notes on the affair are reprinted in Minkema,
AfJonat han Edwards on Slavery, o 831

280 |pid.
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what role Prince himself played in this episode, but, especially given he often labored for others
in theNorthfield community, it is more than possible he had complainedsifeatment by

Doolittle, elicitingt h e t o wconspassion @rsat least, inspiring thtsnmake use of his

plight to score their poinDther such small dramas surely played out across the colony and over
the decades, especially by the midhteenth centuryAnd Northfield affair reminds us that,

even when it comes to welbcumated, highly literateeighteentkcentury Massachusetts, the
sources we have at our disposal only provide glimpses into a past era that has largely gone
unrecordedlt provokes us to consider thtae comparatively high frequency of documents
speaking to the challenges slavery, and the enslaved themselves, presetitzcolonists

throughouthis time and place are bupples onthe lake of their historical experience

Whatever was happening elsewhere in Massachusetts in the 1740s, at the end of the
Northfield controversy thbeleaguered Doolittlguietly sold, not manumitted, Prince to another
man in townPrincein fact orchestrated this exchange with the understanding that his new
enslaverAaron Burtt, would eventually release hiamd he was freed ih75128! But it is
significant that the Northfieldongregatiordid not come together fmurchasd® r i nlibeetyd s
after they madsesomuch of his enslavement | f t he townés initial outr
of Al ocal . . . opposition to slaveryo in Mas
Kenneth Minkema suggests, and exposes the greater moral orientation this sentiment was

adopting ly the 1740s, it also illustrates the persisting narrowaedgartiality of white Bay

281 After he secured his freedom, Prince went on to marry his wife Lucy Terry and joined the ranks of New
Engl andds i nd &eranabMdreamd Mrsy Rrioce®b-49; Sharon M. Harrig-xecuting Race: Early
Ameri can Womends Narrat i v(Eleavaahd: Ghio State Unbersityi Peessy2005)ald@ t he |
184.
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colonists6é concerns when it c &% Manywhite per pet ual

colonistswere certainly averse to the practice. But aversion was a far cry from activism.

Aspirationally limited as Massachusetts antislavery sentiment remained entidy,
the residents of Northfield were not alone in leveraging the religious stirrings of the Great
Awakening to launch such attacks, and these efforts were bolstered musanagitation from
the enslaved themselves. James, for instance, won a declaration of his freedom from the General
Court in 1737 withthe supportof Rev. Joshua Gee (an ardent Whitefieldian) and Grafton
Feveryear (an old ally of Cotton Mathdnpth of whomhelped providdim with a heavy surety
of £200283 He also received oblique support from Samuel Kneelgmihter of theNew
England Weekly Journand the revivalisChristian Historyi when the publisher decided to
reprinttheAt heni ananriasclleevoesr y att ack whil st Jameso

upon?®*Ad amé s i howeleuiedivectly, still lived on.

Several years latein May 1745,Peter Isaasuccessfullyon his freedom in the
Worcester County Court of Common pleasd perhaps he t@wayedo t h actiohsdlhe same
monthlsaac won his cas®/orcesterite Esther Chandler refused to marry the minister Thomas
Cl app unl ess he f pnslaved labaeitietagreed to Heredensands @hough s

he only manumitted them at his death) and may have been particularly inclined to do so given

22Minkema,i J onat han Edwar dsa4. Defense of Slavery, o

Geebs support of James is noteworthy as he had at
including a man h e Prbbatd Renoadsned Suffdik @ouatg, Massashusétts, Vol. 44; 1750
Massachusetts State Archives (Boston),-480.

284New England Weekly Journal June 21, 1737; Ti mot hghrisian Gl oege,
History:Thomas Pr i nc e 6 s ClircleHistory vowa2 kne. a {(2028):, 1BE65.
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that, a few years beforas betrothalhe had encountered similar difficulties in his parish in
Taunton as Doolittle had in Northfiel@.]| a ppp&ds shi oners swore that dnt
anot her r i ch mahimdronattetpupitt® Whethey thdy explikityy dbjected to

theseverakenslaved persons he héddunclear, buhot unlikely.

Black activities elsewherthroughout Great Awakening New Englamelped pressure
white colonists, including religious leaders such as Sarah Osborn, Samuel Hopkins, Samuel
Haven, and Ezra Stiles, to rethink their relationship with slavery and to question their
preconception$®In Canterbury, Connecticufgr instancean enslaved man named Greenwich
delivered an address to the congregants of the Church of Chti&b4on the subject of slavery.
Arguing against the notion that Africans were
ensl aved forever, Greenwich called forth to 0
AJustise must Take plbeesecepmtiveltbiwbatHe sasdt Notromlyrhad mu s t
they extended Greenwich this extraordinary opportunigdiccatehemon the evils of slavery

They later accepted him as a full member oftbeen gr egati on and he Avot e

like any othema |l e f ul #® member . o

Greenwich took his arguments much further than did most white revivalists, but he likely

felt supported in his efforts by claims the Anglican preacher George Whitefield made when he

285 Emery,History of Taunton200.

2%Caroline Wigginton, AVexing Motherhood and I nterr:
Early American Literaturgvol. 47, no. 1 (2012): 1154 2; Davi d S. Lovejoy, fASamuel Hc
and t he RNewBnglantd Quarteriywl. 40, no. 11967): 227243; Haven and Stiles in Clifford K.
Shipton,Si bl ey 6 s Ha r(BostondMa&achusaitaHistorcal Society, 1962),382392 and 767.

®%"Greenwicho6s speech is transcribed in Erik R. Seem:
Americans Speak of Religion in Eighteer@re nt ur y N e Willidnagd Many Quarterlyvol. 56, no. 2
(1999): 41113.
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preached throughout New England in the 1740s. Whitefield intoned in speech and writing that
whites were in no AWay better by Nature than
t he same i #{fEnslavedpersonstthroaghout the region surely made similar claims,
though less formally, as did Greenwich and Whiteff€fdAnd theyalmost certainly contributed

their share to a quiet shift among some New Englanders, such as the painter John Greenwood,

who pushed themselves away from slavery and away from racial inequality (RHigurd8).

28 New England Weekly Journapril 29, 1740;General Magazinand Historical ChroniclgMay 1741).

2%As the Old Light Congregationalist Nathan Bowen gr
Betters even in the pulpit, before |l arge assemblys [si
of Nathan Bowen, Marblehead, 17427 9 Hssex Institute Historical Collectiongol. 91 (1955), 169.
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RAG s foor varistar Shl deplage
I thoturand Slapar a thowand Wagps:
Thho one Horm & Srom another;
Sselr At o all “The common Mother.
Shrene L aitan let notSride refert toer,
B srvn ot NANNVY ix your - Sexter:

(RS o> - s i A

Figure 7Jersey Nannyengraving by John Greenwood, 1748. This mezzotint depicts Ann Arnold, alias Jersey Nanny, an
enslaved wetnurse in Boston. This is the first individual portrait of a Black woman in American history. Greenwood o& native
Boston who grew up during the Gtéfawakening, renders Arnold with quiet dignity despite her humble status and occupation. In
the accompanying poem he argues that, through Arnolm, ANatur
that all human beings are descendedfm fit he common Mot her o and that, t hen, ALadi
NANNY is y®8ur Sister.o

20This print was advertised for sale in Boston by J. Buck in 1748. A copy is currently held at the Boston
Museum of Fine Artshttps://collections.mfa.org/objects/171984
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Figure 8Sea Captains Carousing in Surinawith enlarged detail. Painting by John Greenwood, ca. 1755. Greenwood painted
this scene ahe request of its subjects, most of whom were Rhode ldased slave traders. Though the merchants were
amused at this satirical depiction of their own debauchery, the painting illustrates many of the vices Massachusedts colonist
commonly associatedtwih | i centi ous West Il ndi an ensl aver s, as wel | as (
provocatively juxtaposes the scantily c¢cl ad, mi serabl e | ooki
indulgent revealers. He also pants himself fleeing the establishment with a candle, appalled by the sight beféfé him.

291 John Greenwoodea Captains Carousing in Surinaoa. 1755, held at the Saint Louis Art Museum,
https://www.slam.org/collection/objects/37229/ Robert W. Kenny, fASea Rhadet ai ns Ca
Island History vol. 36, no. 4 (1977)07-117.
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White colonists elsewhere in North America were also inspired by the Great Awakening
to do more. And once again we may see that antislavery currents were flowing from New
England to the miditlantic and back. The Philadelphian Quaker Benjamin Lay, foaits,
republ i s hSeling & dogephh his@\lsSlaveKeepers Apostates 1738, promptinghe
New England Yearly Meeting to ekgsdeind®&ldhc gl i sh
to prohibit the importation of enslaved Africans by f@ualers in 1744% Shortly after this
latest resolution, John Woolman preached against slavery throughowttheastresulting in
the publication of hiSome Considerations on the Keeping of Negiméd54>*Wo o | man 0 s
work helped convince the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting to forbid its members from engaging in
the slave trade at all, which was in turn endorsed by the New England Yearly Meeting in
1760%**Me anwhi | e, a y eConsidedtidnsas puished andMasdsachusetts
conducted a census o fpersohsthe congregationad deac@hITienothy e n s |
Pickering convinced white Salemites to petition the General Court against the slave trade. He
was an ardent antislavery spokesnthroughout the rest of his lifand his children, Timothy Jr.

and John, later supported efforts to abolish slavery ag&len among those who were not

292Benjamin Lay All SlaveKeepers Apostatdfhiladelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 1737); Marucs Rediker,
The Fearless Benjamin Lay: The Quaker Dwarf Who Became the First Revolutionary Abo(iiosieh: Beacon
Press, 2017); John BeAn Epistle to Friends in Maryland, Virginia, Barbadoes, and the Other Col¢hasdon:
1741).

293 John WoolmanSome Considerations on the Keeping of Neg(Badadelphia: James Cattin, 1754).

2%43John R. Kershned o hn Wool man and the Government of Christ:
British Atlantic World(New York: Oxford University Press, 2018).

295 Boston EveningPost September 8, 1753pseph B. Feltannals of Saler(Salem, Mass.: E. & S.B.
Ives, 1849), 11:416; Clifford k. Shiptoilgi b1 ey 6 s H a r (BostondMa&nachusaitaHiswidcal Society,
1970),15: 4484 7 3 . For alll Deacon and John Pickeringds further
Ti mothy Jr.o86s, see his |letter to Ruf us-YdkiHistgricdlar ch 8, 1°
Society.
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directly connected to these developments, however, sutihoasas Bacon in Maryland or John
Wesley in Georgia, the midighteenttt e nt ur yds br oader religious r ¢
stand against chattel bondage, suggesting that many others in the colonies were similarly

influenced?®®

While some of these antislavery advances were better known in Massachusetts than
others, colonists theidid not onlyhearcondemnations of slavefgom religious enthusiasts.
Antislavery attacks increasingly made an appearance in the colosgotimBritish sourcesn
addition tothe abovementionedAthenian Oraclgwhich was regularly sold in Boston
throughout the century), ti#olitical State of Great Britailand theGe nt | eandaamdors
magazineg®’ Massachusetts readers also encountered antislavery ideas through a number of
popularBritish compositions which ostensibly had little to say alsdavery,but which would
later influence future activists inthe colofiyhes e i ncl ude poetical wor Kk:
influentialiEssay on MajdJ a mes Thomsons 6 f(aome )i RUS wlemmeari ,tda aRii
Savagebs nAOf Publick Spiandi ames RKBegandet dsPdbh
Cane0 prose | iterature by Aphr a ;BrelbiographRsaochar d S

travel narrati v é/eyage to Ghined® a md e h n JLéehokSEr Brandis

2% Thomas BaconTwo Sermons Preached to a Congregation of Black S{heeslon: John Oliver, 1749),
Four Sermons, Upon the Great and Indispensible Duty of All Christian Masters and Mis{tessdsn: John
Oliver, 1750), andsix Sermons on the Several Duties of Masters, Mistresses, Slavdsp@aon: John Oliver,
1751); John Wesleyhoughts Upon Slavefgondon: R. Hawes, 1774)a®lu pp | ement t o Mr . Wes|l e\
(London: H. Reynell, 1774).

297 After its first local republication, the original editions of tbeacle becamesomething ofa staplefor
Bostonds booksell ers. SeeNewEmlnd Cousanday2cld22New &Englamdt i s e ment
Weekly Rehearsahpril 10, 1733 Boston Evenindg?ost March 27, 1738, anBoston GazetteJune 30, 1752.
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Drakea n d J o h n Authentic Narmaiivg®® Proslavery arguments from London and the
West Indies made their way to New England as well, but they appeared far less often than did
antislavery attacks, werarelyreprinted in Massachusetts, and seemed to inspire no one in the
colony to speak @%This stark imbdlaace suggesisshatidlavérne n s e .
sentimenin Massachusettsad becomasunexceptionaleven prominent feature of prinand

public discourseén the 1750ssit wasin England 3%

Bay colonistsdé growing unease with sl avery
works of key thinkers from theontinentaEnlightenmenglsomade their way t@&ritish North
America Among these were the widely read philosophes Montesquieu, Diderot, Louis de
Jaucourt, and Rousseau, all of whom influence

slavery in the 1760s and 17795Even more important, however, were those writers affiliated

2% John Atkins Voyage to Guinea, Brazil, and the West Indlesndon: Ward and Chandler, 1735);
Johnson reprintedi@e nt | e ma n § vol. 10 8Agqust 17408ohn NewtonAuthentic Narrative of Some
Remarkable and Interesting Particulars of the Life of John Negtondon: R. Hett, 1764). Colonists sensitive to
Jacobite and Anglican attacks on colonial slaveholding ircaittury may have also redtemoirs of an
Unfortunate Young Noblemghondon: 1743); Thomas Haytek Sermon Preached before the Incorporated Society
(London: 1755); William Warburtor§ermon Preached Before the Incorporated So¢laipdon: 1766). For further
analysis of the widespread, though morally obscure, fidi
John Richardsor§lavery and Augustan Literature: Swift, Pope and @&03), Elaine Robertsofgulliver as Slave
Trader: Racism Reviled by Jonathan SyMtcFarland, 2006t o ui s e L. Stevenson, iThe Tr a
James T hThenseasordha Its Baggage of Material Culture, 17BB 7 Brocéedings of the American
Antiquarian Societyvol. 116, no. 1 (2006): 12164;Ni chol as Hudson, M@AJoNewson, Race,
Cambridge Companion to Samuel Johnsaxh Greg ClinghartNew York: Cambridge University Press, 2022
AFrom Othell o to Abol i ti oni s mACuRugatHstory & Race Duangtthe t he Li t e
Reformation and Enlightenmemd. Nicholas Hudson (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2023).

29 See, for instance, James HoustBame New and Accurate Observations, Geographical, Natural and
Historical (London: 1725); Malachy Postlethwajithe National and Private Advantagef the Africa Trade
ConsideredLondon: 1746)Ge nt | e ma n 6(Blardilang ApzililT4E).

S%WHudson, f6Britons Never Will Be Slaves, 60 561.
0IC| aude Hu rhilesopheandBladk Slavery: 1748 7 6 Sourdal of the History of Ideasol.
39, no. 3 (1978): 40818; Louis SalaVolins, Dark Side of the Light: Slavery and the French Enlightenment
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006); Dorinda Outfidra,Enlightenmer{fNew York: Cambridge
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with the emergent Scottish moral tradition: James Foster, Francis Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and
George Wallacé?? As the historian Henry May noted, colonitrth Americans nowhere so
thoroughly engaged with the larger currents of the Enlightenment than they did through the
works of the Scottish moralists, nearly all of whomselsolarRoger Anstey points out,

specifically condemned slavet{?

Foster, for instancewh ose i nsi stence on the necessity
orders and degreeso was of aiwiicicceu sMiy ha tNteavc kke
practice of [slavery in| modetni mes 6 as fAimuch more criminal, a

natural rightso than any 3Huteshésonilikewiteiageedtiata d hi t

Amen differ much from each ot hoButhethoughtit sdom, v

1]

strange, that in any nation where a sense of
professed, custom and high prospects of gain can so stupify the consciences of men, and all sense
of nat ur38And Adans Smithcwas tiie most unsparing, condemning colonial slave

holding practices so violently that one enslaver, Arthur Lee of Virginia, felt Homand to

University Press, 2013),883; Thomas Tyson and David Ol droyd, HAAccoun
Enlightenment: Cont r addcauntingdisteryval.4, nol n(20&€9): p1R3d.t at i ons, O

302 Justin RobertsSlavery and the Enlightenment in the British Atlantic, 2Z807(New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2013).

303Henry May,The Enlightenment in Ameri¢dlew York: Oxford University Press, 1976); Roger Anstey,
The Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition, 178810 (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1973},
125; lain Whyte Scotland and the Abolition of Black Slavery, 1-A%38(Edinburgh University Press, 2006).

304 James FosteRiscourses on All the Principles Branches of Natural Religion and Social \(lrarelon:
1749), 156.

305 Francis HutchesoA System of Moral Philosopligdinburgh: 1755), 11:85.
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responcf®® Wallace struck éess hostile one shortly after Smithoés at
earlier antislavery statements in Massachusetts, perhaps explaining why colonists there later

more often utilized his work when they spoke
human creature8s parts of our estate, and to maintai.

iMen and t heincommerdige rtttyevyaraer enontot eit h®r sal eat

The Scottish moralists were not dedicated antislavery activists, nor were their many
readers in Massachusetts. They simply hated slavery, and saw themselves, much like Sewall had,
as giving voice to the shocked conscience of the nation while they adbi@sgs issues in
sociaethical philosophy. Despite this magntury rise in antislavery sentiment, however, there
remained many in England and Massachusditte who were unconvinced that holding African
descended persons in bondage was morally problema. Thi s i ncl uded some
most prominent civil and commercial leaders, many of whom, such as the Belchers, Cabots,
Clarkes Faneuils PepperellsVassalsand Waldos, built their fortune not only by holding Black
men and women in bondage, but also by profiting from their capture and sale in the trans

Atlantic slave tradé®

These families may have lent slavading a degree of prestige in colonial

Massachusetts, as many historians have argued. But evenraderg such as Jonathan

306 Adam Smith,TheTheory of Moral SentimensLondon: 1759); Richard K. MacN\
6Address on Slaverydéd: An Aspect of -IVi *t¥rgiomiMagasne&t ruggl e
History and Biographyvol. 80, no. 2 (1972): 14157.

307 George WallceSystem of the Principles of the Laws of Scoti&uinburgh: 1760), 95.

308 Sean KelleyAmerican Slavers: Merchants, Mariners, and ThansatlanticCommerce in Captives,
16441865(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2028); D. Smi t h, fAGedney Cl arke of Sa
Transatlantic SupeMe r ¢ h Mew England Quarterlyol. 76, no. 4 (2003): 49949; Bryon FairchildMessrs.
William Pepperrell: Merchants at Piscatag@l#ghaca: Cornell University Press, 1954)
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Belcher, mentioned abovand William Vassaharbored misgivings about African enslavement
Moreover,few residentsn the colony would have been aware that the wealth faesées

acquired stemmed from the slave trd#%eSuch commerce made up only a fragnureven
Bostonds most d4emerpeised selda vimee rschhiagnst saccounted for
every one t hous an dand,lakisioricaSeandsky motes, fevhiranyf i t y 0

these memould be considerdoona fidei s | ave traders, o if, by that
whose principal business?®Faenpradc urhiend raaptdisv
prerevolutionary peak in the 1760s, Massachusetts merchants outfitted less than five ships per

year for the African coast (Figure 9). Among those wieoeaware that these men and women

were enriching themselves from commodifying human beings, however, some at least found it

diabolical.

309 vassal apparently approached multiple religious authorities looking for assurance that his slaveholding
wassanctified by GodgCollections of the Massachusetts Historical SoqjBtyston: Massachusetts Historical
Society 1877, Ser. 5, vol. 394.

310Kelley, American Slaves2 56, 394, 115. See also Peter Pellizzar
America, and British Intrémperial Trade, 1752 7 6 Slavéry and Abolitionvol. 41, no. 3 (2020): 52854. For
broader studies of colonial Massachugstexde patterns, see Christine Heyrm@ommerce and Culture: The
Maritime Communities of Colonial Massachusetts, 16980(New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 1986); Phyllis
Whitman HunterPurchasing Identity in the Atlantic World: Massachusetts Merchants,-1880(Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2001).
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Slave Voyages Departing from Massachusetts Ports, 1695-1765

10

1696- 1701- 1706- 1711- 1716- 1721- 1726 1731- 1736- 1741- 1746 1751- 1736- 1761-
1700 1705 1710 1715 1920 17925 1730 1735 1740 1745 1750 1755 1760 1763

Figure §1*

1Sl ave Voyaededd:anfthe TSrlaarvse Trade Databaste, 0 | ast a
https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/database
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The Bostorborn minister Jeremy Belknap, for instance, was aghast at such behavior,
condemning Massachusettsd sl ave traders for p
making religion a cloke for their /Aananen ce and
and women from Aheathenish darknesso by bring
insisted. They were treating them |Iike chatte
Cal vinism and t he rmccarding sbiograpeGéorgg Kirsclepmanifested , 0
from childhood a moral hostility to slavery that would soon becodistictivefeature of
Massachusettsdé political d i Gentlenanr gdsendon&hd b | anc h
Americanmagazines antislavery articles, commenting imtiaegins of these worken how men
el sewhere in the world treated the enslaved n
with himselfo but instead fiused them with the
t he sl i g#4Belknap wasaivirlgvoice to arguments that had been made in
Massachusetts since its founding, but now inflected by the novel objections that had been raised
against the slave trade in the raigihteenth century. Nor was he alone. As he grew into his
matuity, he found many others like him who began to speak out publicly against slavery,
including fellow ministers such as John Allen, David Avery, Charles Chauncy, Benjamin
Coleman, Samuel Cooke, William Gordon, Jacob Green, Nathaniel Niles, Deacon Pickeating,

Samuel Webster, and even prominent commercial and civil leaders such as Samuel Adams,
Nathaniel Appleton, Thomas Cushing, Samuel Hall, John Hancock, James Otis, Nathaniel

Peaslee Sargeant, James Swan, Isaiah Thomas, and John and Timothy Pickering.

312 George KirschJeremy Belknap: A Biograplfilew York: Arno Press, 1982), 49, 175, 189.
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Thesemen had grown up learning the myth of the slaveless sooigtyely,that Britain
and Massachusetts, its spiritual inheritor, were two of the few places anywhere in the world and
in human history where people, of whatever race, sex, or creed, were effectively freeborn even if
they owed their labor to someone elkad these men would weaponittas beliefwhen they
perceived that Britain had fallen from febled perchThey had drunk deeply from a wellspring
of antipathyto slavery that had obtained inagsachusetts and the metropole for ovegrdury,
onewhich hadgained a new critical edge in the wake of newfound revelations in religion and
reason. And they watched and worried as their home becammereimplicated in what their
myths denied. The white men and women who entered into the 1760s were better primed than
their forbears had been to finally resolve the vast chasm that separated vision and redtigy, and
colonialopposition movemenrt espousals for liberty fronmperialtaxation helped them
recognize that thiabysscould no longer be ignoreBut as was true in 1700, so was it true over
sixty years later. It took the actions of Black colonists themselves to rouse their white
countrymen from their almost willful lethargy. It took women and men like James Somerset,

Phillis Wheatley, Jenny Slew, afelix Holbrook to make myth real.
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PART Il: SOME R S EBOSTON

Somerset arrived in Boston with Charles Steuart, the man who claimed him as property, in the

early months of 17683 Steuart had been appointed Cashier and Paymaster of the new American
Board of Customs Commissioners the previous October, charged with the herculean task of

bringing tax errant Americans to heel with British revenue policies. Somerset, not yet having

taken his Christian name of James, attended Steuart as his personal mari$&Bathtmen,

ensl aver and ensl aved, would have known Bosto
city. The fAMetropolis of Sedition-npehehd al read
agitation, a leader in the colonial protest movement. Asdaerhis way to the town, the affable,

affluent Steuart may have gulped as he imagined what lay in store for him there. He knew how

its denizens had treated other officials in t
may have looked on with casity: who were these men and women making so much noise

about Aliberty, liberty, |libertyo?

| t was neither manoés first encounter with

Surveyor General of the Eastern Middle District from 1764 to 1767 (another custtietding

313Boston ChronicleMarch 28, 1768Boston GazetteApril 7, 1768,Boston News etter, April 7, 1768,
Boston EveningPost May 16, 1768. Somerset may have visited Boston previously when Steuart was there on
business in December of 1753, but as the trip was brief this is unclear; Charlesl%tedrooks Vol. 1,
ManuscriptAm.1599Hi st or i c al Society of Pennsylvani a. For mor e
Boston, see SOmarsettv.eSteuabsvoamd ,AmMieri can Case: Reconstructing
N e t w o Boknersetti®250: Facts, Interpretations, Legaotes. Matthew Mason and David Waldstreicher. Much
of the substance of Part |1 wild/l appear in Sonesetaut hor 6
The Provincial Di mensi ons Somersgt@25% mper i al Controversyo

314Boston Gazette)ctober 26, 176/oston EveningPost Oct ober 26, 1767; Dora Ma
American Board of Customs, 17477 8 Bmedcan Historical Reviewol. 45, No. 4 (194Q)777-806, Thomas C.
Barrow, Trade and Empire: The British Customs Service in Colonial America,-1888(Cambridge, MA: HUP,
1967), esp. 18@52.
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post), in which capacity he traveled, with Somerset in tow, for nearhhtwdred days a year
through New Jersey, Pennsyl vani a, New Yor k, a
revenues®He hel d the unenviable distinction of f#fc
in colonial customs collections under his domain. Steuart proved successful at his job despite the
maelstrom of discontent he encountered, especially after the passag&tmp Act. Salem,

Perth Amboy, Albany, New York, evenQuebbec e ar | y al |l t he porits unde
experienced upheavals of one sort or another
papers, and it was his job to squeeze them fimermAs they rested in Philadelphia in December
1765, after the yeardés travel was over, Somer
the night as Pennsylvanians turned their share of stamps into a sacrificial pyre on High Street.
Whentheyvist ed St euartodés former residence in Norf
the ASons of Libertyo who formed during their

just after the city celebrat e d3Cheershailingtheal of

colonistso6 gl awfulifid ys awmingtdo rcyo ud Wde rs t i3 be heard

315 Correspondence and Papers of Charles Steuart, Cashier and Paymaster, American Board of Customs,
MSS.50255046, National Library of Scotland, Archives and Manuscripts DivisBiauart wrote that Somerset was
with him, in one of his few mentions of the man, when they were in New York in May 1767, suggesting he did not
reside in Philadelphia while Steuart performed his duties elsewhere; Letter of Charles Steuart to Jambtakarker,
29, 1767, quoted in M.S. Weiner, fANaveryBAnddplitiengohi c a | Evi
23, No. 1 (2002), 124.

316 Steuart Correspondence and Papers

3"For more on the Stamp Actds recept iTheStamprAccAmer i c a,
Crisis: Prologue to RevolutiofChapel Hill, NC: UNCP, 1995).
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Steuart, like many wejpaid officials in the British empire, had little but contempt for
colonial agitatorsd paeans to freedom3® |t is
Maybe he too looked askance at those who whipped others while they yelped in rage. Maybe,
|l i ke fellow enslaved people in Charleston, So
calls for #Aliberty, ¢°G pechaps hefthought notmauchef eithbreide t r e
of the imperial conflict but began now to think of how his own fight for freedom might take
shape. Somersetdés thoughts and feelings are a
trying to reclaim he voices of the enslaved. Even a basic outline of his life is impossible to

reconstruct without the words of the man who held him as property, and this tells us almost

not hing. Historians can neverthel esdulyaassscer t ai
of 1760s North Amer iexamined borresporgdenceSThese docutments | i t t
all ow us to reconstruct the circumstances tha

colonies and recover his possible connections to other Blatdwedspersons in Bostdansuch

as Jenny Slew, Phillis Wheatley, and Felix Holbroakho would alsengage in théght

against slavery?° Doing so illuminates previously unseen threads connecting developments in
Anglo-American antislavery agitation and amplifies hitherto unheard reverberations between

colonies and metropole. These reverberations traveled with Somerset to England befoge maki

S8Despite Steuartos hostility t ganeredemughaginréetont caus e,
When most of the rest of the customs commissioners had to flee to Castle William in 1768, Steuart felt safe to
remain in Boston propeEssex Gazettéarch 14, 1769Boston Evening’ost March 20, 1769.

319 The Papers of Henry Laurensds. George Rogers, David Chesnutt, and Peggy Clark (Columbia, SC:
USCP, 1976), 5:53.

S20A FrancisStewarf fiLett er s f rlo/md WNdazing of histayVol. B Kds.48 & 4 (1906),
151-161 and 21418; Weiner, 1241 3 6 ; Swor d, fiAn American Case. 0
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their way to back t&North America, finding both a sender and receiver in Bgstarity which

likely left a lasting influence on Somerset, just as his trial would soon leave his mark on it.
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CHAPTER 4: THE POPULAR POLITICS OF ANTISLAVERY

In his extensive travels prior to Massachusetts, and especially in conversations he had
with his fellow enslaved along the way, Somerset likely heard tell of James Otis, a leader of the
oppositionmovemeni n Bost on, who asserted that @Athe co
freeborn, as i ndeed 3A%uth amtrightstatement of hacial egualityy Bl a
likely shocked the enslaved man, but it may not have been the first condemnation of slavery he
had encountered, even in Viginia, where Steuart had held him since 1749. When the Caroline
County Anglican minister Jonat hd&ranc8iothec her cel
Seven Years War in 1763, for instance, he exh
consideration on the case of those sad outcasts of society, omsnegaov e s . 0 Boucher a
that sl avery was fAl awfufacandhptemssadehiysi sp
not s o mulsit]terdfdenoyno debasé and injure slaves (though | am sensible it does this
in a consider abl[sekc]bdkd garge @ )n,j uas ofursom oi tsosci ety a
expressed his utter fAabhorrence of sl averyo a
practice throughout the colonies by gradual means. Like his peers elsewhere in British North
America who spo& out against slavery, Boucher was directly inspired by Englishicayth
traditions which held that slavery was incompatible with the development of a civilized, modern,
commercial society, and which insisted that n

Aunl i mited authorityo ov e rguntentsfrore maselrexant d . But

321 James OtisRights of the British Colonies Asserted and Profgakton:BenjaminEdes andlohnGill,
1764), 43.
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vintage, including Montesqui eul8igow hatuirem t hat n

bad? o

Boucher was not the only one in the Chesapeake to express his discomfslavetly
and his sermon reflected a rising discomfort wii# institutionthat was spreading even
throughout the South. As in Pennsylvarie Quakers took the lead in this shift, and Somerset
couldhave heardumors ofthar debatesvhen they gathered just outside of Norfolk. Under the
guidance of Edward Stabler and Robert SadhuelPleasantsyirginia Friends began agitating
against the slave trade and even called for the emancipation of enslaved persons held by their
coreligionists>?® The most strident attacks Somerset may have encountered, however, came from

one of the highest members of Virginian society, the plantation slaveholder Arthur Lee.

I n response to Adam Smithoés condemnation o
Theory of Moral Sentimentand pulling from other Enlightenment thinkers, such as
Montesquieu and Hutcheson, Lee connected his own attack on slavery with a sally against
British and West Indian domination of British North Amengaolicyin 1764. Lee condemned
Athe British merchants, who fi x, |l i ke cankers
and i mplied that they wer e t aetlnalcauidbedevised.t hat
the i mportation of African slaves. 0 Lee als

treated, notasthefellewubj ect s, but as the servants of Br

22J onat han Boucher, fDi s cAViawsfahe Cause©and GohsequePaeaoftke i n 17
American Revolution; in Thirteen Discourgg®ndon: G.G. and J. Robinson, 17938;9, 41,

rnandez Hardin, ALitigating the Lash: Qt

2Wi I'l'i am Fe
the Meaning of Manumi ssi obdiss. Wandeik ol ut i onal

Sl avery, and
University, 2013), 156.
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resent ment, however. He took this opportunity

(7]

|l avery, 0 a question he considered Aof the ut
common condemnations that porttayAtirEcanopkang
selling their subjects, and decrying Bl ack en
h u ma nlie¢ gmphasized above Hiat slavery was injurious to white society. It hindered

Ascienced and Acommer ceppPpr ®&o®sihomd aimd chodl & wo'

Aunder the wings of | iberty. o More urgent sti
was enough to advocate its abolition. Yes, sl
ci vil pol ioaya.ld yl ti mpaosssfimbl e t hat any nation sh

depended upon it. But most of all, as the many antislavery advocates in Massachusetts had

previously cautioned, 2t fendangers the commu

L e e 6 s oreslavierg wak prefaced by a long diatribe on the innate villainy of Africans,
and Somerset would have taken umbrage at such accusations, whether or not they were satirical,
as some scholars claitfr.He would have found more encouraging condemnations of slavery
from Quaker activists in Pennsylvania, like Anthony Benezet, while he and Steuart wintered in
Philadelphia at the end of 1764. But these were but partial attacks as well, and hardly novel.

Beneet was only the most recent in a long line of Quaker writers in the eighteenth century who

324 Arthur Lee,An Essay in Vindication of the Continental Colonies of Amdtioadon: 1764)20-22, 31,
37,39,42-3. Lee reiterated many of these arguments in a subsequent article publisirgihia Gazette March
19, 1767, and republished Bennsylvania ChronicleMay 11, 767, an@8ostonPostBoy, December 26, 1768.

325 ee,Vindication 10-16.Dani el B. Kl ein and Kendra H. Asher, @A«
Revisiting a Satiri c dmeridaidPolticaPTacughtiol. ELfno.d (2023)1 482y Keiny , 0
and Asher <cast douBnEssaynin Mindi@atigdutdo ndt thoooughlh praviddeeif reasons
for doing so. ComparingnEssay o Leeb6s | ater antislavery attack in 176
authored both works given their strong strategic homology and reliance onaletirdysame authorities, including
Justinian.
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was troubled by colonial slaveholding practices. Though he became far more influential than any
who came before him, his principles did not far outpace his predecessors. He had first spoken out
against the slave trade in 1754 when he jointly present&giatiewith John Woolman to the
Philadelphia Yearly Meetingf® But it was not until the 1760s that Benezet began to seriously

attack slavery itself, and even then, he took a cautious approach.

Observations on the Inslaving, Importing, and Purchasing of Negappgared in 1759
and largely rehashed arguments that had been rapdatedlyagainst slavery since the
seventeenth centurgis the title of his work suggests, it was the skasdethat remained the
primary subject oB e n e mm®m,@&tdeast in this early effortuman traffickingwas
Ai nconsi stent with the Gospel of Christ, cont
Humanity, and productive of infinite Calamites to mampiisand Families . . . and
consequently offensive t o GodtealingWwas, hewras rote . But
yet ready to condemn those who actually held African men and women in bondage. He argued
t hat fAevery Purchase,r kmesc dime £ ngarutr aiggerearly rh et e
every otheiAnglo antislavery writer had claimed befdrdut Benezet also felt that there were
yet many Awel |l mi nded Per sons, ifallen,eithevhyo s e Han
|l nheritance, Executorship, or even some perha

sympat hi ze 3(itis Hard to imagne Somerskt felt the same.

326 Maurice Jacksorl,et This Voice Be Heard: Anthony Benezet, Father of Atlantic Abolitionism
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 20095&1

327 Anthony BenezetDbservation®nthe Inslaving Importing and Purchasing of Negro@Sermantown:
Christopher Sower, BB),9,4;J onat han D. Sassi, fAAfricans in the Quake:!
Narratives, and Revolutionafyr a A n t iJeauina of EarlyyModern Historyol. 10, nos. 2 (2013): 95130.
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What ever ensl|l aved observers made of Beneze
with many ofhis white contemporaries, and this was almost certainly because of his cautious
approachObservationsvas quickly republished in 1760, followed up by another, longer, piece
against the African slave trade in 1782This new traGtA Short AccountfoAfrica, more fully
addressed the concerns of the enslaved themselves, though it nevertheless still failed to rise
above the prejudices of its time. It was read by Englishmen throughout British North America,
the Caribbean, and even London. It pulled from a waoéaccounts of the West African coast
and quoted extensively from the Scottish moralists George Wallce, Francis Hutchenson, and
James Foste¥® And, in the second edition,t s epi graph was taken from
fiOon Publ i3 Rene3gthusartfullyspulléd together many threads of Atlantic British
antislavery sentiment to help underscore not only the injustice of slavesisbiis
unpopularity among the leading intellectuals of the @ayits incompatibility, if rightly
understood, with Britain's destiny. ltaplied that what he advocated for was eminently

conventional.

Benezet repeated in this new work many of the arguments he made two yearBogfore.
henow also forwarded a modest plan that would not only entail the abolition of the slave trade,
but also the eventual |l i beration of Americads

or born among us, 0 he sugogeevimgeaodightinlnedot t hey sho

328 Anthony BenezetDbservation®nthe Inslaving, Importing and Purchasing of Negré&srmantown:
Christopher Sower, 1760).

329 Anthony BenezetA Short Account of the Part of Africa, Inhabited by the Neg{@hsadelphia: 1762)
330 Anthony BenezetA Short Account of the Part of Africa, Inhabited by the Negf@hksadelphia: John

Dunlap, 1762)
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compensate enslavers for their initial purchase. He also recommended, however, that even in
freedom they should stil] be watched by | ocal

proper Use of their Liberty. daheitimemightbet hey pr o

Al engthen[ed] o indefinitely. I n this way, col
Agrow up to be useful Members of the Communi't
colonies would be achieved both by their absencelardt gr eat er i mmi gr at i on

not prevented, on Account of the great Number of Negroes, would be likely to come over into
the Col oni eso i n3®iBomebfthg enslavedehe thraatened, eniglst remain in

chains the rest of their lives.

Benezet thuseitherrepresented radical break in the Angidmerican antislavery
traditionnor exhibited a peculiarly Quaker moral ethos in his public appeals. His arguments were
well in-line with suggestions that had been made recurrently throughout the eighteenth century
by commentators of various backgrounds, and again appear to have deeceiatd as a
second edition of this second work was pressed soon after the first. Benezet was genuinely,
deeplyconcerned about the brutal treatment the eedlanet with North America, like many
who came before hinBut this paled in comparison and moral urgency to the crying travesty that
was the slave trade. Somerset, as a man who had been stolen from Africa himself, may have
agreed that abolishing the slave trade was of the utmost priority. But he almost ceraily w
have beemettledby the suggestion that enslaved persons had to continue to be overseen by

white colonists even in freedom.

3311bid, 70-1, 79.
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Many of the works Benezet, Lee, Boucher, and others pulled from in their attacks we
widely read in the colonies, and their reuse of them raises the likelihood that Somerset was
familiar with the larger currents @fhite Anglo-American antislavery agitation as wetle likely
evenheard ofanothemwork which made the most significant splash on the subject of Black

enslavement in the 1760Bhiswas a pseudonymous tract concernimgp Dialogues on the

re

Slave Tradewhich Beneze¢xcerptedat length in hiA ShortAccountThe di al ogues sel
Phil moredo against a slave trading friend of h
convinced not only that he should no longer sponsor future Afbiocaind freights, but that he
should Al ay aside some part of my annual i nco
| i b €% Magstealing remained the more urgentisitthis tract but withdrawing from it was
inextricably |Iinked, in the reformed Allcraft
held in chains.

This pamphlet marks one of the most radical stances against slavery and the slave trade to
appear in the preevolutionary era, as historiddavid Brion Davisnot es, and Phi |l mor
language was hostile indegtiHe argued that forcing men and women into perpetual bondage
was fian affront put upon mankind, upon the wh

resentment and indignation in the breast of every one, that partakes of the human nature, and

haveanyot i on of the dignity or it, or any sense

t hat AWhoever does, by wunjust force and v

3323, Philmore Two Dialogues on the Mafirade(London: 1760), 62.

3¥pDavid Brion Davis, fANew Si del Wijitmasad Many Quarerlyl y
vol. 28, no. 4 (1971): 58594
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to such a condition . . . as evidently endang

only enslavers themselves who were guilty. AW

trade, are accomplices in it, all, that encourage inthetd e, ar e accessary to
as bad as traders in the evil business, their claim on those they enslaved no stronger than those
who had first stolen thenNor weretheyt he o nl y fodhes vilaisysiolrhiee sbhd a me or
guilt of it does h some measure lie upon the government, upon the whole legislature of

Engl #Pdh.rd i ament, sacred |ibertyds sanctioned

perpetuation of the African slave trade and had the power to do something about it.

Philmore was one of the first antislavery advocates in the eighteenth century to place the
blame of American slavery squarely on the British government aghidetctly pressure
Parliament tdake action Slavery he felt,was permitted not as an exceptional feature of
imperial expansion but as a formative component part; it implicated everyone in the Empire.
This was an important departure from previous antislavery attacks, and it seems to have
influenced colonial agitatmagainst the slave tradaghtily. Spokespersorsoon thereafter
begarto attack théBritish government directly rather than individual slave tradersforav er y 6 s
perpetuation. We may observe, however, once w
respect aside, that he did not otherwise materially depart from his predecessors in the English

Atlantic to make his point.

Philmore, like with every other writer on the subject, accessed a common Anglo

American antislavery discourse to |l ay emphasi

334 Philmore,19, 37,44,
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assert -gthadl ifimani s a kind, and indeed the wor :
protestant Englishmen should not | ower themse
commonpl ace observation t hfato ANdre died eR hvielrma rse
as a radical martyr swimming against the currents of his time. He saw his arguments as of a piece
with English | iberation traditiRhinoressguedet chi ng
that the ens|l aveceséiosul d hieli awfowinldwmge by force,
the process fidestroy their oppressors, o Philm
the duty of others, white as well as black, to assist those miserable creatures, if thretheén,

attempts to deliver themselves out of slavery, and to rescue them out of the hands of their cruel

t y r & The sulistance of theaeguments, as we have seen, had already been voiced two

decades earlier in the wake of the First Jamaican Maroon Warr.

The unexceptional nat ur e -emgliteemcenturBatishe 6 s ar g
Atlantic Worldis evidenced by the fact that his work elicited no great outrage either in the
metropole or the colonies, and was positively commented upon, or even reprinted, as were
Benezetds and Leeds only slightly leste inflam
independenc®P hi | more himself noted in a |letter he
Engl and, 6 that fAyou are sensible that most me

contemporaries agreéd.Even in an unfavorable review of his work, the Lon@sitical

3351bid, 20, 22, 54.

336 See, for exampléVirginia Gazettdf Ri nd 6 s ) , MBostanlGazétigSepteinie621,;1767;
BostonPostBoy, December 26, 176®.ennsylvania ChronicleMay 11, 1767Connecticut Gazett&eptember 18,
772;Pennsylvania Gazett®lovember 20, 1773 ewport Mercury November 29, 1773.

337 Philmore 65.
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Review f or instance, noted simply that it was Al
hackneyed. 6 The only thing truly objectionabl
Ademonstrate what no man ever (@®lenchaganstthe t hat i
laws of nature, to steal, kidnap, buy, sell, and traffic in our species of a different complexion, as
though they were cattl e, oc¥TheCntical Revidwvies ¢ diatnasrfse
werebotheredbyP hi | moreds | ack of Ilyricism, but they
was dismal shame in a nation ostensibly dedicated to liberty. Just as in Massachaagtts,

Britons by thel760s were already convinced tkiz¢ slave trade, and perhaps even slavery itself,

contradicted their most cherished traditions.

Boucher, Lee, Benezet, and Philmore all felt compelled, as did their many predecessors
in the British Empire, to speak out against the atrocity of slavery and the slave trade even before
the Stamp Act Crisief 1765inaugurated a sustained political crisis in Bmpirecentering on
colonial American liberties. It would have been nigitpossible for Somerset to miss that the
sentiment these writers expressed in their works was spreading in popular colonial discourse to a
greater extent than ever before jasthe began his travels with Steuart across the colonies. Such
rhetoric manifested not just among fringe radicals but even leaders of the colonial opposition
movement. None of these men was more prominent, nor more hostile to slavery, in the 1760s

thante | eader Massachusettsé fipopul ar party, o J:

By the time Somerset first made his trek from Virginia to Canda, Otis was already a

celebrated fApatrioto who hasdncedldaiorhicstaeder ed t hr

338 Critical Review vol. 10 (London: A. Hamilton), 1760, 485.
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against the imperial governmg(figure 10) Otis had argued from his earliest days as a public
figure that British officials were wont to wi
AWrits of i blasketiwartardasrwbieh @ranted custom officials the right to inspect

colonial houseblds for smuggled goods at whimwh i ch he woul d oppose unt
d a y*?When faced with more aggressive parliamentary impositions via the Sugar Act and

rumors of a far more dreaded tax on stamped papers, however, he chose to make good on his
promise that he would fAever vindicamtfeo the AR
capacity and power, 0 expanding on his earlier
related to every one of the human Race, is unworthy of the N&me3®(° Otis published his

most influential work;The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Prawveiline 1764,

shortly before Somerset made his way from Quebec to New Jéseyn it hemade the

powerfulclaimt hat AThe Col oni sts are by the | aw of n

white &% bl ack. o

Hi st orians have had a difficult time makin
condemnations have often been characterized as a series of inexplicable digressions from his
main agenda, contesting imperial authority over the colonies. Or theyobameast as the
product of a mind uniquely committed to moral consistency, consequences be damned. Or

indeed they were a purely cynical effort to counterbalance metropolitan perceptions that British

339 Collected Political Writings of James Qtisd. Richard Samuelson (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund,
2015), 11.

340 |pid, 111, 64.
341 Otis, Rights of the British Colonied3.
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North America was peopled by a Acompound mong
descent*? Otis, much like Sewall before him, has been seen as aberrant, exceptional, and

isolated, forwardingntislavery ideaBt hat wer e certain to upset ev
s u p p o ¥tLikerSewalb however, Otis in fact spoke for many of his time when he attacked

chattel bondage. He exerted a profound influence on antislavery activism both in Massachusetts

and elsewhere in the colonies. And he was motivated to unleash his tonguechatels his

deep investment in Massachusettsd myth of the

encounters with enslaved Black women and men in Boston.

3421bid, 36.

T, H. Breen, fiSubjecthood and Citizenship: The Cont
New England Quarterlyol. 71, no. 3 (1998), 379.
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Figure 10The Hon. James Otis, jun. Esgoodcu#**

4Bi cker st af f 6 sfor B7AGRBostam: M&ih and Feanind 1769).
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John Adams recalled that Otis had wed antislavery andnapérialism since at least the
ti me he spoke out against the Writs of Assi st
Negroeso as well as white colomalkitenalblea@ado hei al
all mankind, and in terms that no AQua¥*®er in
Adams wrote of this episode several decades after it took place, and so may have
mi sremembered it, but it is not i mpossi bl e Ot
(rather than metaphorical ) sl avublicgtionstheyeanhe wak
prior. Alternatively,Otis may have only begun to forge this link when he became involved in a

|l egal action over the Awrongful 0 ensl avement

It is unclear how Otis became involved in the daseer v. Salg1762), but it is almost
certain that the All en brothersdé6 refusal to |
dispute. They, or more likely their mother, Catherine, a free woman, may have even approached
Otis as a perceived ally in their cauasking him to threaten Oliver with legal action if he
persisted holding thedf®l t woul d not have been the only tir
community approached the Olisuseholdo champion their rights, and James may have been
all the more eager to accept when he considered it would humiliate one of the Olivefasian

supporters of the royal government andfhia mi hatgd&aes*’ Whatever the case, after

345 John Adams tavilliam Tudor, June 1, 1818heWorks of John AdamS&econd President of the United
StateqBoston: Little, Brown and Co., 185€)0:315 Ja mes M. Farrell, AThe Child of
Oti s and Wr i tRhetood IndapersdensetandriNationh@dd66180Q ed. Stephen E. Lucas (Ann
Arbor: Michigan State University Presz022).

346 Recorded inlosiah QuincyReports of Cases Argued and Adjudged . . . 1761 and(Bo&kon: Little,
Brown, and Co., 1865), 233.

347 Kirsten SwordWives not Slave®atriarchy and Modernity in the Age of Revolutigbsiversity of
Chicago Press, 2021)31-234.
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Oliver realized thathe Allen brothersvould not roll over and accept their bondage, he sued
Captain John Sale for fraud, alleging that hetbeeh sold he fAfr ee Mul att o Boys
premise that they were enslaved. Sale counter

their time or labor as servant$.

Chief Justice Thomas Hutchinson, a sl ave o
enemies, presided overthecddde tried to aid Oliver, his ext
there not as palpable a Fraud, when a Man sells a Negro as a Slave whom he knows to be free, as
when he sells a Bag of Feathers and assures t
potental compari son of people to property by noti
laws, there was no legal presumption equating Blackness with slaveness in the colony. He
concluded that Ait is i mpossi bl e idjarefreessot Cas e
not. o But now, dodging Hutchinsondéds effort to
property equivalence of Black enslaved persons, Otis presented a white woman named Lydia
Whitaker as a witness to Odivhkee 6depmnsdebal @Sa!
that he would not sell [the Allens] for Slaves because he understood they were to be free after
some time.o0o Otis convinced the jury that OIliv
the risk of theirevergettig f ree, 0 and so t H®The Allem brotltersf or t he
disappear from the archives after the conclusion of this trial, and they were likely still fulfilling

the remaining years of their indenture with Oliver, Sale, or some other master when Somerset

348 Quincy, Reports of Case&9.

349 The Massachusetts Tax Valuation Lisfl@¥1, ed. Bettye Hobbs Pruitt, (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co.,
1978),10.

350 Quincy, Reports of Case$0-33.
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joined them in Massachusetts. But at leéhstsiblingsknew that, when the time came, they

would join their mother in freedom.

It seems no coincidence that Otis definitively began speaking out against slavery shortly
after his involvement in the Allensd disput e,
respect by other Bl ack Bost onNovamberd 1762ithree g gl e s
montrs after he successfully defended S&is claimed categorically that the basis of his
political phil osophy was Al1l. God made all me n
superiority . . . are educational, at leastaaguir, not i nnateo and that, c
government has a right to make hobltfpewasor ses,
sincere in his futthroated espousals on behalf of the rights of all human beings, however, he
was also moved to do so by political and economic imperatives, and by long prevalent concerns
that slavery of any sort was a threat to welfare oBttitgsh Empire. Otis activated the myth Bay
colonists and metropolitan Britons told themselves that slavery was fundamentally inimical to
their preciougtraditions of liberty in order to push back against Parliamentary efforts to tax the
colonies and to help overthrow West Indian dominance over imperial policy in the Americas. It
is by recovering Otisd weaponi zanfinallgmake f Br i t i
sense of what he and other opposition leaders were trying to attempt in 1764 and thereafter.

These men merged politics antislavand popular in Massachusetts from the earliest days of the
imperial crisis. By the time Somerset arrived in Boston, it had become a hotbed ahtboth

parliamentarian and antislavery agitation.

351 QOtis, Political Writings 86.Boston GazetteNovember 15, 1762.
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One difficulty which presents itself in di
political thought is his apparently casual raci8fAs scholars of revolutionary antislavery
politics have been quick to point out, Otis bridled at the notion that metropolitan Britons
conceived of dall the Colonists [ as] |l ndi ans,
on the innate equality f a |l | human beings. He insisted on |
a hundred in the more northern Colonies are white, and there is as good blood flowing in their
veins, save the bl ood r ¥ Rehdoutafsontaxh iyappearsthah e t h
Otis was simply leveraging widely held British prejudices to insist that he and other colonists, as
white men, were fulblooded members of the empire, marking them, like their white countrymen
in the metropole, uniqefitted for the robust liberties of civilized, Protestant men. Placed
within his largeroeuvre however, it becomes clear that Otis was actually trying to assert that

Massachusetts and the other colonies situated on the North American mainland, in contrast to

their sister colonies in the Car i btmetons, wer e
|l ncluded among these inheritors, moreover, we
white, brown and black . . . five milion ofastrueaodal subj ects a® ever e

only insisiedabstractly that all men, of whatever race, were created free and egsalokéthat
all the inhabitants of British North Ameri ca,

Europe, Asia, Africa, and America are . . . but one people, fellow subjects of the most gracious

%2James R. Ferguson, fAReason in MadMliemadMaiyhe Pol i t i
Quarterly, vol. 36, no. 2 (1979): 192 1 4 ; Richard A. Samuel son, fAThe Constit
Resi stance LeadeReviawoiPolitiozvplabll, n&G(h9PR:d8B28; Loui s Hartz, A@AO
Anti-S|1 avery NewéErngland Quartedyol. 12, no. 4 (1939): 743 4 7 ; Breen, fASubjecthood
Citizenship.o For a thorough bi og MeetsyamfInBrovingal and hi s
and Revolutionary Massachusegi®hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1968).

353 Boston GazetteDecember 9, 1765.
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sovereign on earth, joint heirs to the rights and privileges of the best civil constitution in the
world. o The only ones who might be written ou
the West Indies who Af ol | aams, antieer empyamégmeto f [t

whip né&hroes. o

Otis was, in short, playing on the myth of the slaveless society to widen its mandate to all
of the British Empire, but especially North America. He elaborated on it to insist that the
interests of Massachusetts and the other continental colonies shquékbenent over the far
more lucrative, but far more degenerate, enslavers in the West Indies. It was the North American
colonies, he warned, that may #Aif truly wunder
of Gr eat B#TheaNest Indies had ledithie Empire astray. The metropole could
only continue to heed them at their peril. It was up to intrepid freemen on the edge of the world

to preserve the casket of humanityds hopes, t

Col onial writers eagerly t ookpolitigs Woani sé con
British Caribbean islanders failed to stand up against the Stamp Act, for instance, a widely
republished article sneereds huthowwi s hed t hat Athey may, | i ke th
Sl aves of with RHMGDover (Yevi tbceshRl2é&nd4vdhe chi |
not rul e, one o0V éedeanmedtb Wwearrthe infarnat Badge of §tampDdapaut

their Necks, until they, like the brave Sané Li berty on t he &%Y4timsti nent,

354 Otis, Political Writings 250,258, 243.

355 bid, 243.

3% New Hampshire Gazett®larch 21, 1766Boston PosBoy, March 24, 1766Portsmouth Mercury
March 24, 1766Boston New4 etter, March 27, 1766Newport MercuryMarch 31, 1766. For similar arguments
seeBoston EveningPost July 8, 1765Newport Mercury July 15, 1765.
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doubtful that Somerset had the means or sufficient familiarity with colon@érial relations to

keep studiously apace with the intvrthowtheyi es of
could simultaneously condemn the West Indies as slaveholdéeslarigely ignoring their allies

in the South. He and fellow enslaved persons in the North nevertheless would have been deeply
interested in the ostensive antislavery thrust of their atfdwky would have been itching to

pushthe popular party to moreplicitly include the enslaved in thagpositionakthos.

Opposition polemicists like Otis relied heavily on Locke to develop this offensive line.
They implicitly bolstered their placement of Massachusetts and the rest of British North America
squarely i n | i-prefessed hodiilityBorabsolae armitrasy pewerloffany sort
by doing so. And they readily built on the condemnations Locke and others had lobbed at
Cari bbean planters for the past century. Otis
of little insignificant conqueredistad s , 6 and, far from digressing
underscored his argument that they deviated from British tradibplasinching into a sustained
attack on chatt el bondage. He warned that fth
in the Empire Athreatens one day to reduce bo
barbarity of t he adeartrithe that thosegmicseyvedy ddy barter Away others
mens | iberty will soon care I|little for their
ferocity, cruelty and brutal barbarity that has long marked the general character of the sugar
islanker s. 06 Unl i ke i nCaridbean plaote® chaerr ni nc og eomereasl f or m
government, but that which in person, or by an overseer, the joint and several representatives of a
Creole,and ofthel , i s exercisbdébd over ten thousands o

right to freedom, andtrewe et enj oyments of | iberty and | if
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Otis found, by contrast Anothing in the | aws
parliament in making one sl ave, n¥%Otiswvasdar ever
too well versed in English common law to believe thiwe surely knew bettérbut that was

beside the point. He felt it was politically utile to bind British North America and the metropole

in the velvet bands of sanctimony as he made s®des the rusted iron chains which bound

both to the Caribbean.

Otis6 most unique move in this vein was no
mankind, however, as this claim had been made recurrently by other antislavery Anglo
American writers since the seventeenth century. It was his expansive definiBatisbf
subjecthood. As he emphasized, fithe colonists
subjects, and entitled to all the essential =c
from the provincial charters, from the princiglethe common law, and acts of parliament; but
from the British c explgitaffirmationconld e found s edckie orafyo s uc
of the British or European thinkers Otis engaged with. Here he was directly inspired by
Massachusettsé6é | ocal myt hol ogi es to make the
charter, 0 nor any o&a, ttheniocetheBlsack &Nolromi Atme r |
358 More immediately, however, he was perhaps further stimulated to make this move by the

trials and travails of anot her one of Massach

357 Otis, Rights Asserted anéiroved 36,43-4, 50.
358 |bid, 56.
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The aptly named Briton Hammon published the story of his life and adventures as a
Briton par excellencén Boston inJune 1760, shortly before Otis began crafting his antislavery
arguments (Figuré1).>**1 n Ha mmon 6 s aséoyal, divilizgd, detoat, andaPsotestant
a subject as any other in the Empire. Nor was he at all disadvantaged in being so by the color of
his skin or his status in bondage. He refused
referencethdt e was A A -NSeawvardto Gemneral Winslow, of Marshfield, in New
England. 6 Published in the heat of the Seven
patriotic mood of the moment, evincing and encouraging a strong sense of Englishisational

among whites and blacks alikas literary scholar Zachary Hutchins obserifés.

Ha mmonadatver ef erred to the Empireés indigenou
At hose barbarous and i nhuman Savages. 0 He rec
ASpani ardsodo who tried to c®paicni@tHédIi mooked
pretension@f a Cat holic Bishop in Cuba. He fought i
on the high seas. And he concludedwiskby pr ai si ng fithe Providence
Afreedo him Afrom a | ong andydmneadfagle 0Camteimv ie
Areturndd [ me] to my own Native Land, 0 Massac
Aservant o so that he might show the fAiGreat Th
telling his story, not only became the first Btanan published in the Empire. He actively

contributed to his societydéds mythologies by p

359 Boston PosBoy, June 30, 1760.

3%0Robert Desrocher s Jr .Slavefiy@m®llrregdon, lzangoage abdeldemtity mthe n c e 6 ? :
Narrative of Briton GdraumimBondagedl ierafire gf the EaNyBlaktaiter, eds.
Vincent Carretta and Philip Gould (University Press of Kentucky, 2015), 165.
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as a deliverance from slavery. At no point in the narrative did he clarify whether he was simply
Winsl owbébs Aservanto or in fact his fAslave.o T
of a Atrueo Engl i sh Ca pThisfellow whraommsisted that¢ghe i n hi s
Bl ack man too was an 0iEngl iMashaohesetts assconedbfits hat he
iNati v&8#dlasmosads intentions in writing this na
more impenetrable by the fact that it was almost certainly heavily edited by a white accomplice.
Neither his sincerity ndnis cynicism would have changed the reception of his work, however.

The fact remains thalhe pamphlet helped inscriid a m m o plaées and, by implication, the

place of other Black Americarisas constitutive members thfe British Empire.

361 Briton HammonA Narrative of the Uncommon Sufferings and Surprizing DeliveréBaston: Green
& Russell, 1760), 6, 8, 10, 112, 14.
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Figure 11A Narrative of the Uncommon Sufferings and Surprizing Deliverance of Briton Hariiih
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Both Otis and Somerset may very well have met Hammon after his return to the Bay
Colony in 1760. Both men certainly would have
may have been impressed by his claims to patriotic subjecti®8dmerset, at the very least,
would have been encouraged by the antislavery ideas Otis elaborated upon throughout the 1760s,
and would have been thrilled to see the progress, however limited, the Bay Colony made in
closing the gap between its avowals asdctions by the time he left in 1769. Although Otis
and other opposition leaders came from slaveholding families thre case of the wealthy
merchants Richard Darby and Edward Sheaffen held slaves themselves, many in the
leadership and the ranks appeared to feel, as Somerset and fellow enslaved people surely did as

well, that they could not advocate for their freedom while holding others in s@¥ery.

Before Somerset began his travels across the colonies, there were few indications that a
decadedong campaign against slavery and the slave trade was about to be unieashed
Massachusett$arliament dissolved the Royal African Company in 1750, allowing American
slavers greater direct access to the continent. Exacerbating this development, the Seven Years

War drainedhe Bay Colonyof its available young men, Black as well as white, rocketing its

362 Zachary McLeodHutchins,Before EquianoA Prehistory of the North American Slave Narrative
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 202P38.

363 Derby printed a broadside seeking the return of a man named Obed in 1774, Phillips Library Digital
Collections, Peabody Essex Museum, ID: E S1 H3 1774,
https://pem.quartexcollections.com/Documents/Detail/advertisemaraway-from-the-subscribeflast saturdaya-
negremannamedobedabout25-yearsof-age..-whoeverwill -take up-andsecurehim-or-returnhim-to-his-
mastershalthavethreedollarsreward../2548 Sheaf f eds sl avehol di nepislatamsof ecor d e c
the Massachusetts General Court, 189B0: A Biographical DictionaryBoston: Northeastern university Press,
1997),337Though the evidence is scarce regarding Otiso
Massachusetts tax records show t hat i 10Otherpatiiofleaders | e
who did claim enslaved persons, howeweeludedJoseph WarrenVilliam Phillips, Benjamin Kent, Edmund
Quincy, William MolineauxandJohn HancockThe Massachusetts Tax Valuation List of 1 &t Bettye Hobbs
Pruitt, (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 197822, 24, 30, 36.
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https://pem.quartexcollections.com/Documents/Detail/advertisement.-ran-away-from-the-subscriber-last-saturday-a-negro-man-named-obed-about-25-years-of-age-...-whoever-will-take-up-and-secure-him-or-return-him-to-his-master-shall-have-three-dollars-reward-../2548
https://pem.quartexcollections.com/Documents/Detail/advertisement.-ran-away-from-the-subscriber-last-saturday-a-negro-man-named-obed-about-25-years-of-age-...-whoever-will-take-up-and-secure-him-or-return-him-to-his-master-shall-have-three-dollars-reward-../2548

already insatiable appetite for labor to new lev&3.he result was an influx of African enslaved
persons in numbers unseen in Boston since the £730se end of the war and subsequent
economic depression in the early 1760s quickly curtailed these numbers. But enough enslaved
men and women had been brought into the colony since 1750 to raise the entire Black population
to 5,229 by 1770 a 28% increasdhis rise took place despite the fact that Black mortality rates
remained substantially higher than they did for whites, and that there were roughly seventy

percent more Black men in the colony than Black woAién.

Most of the Black enslaveaaersondound for Massachuseitsthe late 1750s and early
1760s were captives taken directly from Afric
young Phillis Wheatley, another prominent Black Bay Colonist whose poetry later became
famous throughout the British AtlanticsAat the dawn of the eighteenth century, as well as in
the 1720s and 1730s, the expanded preserfoeceidBlack emigresnear the end of the Seven
Years War exacerbated racial tensions in the colony, leading to a resurgkbatifeantiAfrican
as well as antislavery sentiment. Hammon had tried to combat the former tendency through his
performance as a native member of Massachuset

Black population reached its colonial peak atalio0t% of t he t pawdHénsmon nhab i t

%John Hannigan, AKingdéds Men and C€ehioemgt Massawhuseé
(PhD diss., Brandeis University, 202115163.

%Robert Desr o cfir-8aleAdvertisements afidSlageny ;n Massachusetts;1708 1 , o
William and Mary QuarterlyVol. 59, No. 3 (2002),658 6 0; Sar ah Deutsch, AThe EIl usi v
Slavers, 1738 7 7 Blewdngland Quarterlyyol. 55, No. 2 (1982); David Hackett Fischéfrican Founders:
How Enslaved People Expanded American Id@désv York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 2022)-&3.

366 william PiersenBlack Yankees: The Development of an Afnoerican Subculture in Eighteenth
Century New Englan®mherst, MA: UMP, 1988)18-21 and Table 7.
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had to contend with the fact that local whites at the time were once more enthralled by stories of

violent Black resistance.

Phoebe, Mark, and Phillis, for instance, gained widespread notoriety for poisoning their
master, John Codman, in 1755. Though Phoebe was shipped off to the West Indies for her crimes
T and possibly because Codman had sexually abusé&dvhenk and Phillismet with
exceptionally brutal demonstrative puni shment
standards. They had to be made into examples lest other enslaved persons should dare raise their
hands against their enslavers. Phillis was burned at the st@lembridge, and Mark was
hanged at the gallows before his body was dragged to Charlestown commons and gibbeted, a

grisly public spectacléhat was rememberddr years to comés’

It is unsurprising that, in the wake of both the rising numbers of Black people in the
colony and proliferating stories of their violent resistance to their bondage, Governor Francis

Barnard observed in 1763 that idSewmant®,amfiise her

generally thought that it would be ¥ghe the Pu
yearafteflLi eut enant Governor Thomas Hutchinson I ik
the permission of slavery has3%*°Bahenenwerepubl i c m

enslavers themselves, and would soon act to curb this rise in antislavery sentiment, but both were

367 Boston EveningPost September 22, 175Paul Rever to Jeremy Belknap, ca. 17@8llections of the
Massachusetts Historical Socigioston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1798y, 1, vol. 5107.

¥ Answer to the Queries of PublcaionBaf the Gbloniaf Socletyafd e, Se p't
Massachusetts, Volume 73: Papers of Francis Bernard, Volume 1:17&89 ed. Colin Nicolson (Boston, MA:
CSM, 2007), 405.

369 Thomas Hutchinsorhe History of the Colony of Massachus&ts/(Boston: Thomas and John Fleet,
1764), 444.
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also mindful that there existed good reasons to oppose the practice besides what Hutchinson

would | ater derisivel y%refer to as the fimeer |

White opposition to both slavery and the slave trade thus remained as multivalent and
contradictory in 1760s Massachusetts as it had throughout tteigiseera. If it continued to
range in spirit from the ostensibly benevolent to the selfish, xenapleoidstrategic however,
it now merged with the natural rights rhetoric wielded by the nascent opposition movement. Otis,
for instance, |l ed a renewed |l egislative effor
within this P oreheimade bissddectamations ih favorlofahe natural, and civil,

rights of colonisot's both fdAblack and white

(SeeAppendix Cfor a detaikdrecordof thisand othelntislavery legislatiom

Massachusettas well asa brief note ot h e ¢ deyigdative @grecedus].

Otis was temporarily fboughtpaearflfioa men tBaerryn af
f act i on delpadingraduce this bill, and it met with-duccess’? Otis was forced to draft
it in conjunction with the court factioneefsmothy Ruggles, Edmund Trowbriddgr.,and

ChamberdRussell. Allthreemen were slaveowners but, however narrowly they tailored the bill

370 Colin Nicholson,T h dnfainasGovened6 Fr anci s Bernard and the Origins
(Boston: Northeastern University Press, 200he Massachusetts Tax Valuation List of 1&t. Bettye Hobbs
Pruitt, (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1978), 10homas Hutchinson to Lord Hillsborough, May 17Klgssachusetts
State Archivegvol. 27 (Boston), 15460.

371 Journals of the House of Representatjés. 40: 17631764 (Boston, MA: Massachusetts Historical
Society, 1970), 170.

S2For Otiso6 brief dalliance wiPartisanBeliticsia Masachuséttact i on,
During Governor Ber na7/7@Hm® digsgdumversity eftWiseohsiri dviadison]1966) Q07-
124, Stephen PattersoRplitical Parties in Revolutionary Massachusdti$adison:University of Wisconsin Press
1973) 33-63.
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to fit their own interests, it proved unpopular within their BI6cThe bill wasvoted dowrafter

only a second r eadi n-t-onedaamity in theeHotwsd. But thiswWwastot i on o
be expected. Otis was almost certainly alone in advocating for this legislation amongst the party
Those associated with the court faction were N
were far more likely than the popular party to own slaves or be engaged in the slavEhieade
partyleadershp wasalsowell aware that the imperial government had issued explicit orders

barring legislation seeking to curb the slave trdany bill the Housemight pass would
consequently never meet with Aconcurrenceo fr
alone the governor. As its further discussion would only serve to highlight the growing distance
between the interests of the Crown and iteeigs, the courtiominated House chose to quash

the bill early in its legislative caregf®

Otidad | i ance with Bernardodés court faction w
party in June 1764, taking the failed antislavery legislation with him. When the popular party
finally achieved ascendency in the House in the wake of the fatally unp&bahap Act, Otis
joined hands with several other leaders from the oppositian attempt to end slavery in
Massachusetts once and for all. Thisincluddd!l t hr ee of Bost ®peékser ot her

of the Hous&'homas CushingClerk of the Hous&amuel Adams, andcherchamprinceJohn

873 Schutz Legislators of théMlassachusetts General Cou880, Tomiko BrowntNagin, et al.Harvard
and the Legacy of Slavery A p p e nLé&tiokHurhan Beings Enslaved by Prominent Harvard Affiliat¢2022)
69, https://legacyofslavery.harvard.edu/report/appetidist-of-humanbeingsenslaveeby-prominentharvard
affiliates Chambers Russell was of no relation to Ezefielosepl{seePart | and below).

S“Darold D. Wax, fANegro | mpor RennBylvania Magazineof Kistotyoni al P e
and Biographyvol. 97, no. 1 (1973): 224.

375 Journals 40:170, 263&4.
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Hancock. Across 1766 and 17@fesemepr oduced and brought to the
the unwarrantable and unusual practice or custom of inslaving Mankind in this province, and the

i mportation of Thetite sf this prospectiveHegislaticn mas significant,
signaling as it did the popul ar palsodlayedys host i
itself. It suggested that they were intent, or wanted to be perceived as intending, not only to limit
theexpansiorof chattel bondage ut t o abol i sh the practice alto
instructions to its representatives in the opening years of the eighteenth century had such a clear
emphasis on slaveryb6s abolition been made in
abi | | hitherto characterized sl avery as fAunwar
framed the mctice in Massachusetts as bdthfactoandde jureillegitimate; something

innately contrary to itbocal laws and social practices that had somehow taken root through a

subtle, pernicious custom. The myth of the slaveless society had never been more strongly

insisted upon than now, when slavery had never been more entrenched or more widely practiced.

The Aunwarrantable and unusual practiceo b
politically unprecedented. But the popul ar pa
one among many political tactics they deployed in the wake of the Stamp émabiarrass
Bernarddéds administration. That is why the gov

to the task of killing it.

376 Journals of the House of Representati%asl. 43, pt. 1: 176§Boston: Massachusetts Historical
Society, 1973), 11QJournals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 43, Pt. 2: (B@ton: Massachusetts
Historical Society, 1974), 353, 358, 387, 390, 393, 408;4109 420;Journals of the House of Representatives,
Vol. 44: 17671768 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1975), 22.

165



Samuel Dexter, an opposition leader in the House who supported the legislation, recalled
|l ater in his |ife that, even had the bil] ipa
ito and it met with dé&fTehremifinuendw arrersainsttaabn cee abnedf
practiceo bill was abandoned al most i mmedi at e
replace it with another, somewhat more conventional, act that would have placed an impost of
£100 on future imported slaves. Suchassive levy would have effectively prohibited the slave
trade in the colony and, its proponents expected, stymie slavery itself. It consequently met with

further parliamentary shenanigans, including repeated attempts to delay its debate.

The importation bill ultimately overcame such hurdles, but finally met its match when it
was sent up to the Council. Though not so beh
the Stamp Act, the Gener al Couarsttéiso nu popfe rB ebrondayr
iprer ogat i*¥Taslegislationevaseared slown further at its hands. By its last draft
the law only proposed a £40 tax on enslaved importations, would have expired a year after its

passage, and the government would have been obliged to sell off, not free, any enstawved pe

thatwouldbe | mporters fAforfeitedo in |ieu of payme
efforts to dictate terms on the bill, and so
original vote. Ber nar d o s loeklhbwiewers andthedseneralc c e s s f u

377 Samuel Dexter, a patriot serving in the House at the time, recalls this bill, somewhat inaccurately, in
AfQueries Relating to lections of the MassacMaeitsHistotical Soe(Bysten; 0 i n
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1877), Ser. 5, vol. 3,B@5more on revolutionary Massachusetts politics, see
Richard BrownRevolutionary Politics in Massachusetts: The Boston Committee of Correspondence and the Towns,
17721774(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 197/gttersonand Thomas.

SFrancis G. Walett, i T hia774nahe Sransfdroatoa of & GongErvative ¢ i | 17¢
I nst i Wiliam amchMary Quarterh, no. 4 (1949): 60%27.
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Court was proroguet® When the opposition fpresented the bill at the next session of the
legislature, it was immediately tablgdtis and his allies seemed to believe there was no point

reviving it so long as Bernard remained in poweér.

Limited though the fAunnatural and unusual
way through the legislature, even in its latest iteration it would have at least precluded any future
resurgence of the slave trade in Massachusetts. It thus preaemedpportunity for the
popul ar party to demonstrate how they were si
They gleefully deployed it to cudgel their enemies with charges of corruption, cupidity, and
inhumanity even before its demise. Aslgas October 1764, for instancefew monthafter
Otis had rejoined the popular party), one #AHAP.
popul ar party 6 sBogion@amétie rt g ofup reahimteréstoftiheh e
colonies, and consequently those of the mothe
Aeach | egislature in most of the colonies
importation of negroes from Africa, and elsewhere, by subgthe same to a very heavy and

even prohibitoryuduthad TheeGenherdb [Cast that

A Act for | mposing a Duty on the I mportation of En:
1767, 0 Massachusetts Collections Online, Massachusetts
https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=809&pid=4&br=1 (acdéssede mber 28, 2023) ;
| mposing a Duty on the Importation of Enslaved Peopl e |

Collections Online, Massachusetts Historical Society,
https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=810&8ilr=1 (accessed November 28, 2023)

380 Journals of the Houseol. 43, pt. 2: 353, 358, 387, 390, 393, #08, 420;Journals of the House
44:22.
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remar ked. But , for some inscrutable reason, t

manifest harms slavery and the slave trade presented to the Ethpire.

Boston subsequently witnessed an unprecedented glut <flavery publications in
response to the popular partyods endeavors to
Boston Gazetter were written by those allied to the opposition. Deacon Timothy Pickering,
another Salemite, launched a puritanical diatribe against the excesses of thé&Bpiighin

1766, indicting the rampant luxury and intemperance he saw poisoning-Angddcan society,

as well as its reliance on slave labor. He bemoéinedo w contrary i s our sl a\y
the gospel , 0 tearing, as it did, children #@Afr
be driven Ainto pens and sold |ike beasts. o C

returnto seventeentoentury white bondage practices. The apostles did not sanction the

enslavement of Africans, Pickering contended, but he thought that white debtors should be. For

t hen fAprodigal fathers & mot her s pothes, wemnsust& daug
be industrious & fr ug a?Thisrsecondarysiggektibnalmest sol d b
certainly appealed to no one, but perhaps Pickering wanted to raise the specter of white
enslavement to remind his audience that slavery was not as racially exclusive a possibility as

they might believeeven as Hutchinson and his allies in the judiciary attempted to make it so.

Benjamin Edes and JohnlGof theBoston Gazette ol | owed Pickeringodo s

proffering a rare commentary on a series of Bleckattacks in New Hampshire. They

381 BostonGazette October 22, 1764.
382 Boston GazetteMay 26, 1766; reprinted in tHessex GazetfdNovember 8, 1768.
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concocted a potent mixture wherein anxieties against slavery, old and new, were

indistinguishable. Recording how a groupBthickme n t ri ed to free two fARL
from theenslavewh o had recaptured them, the printers
Effects of bringing Negro Slaves into the Country! Scarce one in a hundred proves good for any

Thing . . .Quid Domini facient, audeut cum talia Furés? ( A What woul d t he mast
their servants dare such tithdocietysa® wigr geBdrationseof y p o
Bay colonists had emphasized. But now there was someone concrete to blame for its
perpetuation. AThe Guinea trade continuedo in

Human¥ty. o

Edes and Glilpublished over half a dozen articles or advertisements against the slave
trade over the next two years in support of t
support they lent to this endeavor, however, appeared in a pamphlet they publistedany-e
1767.Some Considerationson Slaversa s t h e ¢ lodally authdreddedlidateds t
antislavery tr acT Testsnonpde 1EI3iZ3hu TGl evoarkd svas wr i
allies outside of the House, the merchant son@élainist minister, Nathaniel Appleton, Jr.,
who personally presented his essay to obdurate delegates in the Generd*Geurbndemned
slavery and the slave trade in no uncertain t

who were comparable to parrici®es and fAwhorem

383 Boston GazetteAugust 25, 1766.

384 Samuel Eliot to Robert Treat Paine, Fedoy 26, 1767,Robert Treat Paine Papereds. Stephen Riley
and Edward W. HansofCharlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1892:395.

38 Nathaniel Appleton, JrSome Considerations on Slavery, in a Letter to a Fri@us$ton: B. Edes and J.
Gill, 1767), 11.
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Appleton | argely followed Otisdé | ead in th

sl avel ess society to scor e -Britais, thp envymftthe warld,t i n g

does not permit a slave on her happy island, but gives to everyeopedro m, whi ch st amg
T anothepunii n t he Ai mage of his God. o Meanwhil e, T
mi serabl e creatures are fixdéd on the West 1nd

extremely hard as to shock a humane tongue#tre or a humane ear to he
dichotomized his home with the degenerate West Indies, claiming that, as far as he cared, if the

only way the Caribbean planters coulodhepr oduce

ensl aved, filet them sink then!o And if those
slave trade were to fall into ruin by its abolittdghL et t hem, and beg. 0 Appl e
was to pressure Massachusettsd | egislators to

al so addressed much of his pamphlet directly
humanity prewil . . . to quell tyrannic sway; knock off the chains / of helatiasing slavery;

give to Man / of every colour, and of every clime, / Freedom . . . Servants, not slaves; of choice,
and not compell 6dd; [/ Thel aBnldaclksshsasspiogthat, cul t i v
should the West Indies follow the fictitious model of their northern continental peers by having
Aservantso rather than slaves, then they too

liberty 386

Appleton nevertheless also noted the presence of the enslaved in British North America,
compl aining how even in his home colony so fe

christian religion. 0 He was c¢ | e atprecededhes! | ver s

388 bid, 4, 7, 8, 9, 16.
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work in theAnglo-Atlantic, and he made his case against the perpetuation of slavery both in
Massachusetts and el sewhere by reiterating ne
pamphlet appeared over half a century before. He added a new twist, however, that the colonie
must avoid the fate of fAblackenyd hdgksthesgebfa
He also argued, in hlsss vicioug enor s, -sttleatl i mgan was strictly f
purchaser of anenslaved manwas bad as the seller

, t hat Chr i

ye would that they should do to you, o0 and tha

for the ensl aved or the ensl aver, evenofi f t he
i 1287 90

Practi cal concerns were also dominant i n A
Col eman, and others, he emphasized that #fABy t

i mportation of white servants. o Tihoeese men and
industrious, and would help fildl up, make mor
enemies within and without. Appletonds only r
tensions in the colony. He wauldgladlyderve bsdara Aour p
supporto if they were not impressed with the
slaves; they being born free, c&it&uncléahhom k o f
much stock we can put into this assertion, and historians must be careful taking such

commentary from the colonyés social and econo

thatmanylowec | ass whites cormretmemwed nteq rroessedn ti nit g ehret |

%871bid, 9, 12, 10, 11,8.
388 bid, 12, 14.
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long before. But many others also continued to form tight bonds with those they worked
alongside in the fields, on the docks, and in the streets, uniting with Black enslaved persons to

iterrorized their fbettersoratiom®support of ind

Popular party leaders and their allies were not the only ones to advocate for the abolition
of both slavery and the slave trade at this time,beantld goalsseemed to appeal across
Massachusettsod social strata for reasons that
across the provindepu bl i ¢ forums composed ofilbegamuni ci pal
instructing their representatives to the Geh€urt to oppose parliamentary tyranny by also
opposing slavery. Salem, Worcester, Medfield, arehé®oston endorsed statements (drafted by
popul ar party |l eaders) that advoca*attef or fth
very | east, their agents to the Gener al Court
the Nations of Christendom, 0 t HduriesframSaffolk r ade,
to Essex to Hampshire County also began liberating Black enslaved persons in record numbers

when they sued for their freedoift.

Popular party polemicists encouraged this popular upswell via the press. They did so

principally through théoston Gazette but al so i n Mas sbaenoniabett sd o

38 ChristopheiSawul a fAiFrom the Lower Sor t -ldentityinhBostonLower Or de
173718370 (PhD diss., ,BOm46ry University, 2014)

3% Boston Newd etter, June 4, 1767Boston Newd etter, Dec. 31, 1767A Report of th&Record
Commissioners of the City of Bostdii581769(Boston, MA: Rockwell and Churchill, 1886), 180, 183, 200. See
Brown, Revolutionary Politicsfor the habit of popular leaders drafting town resalves

391 Boston News etter, Dec. 31, 1767.

WiEssex County Freedom Casesod and NofhSloe Blavery Cases Ol
https://northshoreslavery.org/freedomcasBsll, i Re sear ch &&@8mmari es, 0
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in theBoston EveningPosto f  Mar ch 9, 1767, noted rising ant
should be prohibited by authorityo (i.e. the
practice bill was still in committe&> TheBoston Gazettt i k ewi se ran fALibertas
effort soon thereafter. He wGossidératiensndthg pl eas e
Housebs antislavery bill, remarking that it w
this People have been strangely led, | mean strangely for our civil and religious Character in all

ot her Respectso are atst é&rlay Mhost maeyt otihter sTo
anomal ous practice in the Bay Colony despite
every Question upon this Bill, there has been

that,should it be defeated, it would be due to the influence of corruption, cupidity, and

tyranny3%4

Right or wrong as fAdLibertasdo characteriza
been, their influence was too strong to overcome, and the bill died. This led another writer in the
Boston Gazettte o | ament that it had fimiscarried for t

Apopul ard excuse that the slave trade brought

GospelLi ght , 6 arguing that At hi s Wpoertcal Artifice . i s n
to smooth over their antichrigtin , di abol i cal Covetousness, Crue
excuse for foadiofy amm&hi 3l Souls [to be] brol

393 Boston EveningPost March 9, 1767.
3% Boston GazetteMarch 16, 1767.
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traders Ashould escape the Gallows is beyond

consistent with ou® natural ideas of Justice.

No one was brave enough to offer arguments
newspapers in the face of such widespread hostility (Table 2). Even journals sympathetic to the
royal regime favorably reported on antislavery advances in the colony, gofagas to publish
supportive essays on a few occasions. Bbston New4 etter, for instance, which was
published by Richard Draper, the official APr
Boston Gazettes anti sl avery ahedanotkesantislavergipieeeshen r epubl
Virginian opposition leader Arthur Lee had composed in £76@n a few occasions, however,

they attempted to spin the issue in the court

3% Boston GazetteMarch 30, 1767.
3% Boston PosBoy, December @, 1768.
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Pro-Opposition

Pro-Government

Ambiguous Affiliation

Boston Gazette

October 22, 1764
December 16, 1765
May 26, 1766
August 25, 1766
February 23, 1767
March 16, 1767
March 30, 1767
July 13, 1767
September 21, 1767
January 18, 1768
July 18, 1768

Boston EveningPost

May 2, 1768
January 20, 1772

March 9, 1767

Boston New4 etter

June 4, 1767
December 31, 1767
June 1, 1769

April 2, 1767

February 15, 1770
August 2, 1770

BostonPostBoy

December 26, 1768

January 18 and 25, 1768

November 18, 1771

Boston Chronicle

March 2 1769

February 8, 178

June 27, 1768
January 30, 1770

Essex Gazette

November 8, 1768
June 19, 1770
August 7, 1770
January 8, 1771
October 22, 1771
March 2431, 1772

Massachusetts Spy

January 10, 1771
June 27, 1771
November 7, 1771
February 27, 1772
March 1226, 1772
April 9-17, 1772

Table 2

Antislavery Agitation in Massachusetts Newspapers, October-1aed 177227

397 Table 2 primarily includes articles dedicated to critiquing, or which extensively critiqued, slavgry (2

followed by antislavery advertisements (suclBaston GazetieJuly 18, 1768) or advertisements for antislavery
pamphlets by Appleton, Benezet, and James Swan (7), and then statements or articles that made brief, but

substantive, antislavery stateme(@). The list is extensive, but not exhaustive. Further research will undoubtedly
uncoverat least a fewnore antislavery attacks. Reportage on the advancement of legislation against the slave trade

in other colonies (such &vston Evening?ost October29, 1764 or Essex Gazetfdugust 8, 1769) has not been
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TheNewsLetter, for instance, chose as its antislavery champion William Warburton, the
Bishop of Gloucester, a wekhown critic of the colonial opposition who had mocked
Massachusettso fabl ed *%TheBosiorePosBoyfpubiishes byfJehm ndi n g
Green and Joseph Russelho regularly sold enslaved persons at théjoiaing auction house,
ranatwepart exchange between one AJ. Roxfieldo a
and ACoromoa, 0 who ar gu e doase tisseamblers And Johinavein s | av e
of theBoston Chronicleeacted similarly, rhetorically asking a stravan, slaveowning,

member of the opposition Awith what face can

ncluded. Al so excl ud e@azettaviich detlaresl the sulmesthood obBlatkicaonists, t o t h e

ut did not make a cl ear st at ement Cadbpearslaveovnes.! avery, no.
Before Somersetds trial was reported in Massachuset

Massachusetts press identified themselves in favor of slavery. Of those who criticized the practice in these years,

thirty such works appeared in journals aligned with the oppoditibe Boston GazettdEssex Gazettand

Massachusetts Sfpyor were identifiably written by or published in support of the opposition party. Four other

entrieswere apparently aimed at criticizing them, though, notabitwo which appeared in tHgoston PosBoy

originated in another colonial opposition journal, Bennsylvania Chroniclef December 21, 1767. Six remaining

works are too ambiguous in their party affiliation to be considered as exclusively in supgiitoe ofthe

popular party (e.gBoston ChronicleJanuary 30, 1770).

Journals aligned with the opposition tended to be more rabidly partisan than were those affiliated with the
government. Th&lewsLetterandPostBoy, f or i nstance, only became officiall
1768,andthepever became such stalwarts of the fAgovernment 6s
shortlived Boston Chroniclalid fulfill this function for a brief period between 1768 and 1769, but the paper folded
shortly after its primary publisher, John Mein, fled for England from a Boston molBdsienEveningPost
meanwhile, held itself to a standard of political impatrtiality, at least as far as it could in one of the most radically
patriotic town in the colonies. For more information o
Boston Printers, Publishers and Booksellers: 14800 ed. Benjamin Franklin V (Boston, MA: G.K. Hall & Co.,

1980) and Thomag,heHistory of Printingin America ed. Marcus A. McCorisofNew York: Weathervane Books,
1970)

i
b

3% Boston Newd etter, April 2, 1767.

399 Boston PosBoy, January 18 and 25, 1768. Gremersawt h e p a ptedaydoperatoasywhile
Russell, the older brother of Ezekiel, discussed belawtheir auction housen Queen StreeTheyii had mor e
employment in it than any other personinBostan o d ga t h e ma n goldWwegecensthwd Africans y
which Green and Russell advertised regularly in their p&hessell, at least, also personally held one enslaved
personDespite their support of the royalist party in the 1760s and early 1770s, neither man was an ideological
zeal ot, and they were able to maintain the respect of |
ThomasHistory of Printing 139140, Boston EveningPost June 12, 1769 axValuations 40.
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encroachments, when you yourself have encroached upon every thing that is held dear by

manki*®d?o

Government writers held no monopoly on the claim that the opposition could not speak
out for their own liberties without including the enslavatiwas a common refrain even among
popular party polemicistsand they appeared uncomfortable doing so intlgf the proslavery
arguments advanced by members of their party on the House floor. Such defenses were at least
well known enough outside the General Court that yet another writer Bo#ten Gazette
assuming the name of oildsatipZe themteees as hg charged hisa s op h
allies with failing to have done enough. Sl av
and the nature of things, o0 he sardonically no
a clear day, facing ¢hsun, there will be a black shadow follow[ing] behind him . . . does not this
extraordinary work of nature most remarkably
by the posteiour [ sic] s i-toldistoty ofthe @rge offtHam,al s o p |
suggesting that Asome of our American gentry
l ine from Nimrod the first hunter. o Ergo, #dth
yell ow meno as wel |l &s off o  enri st hid Hethlessipk@iragheasame
as Otis had in 1764, that those who held other people as property would not stop with enslaving

Black people; that the racial boundaries of enslavement were more porous than his audience

400 Boston ChronicleFebruary 8, 1768.
401 Boston Gazetteluly 13, 1767.
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mi ght 1 magine; that fApeople of the stamp of a

even make fAtheir own posteri®y, white as well

ASophi stesod also took New Englandds fApurit

observed that they were and had al ways been t

|l i berty, reason and the rights «afsuchpeoMefastd. 0 0
and pray for the preservation of their own rights and liberties; if at the same time they are
contriving all the ways they can to deprive o

Massachusetts had diverged from its mythical ideals,jad i ng At hese puritans
consistently with t he i*CoMtradict®ry a&s it may érst appear, f or t h
opposition writers |ike ASophisteso commonly
allies to help motivate them to actiandto strengthen the notion that the British Empire, and

Massachusetts especially, had a particular roll to play in the advancement of liberty.

Bostonodosineteswaorgshatdscrafted a useful narrat.
attack on slavery by the time Somerset arrived in the city in early 1768, perhaps convincing him
that they really weradvocates fothe rights of all mankind. These writers cast Otis and his allies
as virtuous exemplars combating the forces of despotic royalists. The popular party, in this
telling, was carrying on, or at | east restori
propagandist, who began his piegeting an attack Cotton Mather had made on the slave trade

in 1710, wrote t-Baglamthough evenLé@&Neéewof Light

402 Otis, Rights Asserted and Provets.
403 Boston Gazetteluly 13, 1767.
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concerning [slavery]o for a | ong time, at | ea
the greatness of this evil.o It was these sen

Afaint essays towards friddi rog timg ulsandc ef raommd to

even these | imited efforts to curtail slavery
thrown in clogs, to embarrass and divide the
than dAprivadehawne eafese ot edutt hi s bl ockade, and

thrown*®gdNiodB8eam No GhrettdetGimilanty, t danneowi ng that [l
blush . . . that Slavery is permitted in any of the British dominions, and especially for this

province, who claim not only the most refined sentiments of liberty, but profess the greatest
regard to ChristeampiaiysedThiahe waanwhwhod spoke
Amajority in the votes in favour of iit, o0 but

unnamed and unneedemtbe-named men hadoomed it taa legislative limbd©®

That the popular party had included antislavery as an important plank in their platform
should not obscure the fact that the problem of Black bondage was still a contentious issue in the
colony, even amonthe oppositon |1t t hreatened to sundier their-r
composed of whebtepherPattersoneferst o as Bost onés finascent repu
working class, 0 and me mb e ri furtherfbetwebnghose wlmmme r ci a
seriously sought the complete abolition of slavergséhwho were more comfortable focusing

their efforts on prohibiting the slave trade, and those who were reluctant to take any action

404Boston EveningPost May 2, 1768.
405Boston Gazettelanuary 18, 1768.
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against eithef®®Hi st ori ans are thus right to question
against slavery rose as high as their lofty rhetSfiEew if any in the colony were financially
dependent upon bringing enslaved Africans to
domestic market by the miti760s Those who were the most deeply invested in slavery at home
were typically royalistssuch as Green and Russell of BwstBoyor the Vassaland Royak,

intertwined familiesvho hailed from, andheld estates inthe Caribbeatf® Moreover, if slavery

was still viewed with ambivalence, the slave trade at least had long been derided by Bay

colonists as an unconscionable crime with which truesfgadng, protestants should have

nothing to do. As even committed antislavery activisthie colony believed that prohibiting the

slave trade would, eventually, lead to the demise of slaveryiitBaifton in its town resolves

had specified that Afor the total abolishing
i mportation and Tpapular paaydeaderg werefablestd farge @ wide coalition

of interests through legislation focuseddismantlingthe slave trad&® In this way they could

easily embarrass the British administration withmuhpromising h e  pbattletunityd while

al so offering white colonistsé moral absol uti

The popul ar partydés antislavery ambitions

1760s. It is nevertheless significant that contemporaries took their attacks against slavery

406 pattersonPolitical Parties 63.

“W7Ni chol asSonwset dt hé& Bi bl e, and the End of Hereditary
Somerset@250: Facts, Interpretations, Legaaes. Matthew Mason and David Waldstreicher.

408 For Green and Russell see n.4B8r the Vassaland Royallssee James H. Staikhe Loyalists of
Massachusetts and the Other Side of the American Revo(B@ton, MA: Stark, 19102852%4.

409 Boston Town Records, 174969 183.
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seriously. James Murray, for instance, Steuar
city, rushed to buy a couple of fABoyso in Mar
practiceo bill wA&%e Bettdd that thédtede dor amd evem withik, the s e .
colony faced imminent demise. It is quite possible he complained about this threat when visiting

the Steuart household, unwisely grousing while Somerset stood, listening, in the background. If

so, howeverit would not have been the only time Somerset heard of this news.

Somerset foll owed Steuart wherever ithe went
essentially hisvaldtand | i kely devel oped a particular f al
strategy through conversations his enslaver had with Bernard, Rsdchiand his fellow
customs commissionersuch as thenslaver Benjamin Hallowett! Steuart also made Somerset
run errands for himvhich would have allowed the enslaved man manyvaniéd opportunities
to speak with other Bostonians about the news of the day without fear of reprisal. It is unclear if
Somerset was | iterate. I f he was, then he cou
antislavery legislation himself. If he wasetnhe could have still easily asked one of his fellow
enslaved, such as Wheatley or the future activist Felix Holbrook, to read the papers out loud for
him.#*2But he did not need to receive this information even from the newspapers. He and the rest
of Bostonés Black population would have heard

|l i berty spoken every day as they wal ked down

410 etters of James Murray, Loyaligtd. Nina Tiffany (Boston, 1901), 158.

411 The Massachusetts Tax Valuation List of 17t Bettye Hobbs Pruitt, (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co.,
1978), 24.

4125ee Part Il for more on Holbrook.
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But then, whatlid Somerset and other enslaved people make of all this talk of liberty?
On the one hand, because of the popul ar party
at least found in Boston one of the few places in the Atlantic world where advodatitimes
abolition of slavery and the slave trade were making their way to the mainstream. Even full
throated antislavery activists like Anthony Benezet were being read in, and exerted a profound
influence upon, the colong developmentemd e al | t he ealéserepybEdeat
of his latest trackiA Caution and Warning to Gredritain and Her ColoniesThe printers
proudly advertised that they sold the work at their shop in September 1767, noting pointedly that
it was submitted to fithe serious Consideratio

POWERE o

Antislavery sentiment was beginning to flower in the Bay Colony from news and
pamphlets to even the pulpit. Boston divine Charles Chauncy, for instance, prieafeved of
the abolitionofslavery n t he same breath he argued against
encroachment§*And Sal ReseendB y dsel Webster, |ike Sal emd
recurrently argued for abolition as part of his larger crusade for social and moral ¥&féhae.
ri se of antislavery agitation in Massachusett
movement, indicating that white Bay colonists were experiencing something akin to their own

AMansf i el doiaaDavidi\aldstraicher describesaitnost a decade prior to Mansfield

413 Boston GazetteSeptember 21, 1767.

414 Charles Chauncyl'he Appeal to the Public Answergbston, MA: Kneeland & Adams, 1768), 115
117.

415 pickering inEssex GazettdNovember 8, 1768amuel Webster iBoston ChronicleMarch 2 1769.
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himself.As in postSomerseEn gl and, Bostonian sl avehol ders c
themsel ves that everybody (who mattered) bel.
servitude after the mid760s*'® It was an auspicious time for a young man captured in West

Africa to be living in Boston.

On the other hand, many of the popular par
outright racist, in their appealsmost notably Appletoin and the enslaved would have well
noted that both slavery and aBliack hostility were in many ways becoming more, not less,
entrenched, in 1760s Massachusetts than ever befor&oBhen New4 etterattacked a white

woman in Connecticut who married a Bl ack man

(

Master during his life; at the Expiration of whichoh h ar e t o be free. o Drap

by this performance, however. He was disguste
her is dué till spent her vital Flame, / Nothing but Infarine t e r n a | L&thraimil&65,0

he also ran fia description of an-Bmamadmmgdrm nAni
which resembled fAthe human Species in a consi
Though he noted tsuehii [ mMomnsti er §pawieldio fomvade t h
t he Disadvantage and Disquiet of many, 06 he 1|

Africans should be kept under strict control rather than convince themselves to act against the

slave tradé!®

416 David WaldstreicherS| aver yo6s Constituti on:(NéwrYorknNYRIgilvaod ut i on
Wang, 2009), 40.

417 Boston News etter, October 26, 1759.
418 Boston New etter, July 4, 1765.

183

t



The animugo whichDr aper gave voice was hardly new i
enslaved in the 176@sayhave been even more concerned about a decision Hutchinson and his
fellow justices, the royalists John Cushing and Peter Oliver, madlésan v. Cockrar(1764).
They upheld a lower court decision@oodspeed v. GajL763) that found that troveould lie
if or a*°Nhe guling notonly upset decades of local and British legal precedent. It
blithely relegated Black enslaved persons in Massachusetts more definitively into the realm of
property rather than people, potentially jeopardizing the limited protections ttdgrta

enjoyed as pseuekervants, pseud® u b j ect s . 't tilted the col onyd¢

and reality into closer conformity with slavery as it was practiced elsewhere in the Americas.

White colonistsd ambivalent approach to th
likely garnered correspondingly ambivalent feelings in Somerset. Perhaps the impression they
made on him, for good or ill, was less important than the actions of hiw fetislaved,
however. Many of those bound in Massachusetts not only espoused antislavery ideals but lived
them, seizing on the political and legal turmoil of the 1760s to speak up and free themselves. No
definitive link can be established between the faat many Black colonists began running away
from, or even suing, their masters while white colonists began rethinking their relationship to

slavery. But the timing is suggestive.

Freedom suits were but intermittently sought in Massachusetts prior to the 1760s, the last

on record dating from 175%° Enslaved persons in the colony began to take their masters to

419 Quincy, Reports of Case94-99.
420Bell,i Resear ch &®mmaries, 0
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court on a regular basis, however, shortly after Otis helped the Allen brothers escape their

bondage and began railing against the royal government. These actorgghadpeslv life toa

pattern in the colonyfirst established by Adam and Sewalhereby white and Black agitation

against slavery mutually reinforced and informed each other. An enslaved man named Prince, for
instance, successfully sued for his |liberty i
i nforming Oti o),y rteheaitmahned wbaust naolts o fAone of hi
Subjects. o Joseph Hawley for the defense seem
responding that APrince was a negro and Sl ave
which Negroes in the AmerinaGovernments and Colonies Subject to durosd V¢ King are
Servants and Sl aves. 0 Hawley was aware that s
and so tried to replant it in firmer terrain, but the jury did not buy it. Prince was freed and his

ensl averos | ackies f ai #@&mkyhadlittlarpapoa ® hopdtiee deci s

decision would be reversed.

Prince fought for his freedom in Hampshire Countyttoo far from Northfield and so
his suit was more likely the product of mere coincidence rather than political inspiration. The
case of Jenny Slew in Essex, however, was far more enmeshed in the larger currents of the 1760s

(Figure12).422 Slew was born to a white woman and a Black enslaved man in 1719. She claimed

421 Suffolk Files Collection, File #8407®ell,i Resear ch @&ummari es, 0O

2251 ewb6s experiences have been JeonybBléw Sues fol Her Ffeedent i onal i
(Learning Island, 2017).
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that John Whipple of I pswich had illegally en

his | awyerds, contention that @fASHe has never

2PHCourt Records of the Jenny S| ewAff@ganAimdricaui t agai n:
Studies CenteiOxford University Press, (accessed on November 16, 2023)
https://doi.org/10.1093/acref/9780195301731.013.34043
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Figure 12 Detail of Jenny Slewpswich Riverwalk MuralAlan Pearsall, 2005*

424Viewable athttps://historicipswich.net/2023/05/11/freeddarn-jenny-slew/. This modern rendition of
Jenny Slew depicts her victory over John Whipple, who is shown paying her court dues.
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It is possible, in a way, that both Slew and Trowbridge were right. At her birth, Slew was
supposed o have joined her motherds houséhShd d acc
woul d have thus served her motherds master as
adulthood. The combination of her servitude and skin color may have led others to mistake her
as an enslaved woman throughout her life, however, placing hdwitight position of
functional slavery but theoretically limited servieudVhatever was the case, it was not until
March 1765 that Slew decided to bring her suit, a year after the first slave trade bill was brought
before the House and Otis made his famous attacks on slavery. Significantly, she chose for her
counsel ft hLei biieSrotny 60 Benj ami n RKent gschevedktheof Ot i s 6
opportunity to Aenter into the Right of some
connect ed i Bhlegaly annecessay movdo the larger conversations of the day
when he noted that the right to absolute, arbitrarya ut hor i t y somePéaces seemst her i
established, o such as in the fAWes?t¥Inindies, o m

Massachusetts, he implied, it was not so well founded.

Justice Oliver and Cushing pAlieos. iTrbegdtheover S
former noted that At his i sod laothGfgreat @sesequdneet we e n

but Liberty of most | mport an @atussduitut viergrent wo, 0 C

425Kent would become a member of the North End Caucus, a patriot organization operating in Boston, in
the 1770s and he would represent at least six other freedom suers, though also three enslavers, by the end of the
Revolution;Clifford K. Shipton,Sibley's Harvard Graduatg8oston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1933),
8:220230; Elbridge Gosslhe Life of Colonel Paul RevefBoston, MA: 1891), 2:6385;Bell,i Re s ear ch
Su mma r66-H32;, 0

2 Adamso6 Minutes of the Argument : E§famders@inpg,eri or Co
National Archiveshttps://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adam€PBH2-000400020002 TheLegal Papers of
John Adamgseds. L. Kinvin Wroth and Hiller B. Zobel (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965)53:52
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and insisted, coQlitervaSalg t baOt €6l oubai msia Pres
slavery in the colony. Cushing was not wrong, practically speaking, in either case. The very

exi stence of Slewds case illustrates how Mass
towards the assumptiohdt enslaved children followed the status of their mother, despite the
stipulations of the AMIi x06t | ssueo | aw. Moreov
in the eighteenth century thatyen in a colony with less than typercent enslaved persansts

population there wasrising impression thatlaverywas the exclusive domain of people of
African and Indigenous descent. Cushingds ver
what ironically provided Slew with the means to contest her status, however, and he unwittingly
opened the door to futuresttdom seekers who were similarly desceridesilew was declared

free and won £4 for her troubles, plus court ct&tafter her, other Black women, such as

Violet Cudjoe, sued for freedom either for themselves or on behalf of their children, and they

may have taken encourageménin the novel opportunities opened up by the nascent imperial
crisis. | f the popul ar partyés antislavery ac

the freedom suits were pushing the popular party to act as well.

427 John Adams recorded th@lew v. Whippl&was an i mportant precedent in es
presumed to be slavesod but that it was sometime in the
children of a woman slave were the property of the master of the mother, andgtioatsrerre irtlasse rerunand
are Slaves in this Country. o The court clegal®apawdhoér e t hi s

John Adams2:49-63.

428 Charles Robert McKirdy discusses this case furtheFtie, Last Great Colonial Lawyer: The Life and
Legacy of Joseph Girdl§Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 201&8)%125. For primary sources
relating to this case and other freedom suits, see Jeal
17601 7 8 Bgrttd Shore Slavenyast accessed November 23, 2023 at:
https://northshoreslavery.org/freedomcases/index.php
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Consider the indictment of Joseph Collins, Benjamin Pepper, and John McClester. These
men, much like John Oliver in 1762, purchased the time, and then illegally enslaved, a free
person named William Benson in 17®86flronHe resi s
Carried him away and sold him as a Slave for Life without haveing any right or authority to do
so.0 The Middlesex Court of Judicature agreed
which they did in April 176%2° Bensorii along with Slew, Prince, and the Allen brothimgas
surely only one of many Bl ack persons to have
Massachusetts throughout tt@onialera. It seems an unlikely coincidence, then, that, shortly
after Bensonb6és case was resolved, the House f
the Aunwarrantable and unnatural o bill in 176
Sal es of *%lehgughy as sisuad, Massachusetts political and legal system seemed to
move in two directions at once when it came to slavery, from the perspective of an enslaved
person like Somerset, it may have seemed that the balance of power was shifting, slightly, i
their favor. Massachusettsoé | egal apparatus n
rather than the enslaver (even if there were significant efforts to institutionalize the practice writ
large), and at least forty men and women would succegsiud for their freedom by the end of
the Revolution. Amid this small burst of freedom, Somerset may have reflected that he too

would find a legal system in his favor if and when his own time came.

429 egal Papers of John Adarri 49;Bell,i Resear ch &#®Inmari es, o

430 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 42: -I7&® (Boston: Massachusetts Historical
Society), 140, 161, 165.
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Taking their masters to court was one of the few resources Black men and especially
women had to contest their bondage. But it was not always successful. When Amos Newport and
his son Dan tried to sue for their liberty, for instance, both failed to camttreccourts that they
were born naturally free, and thereby overcom
African bl &%So, theysremamines in ahairs. Alguments premised on innate equality
would not become legally or politically efficacious in Massachusetts until the early 1770s. At
least one Black woman who had heard the language of liberty, however, was able to channel her

experiences of the imperial crisis to enter |

Phillis Wheatley, like Somerset, had initially been captured in Africa before being
brought to Boston in the 1760s. Like Somerset, she was afforded a firsthand view of the colonial
protest movement, stationed as fsdiosetoBastonat her
Commons, where the townods r i*Qnlyonaaflerpesesoft he S
poetry appeared in printinthe 1760a peon t o Godds rMNewpatmpti ve gr ¢
Mercuryin 17671 but she wrote many others at this time which tied together antislavery

advocacy,ati mper i al agitation, and*®Mashestagcddhbes et t s o

poem AAmerica, 06 ANew England first a wilderne
round / From feild to feild the savage monste
Power, O Liberty, makes strongthe weakVd4 ( wondér ous instinct) Eth

431 egalPapers of John Adam&:56-57.

432 Besty Erkkila,fiProvocation: Phillis Wheatley on the Streets of Revolutionary Boston and in the Atlantic
World, Barly American Literaturgvol. 56, no. 2 (2021): 35372.

433 Newport Mercury December 21, 1767.
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Charging Great Britain with shackling New Eng
Otisd6 earlier claims to ask, inwhat no more En

viens |/ The Kindred he [ Amer i c &heatteyowro®er eat Br i

herself into New Englanddés | egacy. She promis
colonies be embraced again in filial l ove, th
increase |ike theeo a“d prosper in glorious f

Wheatley only reached widespread renown with the publication of her elegy to George
Whitfield in 1770 and especially after the publicatiorSoime Poems on Various Subjaats
17735 But Somersesurelyencountered heat some pointluring his time in Boston, and the
two bondspeople may have talked at length. She was enslaved to John Wheatley, a high ranking
Afriend of the governmento who inevitably cro
late 1760$*St euart |l i kely lived close to the Wheatl
Customs Commissioners who did not feel the need to flee to Castle Williams in 1768 to escape
t he c ol ®'Mindsdperbapd thre enslaved man and woman shared their thoughts of the
colonial protest movement together, taking solace in the antislavery expressions they saw

sprouting up around them, discussing just how far the popular party might go in their campaign

434/ A me r The Rognss of Phillis Wheatlesd.Julian Mason Ji(Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2018), 12%

435 phillis Wheatley A Elegiac Poem, on the Death of the Reverend George Whit@izdtbn: Ezekiel
Russell 1770) andPoems on Various Subjects, Religious and Mf@irahdon: 1773).

436 For more on Wheatley and her life, 2avid WaldstreicherThe Odyssey of Phill i s Wh
Journey Through American Slavery and IndependéNe& York, NY: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2023jrnelia
H. Dayton, iLast Years Recovered JohnNeREnglendQuarteryd Phi | | |
vol. 94, no. 3 (2021): 30951, Vincent CarrettaPhillis Wheatley: Biography of a Genius in Bonddgéhens:
University of Georgia Press, 2011).

437Essex Gazettdvlarch 14, 1769Boston EvenindPost March 20, 1769.
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encouraged at least that they might be some of the last men and woman stolen from Africa to be
brought to Bostonés shores. We can only i magi
unfortunately. It is certain, however, that they were not the only twis smthink in this

moment that their peoplesd time in bondage mi

Somerset made at least some friends with his fellow ensBastthniansand even some

white colonistswhile he livedinMas sachusett s. Nat hani el Cof fin,
subordinat e, for 1 nstance, wrote to his boss
familyds sl aves, fidesire to be mentioned in t

St e u*¥ Bomerset also probably knew, or had at least run into, James, a man enslaved to

Ri chard Lechmere, a staunch supporter of the
collector, Thomas. If so, Somerset would have followed along all the mosdyclasen he

heard his friend sued for his freedom in 1769
own suit against William Muzzy3° By September James was a freeman. Perhaps his fight for
freedom influenced Somersetodés decision to ado

England a year and a half later.

Charles Steuart was called to England to care for his family, leaving Boston behind in
October 1769'*° Somerset may have been as reluctant to leave the city as his master was eager

to. His preferences notwithstanding, however, he was prore forced to travel thousands of

438 Coffin to Steuart, Aug. 7, 176Steuart Correspondence and Papers

439 James v. Richard Lechme769), Bellfi Re s e ar ¢ h H{r8ndames H.eStarKde Loyalists
of Massachusetts and the Other Side of the American RevdlBtiston, MA: Stark, 1910), 41314.

440 Boston PosBoy, Ocibber23, 1769.
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miles across the Atlantic Ocean, far from nearly anyone that he had ever known or loved. It was
not long after their arrival in England that he finally fled the man who claimed him his for the
past twentytwo years. Extant records are silent as to whyitisal Perhaps Somerset was fed

up, resentfubf his forced removal from continent to continent to continent, from city to city to

city to city to city to city, over the last two decades. Perhaps Steuart had abused his otherwise
Aabl eo s er venworttoo barsklye Orpeshaps 8dmerset now had greater confidence
that he would find legal protection due to his official conversion to Christianity in 1771. Just as
likely, he had been influenced by the antislavery agitation he witnessed, the peop&vharidh

the connections he made in Boston. He could not possibly have forgotten the men and women
who had made their own flights and fights into liberty during his time there. Whatever was on his
mind, Somerset escaped. Finding indeed a legal systemfavbis he was declared freed of

Steuart on June 22, 177%.

441 For some of the recent literature on Somerset, speculation as to why he fled, and the impact of his trial
onthe AngleAt | anti c worl d, besides those included in this vo
Slavery, Villeinage and the Makingo Whi t eness i n t h eHistSrp WaekshepJourn@Nos7g (177 2)
(2011)529;Dani el J. Hul sebosch, ONothing but Llabkadty: @A Some
History ReviewNo. 24 (2006)647-657, and Steven M. Wis&hough the Heaves May Fall: The Landmark Trial
That Led to the End of Human SlavéBambridge, MA: DeCapo Press, 2005).
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CHAPTER 5: THE PROVINCIAL DIMENSIONS OF AN IMPERIAL
CONTROVERSY

Bostonds influence on Somerset is a matter
the emergent antislavery movement in Boston is empirically demonstrable. By recovering the
provincial dimensions dbomersét s r ecepti on i n the Bay Col ony,
was ignored by the patriot party, that it worked as a foil for proslavery sentiments among them,
and/or that it was a major contributing cause to their eventual severance with Great Britain see
farless certaif”?Bef or e news of Somerseto6s trial reache
local antislavery movement looked as though it had spent its force. Afterwards, a newspaper war
re-ignited popular antislavery sentiment in Massachusetts, motivating in turn aagjBlazk
petitioners to undertake what would become the first organized, interracial, even successful,

campaign for abolition in American history, the subject of Paftll.

442 patricia BradleySlavery, Propaganda, and the American Revolutiatkson, MS: UPM, 1998), 66
80; George Van Clevé\ Slaveholders' Union: Slavery, Politics, and the Constitution in the Early American
Republic(Chicago University of Chicago Pres2011), 3138; Gerald HorneThe CounteiRevolution of 1776:
Slave Resistance and the Origins of the United S(Ates York New York University Pres014), 20919; Thea
K. Hunter,fiPublishing Freedom, Winning ArgumengomersetNatural Rights and Massachusetts Freedom Cases,
17721836 (PhD diss.Columbia University2005), 109128; Edward Rugemekaw of Slavery and the Politics of
Resistanc€Cambridge Harvard University Presg018), 18083; WaldstreicherS| aver yés:Fmnst i t uti or
Revolution to RatificatiofNew York: Hill and Wang, 2009) Mat t hew Mason is one of the
Boston Patriot press became the forum for the most intense North American debateeodet 0 A Nor t h Amer i c
Calm, West Indian Storm: The Politics of the ,333@merset |

“For other recent studies on the subject, see Cherr
Sl averyds Abol it Newrkngiand Qihaes|ywa. 81 Mos 1e(201439-181; Christopher
Cameron;To Plead Our Own Cause: African Americans in Massachusetts and the Making of the Antislavery
Movemen{Kent, OH: Kent State University Pres2014), 5669; and Daniel Mandeli 6 A Nat ur al & Unal i €
Ri ght 6: New Engl and Revol uti onar RemPmbeéringthe®evslutiannd Af r i ca
Memory, History and Nation Making from Independence to the Civi| @& Michael A. McDonnell, Clare
Corbould, Frances M. Clarke, and W. Fitzhugh Brundage (Bobkoiversity of Massachusetts Pre2613).
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BeforeSo me rrseeg ddrst age t he sitwuation | ooked grir
Massachusettso6é rising antislavery tide had re
movement, to a temporary nadir after another legislative push to end the slave trade failed in
1771.Governor Bernard had fled for England in August 17&8ortly before Somerset and
Steuart disembarked themselve®llowing a scandalous release of his private correspondence
to imperial officials where he advocated for the curtailment of colonial i@seitieutenant
Governor Hutchinson filled Bernardds shoes un
own right in March 1771, despite his own attempt to resign from higher office. Between
Bernardds departure and hipsHutchinson lzad leenmatpatkedo n - o f
incessantly by Otis and his protégé, Samuel Adams, for corruption, tyranny, and general
malfeasance. And he came under even greater fire after the death of Christiain Sgioleng
boy whom Wheatl ey ydwb boed tthhdeaitfmnfpidres ta amadrsti ® f St
fellow customs officeEbenezer Richds on i n February 1770, and the
including the Afrelndian, Crispus Attucks, by members of th& Zegiment of Foot on King

Street the notorious fifth of March?

The Boston Massacre helped Adams keep colonial agitation alit throughout 1770. But the

recensiorin that same yeaf most of the Townsend Acts of 178768, except foaninnocuous

tax on tea, threatened to cut the wind from t
opposition leadersn ow st yl i ng t hieware sctoungirgy fofign sdue thabtheg o
phillis Wheatl ey, 0 OlmeColleated \Daksed.Hohw G. Shiglds (Ne®yaorkd e r , 0

Oxford University Press, 1988perena ZabinThe Boston Massacre: A Family Histdiyew York: Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt, 2020); Eric HinderakeB o s t o n 6 s (CMebsdgea Harvard University Press, 2017); Hiller
B. Zobel, The Boston Massack®lew York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1996).
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hoped would help revitalize their flagging movement. One of the many they landed on was the
issue of slavery. They sought to test Hutchinson as soon as the new governor assumed office,

hoping to paint him into a corner. He willfully obliged.

Antislavery agitation had already slowed in the colony amid the dramatic episodes taking
place throughout 1769 and 1770. A few articles nevertheless continued to appear in the press,
especially in the pages of Sa maldgheEsddaGareties r ec e
(est. 1768), and Black plaintiffs continued to take their masters to court. Peter and Kate, two
siblings, sued Moody Bridges for their freedom a few years into their majority (Peter was 23 and
Kate 21 when thefiled their case) in 169, as did Job Tack in 1770, a blacksmith in Plymouth
who objected to his sale to one Stephen SamffSémneither instance is it clear on what
grounds these suers claimed their freedom, though it was almost certainly dependent on their
ability to show their heritage to a free mother. Violet Cudjoe, for instance, also found herself
once more in the courts this time, suing for the liberation of her child, Ned Lewis, based on her
recentlyreclaimeds t at us as a fAifree woman. 0 What was not
that she was able to extend her freedom to her child, a clear example how of Massachusetts had
departed from its local legal precedence, but also that she as well as anotloen Beednamed
Jude both insisted YTheykep alivethe motionh that in thesBritisliS u b j e ¢

Empire, and Massachusetts especially, those of African descent were either subjects or slaves,

“HEssex Count y NBrthgherd Slavery@tpsg/moghshoreslavery.org/freedomcasesll,
iResear ch PBB8hamhs8s3b.e s, 0

“HEssex Count y NBrthgherd Slavery@tpsg/moghshoreslavery.org/freedomcasesll,
iResearch &®83nmaries, 0
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two irreconcilable conditions. They, | ike Ada

to decide.

TheEssex Gazettand theBoston New4 etterboth publishedrticlesagainst the slave

trade in the months after the Boston Massacre
makes her boast of Liberty; that calls hersel
was the suppl i er itoprodute sush, they enconrags the Afriiah Rrincesta e r

go to war with one another, and to spread wretchedness among their own humane, innocent,
well-disposed subjects . . . See Anthorey B e zCGadtiGnsand Warning*®’ Earlier that year,

both had also noted approvingly how in Phil ad
singular proof of their humanity and | ove of
slaves. 0 ATo what pur ptheneisitts agpose the triyeoftlief t he pr

British Pt , whil st we ourselvé® set the example

The most significant antislavery attack to emerge inghrgodwas in minister Samuel
Cookebs election sermon of June 1770. This wo
EdesandGi , as the newly dubbed APrinters to the
par ti al IEgsextazettdadke hadspreached to Hutchinson and the General Court
assembled, exhortingtheemh ow fiWhen the righteous are in au
when the wicked bear etohk erbusl ep,0itnhtes pceooud Ide nnoctu rb

as they did on the aftermath of Bernardo6s dep

447 Essex Gazetté\ugust 7, 1770Boston News etter, August 2, 1770.
448 Boston Newd etter, February 15, 177Essex Gazettdlarch 6, 1770.
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faithful rul er, 0 he | ect ur e-tMen, whavard ofthesame f or ge
species with himself, and by nature eguden who are the offspring of God, and alike formed

after his glorious i mage. 0 Maososkaec hruesiettetrsadt efdo uan
reminding his audience of AOur fatherso at ev
foll owed their noble progenitorsé6 example ATH
being delivered from the dominion of sin, webeme t he true sons of God. ¢
felt that he could ATrust, o ndpleadithe canseafasi on,
African slaves; and humbly propose the pursuit of some effectual measures, at least, to prevent

the future importatiom f t hem. 6 He argued that Massachuset
which the colony had been |l ong in arrears. AL
patrons of liberty, have dishonored the Christian neamel degraded human nature, ngéola

|l evel with the beasts that perish. o6 He noted
merchandize of slaves, and the souls ofihear den our hearts against |
moans. 0 Let it then be teos pietchiealgllyo,r yi tohfi st hriess
Assembly . : . to lead in the cause of the op
vengeance of heavérprocure you the blessing of multitudes of your fellow men ready to

perist® be highly approved by our comméather, who is no respecter of persons, and we trust,

an example which would excite the highest att

appearing in the same pagesfHssex Gazettee pr i nt ed Cookeds ser mon,
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New Englandés c¢climes, he claimed, fAthe bare m

every Man, but especially every Freé® Ameri can

B o s t @ppoédit®on leaderseeded no further prompting to revive their dormant
antislavery legislation, but they may have also taken note of a patriotic elegy published by the
soonto-bef amous Phillis Wheatley. She wrote on t he
and eulogizedim in such a way as to write him into the colonial opposition movement and as a
friend of the enslaved, while insisting that
Americans. 0 She r e mafirAneedr iocna nheormd& eWhei a beef ri de/l dVBhse r

were crimsondd wit h -totsehtle refegemde tothe Bosten Mgssacre.! 0 a

Take God A6émy dear Americans, 0 she, via White
laid / Take him ye Africans, helongsforyg / | mpar ti al Saviour, is h
ANeBvngl and sure, doth feel the Orphanés smart,
wouldthrive**®*Wh e at | eyds wor k was highly popular, qui

Boston and Salem alorsgonbecoming the talk of the colorfy! Even Black Bay colonists
were speaking out against British tyranny! Perhaps then they too really were among the

AAmeri cans . ) ) burdendédd sore. o

It was al most exactly a year after the Bos

publication, and one month after Hutchinson took office, that the House once more deliberated

449 Samuel CookeA Sermon Preached at Cambrid@oston: Benjamin Edes and John Gill, 1770), 1%, 13
14, 4042; Essex Gazettdune 19, 1770.

40\Wheatley Elegiac Poemg-7.

4S1Essex Gazett@ctober 16, 177Gassachusetts Spf@ctober 11, 177MBostorPostBoy, October 15,
1770;Boston GazetteOctober 15, 177@oston New4 etter, October 18, 1770
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on the issue of slavery. This time, however, the legislation was championed almost exclusively

by representatives from western Massachusetts, including Elisha Porter of Hadéph

Hawleyof Northampton, John Worthington of Springfield, David Ingersol from Great

Barrington, and Daniel Oliver from HardwiéR? It is difficult to determine to what extent these

men took the lead on this issue of their own volition. Porter, a firm patriot, chaired the committee
to draft the new | aw and made the initial mo t
preventte | mportation of Slaves from Africa. 0 He
the patriot leadershomasCushing and Samuel Adams, however, both of whom continued in

their capacities as the Speaker and Clerk of the House, respectively.

Cushing and Adams held an iron grip on al/l
positions and the Houseds substanti al patriot
presented for the Assemblybés consi dethaméni on an
were also fixated at this time on bringing th
effort Adams had spearheaded with Otis beginning with the Massachusetts Circular Letter of
1768%3They may have used this chance, then, to demonstrate the breadth of opposition
sentiment throughout Massachusetts by conspiring with Porter and his fellow westerners to join a
legislative push that was both widely popular as well as of provincial, tadremerely

municipal, interest. They also likely delighted in forcing Ingersol and Oliver to participate in this

452 For brief biographical details of these men, 6ford Shipton,Si b | e y 6 GradtateqBostond
Massachusetts Historical Society, 19709: 96-100; Schutz L egislatorsof the Massachusetts General Coaa5,
260,2989, 315,391.

43geeThomasii Par t i s a RattdPsonPalitical Basties@rown, Revolutionary PoliticsandRobert
Taylor, Western Massachusetts in RevolutiBrovidence: Brown University Press, 1954).
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action. Both men were heavily affiliated with the court partgwould have been chagrined at
their involvement in a bill clearly geared towards humiliating Hutchson. Even if they objected to
any of the actdés provisions in committee, the

had little hope of defeatingwthen it reached the floor.

It is possible, though, that at least Porter, Hawley, and Worthington were eager to join in
this effort as sincere enemies of slavery. Hawley had earlier supported the 1760s antislavery
legislation, and all three men were prominent lawyers in Hampshinetgonaking it all but
certain that they were aware of the arguments Amos (who had been sold by Ingersol in 1729)
and Dan Newport had made against their enslavement kie&r&ounty Court of Common
Pleas a few years earlier. Worthington and Hawley kad@®@ been directly i nvol
suit of 1763. Whereas the former, a soft patriot, had defended Prince in that case, Hawley, one of
thewest ern count i,eshéa d edaedfienngd epda tPrriiontcse 6s ensl| av
only been acting in an impatrtial, professional, capacity in that instance, and we should not place
too much stock in the ar gume‘tPesapsthey hadbeenrmade o
personally convinced by the impressive array of case law and philosophical reasonings that their
coll eagues presented on other ensPOypmedapper son
like many others in the colony, they thought that white colonists held a limited legal right to own

other human beings in bondage, but felt that the perpetuation of the slave trade was socially,

®party affiliation had no clear influence on which
suits. Though the patriots Benjamin Kent, John Lowell, and Theophilius Parsons appear to have been particularly
dedicated representatives of the enslavedrésenting seventeen plaintiffs between them), across the party as a
whole, as was the case for those aligned with the court faction, there was a roughly equal distribution between
advocating for the enslavers and the enslaved

455 | egal Papers of John Adan55-58.
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economically, and politically baneful. We will never know for sure. But, at the very least, the

enslaved themselves halinost certainly nf |l uenced these | egi sl ator si

Sentiment and strategy are almost always impossible to parse. But there had clearly been
a political sea change on the issue of slavery now that the patriots held possibly the greatest
contr ol of the General Court tdlieay77awiheill7th enj oy
ABill to prevent the I mportation of Slaves fr
serious opposition. It was ordered fArecommit:t
days after its introduction, but-eamerged oly slightly modified, and slightly more specifically,
as a ABill to Prevent the I mportation of Negr
it was read twice more, passed to be engrossed, amended by James Otis, who had finally been
electedtd he Council, concurred in, and fApassed to
ordained to become law a mere 12 days after its introduction. The slave trade, at least, would be

effectively prohibited, had not Governor Hutchinson refused to*sfgn.

No more willing to allow antislavery legislation to pass than his predecessor, Hutchinson
summarily vetoed this latest billas well as two others the patriots had passed threatening the
royal gover nment sifontbeogrotndsdhat theyolatetd higinsttuotibng n y
from Great Britain (Appendix D). Hutchinson claimed that signing the importation statute
(which was Aof new and unusual natureo) was b
Bernard or himself, but he also implied that even iftnda, he still would not support such a

Ameerly moral o proposal. He explained to his

456 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 47: 117701 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical
Society, 1978), 197, 211, 215, 219, 228, 234, 236, 2404342
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to this Billo was said to be fAia scruple upon
slavery. But if that were the case, he thought it was jurisprudentially meritless. Hutchinson

insisted that Massachusetts law did not actually recognizeglaverTher e wer e onl y f
the colony, he claimed, protected in the@rsonand property, who had simply bound themselves

ifor a term of years exce e iThisgvastalemarkablyd i nar y t
cynical move for a man who had done so much t

protections over the past decade. Hutchinson proved through his jockeying howflicibée,

the myth of the slaveless society could be.

Though the patriots had hither trghteeusccessf u
self-conceptios into a genuinely antislavery, though perhaps not abolitionist, force for the first
time in the colonyés history, the governor, a
traditional grounds: an ideology which could simultaneously deny that glaxisted while
protecting its perpetuation in practice. The matter was simply political in the spring ofahd71,

Hut chi nson Kk new otingwas guaetbesidethe@ant. Hie epeies Wece making

use of the importation bill, along with the other acts the governor vetoed, to insist on the

|l egi sl atureds independence from parliamentary
to make use odiny argument at his disposal to combat their pretensions. He knew that the bill

iwill be again offered td*®me in another sessi

47Thomas Hutchinson to Lord Hillsborough, May 17KssachusettStateArchives Vol. 27 (Baston),
157-160.

458 |bid.
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White colonial antislavery advocacy was indeed bothsaifing and contingent, as
Hutchinson implied in his letteThe patriotknew they had nothing to lose by forwarding this
bill. If the governosigned it, the slave trade would finally come to an end, and they would look
like heroes. And if he did not, it was further proof of his incorrigible villainy. Indeed, it is hard to
imagine that antislavery legislation would have received as much stifgorthe populacum:
patriot party as it did if it was ngbpolitically useful. The opposition leader John Hancock, for
instance, was one of if not the richest man in the colblig/family fortune had been built,
indirectly, on the back of enslaved labws throughout the British Atlantic. Though he had never
bought or sold slaves himself, he was closely associated with other Basteth merchants who

did. Moreover, when he inherited a man named Cato from his uncle in the early 1760s, Hancock

kepthimn bondage unti |l he was 33 ,nhiswilkthatttpe Hancoc
enslaved mashould be freé Cat o was still a fAservanto i n H,
representative el ped draft and | obby f or trhaec toirciegoi nbaill
of 17674%°

Massachusettsdé newspapers, meanwhil e, cont
beings within the same pages they published e

E v i*®Betveen 1770 and 1775, it appears that no journal published more runaway and slave
forrsal e advertisement BostorhGazett€chbled3) ABweréisendentawere Gi | 6 s

the lifeblood of any paper and, as the most popular journal in the colony in 17Bbstoe

49 william F. Fowler,The Baron of Beacon Hill: A Biography of John Hanc@&ston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1980), 48, 77 78.

460Boston Gazette Mar ch 16, 1767; R o bferrSale Afvertisereenisoo e®b2e3r s Jr .
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Gazetteook full advantage of this critical revenue source, its own published criticism against
enslaved advertisemerit$ii s it not a gl ari ng abfsourr diiNoy, t he

F a u Ii hoBvihstanding'®!

Nothing more clearly underscores how fragile patriot support of the enslaved could be,
however, then their pres® ¢ o v e Bladyman aamedaAndrew, a deponent in the Boston
Massacre trials in 1770. Andrew was a firsthand witness to the carnage of March 5, and he was
brought in to testify to what he saw. But, apparently, his narrative of events did not fit the patriot
script, emphasing as it did how the Bostonians may have been the aggressors in the conflict.
Edes and Gill consequently slandereddhiaracter, suggesting he was dull witted and slow, of a
lively imagination, and prone to lyirf§? More vicious still was a pair of acrostics published by

| sai ah MassachuaestsoSpy 1771 (Figure 4).

4lBoston Gazette July 18, 1768. Stephen Botein, fi6oMeer Mecl
and Political Strat egi ePerspedtivesimAmerican &listodl.rA €1075)c 12¥P25P r i nt er s
Mary Ann Yodelis, AWho Paid the P-17p@8o@rdalsmMdonogsaphsng Econ
No. 38 (1975); Jordan E. Taylor, fAEnquire of the Print

North American Slave Trade, 17148 0 EarlyopAmerican Studie$2020):287323
462 Boston Gazettelanuary 7, 21, 28, 177Wassachusetts SpJanuary 18, March 7, and March 14, 1771.
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Table 3
Occurrences of "Negro" or TfiNegroeso ild78%¥Mass
Boston Gazette 354
Boston New4 etter 306
Boston EveningPost 265
Essex Gazette 155
BostonPostBoy 108
Massachusetts Spy 73

463 The outputs in Table 3 are illustrative, but far from definitive, compiled from a simple word search for
ANegrodo and fiNegroeso in Massachusetts advertisements |
Ameri cadbds Hi st,dtastacceased oN &dunedbp3zapwvew.isfowebnewsbank.comThey provide, at
best, a rough minimum number of times each Massachusetts paper published advertisements of enslaved men and
women in their pages as runaways or as commodities for slave via auction or by individuals. They are also broadly
illustrativeofe ach paper 6s publication rate of such content r el
advertisements were typically published three times apiece, and some of the journals occasionally published
antislavery advertisements that used thedvori Negr oes. 6 | f we cautiously assume
asonet hi rd of all i nstances aldJMrdsgmentdreferring tdtheesale, auetisntng,arpp e ar e
escape of enslaved perspasd if we assume an average run time of three weeks for each such notice, the
Massachusetts Spfpr instance, likely published hmuchmore than thirty distinabotices with this conterdverits
first five years. In the case of tlB®ston Gazetteat least, the results provided in Table 2 seem reasonably accurate
as that journal published on average faright slavefor-sale or runaway advertisements a year from 1720 to 1784,
and the numbers givabovesuggest it was publishing severdge on average between 1770 and 1775, a span of
time which saw higher numbers of enslaved sales and runaways than almost any other in the eighteenth century;
Robert E. Desrocher s, Jr . yandHinteEightebnifoetnu rue yT eNlelws Ean g3 tamrd
(PhD diss. Johns Hopkins University, 2001), 42.
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lFor te MASSACHUSETTS SPY..
An AcCRoOSTIC,

A NDREW a-naughty black! O ﬁr:nge !

N o one would think a black would changel

D ifcipled in a tory’s fchool !

R eads, talks and reafons like a fool |

E xperienc'd bere to lye for fome!
W ill do to fend to lye at bome / ! /

MMI

F&r the MASSACHUSETTS £PY.
4n Atrortic,

A s Negroes :I?b s5:78 0D ]udgpmentmnt
No wnnder t vice with her airs is {o free !

| Device iﬁdluw:unn’i do commonly ftand | |
1R afated in friend(hip and join hand in hand !
1E wperience doth teach us that poor black
- and white!

w Yien blended tegether, as one,wi'l unite ' |

Figure13Acr osti cs of MAssathusets Spyaengary @®and March 7, 1771
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The patriotsd support of antislavery | egis
against antBlack prejudice. Many among their number remained happy to advocate against the
slave trade simply to halt the increase of Africans brought to MassachNesttstheless, many
others were coming to sincerely believe that slavery was both wrong and morally outrageous.

This included Thomas who, despite his occasional forays into nastpadiey, dedicated his

time and effort more than any other wHitay colonist over the coming years to supporting both

the antislavery movement i n Mas*@aaeamhld/det ts and
onwards, after Otis had more or | ess retired

Samuel Hall and Ezekiel Russell came close to matching his antislavery record (Appendix B).

Hall, as we have already seen, was a committed supporter of the patriot party and an early
advocate of Black | iberation. He pr Newpoed Phi l
Mercuryin 1767, as well as h&legyto Whitefield in 1770 When he set up shop for the
Essex Gazettia Salem in 1768, he established what would soon become one of the strongest
outlets for antislavery agitation in the British Empire. Deacon Pickering, for instance, appeared
in his pages in January of 1771. IiAdmiick&isgsi ng a
prayed that his countrymen Areform such open
he cried out, fAls Oppression, Fraud, Violence

Acustom . . . ta Ineidg hitAymeTryi rcaamnt oGetnhta | es t o ens|

464Besides his attacks on Andrew, Thomas also condemned Lord Dunmore in dff@5the Virginian
governor issued his infamous proclamation offering freedom to enslaved men who left their masters to fight for the
imperial governmeritias a fAdoughthi Ef hibomina -i h g Massashusetts gy Negr o
(Worcester), May 24, 1776.

465 Newport Mercury December 21, 1767; Wheatlésiegiac Poem
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as we get them in our Power, not suffering th
signed himself in thisTiemsanaeavwherefidsadtdcensume w Pr o
British manufactures the first of many men Hall published whoent t wi ned t he patr.i

imperial agitation directly to their efforts to abolish slavify.

Hall was also the first New England printer to run a widely read tale of two Black men in
Saint Croix who chose to die rather than 1|ive
an instance of an heroic and unshaken sense of friendship, among péesolass that we have
accustomed ourselves to consider, and indeed (often iofithiee disgrace of humanity) to treat
as barbarians, that | could not dHeamhspese wi t h

Christianso heluskldi d. AHear it and b

Ruselbasellubbed fASon of Liberty, o6 and Thomas W
Hall. All three seemed to have been impressed deeply by the need to combine religion, reason,
and resistance to British opposition in support of not only efforts to end slaveryaisn to
empower t he c ol %RyssebwaBthedirstin Massachusettso.print
Wh e a t ElegytodVéhitefield (though Hall and Thomas followed him with their own editions)

and was involved in printing the most strident antislavery pamphlets to appear in Massachusetts

466 Essex Gazettedanuary 8, 1771. This article also appeared ilCtivnecticut Gazettdanuary 18, 1771.
Pickering had been selected moderator of a Salem town meeting which condemned local importers of British goods
a few months prior, making it likely he was now publishing what he hadsdftht occasionMassachusetts Spy
October 6, 1770.

467 Essex Gazett@ctober 22, 177 ewport MercuryNovember 11, 177Boston PosBoy, November
18, 1771, Connecticut GazettdNovember 22, 177 Brovidence GazettdNovember 23, 177 New Hampshire
Gazette December 13, 177Connecticut CourantDecember 17, 1771.

468 Ezekiel Russell to R. Draper, May 21367,in Russell Family Papers, 174986, MSS 0.928, Phillips
Library, Peabody Essex Museum and William Jenks Family Papers, #4948 Massachusetts Historical Society.
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during the 1770s. He would switch political allegiances with some frequency before definitively
realigning with the patriot party by 1775he temporarily joined the court faction when he ran
theCensorin 17721772, and then stood out as the colon
between 1772 and 1774ut he never wavered in his antislavery commitm&itshomas,

meanwhile, threw himself into the opposition movement early on in his career, tying the two
campaigns together. HMassachusetts Spyickly became one of the most well circulated

newspapers in British North America (enjoying more subscribers th&ogten New4 etter

and theBoston Gazetteombined by 1775) as well as the most prolific publisher of antislavery

writings in the years leading up to independefiGe.

Thomas began his antislavery carebssex by rep
Gazette n January 1771, which he followed with an
perhaps the most unsparing antislavery attack to have appeared in British North America to

date?’! Exclamations doted the diatripend the writer was nowhere more aghast that men were

Ljiterary historian Lyon Richar déblsioryofBaryf | y traces
American Magazines, 1741789(New York, N.Y.: Taylor & Francis, 1978), 159.

40Carol Sue Humphreyi Thi s Popul ar Engine: 0 New England Newsp:
Revolution, 1778.789(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1992);72 Yodelis,Who Paid the Piper?Arthur
SchlesingerPrelude to Independence: The Newspaper War on Britian,-17886(New York: Knopf, 1958),

Appendix A.

Thomasd support of the antislavery movement in his
bi ographers. The most complete investilgaomodBr @it The® mtac
Patron: The Life Story of Isaiah Thom@séew York: D. AppletorCentury, 1935) and Clifford Shiptotsaiah
Thomas: Printer, Patriot and Philanthropist, 124831 (Rochester, NY: Leo Hart, 1948). A slew of smaller

monographs, as well as articles, have also covered Tho
Onufés work on Thomas is the most notabl eeNewncl udi ng 0,
Nati ond Relwwtlwrnte,ohary Propheci es: Theds. RabertiMdSeMcBonadnd t he

and Peter Onuf (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2021). Hall and Russell have garnered little historical
attention, though brief bi ogr aldisioryefPrinting 158164, h771M& n may be
2746, 284.

41 Massachusetts SpgJanuary 10, 1771.
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Afdegraded to rank with brutes! boud@ltyhisand sol
brother! o than that this took place not only
storied New Engl and. fbhgland is stakd with the ddrrid guit ofs p e a k
slavery!o he said. Again, Al reflect wi-th ast
England--may God soon put a period to this great abomination! . . . Let all honest men who fear

God and hate iniquity, unitedir endeavours to relieve the oppressed, and wipe off the reproach

of slavery fromNewEn gl and, from America, from the Britd.i
AMay t he |Magpackubetisteotr st hoef nobl e .@mnxlaynptl ee 0 fhvee cmd
hope that God will smile upon us, that he wil
Ot herwise, the colonists would be enslaved th

unright &dbusness. 0

Committed as they were to ending slavery, especially in their home colony, Hall, Russell,
and Thomas had a difficult time carrying the
antislavery legislation of 1771. Thomas reprinted a more conventatialavery piece from the
Pennsylvania Gazetta February 1772 which insisted, based in part on the example of the
Westl ndi a islands, that sl avery waé$andHathtpdky unwi
a brief potshot at Hutchinsonamonthlar , asking AW Il our Governo
Africans may go free, and the yoke br%ke, the
Thomas took his own passing jab at Hutchinsaserving that the governscornedi t h e

whole representative body in as cavalier a manner as a West India planter might be supposed to

472 Massachusetts SpJune 27, 1771.
413 Massachusetts Splfebruary 27, 177 Essex Gazettdarch 24, 1771
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do at hiisbut Wasgtheomses arcupied collecting subscribers for a new pamphlet
against the slave tradé*Thi s woul d not appear until the f al
however, and the only other antislavery article to appear in the early months of the year came
from the pen of the opp Bsston Evenmgostr i it @a n SAACionrsaxca (
addressed himself to Athe attention of those

t hat fAas soon as [the enslaved] had by their
been at in bringing them here they should Haeen made free, had lands given them as your

own people have, and been incorporated as your own people are, and had the same protection

and encour age me nMfPThis Was a wegful ¢alsnot orlysfor Blacloliberation

but equal civil rights as fellow subjects in the British Empire, but no other writers in

Massachusettseeded it until several months later.

The enslaved themselves were not content to let the matter rest in the hands of their
imperfect allies, however. They proved themselves even more indefatigable foes to their bondage
than any white colonistias oraspired tdoe Ceasar of Plymouth County, for instance, took his
enslaver to court for his liberty in 1771, as did another man of the same name in Essex. So too
did Nancy of Andover, a woman enslaved to the
correspondents in ¢hcolonies. Nancy had been hegthed by father to son but chose to sue the

|l atter when he came of age, insisting she was

474 Massachusetts Spyuly 23, 1772Massachusetts Spiovember 7, 1771, March 26, 1772, April 9,
1772. An advertisement f oEss& @GazetBeginniwgpMaich 24,118/d,ardppear ed i
appeared also in tHerovidence Gazettéarch 28, 1772.

475 Boston EveningPost January 20, 1772eprinted in Connecticut Gazette, February 21, 1772.
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three cases, who were awarded court costs along with their [{b&&gveral prominent patriots

were involved in these caseicluding John Adams, Robert Treat Paine, and Nathaniel Peaslee
Sargeni making it highly unlikely that the party leadership was unaware of these developments.
Nevertheless, neither these casasamy of the other freedom suits that had preceded them were
used as a rallying cry for abolition in Massa

| arge part because of Somersetds own trials i

Tensions simmered between Hutchinson and the patriot party until the fall of 1772, when
the opposition initiatedssn e xt maj or sally against the royal
of Somerset v. Steuaatrived in New England in the spring ahdontrary to arguments made
by some scholars that royalist presses in the region led and virtually monopolized discussions
over the issué it was patriot printers in Rhode Island and Connecticut who made thesearli
note of it*’” John Carter, of thBrovidence Gazetfand Thomas and Samuel Green, of the
ConnecticutJournal observed that Ait i s somewhat of an
constitution, to be informed that in France, that arbitrary government, all negroes and slaves

become free, on coming into that kinghkkom. 0 Th

476 Nancy v. James Parker Jr. and Dinah Parkef71)ini Es s ex County Freedom Cases
Slavery https://northshoreslavery.org/freedomcasesiBelLi Re sear ch &@8nmar i es, 0

477 Bradley, 6680; Hunter, 109128; Emily Blanck,Tyrannicide: Forging an American Law of Slavery in
Revolutionary South Carolina and Massachus@tiens, GA: UGP, 2014), 445. Though more nuanced in his
analysis, Waldstreicher likewise agrees with this scholarship that even the antislavery advocate Isaiah Thomas
Afavoidedo printing fithe tri al a n d Idcal pgatsidt pushbacklagaingt thed i ct 0
implications ofSomerset @dyssey163 For coverage of thBomersetase outside of Massachusetts, see
Providence Gazettd\pril 25, July 25, August 1, September 12, October 3, and October 10,N&#%Rprt
Mercury, August 3, August 31, and September 14, 1RN&y Hampshire Gazettduly 31, August 7, September 4,
and September 11, 1772pnnecticut JournalMay 8, July 31, and August 21, 17 Kew London Gazetté&ugust
21 and 28, 177X onnecticut Courantjuly 30, 1772.
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Court of Kingébs Bench.o i.e. Somersetodés, woul
iin favour of the'¥EBhe njastedofunNewtEmaltarsd®ds p:
Carter and Greenb6és |l ead in covering the case,

most positively embraced the trial ds outcome,

Black slaveryin the colony.

TheBoston New4 etterand theBoston PosBoy, the only remaining royalideaning
outletsin New England by 1772, did provide more direct coverage of the case than did any other
paperin the region, as the scholar Patricia Bradley observes. But this was due to the very

ambi val ence of t hNewsLettar Dpnstanteaquaed a mervaup er 6 s

correspondent on July 23 who feared that if S
ruining our African Trade, 0 resulting in fithe
abundance,iner marry[ i ng] with our women, and thus i

Nati on of 4 Bradeteas welhaaCseemand RussgllEz e ki el 6 s oftheder br o
PostBoy,e x emp |l i fi ed the same fAlegalistic careodo Ma
newspapersod treatment of the trial, pr&Viding
Each initially published as much information as they could on the case, running anxious
correspondents who fretted that a holding for
Gentlemen, whose estates chiefly consist in Slaves . . . it appeass sigfit incongruous to

suppose that a change of climate can deprive a persons of that property for which he gave a

478 Providence Gazetté\pril 25, 1772;Connecticut JournalMay 8, 1772.
479 Boston New etter, July 23, 1772.
R North Amer787can Cal m, o
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val uabl e c* ey atb@prirded marenoptinistic writers, on the other hand, who
stridently argued that Somerset fineither now
At h e -T&abdeawhatever the Mercantile World may urge to the contrary, is an infamous

Bartering of Humane Flesh and Blood; an accursed Violation of the most sacred rights of Human

nat df e. o

Draper, Green, and Russetintinued oscillating over the case into early September,
when they published another set of accounts a
nowmgr anted freedom. AWho can help admiring the
dispenses freedomt al |l around it?0 one queried. But an
ithe subject at Jamaica, or Barbados® wholly w
Draper was reluctant to walk this tightrope any longer, however, and he withdrew from the
matter entirely thereafter, pushed out by more invested writers Bogten EveningPost the

Massachusetts Spgnd theEssex Gazett@ables 4 and 5).

ThePostBoyy, however, soon found itself fighting
It ran a long meditation on the illegality 8bmersein October, arguing, contrary to the claims
Massachusettsd6 enslaved and their white allie
ensl aved were not and coul d nEweyeouldboe fAnatur al
Atherefore be considered as in the same rank,

same | iberties and p rrdlized ancedgnizen,subjeds; nluchdessMag e st vy

481 Boston New etter, July 23 1772 BostonPostBoy, July 27 1772
482 Boston Newd etter, July 2330, August 27, 177Boston PosBoy, July 27, August 3, 31, 1772.
483 Boston New etter, September 10, 177Bpston PosBoy, September 7, 1772.
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free,naturabor n Engl i shman. 060 Rather, English | aw, a
Adecleanrsddvied pervsoced a commodity, and set th
i ssue was Aresolvable into the simple idea of
b uy ®4Thistargument was strengthened by another that appeared in January 1773, which tried

to correct the record on the Atrue stadte of t
perpetuating yet anothermytht was from fAbl oody tyrannyo in A
fact Aredeemed by the European traders, o relo
are safe under protection of-imherleawsr@enwlkre e
servitude Avery moderate, 0 and where fAtheir sl
should be fian actual prohi biti on iddrthaawould f ut ur
Apreserve theomelaadtyi amdbfitao@r npebel mean ti me,
judgement of the laveourts should set free the negroes now in England, many ill consequences

will 11 ow. 0

484Boston PosBoy, October 5, 1772.
485 Boston PosBoy, January 4, 1773.

217



Table 4

References to Slavery by Newspaper Edition, July 4548 1773

BNL BPB BEP Spy EG BG Total
Proslavery 1772:
Commentary Sept. 7
(Anti-Somerset, 1772: Oct. 19
Pro-Marsham, Oct. 5 Dec. 28
or Proslavery 1773: 1773: 1773:
Advocacy) None Jan. 4 Feb. 8 None Feb. 16 | None 7
1772:
July 30
Aug. 6
Sept. 17
Oct. 1
Antislavery 1772: Oct. 22
Commentary Oct. 5 Oct. 29 | 1772:
(ProSomerset, Oct. 26* | 1773: Aug. 25 | 1772:
Anti-Marsham, Nov. 30 | Jan.28 | 1773: Oct. 5
or Antislavery | 1772: 1772: 1773: Feb. 11*| Feb. 9* | 1773:
Advocacy) July 30 | Aug.3 | April26 | Feb. 18 | Mar. 16 | Mar. 22 20
1772:
Pro- and 1772: 1772: Sept. 21*
Antislavery July 23* | July 27* | Sept. 28* 1772:
Commentary Sept. 10*| Sept. 7* | Oct. 12* | None July 28 | None 8
Neutral or 1772: 1772:
Ambiguous 1772: 1772: July 27 | Aug. 27 | 1772: 1772:
Commentary | Aug. 27 | Aug. 31 | Aug. 31 | Sept. 3 | Aug. 18 | Sept. 21 8
Total 4 6 13 11 6 3 43
Table 5
References to Slavery by Partisan Press Distribution, JulyAgiR1773
Proslavery | Antislavery | Pro- and Antislavery | Neutral | Total
Patriot Press 1 14 1 4 20
Boston EvenindPost®’ 4 4 3 2 13
Government Press 2 2 4 2 10

486 Tables 4 and 5 collate newspaper publications in Massachusetts referring to slavery from first reportage
of Somerseto the end of the immediate debate it helped trigger. Asterisks indicate journal editions with multiple
commentaries relating ®omersebr slavery. Theessex Gazettda r ¢ h

poem,

fiRecoll ections,

0 whi ch

has

23,
been

1773,

al so

excluded

487 At least four of the nine antislavery articles printed byEkeningPostwere written by authors who
clearly identify as patriots, or use characteristically patriot language, whereas the remaining five are unclear in their

party affiliations These majavealsobeen written byanother patriot, however, tlmainister, Jeremy Belknafsee

reprint
as it d

Part | andbelow). Six of the seven articles tBgeningPostpublished defending slavery were written by the pro

gover nment

writer

fiJohn
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The royalist press distinguished itself by what can, at best, be described as an ambivalent
handling of the case. Massachusetts patriots, however, were exceptional for their overwhelming
embrace oBomerséts ant i sl avery iMagsdchusestSpiooinssance, driyo ma s 6 s
provided less coverage of the case than did his royalist competitors because he excised virtually
al | references to the ar gumediitdssoftosttmyandn St uar
NewsLetterhemmed and hawed in Jupnd August, Thomas wrote approvingly of how one of
the Acouncil[s] for the plaintiff went very s
man k i®fHdle. owas al s o uni g u eprindersformugninttieewenlyButtignigta n d 6 s
report of Somersehds atdgloanemytdétsati nfttl wel i Inggw o f
constantly discountenanced sl averyo and that

s| a%% . o

Samuel Hall, who was now joined at his press by his sibling Ebenezer, departed from
Thomasé strategy by providing ample coverage
to pair these reports with separate antislavery attacks. The brothensadira locally authored
condemnation of the slave trade on July 28, f
every African . . . unite, rise, and cut off the crews of every singly vessel which comes amongst
them for that Mialvee npeunrtp cosfe .Adt hTehsee emosor mort al s
respects, as much free born as any of the hum

cust*®m. month | ater they also republished Gor di

488 Massachusetts Spyuly 30,1772.
489 Massachusetts Sppugust 61772.
40 Essex Gazettduly 28, 1772.
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Benezet had earlier reprinted in Riaution and Warning wherein the Scottish philosopher
assured his readers that the empire would not
Ami ght occasion a stagnation of business for
and in a few generationiis [vast] and fertile continent would be crowded with inhabitants.

Learning, arts, and every thing would flourish in America, and instead of being inhabited by wild
Beasts and Savages, itwouldbe o pl ed by Phi I*“°SaoyellamdElseneaen d Me n .
i mplied that Somersetds victory would mark an

Engl andds sanctioned Aerrand into the wildern

A piqued royalist felt the need to speak out against this antislavery reflorescence on
September 7. This author appeared in the pages Biosten EvenindPost which still dedicated
itself to giving equal space to both pend antigovernment voices, writing under the assumed
name of the seventeerthe nt ury bi bl icist, AJohn Mar sham. o

as a foe to both the patriot partyanddea c husett sé emergent anti sl a

start. He scoffed atg futshen$Senmttiamentof mamye a&amho i
the fAextremeso those exalting AFreedom, Liber
intodo in their opposition to it. He c¢cl ai med t

Ears,anh Court of Common Law at home seems to ha
slavery was fda Disgrace for a People who make

enough. After nearly a decade of, at least publicly, uncontested antislavatioagit the

“lEssex Gazettugust 25, 1772. The August 18 edition also ran more neutral coverage of the trial,
noting merely that Ait is generally thought [the trial’
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colony, someone had to speak up. Slavery was not only justifiable, according to Marsham. No, it

was unreproachable, being Afo* wise Reasons

AMar shamo recognized he was wadi mgnonnt o th
in Massachusettsait least as it was expressed in pitaigd moved so definitively against slavery
by the early 1770s that even he made no argum
every known ordinary Principle of human Nature, [that] these People are made Slaves in an
absolute Sensewevide ¢bmatefd®ad lkener al Noti ons
Mankind are wholly outebfevbkbd phasenTh@u€subse
was fAsupernatural . o What he fl[aspSediments anfhis]s @A Bi b
Conduct. 0 He assured his readers that #AMany T
sighted Mortals, o6 but it was <clear that Athe
Africans are destined to be slaves to the rest of mankind and thatwasthké advi sed i al
whose Zeal has led them into studied Harangues on the Subject, to be more cautious and

mode*¥The patriots could rail all they want . | 1

Mar sham went so far as to accuse his oppon
against slavery, and his righteous declamation was answered in kind by a torrent of publications,
the majority of which wer e *Thedirdttocesmbndbvgs odée w En

ABen ScotSpysmw $Septeémber 17. He shot back at Ao

Marshamo in an address to 0LSomasetMarssfoit ellsad, 0 t

492 Boston EveningPost September 7, 1772.
493 |bid.
4% |bid.
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commended the justicebds Arighteous determinat
gone nAat hleirt tilne tfhae way of [ his] duty. o Connect
abolition, the pseudonymous writer warned Man
of supporting [Parliamentds] reigncetothe oppress
ANegroeso and fAthe peopled so that Amutual <co
between the colonists and their KineH s houl d al so, i n the process.
opinion, that the acts of a House of Commons, many of whose members were seated in direct

opposition to the fundamental | aws o*Bothhe | an

the enslaved and the colonial legislatures should have the final right-deseliination.

TheEveningPostfollowed up on this debate the next weekgoyplishing another

response to Marsham from ACommi serator Africa
patriot minister Jeremy Belknap (see Part 1),
Perversions of holy Scdilpg uacleaiomdéid, cfawmmen Ik esxc¢
perverted to the dark designs of rooting out

ABesi des, I am near a ki n tsamebne bloog andamlikef r i c an
them in the body, they are my own flesh. o He

America, as well as in the mother country, will have shortly too just a sense of Liberty, to hide

themselves any longer from theirownfies and t o put a stop*to the |

4% Massachusetts Spgeptember 17, 1772.

4% Boston EveningPost September 21, 177A.biographer claimed in 1822 that Belknap had written
multiple tracts against Marsham in 1772 but did not specifptiis de plumenor which journals he was published
in. It seems likely though that he wrote tieeningP o sth@rse bi bl i cally oriented tract s
Rev. Jer emy @obettibns, d@pographicdd, Hidtorical and Biological, Relating Principles to New
Hampshire Vol. 1 No. 1 (1822). My thanks to Nic Wood for drawing my attention to this source.
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1

YO al so j oi neMBveningPost henofctkaynwgvinaohtahever Not
mi ght have floating in his Noddle, o but the F
by AMarshamo alongside these anti slnogkingy scr e
theseh Men, who, while they vindicate the Rights
harass and oppress their Fell@n t | theemdaverd. t was a gross AError
Common Law Books, that when a Negro landEmgland and is baptized, he commences
instanter free. o0 Thus, Athose Declamations on
amounted to nothing more tha¥WiMEbshamdohboafh
both the common law and the sentiment of the people were against him. But neither mattered in

the face of Godobés truth.

TheEveningPostc ont i nued acting as a platform to b
the next several months, in many ways replicatind\isL e t tpeevaiicating performance
fromthesummePr et er 6s son Pompey had r epylithaspani hi m at
setting the type for the journal 6s nThouglhr ous p
P o mp enasbesmay have trembled at what he publisttedsecondjeneration enslaved man
would have undoubtedly been cheered by the fattrtbver before in his lifetime had he seen so
manywhite colonistsspeak out against slavery in such a short span of time. There was an
excellent chancBompeyhad met Somerset during mesidencen Boston, perhaps making the
experience all the more poignant wheset each letter block pertaining to the case with his
ink-stained hands. The enslaved man prepared over half a dozen articles condemning Black

bondage and the African slave trade between September and October alone, as well as those

497 Boston EveningPost September 21, 1771.
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demanding that #dAreal believing mast Thes] 06 sho
EveningPosb 8 M. Cat o, 0 for i nstance, Somesdwskimgd @i Mar s h
after he compared the barbarity of the sl ave
Massacré t hat At his gl orious precedent will extenct
t o A mé®% Rompeyand his fellow enslaved in Boston could not have helped but reflect on

the man, maybe a friend, they once knew who had set this all in motion; the slave whose fight for

freedom had shaken the British Empire.

Massachusetts enslaved were apparently not the only ones to take inspiration from
Somer set 6s st r ugwholkdy.learhes somedhtheTritks of &is trade from
P o mp ey 0 asafyoang hpprentice in the 17508as similarly gripped by the possibilities
of freedom he saw before hit?f As he editorialized in an advertisement for a pamphlet version
of S o me rEzekitlRusell mrapardd two years after the case was first reportedthgon
verdictdepended At he futur e haTfhepmasthasshepedatiwourdi | | i ons

prove fAinstrument al i n abolishing [so] iniqui

4% Boston EveningPost October 26, 1772. See ait® editions forOctober 5, 12, 19, and November 30,
1772.

499 Boston EveningPost September 28, 1772.

500 Reputed for his fine type setting and woodcutting skills from an early age, Thomas was most likely
taught thearts of his craft though he failed to admit as muttby Primus, the man who frequently laboredhiat
ma s t pressdls plausible that he also learned some lessons fronoPtieEveningPost who was well known
as an unrivaled woodcutter. Though Thomas claims he wataselft at priraying, it is unlikely he could acquire
such skills entirely on his own. As his mater was neither-imelined nor wellequipped to pass on such skills
himsdf, it seems likely Primus at least had a hand in helping Thomas get his start; Thistay, 128, 131134,
155. For more on Primussho as enslaved yanielFowle see Jonat han Senchyne, AUnde
Material Textuality in the Recovery of Early African American Print Wdtizona Quarterly Vol. 75, No. 3
(2019), 109132.
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fell ow meno t hr ou g°Hwithso nudhat stBke, what etsér colidrifpomase .

do but unleash more vitriol against AMar shamo

Thomas foll owed up AScotusddo attack on Mas
by publishing more writers in tiepyin October who referred to the errant sinner as one of the
many fAwho are the instruments of enslaving ou
AMant heo, 0 borrowing his name from an Egyptia
journalacr oss two i ssues. He dissected AMar shamos
Afevery moment that any asihisslaveghe s notaly adedtroyere ma n

of the natural rights of mankind, but a despiser of the laws of God, and a murderer to his own

consciencé®?i Si mon Pure, 0 who identified himself as
AMant heodo a week | ater, offering a fantasized
hanged at the gall ows. AMar s hefiweSunfortursatelp ot abl e

interrupted by the impertinent questions of half a dozenBdatko or s 0 who s o s hame:
with that fAhe | ooked as mute as a fish, and e
quick aspPsséds @& . Ohet o decidedy urFpeadlyinmaturdatneated
AMarshamo much | i ke the effigies of royal off
the better part of a decade. This time, however, the onlooking evascbmposed of aggrieved

Africans rather than white colonists.

501 Massachusetts Splfebruary 10, 1774.
502 Massachusetts Sp@ctober 1 and 22, 1772.
503 Massachusetts Sp@ctober 1, 22, and 29, 1772.
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One of Thomasd greatest contributions to a
from his own paper, however, but from a pamphlet he helped publish by the patriot James Swan,
potentially the aut hPYSwamdrecen @nigie BeenScoBandht us o | e
initially encountered some difficulties in gettidgDissuasion from the Slave Trapleblished.

But with the help of Thomas, Russell, and the

able to get it in print in November 1772, at the height of the Somerset contrefrersy.

Swan had quickly ingratiated himself with the patriot party upon his arrival in Boston in
1765. He was an active participant in the tow
member of Bostono6s Nor t*YDe#icatthg (Rissuasiost ob yi aMa r ¢ h
friends of | iberty, o Swan, | i ke Appleton befo
to Parliament. AEnslaving your fellow men, an
Westl ndi es and Sout her n Ratterwofitoo greasimportamce to loelodyi me d ,

slightly thought of. 0 He trusted that his new

which every true Englisinan i s, or ought to be possessed of
%fBen ScotusoO translates I|literally t o-boinSwant Mount ai
%Thomas had first solicited subscriptions for Swan{

to the day beforéhe pamphlemade its appearance in print. Thomas decided not to print the pamphlet himself,

however (he rarely printed anything outside of his newsgaperd instead appears to have passed it on to his silent
business partner, Joseph Greenleaf. Unfortunately for Swan, Thomas and Greenleaf parted ways in spring 1772, just
before the pamphlet was supposed to make its appearance in April. This put tleew@tus until the latter joined

hands with Ezekiel Russell in October. Greenleaf and Russell apparently had their own falling out, though, and two

di fferent versions Oifsuasibmearme recut edndeéermnGrode Blwaafods and
imprints in Novemberthough only copies from the latfers  are aosv &xtant. Greenleaf then published an

amended second edition of Swanés worMassachusetsSpphe had est
November 7, 1771, March 12, April 9, October 22, November 19, and December 17, 1772; Isaiah Thomas to

[Joseph Greenleafilarch 20, 1772lsaiah Thomas Papers, 174814, Box 1, Folder 4, American Antiquarian
Society; Francis G. Walett, fiJosephOl@&Abingionin¢ha f , Patriot
American RevolutiarA Bicentennial PublicatioffAbington, MA: Dyer Memorial Library Trustees, 1976).

506 Goss,Paul Revere635-636.
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yourselves, asldo,weVi shers of the British Empire, and
fact, they would have to. Aft eroesalullagsdgableh e man

as the stealer, and |iable the®® ame puni shmen

Again like Appleton, and Benezet, whaSaution and Warninde liberally quoted,
Swan condemned sl ave t-wabdees, asfifiecevuadrahd, m
deserving of death. Moreover, he explicitly wrote his work to encourage legislative action.
Knowing now that this was not enough, however, Swana@dot ed on unnamed Apr
Judges an dPsé@m2:E)n the aolentes who had it in their power to limit or end
slavery to wake from t he>®%waadepaitegéromchis you have
predecessors not just in the scope of his attacks but also in the extent of his ambitions. He looked
forward to the day when he heard At hat means
the Provinces of Nortmerica, ad the West India Islands, totally prohibiting the importation
of Negroes . . . and setting at Liberty with universal consent, every Negro throughout the whole,
at |l east in North America.o To him this woul d
which the enslaved ought to have ever enjoyed
Pl antations, 0 as they did as the natur al born
encouraged by thBomersetlecision to activate and expand the myth of theeddss society to

delegitimate chattel bondage throughout the entire Emfiire.

507 Swan,A Dissuasion from the Slave TrafBoston: E. Russell, 17728
508 |bid, 23, 33, 6162.
509 |bid, 41-44, 25, 68.
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He may have also been reacting to developments closer to home, however. John Lowell
and Nathaniel Peaslee Sergeant, for instance, who represented Ceasar in his suit against Samuel
Taylor between September 1771 and June 1772, argued before the firstaepornterset
reached Bostonds shores that custom alone cou
even couldstatue law. In a move that outstripped Mansfield, who had insisted that Parliament
must pass a law for slavery to exist in Englandyleol | contended sl avery of

being contrary to the ALaws of God and reason

Bostonébés North End Caucus, it i s reasonabl e t
the argumentsi@easarv. Taylgr i nf or mi ng hi s claim that it we
Africans to be held in chains nAwithout tri al

puni sh¥ents. o

Besides Lowell and Swantherpatriots in the courts, the press, and the legislature were
working closely together to capitalize on this moment. After the overwhelming barrage
AMar shamo met with in Massachusetts, his name
contempfat the Boston town meeting later that year; a shorthand sobriquet for those who wished
to perpetuate both literal and metaphorical slavery in the col®riEsw others rallied to the
beleaguered biblicié cause, save for the occasional article irPthstBoynoted above, and
another that appeared in February, first inEReningPostand then, uncharacteristically, the

Essex Gazette

10| egal Papers of John Adan®596 2; R[AEssex CounMNothSkoreSevtly m Cases, 0
https://northshoreslavery.org/freedomcasBst | | , i Resear 88 GRBsehan Reverab356.0 8 7

511 Boston EveningPost,December 28, 1772.
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This new anonymous piece made no note of Somerset, or of the local debate he had
ignited in Massachusetts, but the thrust of h
delicate and frequently hazardous affair . . . to question the generalyreco d opi ni on, o
African or Negroes being originally descended
writer nevertheless insisted that Africans #fh
ki ndred WiHteh dtide m.od argue, | i ke fAMarshamo tha
Adam who had been cursed by God to serve as slaves to the rest of mankind. His claims, if
possible, held even worse implications. Men as men were still moral agents, rational creatures
desrving of at least some rudimentary respect and recognition. If Africans were an altogether
different species than those of European descent, there were no barriers left, however thin,

protecting them from absolute degradation.

The article was an odd fit in thessex Gazettespecially in light of the fact that, just the
week before, the Hall brothers published two separate attacks on chattel bondage insisting that
the colonies fAhave a right themselves to proh
Assembliebhéyastdouhdt further declare fAthe chil
t hey b e c o’tirerhaps them they ordy offered it in the hopes that it would be rebutted,
as it in fact was by #AL.X. Q, 0 who quoted at |

polygeneticists earlier inthe centurify our Nose is |l ong ayodrHarur s [ A

512 Boston EveningPost February 8, 177&Essex Gazettd-ebruary 9, 1773.

S13Essex Gazetté-ebruary 9, 1773, both reprinted in tlassachusetts Spiyebruaryll, 1773The first of
these essays came from the famed British abolitionist, Granville Sharpe, in a letter to ;B&raamalie Sharp to
Anthony Benezet, Old Jewry, London, August 21, 1772, reprintdehihony Benezet: From the Original Memoir
ed. Wilson Armistead (Philadelphia, PA: Lippincott and Co., 1853832 he second was written by Benjamin
Franklin for theLondon ChronicleJune 20, 177.2
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is strait and our Wool is curled; you are white and we are ptacisequently . . we make you

our Slavesr* What ever the Hallsés thinking, by April
willing to give slavery any further defense. TlBeeningPostended the discussion it had

unwittingly begun by publishing a concluding aktarsham rebuke. This author claimed,
similarly to AL.X. Q,0 that Africa was Afull o
ourselves, who have a natural notion of fipeand to whom slavery is a most intolerable burden

and gr i"@Thecenteeof debate had sifted siSce me r fgseréports, but be it on

grounds legal, ethical, or genetic, popular discourse in Massachusetts had thoroughly refuted the

idea that Black chattel slavery was permissible either in the colony or in the empire.

Conspicuous in its silence throughout this debate, however, wBssten Gazettehe
c o | o n yléading patriot hdwspaper until the neopHypgovertook it in years forthcoming.
Despite Edes and Gill éds singular support of a
they now saw fit to do much HeetiensSermaiflv7€,r t hei r
they had almost entirely laid aside their antislavery advocacy. They published one passing note
onSomersein September 1772thatgy e st ed #ABl acks ar &%now free i
Otherwise, their only reference to slavery in the immediate aftermath of the trial was a brief
cel ebrat i o@aridbdarpd afmt @bl evlho sought to use Afree

farm his estate¥.’ They continued lauding the progress of antislavery on the few occasions they

S14Essex GazettéMarch 16, 1773.
515Boston EveningPost April 26, 1773.
516 Boston GazetteSeptember 21, 1772.
517Boston GazetteDctober 5, 1772.
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spoke up in the early 1770s, and they would resume publishing on the ispuagi773, but it

was no longer a distinctive feature of their publication efforts.

It i s because of Edesd6 and Gill 6s decision
have concl uded t ha,tespétiallythdseigMaasacth setet peavs aftheo t s
trial with tongues tied. On this reading, the patriots were embarrassed by a move that seemed to
pl ace the i mperial government, and not they,
confronted withSomersetthey chose to ignore or repudiate it, and even Thomas has been
portrayed as havi ng aimd ofiidtesd]o fpulilntv enrgd ifid th,ed ti
local patriot pushback against the implicationSofmerset® Other scholars suggest that the
patriots at | east sought to Aminimize agitat.i
alliance with slaveholding colonies in the south who greater feared its implic2fiGsh
arguments are difficult to square with the fact that every other patriot prdssviEnglandjave
the case substantial exposure, and that, in Massachusetts, Thomas and s tiedly
embraced its implications. Swan, for his part, even excoriated Virginia and the other slave
societies in British North dmepocra Negr cdedral
wishing to raise fAin every breast an utter de
practicec®? It is nevertheless plausible ttédmerseh ad secr et ly frustrated

patriots, resulting in their limited coverage of the tpat seduring the summer. Such behavior

S18\WaldstreicherQdyssey163.

519 Mason, 740. See also Robert Parkinsdme Common Cause: Creating Race and Nation in the
American Revolutio(Chapel Hill, NC: UNCP, 201&ndThirteen Clocks: How Race United the Colonies and
Made the Declaration of Independer(€hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2024 a more extensive
case that concern for southern slaveholtlErgped down antislavery agitation in the revolutionary north.

520 Swan, 36.
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would conform to a pattern historians have observed of paivlutdived elsewherkke
Benjamin Franklin and Arthur Le®oth of whom, the argument goes, reacted to the decision

with ill -veiled uneasé?!

Assuming that the BaySoQedetdtimthetsame phagrimasthe s r e
Londonbased Franklin and Lee, however, risks privileging an imperial perspective that only
some contemporary observers of the controvecsypied. A different picture emerges if we
bear in mind the local shape of antislavery politics in the province. From this vantage point,
several strikingeaturee mer ge. First, i f anyone bBamersdaass ac hi
as Nicholas Wood puts it, it was governmentlmations such as thdewsletterand thePost
Boy, not the patriot pressé€& Unable to decide whether the ruling was a triumph or a travesty,
the former paper bowed out of the slavery debate just as it got started, and the latter ultimately
opted to despair over its implications; the only journals in the region to publish jusngsif
not more, proslavery pieces in response to the trial than antislavery ones. Second, while
opposition publications in Massachusetts did not spend quite as much time discussing the trial
directly as did the government papénsor, for that matter, did the ngrartisanEveningPosti
they spilled gallons more ink over almost two dozen articles attacking slavery itself in its
aftermath. And third, considering context is key to ascertaining how and why various colonists

reacted t&somerseas they didThough cosmopolitan colonials such as Franklin and Lee may

521 Christopher BrownMoral Capital: Foundations of British AbolitionisgChapel Hill, NC: UNCP,
2006), esp.10853; Peter Dorseyzommon Bondage: Slavery as Metaphor in Revolutionary Am@€izaxville:
University of Tennessee Pre2909), esp. 16119; David WaldstreicheRunaway America: Benjamin Franklin,
Slavery, and the American Revolutidtew York, NY: Hill and Wang, 2004), esp. 1-289.

52\Wood,i Some s et , O
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have been sensitive to the ministerial screeds they heard of and read while they resided in
England, these appeared far more rarely in New England. Any charge of hypocrisy over slavery
would, moreover, be unlikely to stick in Massachusetts when it waspphesition that had been

championing antislavery agitation in the colony for the better part of a decade.

InfacttA Tor yo charges of colonial slavehol ding
Massachusettsd6 pamphlets or the press, howeve
abroad®*The people of Boston indeed occasionally
ignoranceo of the fAbitter and cruel reflectio

press2* Even when such screeds did appear, however, the average news reading Bay colonist

could have made little sense of them, residing as they did in a colony where ninety percent of
households (and rising) did not own a slave, and antislavery agitation hrasdoeeely

associated with the opposition party, not the government, for the better part of a*dethde.
strongest critics of the institution, and of
come from among t he thosepublisheditheéGazetesinces1764i ncl udi n
Given it was a Massachusetts audience to whorBolséon Gazetteras most directly addressed,

there is little reason to suspect that an unlikely discomfort had finally muzzled its notoriously

inflammatory maw2® Even in slavebound, prepatriot Virginiai wherefrom Lee hailed,

523 Boston EveningPost October 19, 177Zor a list of pamphlets published British North Americaafter
1765, sedsaiahThomasHistory of Printing in AmericgAlbany. Burt Franklin, 1874)2:574639.

524 Massachusetts Sp@ctober 11, 1770.

525By 1774 rumor even had it that Londoners were mocking the pdwidtiseir antislavery activity. The
metropole had apparently received erroneous reports that the colony had ended its participation in the slave trade;
Essex Gazetf®lovember 8, 1774,

526 Boston GazetteMarch 22, June 14, July 12, and August 13, 1773.
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wherein none of the conditions in Massachusetts prevailed, and whereat the charge of hypocrisy
should have struck harddsthe colonial press still gaomersesubstantial coverage, as
Helena Yoo Roth shows. This suggests that, however much ministerial writers howled, even

Chesapeake sl aveholders neithe® |istened nor

Massachusetts readers also appear to have
peculiar interests in the early 1770s. Insofar as they were aware of southern thoughts on slavery
at all, local perceptions would have been skewed by longstandiegrcavg e of Sout h Ca
own efforts to curtail the slave traefEven patriot leaders like Adams had little
correspondence with the opposition in kneer outh prior to the Coercive Acts of 1774, and
what news he did hear likelyould have contributed to a growing sense, expressed by
abolitionists like Benezet, thataverywas under siege throughout North Amefi¢4The
transatlantic controversy Somerset stirred up ironically reminds us that the provincial remained

preeminent in colonial politics in the early 1770s, even in matters so apparently imperial.

27He | ena Y Bamergeovt Stepartiwh o Knew What ,Somwnset@250: &actd, Ho w, O
Interpretations, Legacie®ds. Matthew Mason and David Waldstreicher.

528 Boston EveningPost October 19, 1764Vlay 1 andAugust 7, 1769Essex Gazettduly 26, 1774, and
Massachusetts Spyuly 28, 1774; W.E.B. DuBoiFhe Suppression of the African Slave Trade to the United States,
16381870(New York, NY: OUP, 2007), 28 7 ; Christian McBurney, AThe First E
Trade Arise in the American Revol ut i olaurnal Bféghe Amecanof 3, T
Revolution September 14, 2020, accessed#ps://allthingsliberty.com/2020/09/tHist-efforts-to-limit-the-
africanslavetradearisein-the-americanrevolutionpart2-of-3-the-middle-and-southerncolonies/ For
Massachusetts patriotsd6 focus on pol i tRewlstionary Poéticsn a | rat|
PattersonPolitical Parties and Thomas fA Par ti.san Pol i tics

529\Writings of Samuel Adam¥ols. 14, ed. Harry Cushing Alonzb New Yor k: G. P. -Put namo:
08); Benezet to Granville Sharp!" nonth 14, 1772, Friend Anthony Benezetd. George S. Brookes
(PhiladelphiaUniversity of Pennsylvania Presk937), 29693.
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https://allthingsliberty.com/2020/09/the-first-efforts-to-limit-the-african-slave-trade-arise-in-the-american-revolution-part-2-of-3-the-middle-and-southern-colonies/

Why did theGazettechoose to stay silent @omersét The most likely answer is
familiar, however banal: slavery, whigeconcern, was by no meansentralconcern to the
patriot party; Bostonds | eadership simply
Gazettewas no longer the sole opposition press in the colony by thatipagit was in the
1760si and it is an unlikely coincidence that its antislavery coverage dedctiried same years
that first theEssex Gazettend then th&pywere founded (Figure 14). Edes and Gill could thus
dedicate their already overflowing pages to other neeteh as rousing western Massachusetts

to actioni while allied writers in other papers took up the antislavery baton.

530 See BrownRevolutionary Politics122-148; PattersonPolitical Parties 63-91; andJoseph Adelman,
Revolutionary Networks: The Business of Printing the News,-1783(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press2019), 9499.
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Antislavery Appearances in Massachusetts' Patriot Presses, 1764-

1773
4
12
10
8
L]
4
a
1764 1765 1766 1767 1768 1769 1770 1 1772 1773
== Boston Gazette ==Essex Gazette == Massachusetts Spy
Figure 143

531 As in Table 2, this graph depicts articles or advertisement with at least substantial antislavery attacks
that appeared i n Bost on Bssex @Gazdtim 1768 angpThanssstaok sdl@adhdrge bfthe nd e d 1
Massachusetts Sgry 1771.
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Otis had fully abdicated to Adams as leader of the party in 1771, thus dephieing
opposition movemerndf its most powerful antislavery champion. It is surprising then that the
party continued to spend as much time advocating for, and covering, antislavery agitation as it
did. This reminds us that, however widespread antislavery sentiment had beconmlarthe
by 1772, among most it was as yet inchoate and reactive, requiring stimulation from dedicated
allies and especially the enslaved themselves,Siimerset, in order to stay alive. Throughout
the rest of the decade, it would takecommittedfewt o f or ge Bay Col oni st séo
slavery was wrong into a movement. If neither Somerset nor Boston immediately drove each
ot herdés fights for freedom, it seems certain
profound ways. Tied together byseen bonds that were but dimly felt even at the time, each
took from their provincial experiences and helped give rise to the first sustained critique of

human bondage in the Atlantic world.
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PART lIl: HOL B R O O RAMPAIGN

On January 6, 1773, a group of Black Bostonians led by Felix Holbrook, a formerly enslaved

man, undertook an organized political campaign to pressure the General Court to abolish slavery

in Massachusetts (Appendix BfThese acti vists weaponized Mass
slaveless society much like Adam, and the numerous other Black and white antislavery

advocates who came before theto champion their cause, demonstrating remarkable political

acumen and savvy aseay took hold of the revolutionary moment to fight for their freedom. The
historianandminister Jeremy Belknap first collected documents from their campaign in 1795 to
explain the end of slavery in Massachusetts. Since then, their petitions for freedom have become
crucial sources for understanding African American experiences during theifRevdBut even
though they have been e xpetitiomeree dr emdiem simarediynalt i
histories of American abolitionism and misinterpreted dwethe scholars who have studied

them most closely. Placing them in their detailed political, social, and discursive context
demonstrates the need for a reevaluation. Far from attempting to embarrass the patriot cause, as
prior scholars have maintainetetMassachusetts freedom petitions were in fact used to bolster

~

it. Far from being able to do Alittle to adva

532 Across their campaign, this group submitted three other petitions to the Massachusetts legislature, a
circular to individual representatives and towns throughout the colony in April 1773, and a memorial to the General
Courtin January 1774. Though schelarhave frequently also referred to the
there are important differences between the three genres of appeal. Additionally, besides the four appeals they
formally submittedo the Courtthree draft petitions exist, one from 1777 and two from the summer of 1774. Thus,
eleven documents from the abolition campaign are extant: four petitions and one memorial officially read before the
Massachusetts legislature, one circular to the townsliath three copies have been found), and three petition
drafts. Much of the substance of Pditdppearsitr ant St anton, fAThe Freedom Petiti
Politics, and the Abolition of Slavery in Massachusetts, 17738 BarlyoAmerican Studiesol. 22, no. 2 (2024):
262-304.
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concluded, Holbrook and his allies ensured the downfall of slavery in theiPStated far from
simply exploiting revolutionary rhetoric in various ways, the Americans who wrote these

documents helped constitute and create the ne

Scholars began analyzing the freedom petitions amid the partisan conflict surrounding the
Civil War. William C. Nell, a Black historian and abolitionist, was among the first. He argued in
1855 that Hol brookés campai gamoeeyatriae edlu rAif mg ctame
Revolution. Moreover, he insisted thédolbrook and his alied e monst r at ed t he fina
of African Americans in the Republic at a time when serious questions were being posed about
j ust how #A A meesiemndedmpeéoplekre, and evizether they could coexist with white
Americans as citizem$*Nel | 6s contemporary and fellow abol
di fferent tack el even years | ater. He sidel in
|l egislative efforts they inspired tonahdnad!l i sh
completeo failure, evidence of whit&%Byegi sl at
1883, the Black soldier, preacher, congressman, and historian George Washington Williams
weighed in, finding a middle ground between N
the shadow of a failed reconstruction, Williams highlighted thagéh fvhite patriots

consistently supported Hol brook and his allie

533 Jared HardestyBlack Lives, Native Lands, White Worlds: A History of Slavery in New England
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2019), 128.

S34william C. Nell, The Colored Patriots of the American Revolut{Boston: Robert F. Wallcut, 1855),
378.

535 George H. MoorelNotes on the History of Slavery in Massachuggtesv York: D. Appleton & Co.,
1866), 180, 128.
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Williams nevertheless thought the petitioners

loyalty to the patriot causg®

Williamsds interpretation was not the | ast
freedom petitioners intended and accomplished in their appeals has since intensified. After
Herbert Aptheker republished several documents from their campaignDodusnentary
History of the Negro People in the United Statesee dominant schools of thought have
emergec®’ These track with prevailing readings of revolutionary Black thought generally, and
for the sake of convenience we can think of t

Aradical alternativeodo theses, respectively.

The first of these interpretations, contagion, arose in the 1960s and was developed most
notably by Benjamin Quarles. Foll owing Bernar
spread throughout the colonies, scholars of this line of thinking oftaacterize enslaved

claims for freedom in the Revol ufbindtsmoment a s p

536 George Washington Williamsfistory of the Negro Race in America, 161880(New York: G. P.
Putnamdbs Sons, 1883) , 237, 233.

537 Herbert Aptheker, edA Documentary History of the Negro People in the United Statdsl (New
York: Citadel, 1951), 610.

8¥See Benjamin Quarles fiThe Revolutionary War as a I
Al ntroductiond i n Ber ISivry and Ereeddm inlttha Agd of the Amierican Revolwgiahs .
(1983; repr., Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986),xxwii, 2831 301. Quarles, in his first workhe Negro in
the American RevolutiofChapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1961), made arguments similar to those
Bernard Bailyn later developed, but without the viral metaphors; Bernard Balgrideological Origins of the
American RevolutiofCambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), 235. See also Arthur Zilvefdraitirst
Emancipation: The Abolition of Slavery in the Nof@hicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967); Charles Akers,
ioOur Modern Egyptiansbod: Phillis Wheatl ey Aaonrdalof he Whi g
Negro History60, no. 3(1975):394 10; and Thomas Davis, fAEmancipation Rh
Revolutionary New England: A Note on Four Black Petitions in Massachusett$,11773 RKewdngland
Quarterly62, no. 2 (1989): 24% 3 . Do u g | @®sathBrg ibarty: AfricénsAmericans and Revolutionary
America(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009) appears to have been the last gasp of this style of scholarship.
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this viewpoint enjoyed widespread acceptance. By the late 1990s, however, scholars such as
Patricia Bradley, T. H. Breen, and Joanne Pope Melish began to problematize its assumptions.
Refusing to see revolutionary African Americans as passive recipiewtstefvalues, they

posited a view of the freedom petitioners as
di scourse as a means to Atransl ate their aspi
nat ur a P*This frgrhetvark ré@mains the most influential understanding of early Black

political thought today, and the majority of recent studies on the freedom petitions, including

those by Daniel Mandell, Edward Countryman, Christopher Cameron, Chernoh Sesayednd Ja
Hardesty, build on this insight to explore ho

it, the language of liberty to fight for their freedSff.

59T, H. Breen, fiMaking History: The Force of Public
Revolutionary Massachusetts, o6 in Ronal dhrddghfafGlasa n , Me c h a |
Darkly: Reflections on Personal Identity in Early Amer{€Ghapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997),
74. Scholars in this group use fHappptogpd, @ttea 0d emidc ts i Brli d
engagement with the language of liberty. See also Patricia Br&lexery, Propaganda, and the American
Revolution(Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1996); James and Louis Hortdope of Liberty: Culture,
Community and ProtegNew York: Oxford University Pressl996); Joanne Pope Melidbisowning Slavery:
Gradual Emanci pati on andil8®Ithaca CornelhUniteesity Priess,@000);rDitksonl 7 8 O
Bruce, The Origins of African American Literature, 168865 (Charlottesville:University of Virginia Pres2001);
Gary Nash;The Unknown American Revolution: The Unruly Birth of Democracy and the Struggle to Create
America(New York: PenguifRandom House, 2005); Thea K. Hunf@ublishing Freedom, Winning Arguments:
SomersetNatural Rights and Massachusetts Freedom Cases;1BB& (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2005);
and Eric SlautefThe Constitution as a Work of Art: The Cultural Origins of the Constittircago:University
of Chicago Pres2009). Though Peter H. Wood led the charge in critiquing the contagion thesis, his work did not
speak of the freedom petiti oner sAmerRanFreedomtStrugieésiothe A O L i b
Years before White | ung, edpBeyord ¢ha Anerican Revolutidnt BExploeatonsYnothe
History of American Radicalisifithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 189.

540 Emily Blanck, Tyrannicide: Forging an American Law of Slavery in Revolutionary South Carolina and
MassachusettéAthens: University of Georgia Press, 2014), 10; Edward CountryBrgay the Same Liberty:
Black Americanandthe Revolutionary EréNew York Rowman & Littlefield, 2012); Daniel Mandefi 6 A Nat ur al
& Unalienable Righto: New England Revolutionary Petiti
McDonnell, Clare Corbould, Frances M. Clarke, and W. Fitzhugh BrundageRetsembering the Revolution:
Memory, History and Nation Making from Independence to the CivilMaherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 2013), 457; Christopher Cameroiip Plead Our Own Cause: African Americans in Massachusetts and the
Making of the Antislavery Movemgd(itent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 201:
Revolutionary Bl ack Roots of N&iMEaglaadQuaterlg7ANooll (2014):@n i n Ma .
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In the wake of the appropriation thesis, and developing alongside it, another reading has
emerged that portrays early Black actors as fierce critics of revolutionary American ideology.
Scholars such as Joanna Brooks and Manisha Sinha have argued seacky th@00s that
revolutionary Black actors did not simply adopt patriotic rhetoric but instead produced a distinct
and radical wihal eer p & oréed. @9Braolks makes €léar, quoting
political scientist Michael Dawson, African Ameait thought was so divergent from patriot
ideology that it fAdcannot be °f'8ihhhagressjatguingt ed w
that African American rhetoric reversed fdthe
extent that Athe terms adoption, assimilation

intellectual and®?political engagement. 0

There is much to be said in favor of all three perspectives, and each has made valuable
contributions to historiansdé understanding of
applied to Holbrook and those who joined him, each approach failstioreaipe full extent of

what the petitioners sought and achieved through their campaign. Hampered by insufficient

131; Jared Hardesty, iAn Angry God in the Hands of Si ni
ChristianityinPreRe v o | ut i o n3lavery &BAbadditioryv/al., 3%, No. 1 (2014)66-83, andUnfreedom:
Slavery and Dependence in Eightee@#ntury BostoriNew York: NYU Press, 2016).

lJoanna Brooks, AThe Early American Public Sphere
Count e r Wiliamland dMarpQuarterlyvol. 62, no. 1 (2005): 74.

2Mani sha Sinha, fAdoomCaQppr dsusdr Obl Blgagk Radi cal i sm
William and Mary Quartest, vol. 64, no. 1 (2007): 14% 3. See al so Mani sha Sinha, A AN
Radicalism: African American Abolitionists and the Met.
eds.,Contested Democracy: Freedom, Race, and Power in American Histewy York: Cambridge University
Press, 2007pndT he Sl ave 6s Caus e (NewHakken:saleoUniyersityPress,[P@16)i Yadl Ren
zvi makes similar but distinct claims as Sinha and Brooks iN&iwe Land Talk: Indigenous and Arrivant Rights
Theories(Hanover NH: Dartmouth University Press, 2018),i940 5, as does Chr i stine Levec
Excell encyd: The Senti ment al Politics of Abolitionist |
ed.,Affect and Abolition in the Anglatlantic (New York: Routledge, 2016).
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conceptual frameworks that struggle to make s
colonydés for mal politics, historians -Hhuave al s
crucial misreadings of extant souréé$These misreadings have led them to overemphasize

white patriotsdéd antipathy to antislavery acti
own staunch opposition. Consequently, histori
moralinteret s i n supporting the petitionersoé effor!

the petitionersd support of the patriot cause

Of the thousands of petitions presented to the Massachusetts government between 1773
and 1777, only the freedom petitions were printed in and supported by leading patriot
newspapers and embedded within the most popular patriot pamphlets of the dayr&lo othe
received the endorsement of towns throughout the colony, and none were used to harry the royal
government to its demise. Read again and again and again, assigned to committee after patriot
led committee, Holbrook and his all@es p e tinspirad aat e but four different acts of

legislation against slavery over the course of their campaign. Together Black and white patriots

543 |n a similar manner as Sarah L.H. Gronningsater in her study of black petitioning in New York, | argue
in this work that fimore than has been recognized or thi
politicso of Muathesd starythelps asttapash baekraghinst Historiographical tendencies which
fimi ss the ways that black citizens . . . both practice:
APracticing Formal Politicsi Wi theuAf t &Revdlltiohseandf B1 &2 k, de:
Reconstructions: Black Politics in the Long Nineteenth Cenedy. Van Gosse and David Waldstreicher
(PhiladelphiaUniversity of Pennsylvania Pres20), 116138. See also Van Gos3ée First Reconstruction:
Black Politics in America from the Revolution to the Civil @hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press
2021).

By helping undermine persistent biases among schol a
mends history, 0 as Van Gosse and David Waldstreicher p

t e

hel ps uncover h el 0e nBelragcekn cter aodfi tai ofinf oirnrmat he Ameri can Rev
Wal dstreicher, fAlntroduction: Black Politics and U.S. |
Eman ci p a Revalutiops add Rieaonstructioi$22. My emphasis throughout this work on the relationship

bet ween pragmatism and principle in the petitionersod c:

fiDelivering Freedom: Gradual Emancipation, Black Legal Culture, and the Origins of the Sectional Crisis in New
Yorko (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 2014).
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worked to topple the royal government in Massachusetts and to launch the first organized,
interracial, and successf ul *4Succteding,fa atimmninv e me n
making antislavery the test of integrity of patriot principles, the petitioners played a central role

in the effective and legal demise of slavery in their St&te.

Il n what foll ows | revive Nell s and Wi llia
interpretive work of early American and revolutionary Atlantic scholars today who have shown
the many ways Black actors were, asfboaeamaenon®d
as they were the #Ainherit o?ddoingsdl prapbsethalve st er n
Massachusetts freedom petitioners wemestitutiveof the American Revolution and the

discourse that gave it life. A resistance from the inside, a calculated bet, the petitions represent

Even Paul Polgarés wor k daithough othersvise compleneemayntdathea b o | i t i
arguments in this essayoverlooks the importance of the freedom petitioners in leading the first organized,
interracial abol i ti ory. PauRolgarstandardB ena rAenmresr iocfa 6Bsq uhailsittoy : A me
Abolition Movemen(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019), 4,32 See Cameroff,o Plead Our
OwnCause and Sesay, fARevolutionary Black Roots, o0 for the
efforts as an organized, biracial abolition campaign.

5] follow Gloria Whiting in referring to the fieffec
Massachusetts during the American Revolution. Her accol
facilitating this antislavery shift in populétninking; GI or i a Whi t i ng, AEmanci pation wi't
Constitution: The Case faveR and Abbliticdl, oon3a(20204584 4 See@lbou s et t s,
Br een, AMaking Historyo; and EIl aine MacEacheren, i Eman
17701 7 9 Oourdal of Negro Historg5, no. 4 (1970): 28806.

6_aurent Dubois, fAAn Enslaved Enlightenment: Rethir
At | a iBocialdistory31, no. 1 (2006): 12. See also John Saililatk Puritan, Black Republican: The Life and
Thought of Lemuel Haynes, 175833(New York.: Oxford University Pres2002); Patrick RaeBlack Identity
and Black Protest in the Antebellum No¢@hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); David Scott,
Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial EnlightenniBarham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004);
Al ejandro de | a Fuente, 0S| ave foadanighantFapmpe| Rispanet i on of Le
Historical ReviewVol. 87, No. 4 (2007)659692, Richard Newmairr eedombés Pr ophet: Richard
Church, and the Black Founding Fathéhew York: New York University Pres2008); Bianca Premdhe
Enlightenment on Trial: Ordinary Litigants and Colonialism in the Spanish Enfidieev York: Oxford University
Press, 2017); Van GossSihe First Reconstruction J ohn C. Mar quez, AAf fSevicet ed Sl av
Manumission, and Enslaved Petitioners in Eighte€éhthn t u r y Sldenaand AbqlitionVol. 43, No. 1 (2022)
91-119 My arguments here have aCossttuebt®ements: Enctng tmeRkople yn J as or
Revolutionary AmericDurham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010).
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one of the innumerable wagers African Americans made in the Revolution to secure their

freedom. Its payoff was ultimately ambivalent, but its impact was profound.

The freedom petitioners were ultimately betrayed by patriot leaders who valued
intercolonial unity with slaveholders over their antislavery commitments. They were forgotten by
white countrymen who preferred to believe they awoke to the sins of slavdrgrogelves.
Nevertheless, the Black patriots who spoke in these documents imprinted their vision on the new
state of Massachusetts, helping ensure that the myth of the slaveless societyffinally
imperfectly,became reality. In doing so, they inauguraiad of the richest refrains in the new

nationbés | anguage of | iberty.
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CHAPTER 6: THE BIRTH OF BLACK POLITICS

Tensions were rising. For the past three years Thomas Hutchinson had faced escalating
vitriol from the colonybés Council, Assembl vy,
pressures, theerturbedgovernor called an emergency session of the legislature on January 6,

1773. Using the opportunity to speak against mounting political opposition in the colony,

Hutchinson sought to demonstrate the virtues of colonial submission to British rule. All he

maraged was to further enflame his adversaries, raisingdomth t he specter fAof t ¢
independenced from what they coHThersweeedotof as
the only arguments against oppression in 1773, however, and Hutchinson and the Court were not

alone.

Paying close attention to the debates leading up to the emergency session and
Hut chinsqgammd c¢apiotsalei zi ng on the antislavery 1
encouragedh the colony, those who had actually experienced slavery in Massachusetts chose
this moment to enter the American Revolutiond
behalf of fAmany Sl aves, |iving iRr dviencleo,win k€l

Holbrook asserted the right of Black colonists to freedoigu(eé 15).

547 Journals of the House of Representatiwasl. 49: 17721773(Boston: Massachusetts Historical
Society, 1980), 141.
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Province of the MAssacHU®ETTs-Bayes

To his Excellency
THOMAS HUTCHIN SO N, Efg;
GOVERNOR 3
To the Honorable
His Majelty’s Counciy; and
To the Honorable Houfe of RePressNTATIVES
in General Court affembled at Bostown, the

6th Day of Faauary, 1773 .

The humble FETITION of many Staves,
living in the Town of Bostown, and other
Towns in the Prevince is this, namely,

HAT your ExceLLenxcy and Honors, and

the Honorable the Reprefentatives would

- be pleafed to take their unhappy State and Con-
dition under your wife and juft Confideras

. tion.

We defire to blels Goo, who loves Man-
kind, who fent his Son to die for their Salvation,
and who is no Refpe@ter of Perfons ; that he hath
lately put it into the Hearts of Multitudes on both

* Sides of the Water, to bear our Burthens, fome
of whom are Men of great Note and Influence ;
who have pleaded our Caufe with Arguments
which we hope will have their weight with this
Honorable Court.

Wx prefume not to diftate to' your Excrr-
texcy and Honors, being willing to reft our
Caufe on your Humanity and Jullice ; yet would
beg Leave tofay a Word or two on the Subjet,

ArtnovcH fome of the Negroes are vicious,
(who doubtlefs may be punithed and reltrained
by the fame Laws which are in Force again(t
other of the King’s Subje@s) there are many
others of a quite differeat Charaler, and who,

B if

Figure 15 First Freedom Pet™tion, signed AFelix,

548 Reprinted inThe AppendixBoston: Ezekiel Russell, 1773).
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Few records remain identifying Holbrod® He was borrsomewhere in Wegfrica and
brought over to British North America in the 1740s, around the same time Somerset arrived in
Virginia. He was purchased in Boston by Mary
Writing School, and was held by the couple until his manuonssit Abi a dl869.theat h i n
e ns | av ditracpnaas alrmost certainly due to his service at the school, and he strove to
make use of these advantages to become a resp
Hollis Street Congregation the same year he was freed, was admitted in full comimut72,
and soon joined by his wife, Susanné&om he also married thatyear Lat er , after th
simmering resentment again Great Britain transformed into outright violence, he enlisted in the
Rhode Island Militia to fight for independenceké& many Black men who fought for the patriot
cause, Holbrook likely hoped that his service in the war would secure his place as an equal
member of Massachusetts society. His ambitions, whatever they were, surely met with
disappointment, however. He diedabscurity at no more than 60 years of age, the last record of

his life an entry into the Boston Almshouse in 1792.

The story ofifréhochpiureotmskaes, td freefdan, to war, to poverty;

from misery, to hope, to miseryis worthy of a Shakespearean tragedy. What he said on January

Though he only signed his name fAFelixo in this fir
went by fAFelix Holbrookd in subsequent documents from |
50linda L. Matthewfi Gl eani ngs from Rhode | sland Town Records:

17701 7 8 Bhode Island Root2006), 164Robert JDunkle and Ann S. Lainhardollis Street Church, Boston:

Records of Admissions, Baptisms, Marriages, and Deaths;1982(Boston: New England Historic Genealogical

Society, 1998), 27&ecords Relating to the Early History of Boston, Containing Boston Marriages from 1752 to
1809(Boston:Municipal Printing Office1903)304 31; Jay Coughtry, itHol HLr7®aek, OFe In
M. Miller and J. D. Smith, edsDictionary of AfreAmerican SlaveryWestport, CT: Praeger, 1997), 333; John
Hannigan, fAKingbés Men and Cont-CaentanysMaWasachondeSt advetl
Brandeis University, 2021), 1582.
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6, 1773, however, echoed across the colony and the centuries, ensustatulsés one of
Americabds most consequential early Black poli
coloniakimperial tensions, he capitalized on Briti8imerican resentments and the spirit of

liberty seizing the land by adding his own demandbase ofwhite patriots. The citizens of

Boston had claimed their rights Maesalden, as C
Proceedingghe previous Novembéra call to amsSamuelAd ams and Bost onds ot
issued to the stlhmbivalent Massachusetts countryside. In a similar fashion, Holbrook
highlighted his own I|ist of #Alnfringements an

fiunhappy Stat®¥ and condition. o

Hi s appeal was no mere parroting of his wh
argument against the governmentods right to as
what soever 0.4rsfacBhe assured hishaadientee three pillars of Massachusetts
colonial government hat t heir decision was ultimate, sa\)
Excellency and Honors . . . on the Subject. o
made on Black colonists just as white Bostonians listed those the British impasetham.

Hol brook argued that the enslaved | abored to

51 The Votes and Proceedings of the Freeholders and other Inhabitants of the Town of Boston, in Town
Meeting Assemblegd Bo st on: Benjamin Edes and John Gill, 1772), 2
Reply to the Boston Co mmWiliameaad Mafy Quamerlyvod 25pno.rl §1668)222 1773,
39. The manuscript copy of Hol brookés petThdApmendixi s now |
(Boston: Ezekiel Russell, 1773).

552\/otes and Proceeding$3.
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to Religiono and that (tLifleatseldl adikVed halvle meq ®ir ®ip

have no Wives! No Childre® We have no City!

Hol brookds performance repeated themes he

writers, such aBriton Hammon andPhilisWh e at | ey, as wel | as the col
AWe desire to bless God, o0 he said, Awho | oves
Salvation, and who is no Respecter of Persons

Negroes aresivstedusnotiheiinplace as ffldmngds Si

the | aws | i ke anyone el sey, osfavtehetihri sL,i vtehsa ti ntbhi
t hought that f#flet their Behaviour be what it
Generations, shall ever be abP6uctaclaiho, or t o
amounted to a Afundamental assertionodo and rec

in Anglo-American jurisprudence, as John Blanton notes, and it implied their membership in the
empireds Acommuni ty o P°Paraphrhsingan brtistavery argumennheéi v i d
likely read in theBoston Gazetterhen he was still enslaved, Holbrook insisted that all of this,

ifour greatest Unhappiness, 0 t°Fldekplagedtikemmus despi t

where it belonged: in the hands of Massachusetts enslavers.

553 Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773.
554 1bid.
%John Bl anton,

AT
Law and Politics, 1629 783, 0 ( PhD
Petition, January 6, 1773.

his Species of Proper t-Americ&l avery

i
diss., City University of New Yor

556 Boston Gazetteluly 18, 1768Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773.
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Hol brook provocatively juxtaposed his peop
conditions of seksufficient manhood, Christian virtue, and republican duty that undergirded
eighteenthcentury AngleAmerican thoughtin the process, he underscojast how fatuous the
myth of the slaveless society had becdipéhe 1770sSlaveryi real slavery, slavery as
depersonalization, slavery as dehumanization, slavery as unending degraéatgiad in the
Bay Colony, and there was no longer any gettirogiiad that. He echoed biblical passages such
as Romans 11:15 (Awhat will their acceptance
i's | i ke the )bsteshisspoirt\Wwhidethe gnaultanesuslyidentified his shared
beliefs in the Christian gospel. He implied that, if Hutchinson and the Massachusetts legislature
truly believed in their shared foundational principles of manhood, they must end slavery or else
be unChristian, unrepublican, and inhumane. They could no longer pretendrthefi Ser vant s |
Lifeo where anything but chattel sl aves. Free
|l east Wrong or I njury to our Masters. o But, t
redemption from social death, a consummatibthe longimplied promise that they were

included in the ambit of Ma¥sachusettsd fabl e

Stolen masculinity was arguably the central component upon which Holbrook staked the
claims of his first appeal, and it remained a prominent feature throughout the rest of the freedom
petitionersd campaign. Bl ack ethslinaofreasonimgn i n
were unable to protect and represent their wives and children; they were unable to fulfill their

duties as patriarchs; and as such, they could not be recogninesh &atriarchalism was a pillar

557 Freedom Petition, January 6, 17T®lando Pattersoiglavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985)
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of both British and West African eighteenthntury cultural traditions, a rare point of contact

between the two societies that Holbrook would have quickly recognized upon his arrival in the
colony. He and his fellow petitioners thus utilized its presuomgtin their efforts to claim their

status as not only freeborn human beings but as political and economic agents. They clearly
advocated for the liberation of all Black people in the colony, but they spoke in their appeals as if
Black women and childremty existed as extensions of their husbands and fathers. There was

no woman listed among those who signed the freedom petitioners over the next four years,
reflective of that fact that, with the notable exception of Phillis Wheatley, no Black woman in the
colony was able to enter intothdleasigpdoc husett so
independenceThey were, at best, ablerian away oisue for freedom in the courts, inflecting

debate on the matter indirect}?

Holbrook and his fellow signatories may have presented themselves as independent men
when they approached the highest realms of th
they acted alone, nor that their campaign was undertaken separately franivitiesaof Black
women in other spheres. It strains credulity
role in her husbanddés arguments, advi stong him

undertake ishortly after their marriagélternatively, she may have convinced himdimwvnplay

558 For the unique challenges African American women encountered in colonial North America, especially
New England, sekaren Cook BellRunning From Bondage: Enslaved Women and Their remarkable Fight for
Freedom in Revolutionary AmericaNew Yor k: Cambri dge University Press, 2
Patriarchy, and Provision: African FamounalefAmdlieagot i at e
History, vol. 103, no. 3 (2016):588 05 ; Fel i cia Y. Thomas, AEntangled With
in Massachusetts, 1707 8 3, 0 ( PhD di ssi.NewR®Btrgearswi drki, versi4t)y James |
Social Death: The Multiple Configurationfo Af r i can S| ave FamWilignandMatyhe At |l ant i
Quarterly, vol. 70, no. 2 (2013):25272; Catherine Adams and Elizabeth H. Plelciye of Freedom: Black Women
in Colonial and Revolutionary AmerigAlew York: Oxford University Press, 2010)
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the overwhelming patriarchalism and religiosity that matkdd e  a ditstifovay ista 6 s

politics. From April 1773 onwards, the petitiondregan referring o At he supr eme ¢go\
the universeard moreinclusivelyn ot ed t hat fithe endearing ties
andfriend, [the enslavepare generally strangers. t@hey alsomore stronglyinsisted on

concreteplansfor achieving Black emancipation.

Other women observers in the community almost certainly weighed in with their advice
as well andh clear dialogue tooglaceamongseemingly disconnected Black freedom efforts
through the law, through politics, and through print. When Hagar Hill argued that she was due
backpay as well as her freedom from Elijah Hayward in late July 1773, for instance, she was
marching in lockstep wltthe petitioners when they charged earlier that month that
Massachusettsd enslaved werd foamrt ittolid & °tam ds sm
And it is surely no coincidence that Wheatley published her famous letter to the Indigenous
mi ni ster Samson Occum, where she noted that t
Oppression, and praeMarth?l, I764dessBharwo weeksatien c e 0
Hutchinson vetoed legislation against the slave trade the House had passed in response to the
freedom peti tPometred wasmpaigmall place in the

smaller Black population totaled less than one thousand strong, making it incredibly unlikely that

5%Bell,i Re s ear ¢c h &8InTia motioa that cépblonial blacks were due some sort of reparation
for their enslavement held some currency even with white colonists at the time, and a later petitioner named Belinda
was successful in her own clBaelmsn dfaoérs sRuecthi.t iSoene: Roeyp akEr.a t
Revol ut i onar yWiNasarsdMary Quarertysy, :19. D (2007): 98.04; and Deacon Timothy
Pickering to the Continental Congress, June 4, 1Pmteedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society 53
(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1926)23.

560 Boston PosBoy, March 21, 1774Boston EvenindPost March 2, 1774;Boston New4 etter, March
24, 1774 Massachusetts SpWlarch 24, 1774Essex Gazettdarch 29, 1774Essex Journal and Merrimack
Packef March 30, 1774
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Wheatl ey and other Black women were rmamn engag

political voice.

Nor were they the only silent partndilelyi nvol ved i n the petition:
text and context, it is evident that Holbrook and his allies were working, often directly, with the
patriot | eadership. The petitioners of course
Ex c el | lomas Huichidson and the patsioe d fi Gener al Court Assembl
striking, however, is that while Holbrook was content to rest his case on the collective
government 6s AW sdom, Jratappealche altoakpainst@oodnes s o
recognize how the Gener al Court, sans Hutchin
what i s wise, just, and good. o6 Although histo
what may have been an incidental omission, throughouehitsop Holbrook consistently
foll owed f or mal protocol; he referr®d regul ar
Additionally, the only other time he referred solely to the legislature was to pray his arguments

would fAhave their weight with this Honorabl e

%61 Richard Bushman discusses the requirements and formalities of petitiotiirggiand People in
Provincial Massachuset{€hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985); 34. See also Ralph Harlow,
The History of Legislative Methods in the Period before 18R&v Haven Yale University Pressl917) Elizabeth

Read Foster, APet it i doumalafBridishSthdeeydP 24 no.t1i(1674): 245; L.Ri ght , o
Reeve, fiThe Legal St aThe Histodchl Jaurhatvol. 2@ hoi 2 (1986R57-277;St&heph t , o
Hi gginson, AA Short History of the RightYaelawIoanali ti on G

vol. 96,n0. 1 (1986)142-166); Pauline MaierAmerican Scripture: Making the Declaration of Independegihmwy

York, N.Y.: Random House, 1998), &9, Edmund Morganlnventing the People: The Rise of Popular Sovereignty

in England and AmericéNew York, N.Y.: W.W. Norton & Co., 1988), 222300 Al an Tul |l y- AConstit ue:
Representative Relationships in Early America: The Case eRerev o | ut i o n ar yCanAdan josriyaloff ani a, 0
History,vol. 11,no. 2 (1976)139-154;and Gordon Wooqreation of the American Repub(i€hapel Hill:

University of North Carolina Pres$998), 162173.
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from the House and Council . Il mplicitly, he re

decision mattered most for def’rmining what w

Considering the circumstances within which Holbrook presented his appeal strengthens
this reading of his illocutionary foraes well asis likely collaboration with white patriot
leaders. As we have seen, he was intervening not only at a time of unprecedented hostility
between the people of Massachusetts and the royal government, but also on the crest of a rising
antislavery waveonewhich patriot leaders had been actively encouraging for nearly a decade
and were stilcongratulating themselves anthewa k e of Somer set 0s sui t .
locally born or a recent forced émigré, no Black person living in Boston in early 1773 could have
missed that the opposition movement in Massachusetts had arrayed itself against slavery and that

Hutchinson ad his loyalist allies stoodlmostal one as the practicebds | a:

Holbrook was aware that antislavery sentiment was arising in other places throughout the
Anglophone world beyond Massachusetts and that abolitionism was no mere provincial
phenomenon. He explicitly noted that he expected his petition to succeed becdusdiGoa t h
lately put into the Hearts of Multitudes bothSi des of t he Wate¥, to bea
Holbrook did not mention whom he had in mind when making this statement. But he was
evidently familiar with the works of Anthony Benezet as well as the British abolitionist Granville
Sharpepne of Siercestsuppaterdislbrook and his allies would allude to arguments

made by both men in their later appeals and, if they saw the General Ciwiit amst likely

562 Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773.
563 Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773; emphasis mine.
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source of sal vati on, t hat does not mean that

in attacking slavery®*

Indeed, given the timing ¢4 o | b r fosb dpg@eal, historians reasonably surmise that
Somersetd6s victory ihimtoRrhgrlusderminedlavergat hoimg. But, n s pi r
strikingly, while Holbrook very likely knew or at least knew of the man himself when he stayed
in Boston, he did not directly refer 8Bomersehor to any number of other specifically British
political or legal antislavery argumertf8.From a close study of the situation as it was unfolding
in Massachusetts, aswellh e f r e e d o nse ggSorersein tleein campaidn, it appears
their relation to his famous casecemplicated and once more requires privileging contexts local
over those imperial in order to understand the stmxs with the newspaper debate over
slavery that raged in 1772, Somerset indeed h

his influence in many ways manifested by seedadrees.

It seems unlikely, for example, that Holbrook and his allies decided to act when they did
simply because they had heard of Somersetodos s
published several months before they submitted their first appeal, amdoitadikely that they

were responding to the subsequent groundswel |l

%I n the circular that succeeds Hol brookés first pet
Sharpe made on the Spanish system of slavery which were reprintedEsstheGazetté-ebruary 9, 1773, and
Massachusetts Splebruary 11, 1773.

565 Boston GazetteAugust 12, 1772Massachusetts Spugust 27, 1772,

6Hunter,i Publ i shi nlg91RBr5e e dom,cee Lee Mal col m, ASlavery in
Amer i c an Rleurnallofihe HistaticaldSocietyol. 10,no. 4 (2010)427; Benjamin Carfefiance of the
Patriots: The Boston Tea Party and the Making of Ameiidmw Have.:Yale University Pres2010), 208; Woody
Holton, Liberty is Sweet: The Hidden History of the American Revol{Nemw York, NY: Simon and Schuster,
2021), 120121
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Massachusetts. Somersetdés trial certainly inf
directly and indirectly for the rest of the next decaddisterianNicholas Wood outline¥’ So

far as the petitioners were concerned, however, the case is as conspicuous in its absence from

their appeals as it is in tiBoston GazetteTheir limited, atbest tacit, references to the case are

peculiar not only because they likely knew Somerset persobaliyalso becauseomersetould

have added weight to their argument.

AswiththeBo st o n 6lanzesthereasia definitive answer as to \wiey
petitionersavoided using this powerful tool. But the simplest answer might be that they did not
need to. They had plenty to draw on at home. This is why they chose to petition the Court in the
first place: because it was the best medium through which they couwdtkedgit reform,
reinforce their place as subjects of Massachusetts, and signal their inclusion in the patriot cause.
As Richard Bushman and others have pointedand as Holbrook would well have known, the

point of a petition was to present Athe suffe

possible, o0 but it always also fireaffirmed | oy
compl a*®®fhng. point recalls Wheatleyds claim th
desired Anot for their Hurt, but to convince
Words and Actions ar é&%so diametrically opposi

5’Wo o dSpmefsetthe Bible, and the End of Hereditary Slavery in Massachis8isnerset@250:
Facts, Interpretations, Legaciesds. Matthew Mason and David Waldstreicher.

568 Bushman, 4&%4.
569 Boston PosBoy, March 21, 1774.
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Holbrook and his fellow petitioners opted not to write to a newspaper, as Cesar Sarter
would in 1774. They chose not to pen letters to influential individuals, as Benjamin Banneker
would in 1791. Nor did they make secret overtures to the royal goverrasehibjgail Adams
later feared’° Eschewing strategies adopted by white colonial abolitionists who, as
communicationsschol®@at ri ci a Bradley describes, flew #fi
propaganda that stressed American innocence o0
explicitly reinforce patriotic ideology and discursive symboliéiHe could have brutally
attacked t h-enage aslrighteaus Chestianssaad ehlightened children of reason, as
Benezet did when arguing that Americans wer e
the Feelings of Humanity, or the commorcli at es of Re¥’$l®aouldshavd Equi t y
suggested that the conflict was an instance o0
as did the minister David Avery in 177T7. | nst
woul d fAbe obedi ent t onlossoverdija Brovielence shalbsofferluotem g a s
be hol den SPlhapfarstiemtyaeHolbrook was advocating his cause basesl on

owninterpretation of moral righteousness but which he deliberately ascribed to white patriots

S0 g3arter Essex Journal and Merrimack Packet August 17, 1774; #ATo Thomas Je
Banneker, 19 August 1791,0 Founders Online, Nati onal Al
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferse@®02-0 049 (accessed November 28, 20

lfla conspiracdy iosf dtihsec unsesgerdo ebse |l o w.
51 Bradley,Slavery Propaganda, and the American Revolyi@h

572 Anthony BenezetA Short Account of That Part of Africa Inhabited by the Neg(@a#adelphiaJohn
Dunlap,1762), 9.

53David Avery, The Lord is to be Praised for the Triumphs of His Poiarwich, CT: Timothy Green
andJudah P. Spooner, 1778), 1.
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based on his knowledge of their past antislavery efforts angresifaimed mythical

exceptionalism.

Just as white patriots had multivalent reasons for supporting his cause, so Holbrook and
his allies likely supported them for reasons ideal and pragmatic as well. It is even possible that
Holbrook spoke the language of liberty in a solely performativecttgpdoanna Brooks and
ot hers are right to caution historians agains
transcri pt s @“lodbes hohfalow; howekieo, that avery instance of Black
engagement with revolutionary discourse could not be or never was a serious and authentic
representation of shared ideology. Even putti
sincerty, strong economic, social, legal, and cultural ties bound Black colonials to Massachusetts
and suggest that they could believe in the values they espoused and could genuinely identify with
the patriot caus€>That woul d not have made the petition
inevitable or unconditionadl as the actions of other northern enslaved persons who supported
Great Britain amply testifies but it does mean we should think twice before questionigig th
words. As Phillis Wheatley insisted in her ow

in uso and that it was I|iberty, thatfwondéro

Indeed, that made them act.

Brooks, fEarly American Public Sphere, o 88.
Sl Freedom Memorial , ] JanMassachusetSpgeptembet 1, 4774. epr i nt ed

S’8Wheatley Essex GazettéMarch 291 7 7 4 ; i ATheePpeims & Phillis Wheatlesd.Julian Mason
Jr. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018),12% . For further study of Whe

iremarkable bid to |Iink antislavery to the patriot app
Politics, and Phil losd uWlndavbllteny dhd Redonstructiomsiate on B4 Eric
Sl auter, fANeocl assical Culture in a Soc.iHmtyymescah h S| ave:

Studiesvol. 2,no0. 1 (2004)381-122, and Akers.
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Hol brookds decision to cast his | ot with t
vindicated when the House summoned a committee led by patriot leader John Pickering in
February 1773 to redraft legislation against the future importation of edstersons in the
colony>’’ It was far from the complete emancipation Holbrook must have been seeking, which
was beyond the Cod?Ittdo swapsowehrowienv earny icnasle.ne wi
pray for Relief only, which by no Possibility can ever be productive of the least Wrong or Injury
t o our °NMosebverritsvasta remarkable step; one unparalleled in the Axgkrican
world. No African in the English empire had previously petitioned his government against the
institution of slavery, much less elicited a proposed act of legislation in respoestect, this
action signaled white patriots6é continuing en

exemplified Black patriotsdé ability to influe

As the fight between Hutchinson and the Court raged on through February and March,

Holbrook and his allies did not let up on their efforts. Instead, they initiated a publicity campaign

5" Journals ofthe House 49: 208, 225. Pickeringds father, Deacon
advocate for abolition, and may have influenced his support. Besides Pickering, the committee also included the
archloyalist Thomas Gilbert and the patriot Joseph Gerrish oftiley Given the patriot practice of assigning
ineffective ATor-gominated committeesi itdsanot suoprismato find Gilbert assigned here.

Indeed, Gilbert was likely furious with the assignmginen he owned at least seven enslaved perSmimjtz,
Legislatorsthe Massachusetts General Co231

578 Unlike a bill aimed at abolishing slavery, an impost bill could have conceivably received the royal
governorsé assent. As we saw in Part I, similar acts h;
none of these were as steep as thelnmaredpound fine the patriots were proposidga mes Al | egr o, Aol n
and Strengthening the Countryd: L awsEigheenthCanturg s, and t he
Ma s s a ¢ h u sNew EnglanB @Quartedy5, no. 1 (2002): 823.

S Freedom Petition, January 6, 1
mostly | i kddng, asthgwaBletkd ms 6 pr ayed fthat
c o ndi tldurnats®fdthe Housel9:195.

773. A Jourhalsie House ct
[the Negroes] may |
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to bring their case before the court of public opinibneyreceivedogistical, and likely

financial support from white patriot leaders even before Holbrook submitted his first appeal. On
the same day the House heard Hol brookds petit
A Hu me 0 Massachudetts Spgnd Ezekiel Russell printed a pamphlet version of their

appeal , which i ncl uodiadveek IHtarfiEhé sming af bothtrants is t s |,

significant, suggesting as it does that Thomas and Russell were not suppbyrting the

petitionersdé goals, but had been in contact w
after the House began considering thequest | ndeed, fAHumed wrote of
future tense, remarking that Awhen the Petiti

think candi dl y o%Giverteeipetitiodees jsubmitted ttieir Sppealttoethe O
House when the session first opened on Januar
was waiting to be formally introduced on January 28. He wrote of himself, however, as though

he was not aitting member of the Court, and thus had to have seen it elsewhere, raising the

possibility that he had been working with the petitioners behind the scenes.

Directing his |letter to the Assembly, #AHum
t han support the efforts of the enslaved to c
Hol brookds cause as one and same iwintelh 6tsh e r gatm

by likewise appealing to the myth of the slaveless society. He argued that slavery was unlawful

580 Massachusetts SpJanuary 281773,and February 4, 177Fhe AppendixBoston: Ezekiel Russell,
1773).

581 Massachusetts SpJanuary 281773.
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under Massachusettso charter and “2hht itheplkais

he said, Athat at the granting it, there was
within the province, should enjoy the same Li
concluded, sl avery waswealglaianss tChirtihset 6Lsa wasd noof n iG

others. Therefore, to effectively sectirdh e c ol o n i egowernmeantpendirestedtiso s e | f
partyt o figi ve your Vo®Wwhie patdotsnust charepiomthe freedommof. 0

Black patriots as well as their own.

Though AHumedso identity is unknown, it ap
The pamphl et in which his ar tThecAppendig ordSorHeo | br o o
observations on the expediency of the petition of the Africans, living in Boston, &c. lately
presented to the General Assembly of this proyialse included two other antislavery
statements by AA Lover of True Libertyo and i
commentor in thélassachusetts Sg§¥*Al1 | t hree further reinforced
appeal and its place in the patriot cause, and the title of the pamphlet suggested it was meant to

be read as an addRigsuhsiomfrodmahe SlavenlaasiRerBapsathe® Swvan

was one of the contributors.

AA Lover of True Libertyod began his essay
Il i ke AMamwhlmamt ood opposed to it as the AENemi

were motivated to Agive their Qipterests, thandroomor e f

582 | bid.
583 |bid.
584 The AppendixMassachusetts Spkebruary 18, 1773.
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an honest unbiassed Regard to the Rights of t
Sl avery, Whether the Africans Awnéheagueddahat bor n a
ASI-maki ngd was both fAexpressly against the La
Charter of Ibndeed, $iecBntimuedjiLnecte .id n o t-Endglamd! Publishdt i n Ne w
not in the Streets of America, that any of th
24) . Li ke Swan, het hrtea | ERsath 21d8jo fréevtte enslaveadgben o f

they sued for their freedomthe courts He was more hopeful, howeve
would come from Hol brookbés petition, fAsince T
Assembly], are led and influenced by the true Principles of Liberty, and a fierce Desire to

promote thegoodda n ki nd. 0 cohtereledahuatth osruch support was i
shew, that, instead of being pretended Friends to Liberty, we are really hearty for tlad aysher
unal i enable Rights of Mankind. o AA Lover of T
petition a litmus test for being a real or false friend of liberty and showed how the continuation

of slavery would compromiseiainfe col oni stsd op

The @A Sonsipoobabhadwhite auhor, despite the alidikewise extolled how
APatriotism [w]as a Virtue of the ‘maksnhgMagni
was in opposition to all those qualities that patriotism inspifdd.e mocked t he #ff eeb

S ome, |l i ke AMarsham, 0 had made of | ate to def

585 Appendix4-7.

% n his essay the author refers to fithe Negroeso act
appears to sympathize with, but not share, their plight. Adopting a nominally black persona in revolutionary public
debate was not unusual forwhiteamths, and t he use and frequency of such
Origins of AfricanAmerican Literature39-91.
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Ties of Nature, Reason, and Conscience have been violated to rob this poor People of the Gifts

of God!o he cried. Since the Massachusetts Co
to be expected thits membersvi | | Airelieve those who are now |
not incur Athe Frowns of thkhoughGleduthariwent | ov et h
further than Hol brook did with implied retrib
slaveryoés intrinsic immorality and its incons
white authors lenttheirsuppada t o t he petitionersdé6 campaign f
coordinated with théreedom petitionerarhen making their arguments, establishing an

interracial dialogue between idethsit were at oncpatriotic and antislavery.

The Appendirlso signaled the beginning of a direct campaign Holbrook and his
comrades undertook to convince the people of Massachusetts, as well as key representatives in
the Court, to support their cause. The petitioners met with continued success in the House as
more patriots were added to the aslivetrade committee, including Elbridge Geraysigner of
the Declaration of Independensfio wouldalsoprove a powerful antislavery voice at the
nationalConstitutionalConvention in 17872 The committee proposed a revised bill, which the
House accepted and sent up for AConcurrenceo
Council, still more conservative than the popularly elected House, referred the bill for further
consideration to the sumer session. In the meantime, Holbrook and at least four other Black

colonists revised and republished his petition as a circular they sent to towns throughout the

S8Appendix10-12.

S8Sean WilentzZNo Pr operty in Man: Slavery af(CdmbddgeNAs| avery
Harvard University Press, 2018).
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colony in April (Figure 16¥°*Their new appeal was model ed afte
Massachusetts Circular Letter of 176®&ritten to garner popular support for the opposition
movement throughout the coloniesnd differed frorHo | br ook és first peti ti

respects$>®

589 Journals of the Housel9:195, 208, 225, 252, 259, 287.

M Circular Letter from the Assembly of the Massacht
the Continent of America, February 11, 1768rrespondence, The National Archives, Kew, CO 5/757 Part 1
1768/02/11, accessed June 23, 20ths://www.colonialamerica.amdigital.co.uk/
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B 0OSTON, Arr1L 2015, 1573
N ECR,
THE efforts made by thelegiflative of this provincéin theirlaft feflionsto free themfelves
from {lavery, gave us, who are in that deplorable ftate, a high degree of fatisfacton.
We expect great things from men who have made fuch a noble ftand ‘againft the
“defigns of their fellow-men to enflave them., We cannot but with and hope Sir,
that you will have the fame grand objeét, ‘we mean’ civil and religiousliberty, ‘in view
inyour next feflion.  The divine {pirit of freedom, feems to fire every humane breaft -on
this continent, except{uch as are bribed to aflift in eéxecuting the-execrable plan.

W are very fenfible that'it would be highly detriniental to our prefent mafters, if
we were allowed to demand all that of right belongs to us for paft fervices'; this we dif
claim. Even the Spaniards, “who -have not 'thofe fublime ‘ideas of freedom that ‘Eng-
lith men havé, are‘confcious that they have no right to all the fervices of their fellow-
men, we mean the Africans, whom they have purchafed with their money; therefore'they |
allow them one day in a week to work for themfelve,'to enable theth to earn’money to
purchafe the refidue of their time, which they have a right to démand in‘fuch portions
-as they are able to pay for (2 due appraizment of their fervices being firft ‘made, which
always ftands at “the purchafe money.) “We do not pretend to- dictate to you 'Sir, ‘or to
the honorable Affembly, of which you are a member : We acknowledge our-obligations
to you for what you have already done, but as the people of this province feem to be
actuated by the principles of equity and juftice, we eannot'but expeét your houfe will
again take our deplorable cafe into ferious confideration, and give us that ample relief
which, as men, we have a natural right to.

But fince the wifeand righteotis governor of the uriiverﬁ*ﬁnsperi‘riitted oiir fellow mein
to make us flaves, we bow 'in fubmiffion to him, and determine to behave in fuch a
manner, as that we may have reafon to expeét the divine approbation of, and affiftance
“4n, our peaceable and lawful attempts to gain our freedom.

‘Wz are willing to fubmit to fuch regulations and laws, as 'tiiay bé made relative to’
s, until we leave the province, which we determine to doas foon as we can from our

joynt labours procure money to tranfport ourfelves to fome part'of the coaft of Africa,
where we propofe a fettlement. We are very defirous that you fhould have inftructi-
onsrelative to us, from your town, therefore we pray you to communicate thisletter to
#hem, and afk this favor for us.

Iir behalf of otir fellow flaves in this province,
And by order of their Committee.
PeTER BESTES,
Sampo FREEMAN,
FuiLix Horsrook;
CHESTER Jo1m:

the REPRESENTATIVE of the town of _

Figure 16 Freedom Circular, April 20, 1773» addressed to
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I n contrast to Hol brookds appeal, which wa
the authors intended the circular letter to be read by individual representatives who would then
bring it to their respecti ¥asaresuitpeopld or t heir
throughout the colony heard Hol brookds name i
signatories Peter Bestes, Sambo Freeman, and Chester Joie. These men are now, unfortunately,
just as if not more obscure than Holbrook himselftBess , f or i nstance, is t|
later signed the last freedom petition of 1777. But, beside his record as a founding member of the
first Black masonic lodge in Boston in 1775, and his death in 1778, there is little other
information®%3 Of Freeman there is little more. Born in Africa in the 1720s, he likely lived and
acquired his freedom in Medway. He was thus well positioned to connect his allies in Boston to
ot her towns in Massachusettsd i nrsWarjiamdthen He ha

moved to Holliston with his wife, Eleanor Oxford, where he died in £700f Joie there is

[ Freedom Circular,] Boston, April 20th, 1773, 0 M:
Historical Societyhttps://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id€tdd@ssed November 28, 2023)
Two other copies of the circular exjst: ABoston, April
https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.03701600/?st=featc c e s sed November 28, 2023); AG¢
Papers, o box 52, folder 9, Rare Book and Manuscript Li|

Nicholas Wood has my thanks for bringing this last copy of the circular to my attention.
592 |pid.

®¥Chernoh Sesay, AThe Dialectic of Repres
Hi st or i dogrnahob African dmerican Studidg, no. 3 (2013):388 5, and fARevoO
126 28.

594 E.0. JamesorThe History of Medway, Massachusetts, *1885(Providence: Reid, 1886), 104, and
The Military History of Medway, Massachusetts, 1-1885(Providence: Reid, 1886), ®jtal Records of Idlliston,
Massachusetts, to the Year 1§B®ston: New England Historical Genealogical Society, 1908), 67, 211, 250, 317;
Hannigan, AKingos 18&57;Jeameullemn,otliston: & Good TowfStonington, ME:
Penobscot, 2000), 70, ©83;
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almost nothing left speaking to his life, though his last name suggests he was either first enslaved

in the French Caribbean or held by a Bay colonist descended from Huguenot immigrants.

Holbrook, Bestes, Freeman, and Joie used the circular to strengthen their affiliation with
the patriot | eadership when they praised Athe
their last sessions to free themselves from slavéxry Tlaelye not e t hat At he di
freedom, seems to fire every breast on this c
slaveless society to help ensure that antislavery remained a component part the patriot cause. The
activists pointedlyeguedt@mt only t hose fisuch as are bribed
pl and of i mperial tyr ann yobuiausallugion to eldtchissen andh e i r
the royal governmenBut they were also suggesting that, should any patriots waver in their
antislavery support, they would become no different from the corrupt imperial lackeys they
despised. Even the hated ASpaniards, 0 the pet
of freedom that Englishmen have, are conscious that they bavght to all the services of their
fellow men. o0 It was therefore Iimpossible to i

mission could fail to act against slavéy.

The petitioners were more insistent in A@ri73than Holbrook had been in January,
demanding fithat ample relief which, as men, w
strategic, conceding Athat it would be highly
allowed to demand all that of righte | ongs t o us for past services

representatives that AWe do not pretend to di

5% Ereedom Circular, April 20, 1773.
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T perishthethoughtundert ake anything other than Apeace
freedom. 0 They implicitly raised the specter
what white colonists so feared. Explicitly, however, they disedighe possibility out of hand.
The petitioners also flattered the representatives at the expense of the Gdvgherfeeding
into patriot propagandizing by acknowl edging
trade. Naturally, thismearitat t he patri ots must fiagain take

into seriou® consideration. o

The circular writers hoped to send their letter to every town in Massachusetts, so they
enlisted the support of patriots outside the House to accomplish this goal. Though none of the
extant circular leaflets indicate who printed them, producing hundresdgbfletters would have
been a large and costly undertakimigich few printers in the colony would have been inclined to
undertake. Perhaps, then, Russell and Thomas were also involved in this endeavor, lending the
petitioners the use of their presges bonoor at least at a discount. Indeed, it appears that the
circdlatdscti®e (chegpitatiedi with a downturned |
righthand curlinthe heasit r ok e) and | ower case fAAtos, o as
same Thomas used in other works at this fithéf. Thomas was indeed the printertbis work

helikely also played a role in introducing the petitioners to James Swan and John Allen, patriot

antislavery writers whm Thomas and Russell had helped publish.

5% |bid.

597 Comparethe circular for instancewith Th o mas d pr i nt i HigtoryoftheBalanycohi nsono6 s
MassachusettBayin 1774.
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The Black activists directly approached Swan, for instance, asking him to reissue his
Dissuasioralong with their circular. In this new edition, he rededicated his tract to the General
Court and Hutchinson, encouraged by the thoug
or other the most dejected part of our species, from a slavery thatyigsic] odious in the eyes
ofeverytrueBr i t i shilsudy gedt 6a finishing of what was

legislature, he said, butsalo t hat Ayou may do as much more fo

This new edition of his work, however, HfAappea
Negroes in Boston, in order to answerwhitehe pur
Bay colonistami ght better realize that sl averyo was #r
Again, he asked fAthat means will be used by t

North-America, totally prohibiting the importation dbfegroes, and setting at liberty those who
are now i°fLike otmex atthe tim@, Swan saw the abolition of the slave trade as

inextricably linked to the abolition of slavery.

Knowing that Swan was a staunch ally of their cause with unimpeachable patriotic
credentials, the petitioners personally presented his revised pamphlet alongside the circular when
they approached key members of the Massachusetts legislature. As SameieldDeatriot
| eader in the Council, recalled in 1795, fAWhi
was called out of the Council Chamber, and very politely presented with the pamphlet by

Newton [Prince], who . . . said that the negroes had imd@med | was against the slatrade,

5% James SwarA Dissuasion from the Slave TrafBoston: Joseph Greenleaf, 1773), wiij ix, 12, 27,
41. Emphasis mine.
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and was t°®€he petitibners @&nd their allies then carried thtickof lettersback

down totherepresentatives

Besides Swan, Dexter, and other members of the General Court, Holbrook and his allies
also reached out to John Allen, wh@3@tion on the Beauties of Libenyas widely read and
heard throughout the Nortlihe effort was successfia i ni ng Al |tlepdit®nesuppor t
ensuredhat audiences who relied primarily on oral communication for news and political
discussion learned of their campaigwell®® Including the circular in the third, fourth, and
fifth Boston-printed editions of hi©ratoniione of the most widely rea
1 7 7 0 Allén helped spread their message across New Enfflahike Swan, he addetthe
circular as an addendum to his work, but he also incorpaitatedjuments and some its turns

of phrase into the speech itself, which had previously not touched on (actual) slavery at all. After

599 Dexter,Collections,Ser. 5, vol. 3387. For more on Prince, see628below.

60As Amy EIl iz th Winans notes, this approach ensur
not among the el class read or heard about the peti:
Discourse of Nations, 177D 8 2 0 0 (s.PReiihsyldania State University, 1998), 37, 50. On the importance of

oral networks for early American knowledge dissemination generally, see Richard D. Broawiedge is Power:

The Diffusion of Information in early Americh7061865 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), chap. 5;

Sandra M. Gustafsoltloquence Is Power: Oratory and Performance in Early Amei@aapel Hill: University of

North Carolina Press, 2000).

abe
ite

601 Bruce,Origins of African American Literatuye 53; John Bumsted and Charles
Tom Paine: John Al | e Wilianmahd Mahy QuaBqily21r ro.t4 (1664): 367 0bEzekiely , o
Russell, the printer for the third, as wel/l as a fourt|
circular was firefused a placed in an unnamed newspaper
Massachusetts SpydEssex Gazettgrinted it in June; John Allei®ration on the Beauties of Liberty . . .The Third
EditionandThe Fourth Edition, carefully corrected by the AutfiBoston: Ezekiel Russell, 1773),78D;
Massachusetts Spyune 3, 177FEssex Gazette June 8, 1773. All enbés orimati on was
ithird edition, cor rieafifthedition dy fbefezenatsénybotiGof €oanectieutyid 1773
and 1774. Russell 6s fifth edition of Al Boston®PesBayor k has |
May 3 andMassachusetts SpWay 13, 1773.

271



speaking with the freedom petitioners, Allen

in Americaodo to fAlet the oppressed®? go free, th

All en began as many other writers had, 1ins
of humanity, every bowel of pity, every compassion as a Christian, engages me to speak for the
Per sonal Liberty and Fr eedothatwas$true,whydidhehohe nat
speak out sooner? Why did he make no mention of this noble cause in the first and second
edition of hisOration, or in theAmerican Alarmpublished in February? It took prompting from

Bostonds BIl ack a dwart, garlysabostionistota speakvoatandthé dlearly kutlt a

on their prior efforts. Rppéntlix for ipstanoce, Ateme fiLover
l i kewi se cried out #ATell it not in Gath! Publ
heard? Shall no argument prevail te4ddndt t hese
lsaiah58% . AThi s wunl awful, inhuman practice I s a
warned, for God would surely exerci 9d Rifs i waa
were at fault for their enslavement, after al

with the pretence of christianizing these Peo
of enslaved violence, he reminded hisiakdn ce of t he many Ail |l conse:
the degenerate West Indieston e p liaortoed s &M go t he i sl ands Awith
deserved what they got when Bl ack ensl aved pe

occasioneby t he cruel treatment t*Bey meet with frc

602 Allen, Oration, 75.
603 |pid, 73-78.
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As we have seen, such abolitionist sentiments did not go unopposed in the colonies, and
justifications for enslaved rebellions, while prominent, were highly controversial. Even if
popular opinion and many patriot leaders in Massachusetts now positiomessthes against
slavery, the issue remained one of sustained debate throughout the Empire. In 1773, for instance,
the Caribbearenslaver Richard Nisbet also emerged with his response to fadidlitionist
Benjami n Ru®ahAddresptathedrindbiets of the British Settlements in America,
upon SlaveKeeping(reprinted in Boston in Marcand originally published in Philadelphia
earlier that year®®4 In Slavery Not Forbidden by Scriptyrdisbet defended the institution on
the grounds that Africans were-@hristian and unconvertable, that they lacked basic humanity,
and that they were brought to the Americas 1in

they would supposedly hateen far worse ofi®®

Ni sbetd6s was not a solitary voice in a sea
held a commencement debate in July 1i7¥3i kel y i nspired by the peti
Somer s eitohs wthreitéhler sl aver y wiaast ufiraeg roe eTahbilse dtios cti
of such interest that local bookseller John Boyle printed it as a pamphlet later that year, and it
reveals just how routinized proslavery arguments had already b&&bfsthe negative
positionargued mat chi ng Ni sbet, AMarsham, 060 and ot her

T equality had no foundation in nature, natural superiority overrode the consent of the governed,

604 Massachusetts SpMarch 27, 1773.
505 Richard NisbetSlavery Not Forbidden by Scriptu¢ehiladelphial773), 25.

5Though not a leading patriot, JohnAddBesswpoaSlave so pr i r
Keeping as well as some of Phillis Wheatleyds work, sugge
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and slavery did in fact correspond with natural #4#8uch arguments nevertheless remained in
a distinct minority in revolutionary Massachusetts. Few in the colony were avowed proslavery

advocates, and no further fAMarshaf&o appeared

Prosl avery arguments from fiMarsham, 6 Nisbe
petitioners presented their ca¥bey emphasized, for instance, that Black colonists were
Adi screet, sober, honest, and industrious|, ]
unjustly dragged by the cruel hand of power f
and that they fAhave i n c osdrighttofréetoml®®Byldoingt her n
so,the petitioners not onlgdvocated or t heir pl ace i n the patriot
responsé 0 t o argument s t hat®%°Vhe petitidners construotedigéheit hem f r
own mythological telling in a similar manner as Wheatley had done in her pdetfywho they
were and where they came frofrthey did so t@ombat the pretenses of their enslavére
freedom petitionermsisted that, like white colonials, they could meet the criteria of robust
Christianrrepublican citizenship, that they were not saved from barbarity, but stolen from a state

of grace, and thagspatriots in companyvith white patriots, they were justified in seeking their

807 Theodore Parsons and Eliphalet PeargoRprensic Dispute on the Legality of Enslaving the Africans
(Boston: John Boyle, 1773).

608 David Brion Davis,The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 17823(Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1975), 303. See also Matthew MaStavery and Politics in the Early American Republic
(Chapel Hill.:University of North Carolina Pres2008), 941.

5Freedom Petition, January 6, 1773; #fHAPetition for I
Online, Massachusetts Historical Socidtitps://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id€ad&ssed
November 28,2023fi [ Fr eedom Pet i t i on]Massdchusets SpJuly2®,1073, andgsexi nt ed i n
Gazette August 3, 1773, also available in partial manuscript at Massachusetts Collections Online, Massachusetts
Historical Societyhttps://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id€&&8essed November 28, 2023).

610 Quentin SkinnerYisions of Politicsvol. 1: Regarding Metho@New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2010), 19 (fAiresponseo).
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rights and liberty. Once these were recognized, they suggested, justice would be restored, and

Massachusetts would reclaim its place as the statimaneer of providential liberty.

Holbrook and his alliesdidnotai vel y trust that white col or
ensure their liberation, however. That is why in the circular letter they proposed that the enslaved
woul d Al eave the province . . . to pPrahspodt
they be made fre®! A clear reaction to emerging proslavery currénésd the presumably
royalist fAobjectionso t hatitheirrsthbmeovaskhéfirstgfet i t i o
many plans the petitioners forwarded to assua

emancipatiorf*? It was a bold move, and one toward which they harbored some ambivalence.

An almost singular suggestion, their proposal for ex/repatriation appeared in an almost
singular appeal. Though many of the freedom petitteashed a widespread audience, none
came close to the readership the circular enj
none were purposefully distributed to towns throughout Massachusetts. Many of the
communities this circular reached were taviine Black activists had never seen or perhaps even
heard of before. Aware of the entrenched prejudices that even sympathetic white colonists held
against their race, the petitioners had good reason both morally and strategically to consider

emigration®!® Perhaps taking into account that they were no longer speaking to the predisposed

611 Freedom Circular, April 20, 1773.

62As the petitioners would | ater emphasize, TfiWe are
objected against our liberation; but we [express] gratitude to those honorable gentlemen who spoke so much in our
favor |l ast session@; 18eMGaeaidepramierel6,l?n74, Ammejican Adtiquarian
Society.
88Sarah L. H. Gronni ater not
I

ngs that a fAkey concer
early America involved fiwho wou

otes
d bear the costs of 6&p
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audience they could expect in Boston and the Court, the petitioners reached for the strongest

weapon in their arsenal, even if they considered it a deadged sword.

Such strategizing proved successful. Boston Gazetteeported that in May the town of
Pembroke had dubbed t hoeagréebbtegornaturadPjestice andthen r eas o
Precepts of t hefoll@&ingthef\ppendid 8 d at grdesreadstssary s o t he
Great Arbiter of Heaveno woWmhetovrsofdledfotdhe patr
Sandwich, and Leicester, as well as the districts of Spencer and Paxton, likewise declared in mid
May that fhnas we have the highest regard for (
behold but with the greatest abhocee any of our fell ow % reatures
l nstructing their representatives fAto have a
unchristian practice, 0 they joined towns that
Salem and Medfieldvhoreiterated their demand¥ The petitioners thus brought public
pressure to bear on the royal government by acting in concert with white patriot allies both in
Boston and throughout the colony. Reinforcing

early Ameri cantiarnrteqgirarcalalnetnworiks . ) ) hel g

emancipation . . . were as much about tax avoidance and jurisdictional fiscal responsibilities as they were about
property rights or the virtues of abol Bl3L.ondo; Sarah L.

614 Boston Gazettelune 14, 1773.

615 Emory Washburniistorical Sketches of the Town of Leicester, Massachygstsson: John Wilson &
Son, 1860), 44243; Moore Notes on the History of Slavey33 34.

616 Only Pembroke directly referenced the freedom petitioners, but it would be an extraordinary
coincidence if these towns were deciding to make such calls by their own impetus and at the sarak ttirme
more so considering that Thomas Denny, the reptates for Leicester, Spencer, and Paxton, was on the
commi ttee overseeing the petiti orDssuasionfrerhthevStavetTradede bi | |
Salem inEssex Gazettéay 25, 1773, anBoston New4 etter, May 27, 1773; Medfield ilBoston New4 etter,
December 31, 1767, and March 25, 1773, Bagton GazettéMarch 22, 1773.
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achieve political voice, 0 these t olWindeedhel ped
theywere applaudelly observerscross the Angl@dtlantic; at leastas far south as Philadelphia

and as far east as Lond%#A

The year was still early, however, and the greatest scandals of 1773 had yet to take place.
Sometime shortly after the General Court was prorogued in March, Samuel Adams had acquired
a series of letters written by Thomas Hutchinson. Although the letteesimecuous in
themselve$ nothing in them departed from what Hutchinson had made emphatically clear only
three months earliérupon reading them the Assembly became wild with fear and insisted that
the documents proved HubhehCoeshi sotugbhn®® b fibi
Mass protests erupted throughout Massachusetts, New England, and evenAtianti
region. The governor was burned in effigy on Boston Common, and the Massachusetts House

petitioned for HutcWPnsonds i mmedi ate removal

Bostonds Black petitioners brought forth t

assembled amid this upheaval (Figure 17). On Jun&7Z=3,playing on patriotic fears of

617Ni chol as Wood, AA O0Class of Citizensd: The Earl i e:
Al | iV8llmm @nd Mary QuarterlyVol. 74, No. 1. (2017)112.

618 Boston Gazetteluly 12, 1773Massachusetts Spguly 15, 1773Gent | eman qaulyMWa3yazi ne
358. Around this time, Benezet was also writing to antislavery activists in Pennsylvania, Virginia, and England,
incorrectly reporting that #fAThe people of New England |
[slave] trade, and,am informed, have proposed to the Governor and Council that all negroes born in the Country
shoul d be fr e Erierm Antheny BemezétdGearge & gBeopkas (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1937), 286, 289, 300.

619 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 5017784 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical
Society, 1981), 26.

620 Bernard Bailyn;The Ordeal of Thomas Hutchins@ambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974),
221 59.
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dominance and arbitrary power that had previously been abstract but now seemed all too real,
they honed their arguments to show how they t
power , 0 dragged and stol en f r atepathicdsdeargdfdrr e ed om

their rights, their liberties, and their livelihoods, the petitioners showed that they already lived in

the grim nonlife of slavery. They were Adepr.i
even tolerabl a.td yTlhaesy emrdw de x fhloiwever, that the
privileges and i mmunities of [M&8sachusettso]

621 Massachusetts SpJuly 29, 1773.
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The petitioners also noted for the first time in their campaign that race was the sole
reason for their mistreatment. They built on this observation, however, to further bolster the
claim that they wer e thyhicadinheritamcs. $heyemphasizediha s s a ¢
injustice of their situation based on the implicit assertion that the laws of the land applied as
much to them as to whites, remarking how theyed e pr i ved fof t hat use of
happens to have a white skinisintitted . 6 According to their readi:Hr
mythologies, Black colonists and white colonists had equal rights before the law, common rights
as men, and coequal status with fAother subjec
writtenintherd e f ens e when they argued that there was
masters can claim our services. o0 fiMere custom
Massachusetts law stood athwart the praciide person can have any just claintheir
services unless by the laws of the land they have forfeited them, or by voluntary compact

become servantsd0 t h enye istahiedr, off w%i ch i s our case. 0

In this newappeal the petitioners also deprioritized their emigration scheme in favor of
one that would secure their place in Massachusetts and prove colonial prejudices wrong. They
were to bememmadetthisecommunityodo by estsabl i shi
may there quietly sit down under hisownfigr ee, and enj oy t hieanfruits
allusion to Micah 4:4 and 1 Kings 4:9% Combining this request with observations that they

were excluded from Massachusetts law for no other reason than color and custom, the petitioners

622 pid.

623 |bid. This plan likely originated from similar proposals Anthony Benezet suggested in his own efforts to
end slavery; BenezeShort Account70i 71.
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exhibited a shared vision of life that all colonists held dear. Thpiied that Black and white

colonists could thrive together in pursuit of the same goals in the same land.

The petitioners pointed out that this sett
our freedom.o Indeed, they sought to counter
in new burdens on the community by also proposing that masterscauld devi ousl y Afr
those who were too infirm, aged, or young to take care of themselves. Emancipation and
settlement in the colony would thus be Ato th
would berid of the toxic effects of slavery, andetformerly enslaved would become active and
hearty citizens workinhandin-handwith white colonists forits prosperity?>* As they made
clear in their next address to the patriots,

well as mourn when y&u mourno (Romans 12:15)

The House ordered the formation of another
Agreat expectations. o0 Thi s t ikmoenpattiotswas made u
included thaepresentative of Tauntofuture state attorney generahd signer of the
Declaration of Independendepbert Treat Paine; the Committee of Correspondence member

Jonathan Greenleaf; and even Hancock and Ad&tiish e commi tt ee consi der e

624 There is a feature of further note in this petition. Building on the April circular, it reveals an insistence
that the enslaved are due a form of back pay, which the petitioners partially waive when claiming they do not seek
Arigid just i mteir@rioTeRkperences witk thessysfem af servitude in the colony where indentured
servants could successfully petition for remuneration when a master illicitly demanded more labor or time than was
due by the initial terms of their contract. Renounciggdrjustice, the petitioners seem to imply that the land for
their proposed settlement would be given to them in lieu of what is due them finaribidlly;

A Freedom Memori al ], JanMassachusetOSp@eftenbet ], 4774. epri nt ed
626 An earlier committee made up of patriots Richaeidy and Jeratheel Bowers, as well as Greenleaf,
had been formed on May 29 to redraft the-atdve trade legislation. Apparently, a new committee was formed to

respond to the new freedom petitidournals 50:7, 85.
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proper to be doneo in |ight of the petitioner
t he Pr o vrefenredéhe Juaemetition to the next session of the legislature for further
deliberatior®?” In the meantime, the petitioners once more publicized their efforts to the people

of Massachusetts. Over the coming months every patriot journal in the colony, includBpythe
theBoston Gazettte Ad ams & p er s 0 nkEssex Garegestime) published dheit h e

appeals or ran supportive articles that pressured Hutchinson and the royal government to suspend

their opposition to antislavery legislatiéff.

On August 231773,for instanceBenjaminEdes andohnGill ran a lettein theBoston
Gazettgpur portedly written by an ensl avedheman who
argumentative style of the work suggests it may have been Holbrook himself writingsdput if
he struck out harder here than he or his allies ever had in their formal petitions to the House. The
writer thought himself Aunhappyo that he was
[our] Oppressors, that the Slavery6fb c k Men i s repugnant to the L
So, he appealed now Ato the Condgairdrmaskednofr eal |h
AYe Sons of Liberty can you resent the taking
not Pity our Miserable Case, who are stipbdbd o

and the ministers of t h eeriGasdprotkingirdhumanitiésMiet ne s s

627 Journals of the Hous®0:17, 85.

528 Alongside the petition, th8pyi ncl uded a reprinting ofHuthimsoyel Cooke
Election Sermon of 1770lassachusetts Spyuly 29, 1773
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daily suffer, behold our Wives and Children taken from us, bought and sold like dumb Beasts,

and often wi®®h | ess Regard. 0

A month | aSpgrepohhrdmrals®®n the Anovel caseo of
successfully won his freedom suit from Samuel Taylor (the first time such a report was made in
the colony) and | ater still satirized polygen
bo w d o wn%°The Hall lsrathérs tookraeven harsherack, reprinting the tale of the
AMercil ess Plantero in November (see Part 1|),
Thisauthopr ayed that @AWoul d t o He Gariltbeahmight se unhap]
succeed in their attempts, and make the authors of their miseries feel the effects of their
vengeance! oanBlanterswdte sothe dntydneg ui | ty of this sin. |
we complain of infringements on our liberties, whilst we continue our feti@atures in the
most abs ol F3The symple dnsweravasythatdhey could not, and they knew it.
Forcing their way into their colonyds for mal
colonists finally answer the challenge Adasuedn 1700: free the enslaved or deny their

humanity.

629 Boston GazetteAugust 23, 1773.

630 Massachusetts Sp@ctober 21 and December 23, 1773; The satirical attack on polygeneticists was
reprinted inBoston Evening?ost March 28, 1774.

631 Essex Gazett@ctober 26 and November 9, 17%B&e also August 3,773,for their reprinting of the
second petition
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CHAPTER 7:THE LANGUAGE OF LIBERTY

By January 1774, the town of Gorham, in modeay Maine, wrote the Boston

Commi ttee of Correspondence fAwishing every ki
our Country SiffihetHeusesoon tAdreafegainroe sponded to the pe
pleas. This was prompted by a memori al it he A
consideration of their June 1773 petition, which was read on the first day of the new session. The
petitioners stated intheirnese appeal that they fAsincerely ho
patriotsd success, hailing AThe many stedfast
their |iberties and privileges. 0 They uwonsequ
| ast petition. o Nevertheless, they also insis
demand of your Honours in such a way, and in such a manner as your Honours would expect
from such a body of fellowmeandi Tgepf aMaesaxh
|l egacy, arguing that slavery was a novelty th
provinceo but had grown up Awithout any col ou
the wills or consents of our forefathers or us their children. o0 Wheth
Af orefatherso had willed or consented to the
implied. The enslavednd theirancestors had beéeld in bondage against the law and spirit of

the land.Thepetitionersk new t hat fAWe ask nothing from your

632 Boston Committee of Correspondence Records,ill782,7:562 68, MssCol 343, box 1, folder 7,
New York Public Libraryhttps://archives.nypl.org/mss/343#detailed
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desire yoursel ves, %W\e petitiohersunow abandomed much oftobeat i on .

prior supplication, appearing confident that popular support would ensure their success.

This strategy apparently proved persuasive
the | mportation of Negroes and others as sl av
supervision of Adams, Hancock, Cushing, Pickering, Paine, Greenleayandhe enslaver
William Phillips; that is,almost the entire patriot leadership in the Hdi#é&his bill departed
from its forebears by aiming to abolisbt onlythe slave tradMa s sachusetts, but
purchasindenslaved personsjithint he same. 0 It was prefaced by
sl avery fihad been found detri meimtarnd ttohd h@o u mc
added an addendum cl ari fying t haeffedlingthdsdri ng i n
already hel d din per pNeveahelesghe bilt notionlypehalinedthen t h e
stealers but finally also the dealers. It imposed a £100 fine upanimper s f or every i
Personso they brought into the colony fas a S
who purchased them. If either purchaser or importer could not pay the piper, they would serve,

Af or every such iovfifdeunacle ,toh efyo ri nepvoerrtye d nodr b ough

imprisonment without Bail or MainprisgThis wasan incredibly harsh sentence for a practice

that had existed in the coloaymostsince its foundingSlave trading was not only discouraged,

633 |t was standard practice in the colony to use memorials as a means for reintroducing petitions that had
been tabled at a previous session of the House. Though the division does not seem to have been stringent, the
language used in memorials appears sonagvess formal and formulaically consistent than in petitions, and they

do not appear to be addressed to the Governor, but onl:
makes clear, they did not count it among their formal petitislassachusetts Spgeptember 1, 1774. For

examples of other memorials presented to the General C
Esqg; praying to be heard on his Petition beforima the twi

theJournals 50:191, 92, 43 and 133
634 Massachusetts Tax Valuations, 173Q.
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as it had been in the 1760s legislative effdtta/as criminalized. Even visitors from other
colonies could only bring their Black Aservan
with the condition that #Aduring said residenc
sold or alienated witi n 6 Ma s £€CoOH wndtsttss. el sewhere had righ
butBlackmen and women could no | onger be brought
perpetually. Without such ingress, slavery in the colony would surely, eventually, die. The bill

was rapidly read three times, sent to the CowntiMarch 3amendedteturned to the House on

March4, and fully passed as amendbd same dayBut Hutchinson again refused his

signature®3®

Hut chinsonés veto was not exceptional cons
agitation. What was exceptional was the direct influence the petitioners had on the General Court
to produce yet another actanftislaverylegislation and, further, that they had done so with the
express help of the patriot elite. Writing to Pickering on January 8, Adams revealed that he was
in contact with the petitioners, who fAearnest
And. . . they ask it as a favthat you would by a Letter enable me to communicate to them the
general out | i f*%Rickedny dignotieave drecord of his résponse to the

petitioners, nor do we have any direct evidence of their possible influence on his draft. But

635 Massachusetts State Archives, vol. 9,188, Emphasis added.

8Hut chinson cl ai med he fihad not had Time to consi de
including the slave trade bill, effectively vetoing theBoston GazetteMarch 14, 1774Journals of the House

50:221, 224, 226, 228, 237,243he House records of the billds journey t
correspond with those written olmet bill itself The differences are immaterial here, butldteer havebeen
preferred as they are more |ikely to have been taken a

637 Adams to Pickering, January 8, 1774\Whitings vol. 3:1773 1777, ed. Harry Cushing (New York:
Putnamés Sons, 1907), 104.
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Adamsd request evinces both that the petition
|l east at this point, and that they were demon
machinery. They knew Adams had placed himself in charge of respaiedineir most recent

appeal, and they appeared to know that he had

pass the PWwo Houses. 0

Here, as before, it is impossible to determine the exact extent to which the petitioners
worked directly with patriot leaders in the House to pursue their goals. Nevertheless, the
consistent support they received from both the legislature and the pegastiptelling. Shortly
after their | atest appeals were read before t
Af r i c aMassaahusetts SpYyhis writer, possibly the same one who adopted that alias in
the Appendix rejoiced at the Black activst6 success, noting that fAray
to Afaintly break througho that c¢cloud of sl av
he also adopted the petitionersdéd new critical
outoft hi ne eyedo (Matthew 7:5) so that they coul c
AGr-Battain and that of the Africans. o0 He i nsi

the Africans without contradicting the law of God and the la@&atBr i t ai no on whi clt

chartered rights and the patriot cause were fouftfed.

88pji ckerin ad written Adams that summer, saying he
Negro Bills w h have been before Houseo so that e
Adams might have oheBidl Itshoe seiamplliyeri ni Nheigsr capacity as Cl e
them raises the |likelihood that he had been managing t|
not since 1771; Pickering to Adams, July 5, 1/ 3@nuel Adams Papers, 176803,New York Public Library,
https://archives.nypl.org/mss/20#detailadcessed November 28, 2023)

839 MassachusettSpy February 10, 1774.
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Claiming that there was no positive law to support slavery, that indeed there could be no
such | aw, and that fAcustomo alpersors yicAkne dAfMa scsaan
asked, AWhat can you impute it to? Are the Br
hearts also hard, when you hold them in slavery who are intitled to liberty, by the law of nature,
equal as your sel ves?0cotiknotandghpddnot eclievetthe at Par | i
coloniesdé |l egitimat e itpmsiremainecduoredsessedolndoiogisg,heas t h

damned the opposition if they failed to continue making common cause with the efilaved.

A month | ater AThe Preacher o joined in too
not yet succeeded in achieving their |iberty
7:9).Asheexplainedf Unt i | this curse is removed, you ca
who |l oveth righteousness, and is no respecter

Preachero strengthened the tie betweenoft he tw
all calamities) was totally abolished in Wd=ngland, | should not fear what Satan, and all other

tyrants in the universe, could do unto-us. o0 S
England. 6 Should then that fAnobl e andaiylol ustr

abolishit t hey woul d fiset a glorious example for t

640 1bid.
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gover n*thewa .weeks | ater, Wheatleyds letter to

correspondentfi Vi ndi cati on of [thé&?enslavedsd] natur e

No matter the weight of antislavery sentiment high and low, Hutchinson held fast and

rejected he patriotsdo | atest bill

The petitioners were undeterred, however, and doggedly renewed their appeal once more
in the summer of 1774 when the Court sat with
Gage. | f Bostond6s patriots, Blacloamd wkimoe al
the spring, their hopes were soon dasligoecame apparent that Gage was as hostile to the
colonial opposition as his predecessor. He closed Boston Harbor under the Coercive Acts and
eliminated the Assembl y &eCouncilgThe pattiggressesoon nat e m

vilified Gage, and whispers of dark conspiracies circulated in the streets as nevef“Before.

On May 25, 1774, just five days after Gage
legislature met but apparently conducted no regular business. An unsigned draft of the Black
activistsodo third petition t onewdessionqligure18yi s dat
It began by noting that that Awe have in comm

freedoms without Being deprivéd of them by ou

641 Massachusetts SpWarch 3, 1774. Besides these essays, Thomas also continued publishing against
slavery in his new enterprise, tReyal American Magaziner Universal Repository of Instruction and Amusement
until he sold it to his old business partner Joseph GreeledaRoyal American Magazindanuary, February, and
May 1774.

642Massachusetts Spy Mar ch 24, 1774. Wheatleyds poem iAfarewel
SpyandEssex Gazetten May 27 and May 18, 1773, respectively.

643 Bailyn, Ordeal of Thomas HutchinspA93 95.
644 Freedom Petition, May 25, 1774.
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never forfeited this Blessing by aney compact

1

How can the master be said to Beare my Borde
chanes of slavery and oper son agarverGediasthey wi | |
ought, ANither can we reap an equal benefet f
condemes Slavery or if there had bin aney Law to hold us in Bondege we are Huitbely o

opinion ther never was aney to inslave our childremr | i f e when Born in a f
appeal was brought before the House, however, it was not formally read, most likely because a
commi ttee was assigned to Ainquire and report
against the slave tragdthat Hutchinson had refused to sign in M&f€iNo record in the
Journals of the Housellsof t hi s committeebs findings or of
reason why is not hard to fathom. Gage compelled the General Court to adjourn just three days

after the summer session began and then forced its members to relocate to Salem.

645 Journals of the Housé&0:247 51.
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Figure 18 Manuscript Draft of Third Freedom Petition, May 25, 174
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The petitioners followed close behind and managed to resubmit their demands despite
these obstacles, hoping that their white coun
better than uso and that the | ismpwkavahatevere c o ul
for keeping us in Bondageo (Figure 19). They
the slaveless society into | aw. As the House
newest appeal, most likely because a newfdnilabolishing the slave trade was brought directly
to the floor the same day the petition was introduced. The act was then read three times and
passed to be engrossed all on June 10, collapsing a usually fomgthpsocess into one day.

Passing for theexzond time in four months at the hands of the paiegislature, this bill too
went nowhere, as Gage dissolved the Court shortly theréHftée. had discovered that the
Court resolved to send delegates to the Continental Corigmredsiding Paine, Cushing, and
Adamsi and his patience was at an end. He disbanded the legislature and called for new

elections.

6%6Courtesy of the Massachusetts Hi st orQGoleaitns Soci et y,
Onling https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id=549

647 Gage was excoriated for not signing the legislation irSlem GazettdDbecember 19, 1774 An Ac t
to Prevent the | mpor tMassadhusetts StateMelgveso(Bosivo). 9, 460 &l; Jduihalsd , o
oftheHouse 50: 255, 271, 285; #fAPetition for Freedom, June 1
Massachusetts Historical Society,
https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?old=1&ft=End+of+Slavery&from=%2Fendofslavery%2Findex.php
%3Fid%3D55&item_id=59@accessed November 28, 2023).
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Gage knew the colony was now in open rebellion. By September 1774 he moved all his
available forces to Boston. At the same time,Spgreprinted two documents from the
petitionersd campaign that signaled their con
iGod would preserve [t he ddcal govemmmentovps, | i berti e
officially, put to an end. Gage next ordered the removal of gunpowder from the province in an
ill-conceived attempt to head off violence. This action sparked yet more unrest, as well as the

march of thousand¥?

Given how confused the times were in the summer of 1774, historians have had a
di fficult time reconstructing what took pl ace
mistakenly taken its omission in the legislative record as evidence that the idmot thke it
up at all®*° Others have argued that the petitioners conveyed their support to the governor and

Great Britain, supposing the unsigned draft from May was directed solely t@Gagel a

648 Massachusetts Spgeptembet and 8, 1774. Another paper Thomas had recently founded in Salem,
The Essex Journal and Merrimack Paglat The Massachusetts and Nelmpshire General Advertisealso
published against slavery in the summer of 1774 (July 6 apfll@fust 17 and Septembe)7 as di Galehussel | 6
GazettgJune 24, July, 15 and 29, and August 12) and, uncharacteristicallyBtson PosBoyof August 15.

649 Bailyn, Ordeal of Thomas Hutchinsp293 302.

60Sesay, fARevolutionary Black Roots, o 125.
lJaredHar desty c¢cl aims that #fthis appeal was not direc
Gage, the petitioners sent the message thato they were

Abol itioni smés He&@ravamny: addh eE e gladamptomaiflrstituutivaor SBaas t on, 0
Geshiedeniss5(2020),152-3. Jill Lepore made a similar mistake, despite examining the document difiéaly

Whites of their Eyes: The Tea PartymincRmPrmdetort i on and t |
University Press2010), 93.
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much larger group of historians surmise that they went further, coordinating a violent plot

subsequently described by Abigail Adafp5.

Adams wrote to her husband John on September 22, shortly after Gage triggered the
gunpowder c¢risis, fearing there was fda conspi
group of Black men had solicitedrami $iilmngsihimaaea:
woul d fight for hi nvassacmusetifineplomised o fre¢hem. dheq uer 0
governor was apparently so taken with the notion that he at once investrjatestorians have
generally not scrutinized Adamso cl aims, and
with the freedom petitionersd campaign. |l ndee
that Great Britain had robust Black supparein radically patriotic Massachuseit$yet
compelling evidence suggests that both the co

involvement in it, are implausible.

652 See, for example, BlancKyrannicide 49; Judith Van BuskirkStanding in Their Own LightNorman,
University of Oklahoma Presg017), 44Sinha, S| ave 6,4 8CawGaey Nash, iThe African /
Re v o | uThe Oxfard Handbook of the American Revoluteds. Edward Gray and Jane Kamensky (New York
Oxford University Pres2013), 253 Peter Linebaugh and Marcus RediKEne ManyHeaded Hydra: The Hidden
History of theRevolutionaryAtlantic (Boston: Beacon Press, 200226, Zilversmit, First Emancipation112

653 Abigail Adams to John Adams, September 22, 1774, Founders OXétienal Archives,
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adam€/0402-0107 (accessed November 28, 2023)

% Many historians have conflated the freedom petitic
Sidney Kaplanbés ambiguous wording in AThe O6Dmwelsti c | n:
of Negro History61, no. 3 (1976):24% 0, and hi s and EThmBlackkRregenc thyhe Kagh| an 6 s
the America RevolutiofAmherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988)15. See, for instance, Ira Berlin,

Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North Anf€acabridge: Harvard University

Press, 1998), 193; Camerdrg Plead Our Own Caus&0; Countrymankznjoy the Same Libert¢3; Sylvia Frey,

Water from the Rock: Black Resistance in a Revolutionary(Pgeceton: Finceton University Pres4991), 53;

Alan Gilbert,Black Patriots and Loyalists: Fighting for Emancipation in the WarrindependencéChicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2012), 9; Van Gosse, fAAs
African American Politics in the British Atlantic World, 1772 8 6 Amedcan Historical Reviewol. 113,no. 4

(2008), 1008; Gerald Hornghe CounteiRevolution of 1776: Slave Resistance and the Origins of the United States

of America(New York: New York UniversityPress, 2014), 214; Simon SchamRaugh Crossings: Britain, the

Slaves, and the American Revolut{dfew York: Harper Collins, 2006), 22.
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For instance, historians have found no oth
despite her claim that #Amuch B%Hertaecountlalsonds o t h
echoes many other dubious colonial conspiracy theories voiced throughout the Revolution, and it
almost certainly reflects the period of heightened paranoia in which it was Writewe
consider that the petitioners6é campaign may h
further. Indeed, its credibility all but totters when we reflect that their latest petition to the House
had again been advertised in local newspapstssjx days prio?>’ Perhaps the most important
indication that this plan was fictitious, however, is that less than 1 percent of Black loyalists
recorded by the end of the Revolution hailed from Massach@g8itsth so little support for
Britain across the colonyés Black popul ation,

offer their services, let alone enough to form a conspfacy.

It is unlikely, then, that any Black Bostonians approached Gage in 1774, and it is even
less likely that the freedom petitioners did so. First, a previously unexamined copy of their

summer petition, published in tispyas wellasnE z e k e i | RusselShléms newly f

5As the editors at Founders Online note, AEverythir
kept so o6privated that the editors cannot further el uci
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adam€/092-0107.

656 Jason T. Sharple$he World That Fear Made: Slave Revolts and Conspiracy Scares in Early America
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020).

57Mandell,i 6 Nat ur al and Un Salein GaretitSepembien 16, h7A74. 6 0 45 ;
658 Blanck, Tyrannicide 54.

559 Significantly, one of the few people in Boston who might have been willing to support Gage was
Newton Prince, a pastry coodemay have been the same Al emon merchant o v
petitionersd® beh ahisfstoryins 1a7 7p3o.i glnfa ntth arte misn dterrueo,f how cont
support of the patriot cause could be. Jarnaldithe Bel | , A Ne\
American RevolutignDecember 2, 2014ttps://allthingsliberty.com/2014/12/newtg@nince-andthe-strugglefor-
liberty/ (accessed November 28, 2023).
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Gazette confirms what has long been suspected: that the same group of men produced all of

these document8®The petitionersd reprinting verifies
General Court when it met in Salem in June, a
S u b s c r% Historiass.ca@n now pair this copy of their petition with the manuscript drafts

from May and June to confirm consistencies 1in
published and unpublished materials. Doing so reinforces the likelihood théuatheyritten the

drafts of their past, as well as future, appeals thems&/kss highly unlikely, then, they

would have needed a white accomplice to write to Gage on their behalf.

Significantly, it appears that Gage only b
negroeso in June 1Abigdl Adamserepertedsher canspine®jisd thsf t e r
speaks to a | ast essenti al point against the
campaign they knew that the governor had neither yet the authority nor the inclination to aid

them. They, or at least some of their members, mayhatr tried to enlist his support.

660 Though most historians have assumed this was the HasaasDavis, perhaps the most widely cited
authority on the freedom petitions, argues forcefully 1
produce the one dated 25 May 1774; 6 AEmancinpgatainodn, ORhet
257;Massachusetts Spgeptember 8, 177&alem GazetieSeptember 16, 1774.

661 Salem GazetteSeptember 16, 1774.

662 More of note follows from this discovery. First, it appears by their own testimony that the petitioners
submitted no other appeal in 1774, confirming that the manuscript from May 25 is, like the copy from June, a draft.
As the other full petition held ahe Massachusetts Historical Society (from 1777) is also a draft, and all three are
unsigned and marked by numerous spelling errors and ed|
drafted by their hands, were edited by white allidetgebeingofficially submitted Thomas or Russell may have
fulfilled this function forthem fAPet i ti on for Freedom, January 13, 1777,
Massachusetts Historical Sociehtps://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?item_id€&&3ssed November
28, 2023), and P e tNassachusettoStatelAhvesgBostaoy. 212HB2, | , 0 i n
https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257750&ticessed November 28, 2023).

663 Gage to Viscount Barrington, June 12, 1775Carespondence of General Thomas GaggkClarence
Carter(New Haven: Yale University Presk933), 2:684.
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Nevertheless, after witnessing several years of royalist opposition to antislavery agitation in the
colony, the petitionersouldnot have held much hope for a change of heart. If they were not,
then, the men whom Adams feared, at | east the
appeard a most iniquitious Scheme to . . . fight ourselfs for what we are daily robbing and

punderng from those who have a%Likpddams,the ri ght t o

petitioners knew that white patriots could be doing more.

For all the political and popular support that the freedom petitioners had musgeted
summer of 1774legal abolition would not be achieved anytime soon. As Gage and the patriots
moved ever closer towards war, the issue of (real) slagargorarilywithdrew from the
forefront of public discussion. But it did not disappear. In the final days of his time in Boston,

before he was forced to remove his press to Worciestentral MassachusetfBhomas

published continual |l yAbouy oa hseirn gclod ome gsrtos 6i mpedr
mer chants, 0 Granville Sharpés wish for the fa
British North America, and Thomas Jeffersonods

the greatest objeof desire in those colonies, where it was unhappily introduced in their infant

st a%e. o

Although the petitioners would not officially present another appeal so long as the royal
government remained, they did not otherwise sit and wait as the conflict unfolded. Shortly into

the first session of the Massachusetts Provincial Con@resgatriot body that reformed in

664 Abigail Adams to John, September 22, 1774.

665 Massachusetts SpJuly 28, September 1, October 6 and 20, and November 10 and 17, 1774. Russell
al so reprinted SSdmaQazetphNogemberedt I7&r i n t he
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Concord after Gage dissolved the General Gdadeph Wheeler, the representative for the town

of Harvard, brought a letter directed to the congressional chaplain, Rev. Nathanial Appleton
father of the abolitionist writer. Though occ
aversion to ending slavery, this letter, too, has been misinterpreted by histiorfacs the

aut hor argued for Athe proprietyo of taking

negro %Thivesi® |ikely the same | etter address
Hall brotherswould publishh n  January the next year, and it w
now under the cruel Yoke of Oppression and SI

fascinating turn, however, this work inverted the myth of the slaveless society to charge Boston
with the crime of being Athe first Port on thi
whyitshar bor was fithe first shut up by an oppres
woul d this sin be waslmree thayaevexpect ouiLight éorbreak fomhd n o't
as the Morning the letter writer explainéf’ A committee was once more called for, but the
current of events overtook the matter. Boston

business suspend&y.

666 The Journals of Each Provincial Congress of Massachusetts in 1774 andBio&tén, Mass.: Dunton
and Wentworth, 18382 9; On a mi sr e adi n gJolonfHankozk: Meochant Kinggaadr Aénericaw o r k
Patriot (New York: Wiley & Sons, 2000), 185, Egerton and Blanck, for instance, have misattributed this quote to
John Hancock, and misinterpreted it as an objection to considering slavery at that time. Incidentally, Unger himself
mistakes this lettewitht he pet i ti onersdé circular of 1773; Egerton, !

667 Essex Gazetfedanuary 31, 775.
568 Journals of Each Provincial Congrgs29.
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Shots were fired at Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775. Among other patriots,
APrince, a ne % Maybemwsmead asross thedcelahies, yet the faisiysoon
reported that the Worcester County Committee of Corresponddnéek el y under Thome
directonfrhad made a resolution. The countydés patr.i
response to anotchaes opehati whehedehet here sha
opportunity presented for anything to be done toward the emancipatingdRees we [the
Worcester Committee] will use our infl%Y ence a
TheBoston Gazettmanaged to continue heckling the roya
opposition to the patri ofsAddfa exteedingthisjthe y | egi s
Provincial Congress passed a resolution forbi
Echoing the petitionersé key arguments, the b
human species is a direct violation of tiaural rights alike vested in all men by their Creator,

and utterly inconsistent with the avowed principles on which this and the other United States

have carried t hei P?Thidstatergegtivenswelbbeyoridevinat theiFise r t v . 0

669 Journals of Each Provincial Congress 6 79 ; @A Li st of the Names of the
and Wounded in the | ate Engagement with His Majesty's
1775),Massachusetts Collections Onlifdassachusetts Historical Sociglyst accessed July 13, 2022, at:
https://www.masshist.org/database/523

670 Massachusetts Spjtine 21 and 28, 1775.

't stated, in a mock epitaph taken from the grave

/ Native of Africa, who died March 1773.06 Of course, Hi
March 1774 but such details are rarely important to the colonial saf8stton GazetteOctober 9, 1775. For the

life and death of the real John Jack, see George Tolinan,Jack, the Slave, and Daniel Bliss, the Tory: The Story

of Two Men of Concord, Massachusetts Who Lived Before the Revgiooord, Mass.: Concord Antiquarian

Society, 1902).

572 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 52, Pt. 1: (Bt&on: Massachusetts Historical
Society, 1985),10%5, 109. The text of the Co CdoredRanidissts;andsol ve may
Moore,Notes on the History of Slaveld53.
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Continental Congress had declared in its own resolution against the slave trade in 1774, which

was drafted in part by t H2énpieipléiteveo ougpacedd al | vy,
analogous resolutions made by Rhode Island and Connecticut two years €aMisser before

had a government committed itself so expressly to these ideals. By the fall of 1776 the legislature
called another committee, which included the antislaweiter Nathaniel Appleton, to consider

ithe condition of the AYAndocerahe nextitvayearsthe now i n
legislature protected Joseph Johnsom,aman named ACuba, 6 and at | e:
bondageThe Provincial Congresse f used t o r e c o gtmitese pasorsiverer er s 0

property®’®

No evidence directly links the freedom petitioners to any of the events that took place
between the spring of 1775 and the fall of 1776. Nevertheless, it appears their spirit was still at
work, even if their hands were invisible. Outside of the legislatndethe courts, individual
ensl avers, such as Robert Pierpont of Boston,

Salemi animated Ezekiel Russedeclaredii wi t h a Spirit of Liberty, &

673Worthington Chauncey Ford, edgurnals of the Continental Congre@ashington, DC: Government
Printing Office, 1904), 1:53.

Though both coloniesdé resolves were in substance
intervention, they were more modest in their justifica
are desirous of enjoying all the advantagelibeity themselves, should be willing to extend personal liberty to
ot h eRecordsiof the Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, in New Engangt 1770 to 1776
(Providence: A. C. Greene and Brothers, 1862), Pbibjic Records of the Colony of Connectjdtdl. 14: 1772
1775 Charles HoadleyHartford: Case, Lockwood, & Brainard, 1887), 329.

575 Journals of the House of Representatives, Vol. 52, Pt. 2: (Bt&on: Massachusetts Historical
Society, 1986), 127.

576 petition of Josep Prout of Scarborough, September 10, 1777,
https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257741 $stition of Cuba, a Negro Woman, November 21, 1777,
https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257729%2itition of Joseph Johnson, July 14, 1778,
https:/fiiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:50257729%6i
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Profession of the noble Virtue without the Practice thereof, would be a striking Mark of
Hypociwesrye0 convinced to fiounl oose the Bondsdo

laborers?””

Of course, African Americans also participated in the fight itself. At least nine thousand
Black men fought and died for the patriot ca(reeighly the same number as fought for the
British) even though, due to either exclusion or enslavement, most Black men of fighting age
were unable to joieitherthe continental or royal arnfy® Indeed, by all indications Black men
from the North appeared more ready to fight than most white colonists did. As John Hannigan
notes, at least 2,100 Black and Indigenous men in Massachusetts fought for independence;
somewhere upwards of 60% of the aduoiétle population of coldt’® Northern Blacks, like
Boyrereau Brinch, often chose to fight for the side that seemed most likely to grant them
freedom®8® Many free Blacks, however, like Salem Poor, may have fought as much to defend
their homes, their families, and their livelihoods as anything®®lged there were also many
others, |like Lemuel Haynes or James Forten, w

because of conviction. As Forten declared, when the British caught him and offered him a place

577 Appendix 12; Salem GazetteAugust 12, 1774.

678 As Gary Nash points out, although maybe forty thousand enslaved persons fled to the British during the
war, fewer than a third of those were adult males and
261. See also Naslhe Forgotten Fifth: African Americans in the Age of Revolui@embridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2006), 8.

5%John Hannigan, AKingodog22Mamd amBatCoindati aemft aCsl, @r 1i6r8
Minute Man National Historical Padk National Park Servicdttps://www.nps.gov/articles/000/joHrannigan
patriotsof-color-paperl.htm(accessed November 28, 2023)

580 Kari Winter, ed.,The Blind African Slave; or, Memoirs of Boyrereau Brinch, Nicknamed Jeffery Brace
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004), 159.

8lHanni gan, TfKingos 2086 and Continentals, o
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in England, ANo, no! | am here a NeVER Shallner f or

prove a trait%r to her interests! o

Very I|little remains to tell us of the peti
the Rhode Island militia, and Prince Hall, who signed the last petition of 1777, may have served
in Massachusetts alongside his son PrifitiEven if we had copious documentation of the
freedom petitionerso |lives, we would I|Iikely f
influencing Black support for the war were complex and resist simplification. Benjamin
Quarl esds oiltd aftorAmuli ectainomMmer i canso6 fAmajor | oy
peopl e, but t ol eertgnly remains ipcisiee; Hutlif takee to mear that loyalty

to principle, place, and people is an either/or proposition, it also risks obscurthd¥hu

Despite their liminal status in colonial society, free and enslaved Black persons in
Massachusettsouldbgg ust as threatened by parliamentary
troops, 0 as h&termed tliem s whitercalomists WERET his risk helpsexplain

their overwhelming presence in the war. Working at the docks, for instance, was one of the most

582 Forten quoted in NellColored Patriots 168.For Haynes support of the American Revolution, e
Bay, fAThe Revol ut i dournaliohtheBarlpRegublizval. d3, Myhdi(2023):66629;John

Saillant,Black Puritan, Black Republicaandfi L e mu e | Haynesb6s Bl ack Republicani sn
Republican Tradition, 1775 8 2 Qourdal of the Early Republiol. 14, no. 3 (1994): 29324, Rita Roberts,
APatriotism and Political Criticism: The Evolution of |

S o | d EighteentdCentury Studiesvol. 27, no. 4 (1994).

Coughtry, fHolbrook, Felix,o 336; For more on Hall
Color: Prince Hall, Revolutionary Black Boston, and the Origins of Black Freemasonry,11778 70 ( PhD di s s.
Northwestern University, 2006), 191.

584 QuarlesNegro in the American Revolutigxxvii.

A Petition of Scipi o FKassachusetts StateeArchives (Bgstoma).! 27t h, 17
180:416 17.
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common occupations for free Black men. Hence, when the royal government raised taxes on
imports, and then entirely shut down their source of income, they too took to arms. Across New
England, Black laborers likely felt the pinch just as sharply as, fooe so than, white

merchants, and the Black patriot minister Lemuel Haynes was surely not alone when he
described the British as mon*¥Iindeaduvbenfidlbyooka nt s f
spoke in his petition about the values of property ownership, patriarchal family structures, and
Christian ethics, he was speaking with the ease of nativity. He may have been born in Africa, but

his appeal reflected the talk he hadrhed from his youth, the scripturehid society.For better

or worse, for many Black families Massachusetts was now home, and they could have just as

much to lose by a British victory as white patriots did.

The coloniesollectivelydeclared their independence on July 4, 1776. In doing so, they
committed themselvestotheselivi dent truth that dAall men ar e
the British were reeling from a series of patkimtories in New Jersey, Prince Hall and
Massachusettsd enslaved made t hé&Aministarst ef f or
respected | eader of Bostondés Black community,

Masonic Lodgé along with his cosignatories Peter Bess (Bestes of the 1773 circular), Brister

% emuel Haynes, fAiThe Battle of Lexington,o (1775),
Lexingtondé: A Patri ot WilianBaad Mawy Quateylyvdl. 42mo.e (198B)a50®H e s , 0

587 Though the extant copies of the 1777 petition are dated January 13, the House does not record the
petition being read until March 18. Presuming the petitioners did in fact submit their appeal in January, there is not
an obvious reason why given the Howses in midsession, and the last committee formed to consider the issue of
slavery had been called for in Octold&176 at the beginning of the session; Freedom Petition, January 13, 1777,
Massachusetts State Archiyesl. 212132 33.
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Slensen (Slenser), and Lancaster HHall is the only petitioner for whom substantial evidence

remains of his life (Figure 268 Significantly, he would become disillusioned with his
compatriots by the wardés end, going so far as
1787%%%1' n March 1777, however, Hall and his peers
Libertyo and wished the opposition would secu
the failure of dApetition aftervepeftliotnigo n& puantdi ee
waited, 0 they stressed how fAevery principle f
unhappy difficulties with GreaBritain, pleads stronger than a thousand arguments in favor of

your Petitioners. oi ®pavsetrtiyonsi @&e Phel cament és

Laws of Nature & of Nations & in @&%fiance of

688 This perhaps explains why Hall is often discussed as the lead petitioner in this effort even though Hill
was the first signatory. Hall was freed from indentured servitude in 1770, possibly fought in the War for
Independence, and, after the 1777 petitgained prominence in Boston as a leader and advocate for the Black
community there. For further information on Hall and his life, as well as Bestes, Slenser, and Hill, see Sesay,
AFreemasons of Color. o6 Besi des Ridhtstppeal thonghthisisof t he pr
understandable given the conditions of the war. After
and Black, scattered and only slowly came back, likely explaining why Joie did not sign and Freeman, who did not
live in Boston in the first place, kept his distance. Holbrook, as noted above, was probably serving in Rhode Island.

e\
|

589 Though noting that slavery had been effectively abolishddaissachusettafter ratification of the 1780
state constitution, Hall led this movement because he and other Black colonists continued to suffer from white
prejudice, Afind[ing] ourselves, in many respects, in
Although the Court took wup his appeal, n o tAfricansgn ul t i matel vy
Americg Public Broadcasting Statiphttps://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2h59.htfatcessed July(]l 2024).

6% Freedom Petition, January 13, 1777.
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Figure 20Prince Hall, unattributed postmortem portfdit

%9Accessed

at : AiPrince Hall, o Grand

https://freemasonry.bcy.ca/prince_hall/PrnceHILjpg
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https://freemasonry.bcy.ca/prince_hall/PrnceHll.jpg

Figure 21 Fourth Freedom Petition, January 13, 777

692 Courtesy of the Massachusetts State Archives.
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